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    Pennies Blurb


    


    “At 18, I had pennies, but money didn’t make me bold.


    At 19, I had dollars, but it didn’t dull the pain of being sold.


    At 20, I had hundreds, but then I met him and was found.


    At 21, I had thousands, but all I wanted was to be bound.”


    ***


    “At 23, I had dollars, but life changed and made me rich.


    At 25, I had hundreds, but it wasn’t enough to stop my killing itch.


    At 27, I had thousands, but my reputation didn’t set me free.


    At 29, I had millions, but I met her and could finally see.”


    ***


    


    Tasmin was killed on her 18thbirthday.


    She had everything planned out. A psychology degree, a mother who pushed her to greatness, and a future anyone would die for. But then her murderer saved her life, only to sell her into a totally different existence.


    


    Elder went from penniless to stinking rich with one twist of fate. His lifetime of crime and shadows of thievery are behind him, but no matter the power he now wields, it’s not enough. He has an agenda to fulfil, and he won’t stop until it’s complete.


    


    But then, they meet.


    A beaten slave and a richly dressed thief.


    Money is what guided their separate fates. Money is what brought them together. And money is ultimately what destroys them.


    She was poor.


    He was rich.


    Together…they were bankrupt.


    


    


    

  


  
    WORD OF WARNING


    


    


    Pennies (Dollars #1) is a DARK ROMANCE. This means there will be hard to read scenes, graphic language, and sexual content (both implied and explicitly written). Please do not read if falling in love with a man who dresses in monster robes rather than knightly armour offends you. This is not a fairy-tale. This is a black abyss that must be climbed blind before deserving the light. Along with literary darkness, this is book one of a five book series. Each subsequent novel will be released every few months (so your fingernails don’t tire holding onto the cliff-hanger), and each is full-length. Please also remember not all answers are given and not every character is as they seem. There are beasts adorned in angel clothing and angels hiding in beast’s fur.


    Remember that.


    You have been warned.


    Don’t say you weren’t told.


    Read at your own peril.


    Fall in love with Elder Prest at your own risk.


    Are you ready?


    You sure?


    You really, really sure?


    Okay then…enter the world of pennies and dollars.
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    FREEDOM.


    Such a modest word.


    It carried very little importance for those who had it. But for those who didn’t, it was the most precious¸ prized, and promised hope of all.


    I supposed I was lucky to know what freedom felt like.


    For eighteen years, I’d been free. Free to learn what I wanted, befriend who I liked, and flirt with boys who passed my rigorous criteria.


    I was a simple girl with ideals and dreams, encouraged by society to believe nothing could hurt me, that I should strive for an excellent career, and no one could stop me. Rules would keep me safe, police would keep the monsters away, and I could remain innocent and naïve to the darkness of the world.


    Freedom.


    I had it.


    But then, I lost it.


    Murdered, resuscitated, and sold.


    I lost my freedom for so many years.


    Until the day he entered my cage.


    Him, with the black eyes and blacker soul.


    The man who challenged my owner.


    And set my imprisonment on an entirely different path.
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    DEAR DIARY,


    


    No, that didn’t sound right. Far too light-hearted for my tale.


    


    Dear Universe,


    


    Scratch that. Too grandiose.


    


    To The Person Reading This.


    


    Too vague.


    


    To The Person I Wish Would Help Me.


    


    That would get me in trouble. And I refused to sound weak. Not if these words were the only thing a stranger would remember me by.


    


    To…


    


    Tapping the broken pencil against my temple, I did my best to focus. For weeks, I’d been confined like a zoo animal being acclimatised to its new cage. I’d been fed, washed, and given medical attention from my rough arrival. I had a bed with sheets, a flushing toilet, and shampoo in the shower. I had the basics that all human and nonhuman life required.


    But I wasn’t living.


    I was dying.


    They just couldn’t see it.


    Wait…I know.


    Inspiration struck as I came up with the perfect name to address this sad letter to. The title was the only right in this wrong, wrong new world.


    


    To No One.


    


    The moment I pressed those three words onto my parchment, I couldn’t stop the memories unfolding. My left hand shook as I kept the toilet tissue flat while my right flew, slowly transcribing my past.


    


    I WAS EIGHTEEN when I died.


    I remember that day better than any other in my short life. And I know you’re rolling your eyes, saying it only happened three weeks ago, but believe me, I will never forget it. I know some people say certain events imprint on their psyche forever, and up until now, I haven’t had anything stick in such a way. You see, No One, I guess you could’ve called me a brat. Some might even say I deserve this. No, that’s a lie. No one would wish this on their worst enemy. But the fact remains, only you know I’m not dead. I’m alive and in this cell about to be sold. I’ve been hurt, touched, violated in every sense but rape, and stripped of everything I used to be.


    But to my mother? I’m dead. I died. Who knows if she’ll ever truly find out what happened to me.


    


    The scribbling of my pencil stopped. I sucked in a ragged breath, trembling hard as I relived what I’d been through.


    My will to stay breathing had vanished. It’d taken them a while to break me, but they had. And now that they’d achieved their goal, I was nothing more than cargo waiting for the transaction to line their pockets.


    For days, all I’d had for entertainment were my chaotic thoughts, awful memories, and overwhelming panic of what lay ahead. But that was before I found the chewed up, snapped in half pencil beneath the bed.


    The find had been better than food or freedom; better because my traffickers minutely controlled both those things. I had no power to sway the regimented arrival of breakfast and dinner nor the ability to halt the fact I was being sold like meat to the highest bidder.


    I had no control over being alone in a tiny room that had once been a hotel suite before its premises were bought for more unsavoury stays. The towels were threadbare with the sigil of some decade-ago establishment, and the carpet swirled with golds and bronze, hinting the décor hadn’t been updated since the seventies.


    Was that how long the pencil had lurked beneath my bed? Were the bite marks on the wood given by a rowdy toddler waiting for its parents to stop fussing so they could explore a new city? Or had a maid lost it while tucking starched white sheets with military precision?


    I’d never know.


    But I liked to make up fantasies because I had nothing else to do. I spent my achingly boring days going over every nook and cranny of my jail. They’d broken my spirit, washed away my fight, but they couldn’t stop the determined urge inside me. The instinct everyone had—or at least, I thought everyone had.


    I’d been alone for so long now I didn’t know what the other girls processed with me would do. Did they lie star-spread on the bed and wait for their future? Did they huddle in the corner and beg for their fathers to stop this nightmare? Or did they accept, because it was easier to accept than to fight?


    Me? I ran my rubbed-raw fingertips over every wall, every crack, every painted and locked window frame. I crawled on my hands and knees, searching for something to help me. And by helping me, I didn’t know if I meant as a weapon to fight my way out or something to end my struggle before it truly began.


    It’d taken me days to go over every square inch. But all I’d found was this half-mangled pencil. A gift. A treasure. The nub was almost down to the wood, and I wouldn’t have long before I had to find a way to sharpen my precious possession, but I’d worry about that another day. Just like I’d become a master at shoving aside my worries about everything else.


    The one thing I didn’t find was any paper. Not in the drawers of the weathered desk or in the cupboard beneath the non-functioning television. The only apparatus I could write on was toilet paper, and the pencil wasn’t too keen on that idea, tearing the soft tissue rather than imprinting its silvery lines.


    Nevertheless, I was determined to leave some sort of note behind. Some piece of me that these bastards hadn’t taken and never would.


    Taking another deep breath, I shoved aside my current conditions and clutched the pencil harder. Glancing at the door to make sure I was alone, I spread out my square of toilet tissue, making it tight and writable, and continued with my note.


    


    I wish I could say a monster killed me. That a terrible accident caused this. And I can say that…to a degree.


    However, the real reason I’m dead and a new toy about to be sold is mainly because of my upbringing.


    That poise and confidence my mother drilled into me? It didn’t grant me in good stead for a profitable career or handsome husband. It pissed people off. I came across as stuck-up, a know-it-all, and vain.


    It made me a target.


    I don’t know if anyone will ever see this but you, No One, but if they do, I hope they forget what I’m about to admit. I’m an only daughter to a single parent. I love my mother. I do.


    But if I ever survive what’s about to happen to me, and by some miracle, I find freedom again, I’ll keep this next part to myself when I recount my time in purgatory.


    I love my mother, but I hate her.


    I miss my mother, but I never want to see her again.


    I obeyed my mother, but I want to curse her for eternity.


    She’s the only one I can blame.


    The one responsible for me becoming nothing more than a whore.
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    TWO DAYS passed.


    In the world I’d been stolen from, two days was nothing. Two alarm clocks, two lessons at university, two evenings of talking on the phone to my friends, and two nights of wonderfully protected sleep where I stupidly believed no one could harm me.


    In this new world?


    Two days was enough for me to scratch at non-existent itches just to feel something. Two days meant I wore down my pencil then slowly picked at the wood to reveal more lead so I had something to occupy my time.


    Two days meant I continued writing my toilet paper novel, all the while not knowing that at the end of forty-eight hours, my brief stay in limbo was over.


    My processing was over.


    My sale date complete.


    They came for me at dinnertime. Instead of the usual bland rice and chicken or watery stew shoved through the hole in the wall, the door opened.


    The door opened!


    For the first time in weeks.


    I’d been so alone with only grimy mirrors reflecting my slowly sallowing complexion for company that the visit clutched my heart. When I’d first been taken, I’d been curvy with adolescent softness, perky breasts, and rounded tummy. My brown hair curled and dyed a rich chocolate thanks to an appointment with my personal groomer at my mother’s demands to look my best for her charity function.


    The same function I’d been stolen from.


    Before, my thoughts had been superficial, wondering how to lose my puppy fat and apply my makeup like models on YouTube. Despite my prissy appearance, I was smart and had just enrolled at a prestigious university to study psychology—just like my mother wanted. Following in her footsteps like she’d arranged all my life.


    Now, my appearance and thoughts were of an entirely different girl. No longer a teenager, but a woman. My hair had faded back to its normal dark treacle brown. My frame had lost its curves thanks to the low-calorie infrequent menu I enjoyed.


    I supposed I would’ve been happy if I still had my freedom. I got what I wanted. I was a little skinnier and no longer cared about hair dyes and fashion. Instead, I hated my transformation because it added another chain to the proverbial collar webbing around my throat.


    “Come.” The man clicked his fingers.


    Seeing another human ought to have filled me with some sort of relief. Something intrinsic inside me needed company—even if that company was my doom. But I couldn’t see his eyes or mouth or nose. He was a phantom, a caricature, hidden behind the Venetian face mask of a black and white joker with tears dotting his cheek.


    Were the tears for me? Or just a mockery?


    I took a step toward him, hating the obedient cower they’d instilled in me the first few days of my imprisonment. The bruises had faded, but the lessons had not.


    But then, I stopped, looking back at the toilet tissue sheets of letters.


    Letters telling my story.


    A story that would forever change the moment I left this room.


    I had nothing of value anymore. The rags I wore from so many previous trafficked women weren’t mine. The pillows I cried myself to sleep on weren’t mine. My life wasn’t even mine anymore. The desire to keep my scribbled thoughts was nonsensical, but I refused to leave yet another piece of me behind.


    If I must face this new trial, I would do it with my past fisted in my palm like a talisman reminding me if I could breathe it, I could write it, and when I wrote it, I would find freedom from it.


    “Now, girl!” The man stalked into the room, his mountainous posture ready to hurt.


    Before he could grab me, I scurried to the desk and scooped up the flimsy pieces of my life. Clutching them tight, I ducked around his large girth and vanished out the door.


    Out the door!


    I’m out of the room.


    The familiarity of my imprinted space was gone as I padded barefoot down the corridor graced with the same gold and bronze carpet. The heavy footfalls of my captor thundered behind me.


    He didn’t grab me or force me to slow. He knew as well as I did there was no escape. I’d been blindfolded when I’d been driven here, but they’d let me have my sight back once inside the building.


    As we moved past locked rooms like any normal hotel, I forced myself to stand taller and brace myself for whatever came next.


    You can get through this.


    They wanted me alive, not dead.


    For some reason, that thought didn’t give the intended comfort…if anything, it made my fear escalate.


    “Get in the elevator. We’re going down.” The man’s voice boomed in the claustrophobic space.


    Turning left, I entered the open foyer where four silver doors sat two by two. I cursed the slight shake in my hand as I pressed the button summoning one of them to open.


    The chime sounded immediately, the elevator groaning wide, welcoming me into a dingy mirrored box.


    I couldn’t look at my reflection as I stepped inside and turned to face the closing exit. My legs peeked beneath the faded yellow shorts I’d been given. My skinny arms held the last remnants of my juvenile age in the baggy moth-eaten grey t-shirt. I didn’t care to look at myself because the outward body didn’t portray the inward soul.


    Yes, I looked broken.


    Yes, I obeyed implicitly.


    But inside, I’d somehow glued the parts they’d shattered into something I treasured. I was stronger now than when I’d first arrived. I was no longer the wailing girl who’d been stripped, rough-washed with angry paws, and catalogued with other women. I kept my screams inside because there, no one could hear me.


    No one could use them against me. Silence was a weapon I could wield better than panic. And if it meant I never uttered another word until I found freedom, then so be it.


    The man crowded beside me, pressing level four.


    Judging from the numbers on the hotel room doors we’d passed, I deduced they’d stored me on level twelve. How many girls were locked behind those barricades? How many floors held prisoners just waiting to be sold?


    The descent swooped a little too fast, gravity clutching my tummy. I held my breath as the elevator opened again, revealing an identical landing platform.


    The man nudged me between my shoulder blades.


    I shot forward. No stumbling. No begging. Not one question or plea.


    There was no point.


    I rubbed my cheek where I’d been punched within hours of my arrival all those weeks ago. I’d demanded all sorts of things. I’d promised them pain once my mother found them. I’d believed I was a princess with a regiment of knights who would chase after me.


    I’d learned quickly with their boots in my stomach and fists in my face that everything I trusted was a lie.


    “Down here.” The man pointed at the left corridor.


    Padding in the chosen direction, I shivered as the softness of the carpet did its best to comfort me. The hotel was the perfect backdrop of nothingness. The temperature hovered at comfortable, so I never shivered or sweated. The lights shone an even illumination, so I never squinted or strained. Every sense controlled until I forgot what the wind felt like on my skin and the sun’s rays upon my face.


    Would I be allowed outside now?


    Where is he taking me?


    The man paced in front of me, pushing open a door to the old gym. The hotel must’ve been a four-star establishment, once upon a time, before it’d been bought and shot to ruin.


    Entering the female changing room, where ivory tiles had turned grimy and ancient hairdryers hung like gas masks, I stopped for further instruction. Hanging on the wall was a garment bag, zipped but translucent, showing a white dress. Even from here, the pearled bodice and diamante scarf draped on the hanger spoke of finery not welcome in such a downtrodden place.


    The man behind his Venetian mask muttered, “Shower, do your hair, and get dressed. I’ll collect you in one hour.”


    One hour of primping?


    For what?


    He leaned in close, smelling of fried food and beer. “Don’t get any thoughts of running.” Cocking his head, he stepped back as two other girls entered the space. “Ah, company.”


    The recent arrivals’ shepherd pointed at matching garment bags on the opposite wall. Their dresses were black and grey. “Get ready, both of you.”


    Just like every facet of sensation was stolen by regimented air, heat, and approved stimuli, so too were our wardrobes. White, black, and grey. Monotones with no spectrum of colour.


    My handler nodded at his lion-masked colleague. “You stand guard. I’ll tell the boss we’re almost ready.”


    The girls glanced at me. I glanced at them. We all glanced at the men who held our fate in their dirty clutches. The urge to ask what would happen burned my tongue. But I didn’t. Not because I daren’t or lacked the courage, but because I already knew the answer: the cold laughter, the mocking undertones, and the cryptic reply meant to terrify rather than console.


    No, I wouldn’t ask.


    But my conclusion didn’t reach the girl closest to me wearing a tatty pink sun-dress with tangled blonde hair. “Why are you doing this? What’s going to happen to us?”


    Venetian Mask looked at Lion. Together, they advanced on her, backing her against the tiled wall. They let the force of their aura batter her rather than physically maul, leaving me to think they’d hurt us to control us at the beginning, but now, we were worth more unmarred.


    After all, what good was merchandise if it was ugly and bruised?


    “I told you already. You’re going to be sold, pretty angel.” Lion stroked her cheek. “You’re going to be chosen and transacted, and when that sweet, sweet money lands in our hands, you’ll be gone. Bye-bye. No longer our concern.”


    The other girl with lacklustre red hair tripped backward, her mouth parting in a silent wail.


    As if they didn’t know? As if they’d spent the same amount of time as I had locked and alone and didn’t see something like this coming. Perhaps, I’d read too many dark books or watched too many crime shows on television. Either way, I wasn’t stupid, and I definitely wasn’t naïve anymore.


    Just like I would never go to university to finish my psychology degree, these girls would never return to their lives. Unlike me, who blamed her mother for her mess, they might blame a bad boyfriend or idiotic decision of drinking too much and trusting the wrong person.


    No matter what led us here, we were on the same journey. Just with different destinations, determined by whoever bought us.


    Turning away from the tears and laughing captors, I stripped from my shorts and t-shirt, placed my precious toilet paper words on the counter, and walked straight into a shower. There were no blinds or screens. My nakedness remained on display as I turned on body temperature water and squirted un-scented shampoo into my hair.


    Being nude in front of strangers would’ve petrified me a month ago.


    Now, I no longer put stock in such things because I had no control over who looked or touched or ultimately raped and destroyed.


    Don’t think about that.


    Gritting my teeth, I lathered shampoo into bubbles. No aroma or comfort came from the soap. I missed my watermelon body scrub and raspberry lip-gloss. I hankered for fizzy drinks and a soft fleece blanket after a long day of studying.


    What I wouldn’t give to smell again. Hear again. Feel again.


    While the other girls mourned their lives and feared their future, I welcomed relief. I was glad this stage was over. Another hour in that room would’ve driven me completely mad. At least this way, I had something to do, someone to challenge, someplace else to go.


    And who knows, maybe I’ll find a way to escape.


    The noise of the shower as I held my head under its stream blocked all sounds. I kept my eyes closed while lathering my hair and didn’t turn until I’d washed, used the razor provided to shave, and wrapped yet another threadbare towel around myself.


    The men and their masks had gone, and the women had copied me, each taking a stall and dutifully but tearfully washing.


    This wasn’t a simple cleansing or preparation.


    This was a baptism into Hell.


    


    


    

  


  
    [image: ]


    


    TO NO ONE,


    


    My mother always told me that bullies are people, too.


    She warned me never to judge first impressions or be superficial like others. She said it wasn’t my place to critique—not knowing if they were hurting or living a terrible life while picking on others.


    Well, I would disagree based on my current predicament, but then again, these men aren’t bullies, they’re monsters. So I guess my mother’s rule is safe.


    Don’t judge. Listen.


    She promised me it would keep me in good stead, and I’d make friends, not enemies. What she didn’t tell me was nobody liked to be watched like a specimen, and everyone hated a compassionate know-it-all.


    And that was why I was targeted.


    Or at least…I believe it was.


    You see, No One, it all started as a normal evening. I dressed in my bedroom opposite my mother’s. I slipped into the low heels she’d chosen, into the off-the-shoulder gown she’d selected, and hopped into the taxi she’d arranged.


    I was thankful to be included because normally I wasn’t.


    I was proud of my mother. Respectful, wary…but not adoring. She loved me but didn’t have time for silly children, even if that silly child was her own. She made sure I was old and wise so I could fend for myself while she dealt with adult bullies on a daily basis. She sold her services to the State to ease the burdens of psychopaths and paedophiles.


    She treated us all like guinea pigs, wanting into our minds—asking why I did something instead of reprimanding. Demanding articulated words rather than messy displays of emotion.


    My friends called me crazy for trusting my mother’s guidance. But I was a good girl, a kind daughter, a child guided by a woman who earned her living by lifting the veil in which humans hide. She made me believe I had the same magic, and it was my duty to help those without such a gift.


    She made me what I was.


    I suppose I have to be grateful for that because, without her strict upbringing, I would be like the girls snivelling even now in the corner while we wait to be collected for whatever comes next. I’m thankful to the woman who birthed me for giving me these life skills, but it doesn’t mean I’ll ever forgive her.


    From the hours of 9:00 p.m. to midnight, I was safe. I mingled with suits and entertained in whispers, representing my mother and her business with the poise she demanded.


    Only, around that witching hour when rules relax and tiredness creeps beneath fun obscurity, I met a man. While my mother intoxicated benefactors with her wit and hard-edged charm, earning generous donations for her charity for the mental well-being of people on death row (why anyone would want to donate, I had no idea), a mystery man called Mr. Kewet flirted with me.


    He laughed at my teenage jokes. He indulged my childish whims. And I fell for every goddamn trick in his dastardly arsenal.


    While others skirted this man, instinctually noticing something evil, I made it my mission to make him feel welcome. I didn’t let the voice inside my head warn me away; instead, I believed in the firm and fast rule of ‘Don’t judge. Listen.’


    My mother taught me wrong.


    She made me sympathise rather than fear.


    She made me believe in good rather than recognise the bad.


    I danced with my murderer.


    I smiled when he corralled me outside.


    I tried to soothe while he threatened.


    And when his hands went around my throat and strangled me, I still believed I could redeem him.


    He killed me on the balcony of the ballroom only metres away from my mother.


    And the entire time he did it, I still thought he was the one who needed saving, not me.


    


    “Time’s up. You’d better be ready to go.”


    My pencil stopped hacking at my toilet vellum. I needed to write what happened after I fell unconscious into Mr. Kewet’s killer embrace. How he’d brought me back to life in a world I no longer recognised. How everything I’d known and everything that’d made sense was suddenly scrambled and utterly foreign.


    But Venetian Mask had returned, crossing his arms over his huge untoned bulk. Even his voice was nondescript with no accent or hint. Without facial features or racial clues, I had no idea where I’d been transported and what country I would belong.


    Scrunching up my handful of pencil-scribbled paragraphs, I stuffed the tissue down my pearl-beaded bodice. My fingers trailed up the decorative dress to whisper over my throat. Even now, the shadows of finger-bruises marked me. Being strangled was a painful death. And one that left remnants in both aches and contusions, always there to remind when glimpsed in a mirror.


    He’d killed me. I hadn’t been able to stop him.


    So why couldn’t he have left me dead?


    Why couldn’t this have been over rather than just beginning?


    Because you’re worth far more alive.


    I straightened my back.


    I’d blow-dried my hair and applied the mascara and lipstick provided. I didn’t know why I bothered. However, prettiness might be a curse that could grant me a kinder fate. In my unsettling rationale, I figured the more someone paid for me, the better my overall treatment might be.


    Unless that backfires and a psychotic billionaire buys me for marksman practice.


    My throat closed as my heart did its best to find a stepladder and climb its way out of my chest. I swallowed it down again. As much as I didn’t want to face this, I needed my heart beating if I stood any chance of surviving.


    Clipping over the tiles, I smoothed my white gown as if being presented to the prime minster. The quaint buttons on the back had been secured thanks to the help of the redhead. The satin kissed my body with no underwear to protect the sensitive skin of my nipples and core and whispered over the floor a millimetre from being too long. The measurements were exact, right down to the size five white heels on my feet.


    I’d never been a fan of white. I much preferred to wear black—because it gave the image of authority (according to my mother)—or pastels and colours depending on my mood at class.


    White was too high maintenance. It got dirty with life stains within moments of putting it on. But it also granted an innocence that I understood why my traffickers had dressed me in it. My hair seemed glossier; my green eyes bigger, my complexion prettier.


    The girl gowned in black looked harsh and older while the redhead in grey seemed washed out and already begging for a grave.


    If we were about to enter a wolf’s den, I didn’t want to smell of blood before the fight. Keeping my shoulders back, I strode past the guard and fell into step with Lion Mask.


    Silently, I followed our shepherds and led the sad train of slaves down the corridor, into the elevators, and down to level two.


    There, commotion welcomed with sounds of conversation, masculine laughter, and a softly played piano.


    It’d been so long since I’d heard music or felt the warm buffet of bodies that I lost myself. Forgetting my need to remain aloof and untouched, I slammed to a stop. My forgetfulness earned me a swat to the side of my head as Lion Mask shoved me forward.


    I stumbled for the first time since I’d answered back during the first beating I’d endured and suffered through the lesson all over again.


    Eyes locked onto me from all corners of the room.


    Hungry eyes.


    Mad eyes.


    Lust-filled, terrible eyes.


    All peering from behind a treasure trove of paper mache and plaster of paris masks.


    A spotlight moved from the glittering silver ball drenching the space with twinkling lights directly on us. The piano stopped playing as the two girls and I made our way to the centre of what used to be a dance floor under the guidance of Venetian and Lion.


    Now, it was a market pen. Complete with podium for inspection and auctioneer with his gavel. The two girls I’d showered with sobbed quietly as they were lined up in a procession of other women. Women who’d lived in this hotel with me, but I’d never seen. Women of all ages and ethnicities, all stolen from their rightful place and treated like livestock.


    My friends wouldn’t really miss me because they didn’t understand me. I had no boyfriend to mourn me, no father to come search for me. As far as connections and family went, I was lacking.


    I supposed it made it easier for me to switch off the desire to love and be loved, knowing I would never feel such a thing again. But it also hurt more because, at least, if I’d had those things, I could say I’d lived briefly; that I hadn’t taken my freedom for granted.


    Now, all I would know was captivity.


    As a man in a perfectly pressed tux and black executioner’s mask strode around the room holding a microphone to his hidden lips, the atmosphere hushed in expectation.


    “Welcome, gentlemen, to the QMB, also known as Quarterly Market of Beauties.” Sweeping his hand down the line of merchandise, he said, “As you can see, we have quite a turn-out for you tonight.”


    One by one, he pointed at us.


    We were the only ones bare faced and on display.


    One by one, we shrank into ourselves.


    Twelve counted before me.


    I was lucky thirteen.


    Or was that unlucky thirteen? All I needed was a black cat, a fallen down ladder, and a witch’s superstition to well and truly curse me.


    The man strode proudly as if he’d personally created each and every one of us. If he was in charge of stripping us of everything and rebuilding us into nothing, then perhaps he had. Maybe he did own us and had full right to sell something I no longer recognised.


    “As usual, we have a range of beauties available for your pleasure. You’ve all had time to peruse their files and photos we supplied.”


    Wait, what photos and files?


    Had our rooms had cameras? Were we secretly catalogued and investigated? My chest rose and fell, pressing against the words I’d scribbled on the stolen toilet paper. Did they know about my tentative writing? Would they take it away from me?


    My questions kept me occupied while the man cut over the dance floor and grabbed the first girl in the lineup. Dragging her forward, he forced her onto the podium, holding her until she caught her balance.


    The spotlight showed her every stress line, every terror, every tear. She couldn’t hide anything beneath such an invasive glare. Her facial nakedness was made worse as no humanity stared back. Only animal masks and robot masks and all manner of creations.


    I don’t want to look like her.


    I wouldn’t let these assholes see my horror. If they refused to let us see them, I refused to let them see me. I didn’t have feathers or diamantes to hide my true self, but I did have willpower.


    It took four girls to school my features into a rigid, unfeeling shell. Another four girls for me to delete emotion from my gaze and grab what was left to stuff into a newly formed suitcase inside (or should I say soulcase) and slam the lid closed. It took the final four girls to find a way to lock that soulcase, banish all my secrets, hopes, and aspirations, and toss away the key.


    My name was Tasmin Blythe, but as my turn rolled around and I was forced to stand proud and prideful on the podium, they gave me a new name. A name forever reminding me of where I came from but stripping me of everything else at the same time.


    Pimlico.


    After the London suburb where my mother’s function was held.


    No longer Tasmin. Pimlico…Pim.


    I’m glad.


    I no longer had to fake being strong and aloof; Pimlico was strong and aloof. Tasmin was locked deep, deep inside and forgotten as I blinked in the bright lights and heard the most damning thing of all.


    “I’ll pay one hundred thousand.”


    “I’ll go two hundred.”


    “I’ll outbid you all and double it.” The room sucked in a gasp as a silhouette of a tall, slender man stepped onto the dance floor. “Four hundred thousand dollars for the girl in white.”


    My heart once again tried to build a parachute and escape. That was the highest bid of the evening.


    It disgusted me.


    How dare they decide my worth? What my fellow slaves were worth. No price tag existed on a human life.


    My life.


    I hadn’t said a word since the third day of my incarceration. I hadn’t answered their questions about my age or sexual history. I refused to share any number of invasive requests.


    I’d taken that small power even though they no doubt knew everything they needed thanks to my driver’s license and social media.


    But now…here, on the eve of my sale, I had something to say.


    Balling my hands, I glared at the indistinct man who wished to own me. My voice rang out, soft but pure, the only feminine sound in a nest of men.


    “I bid one million. Let me buy myself, sir, and I will forget any of this ever happened.”


    The bought girls, already ushered and clung to by new masters, gasped. My audacity could shorten my life or prolong it. Either way, it was a gamble I willingly and knowingly chose.


    I didn’t have a million. My mother might if she sold our two-bedroom flat in London. But just like I pushed other worries to be solved on a later day, I pushed this one aside, too.


    Money was just money.


    Pennies added to dollars and dollars added to hundreds.


    In the end, the prettily printed paper was worthless because inflation stole its numerical profit, unable to keep those who owned it happy.


    My life, on the other hand, would increase in value, growing wiser and richer in experience the longer I survived. I was an investment, not a liability. And I would invest everything I had into giving myself a future.


    The man stepped forward, cutting through the glare so his silhouette turned into physical mass. His dirty blond hair was the only thing visible behind the princely mask of some English Lord. “You’re bidding on yourself?” His voice sounded foreign, but I couldn’t place the accent. Mediterranean, perhaps?


    Tipping my chin, the podium put me higher than him as I looked down as if he were my subject and I was his queen.


    I would rule him. I would never bow.


    “That is correct. I am too expensive for you. One million pounds, not dollars. I bid well over your pathetic amount.”


    The auctioneer fumbled, clearly uncertain what to do with this change of events. His business was in the money-making game. Selling women was high profit, but if he could earn more by selling me to myself, what did he care if certain corporate rules were broken?


    He got paid either way.


    Ignoring the man in his English Lord mask, I faced the executioner, begging his gavel to fall on my offer. “One million, sir, and I walk away and never mention this again.”


    What about the other girls?


    My mother would curse me for the shame and guilt I suffered at the thought of leaving the sold women. But she’d also be proud because I’d chosen a path with decisiveness and conviction. Something she said I’d always lacked.


    Happy now, Mother?


    The room erupted in murmurs of deliberation while I stood in the sea of ebbing voices.


    For a moment, I stupidly believed I’d won. That I’d played my hand at the perfect time and earned my freedom. But I hadn’t learned my final lesson.


    Pride goeth before the fall.


    And I was about to plummet.


    “I see your offer and raise you,” Lord Mask murmured. “One million, five hundred thousand pounds, not dollars. What say you?”


    Before I could reply—before I could increase my bid and change my circumstances, the dreaded gavel fell.


    “Sold!” the auctioneer yelled. “To Mr. Lord for one million, five hundred thousand pounds.”


    * * * * *


    


    To No One,


    


    That was the last time I spoke. The last time I lost. The last time I knew what it was like not to live every day in pain.


    From that day onward, I was Pimlico the Mute, the Voiceless Woman in White.


    No matter what that man did to me, I didn’t break.


    No matter the beating he gave or the sexual punishment he delivered, I remained speechless and strong.


    I’d like to say I found a way to escape. That I ran. That I’m writing this to you from a quaint coffee shop in London with a handsome boyfriend on my left and a best friend on my right.


    But I’ve never been good at lying.


    This toilet paper novel was never going to be fiction.


    This is my autobiography so that one day, when my worth has been used, and every penny my master paid for me has been cashed, someone might recall the wordless slave who endured so much.


    Maybe then, I’ll be free.
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    INSTEAD OF COUNTING what I’d lost and would never see again, I preferred to count what I did have.


    It kept me occupied as the transaction for my sale went through, the room emptied as successful bidders took their new possessions home, and my arms wrenched behind me for coarse twine to wrap around my wrists like some sort of twisted wedding ring.


    I didn’t say a word as a blindfold settled over my eyes with a blackening shroud nor did I make a peep as dominating hands guided me from the warmth and piano-note filled ballroom, down corridors I couldn't see, and through a foyer I hadn’t witnessed.


    Soft voices were exchanged as I was pushed like a fugitive inside the back of a car, my white dress and scarf still decorating me as a prized toy fresh off the rack.


    I didn’t know if a beaten up Honda or an expensive Maybach transported me from Hotel de Sex Traffic to a private airstrip. I wasn’t permitted to see or touch or move without the aid of the two hands that’d purchased me.


    He didn’t speak to me. I didn’t speak to him. And the staff around us didn’t need to speak because they had their orders and obeyed them explicitly.


    Ducking past the fuselage of what I guessed was a private jet, gentle pushes guided me up the gangway before directing me to perch on an unseen seat. At least, away from that dreadful no-sensory cell, I had what I needed.


    Snippets and sensations of life surrounded me. The city air on my face, the sounds of civilisation as we’d driven down streets, past unsuspecting parents and lovers out for a stroll, and now…sitting on the softest leather imaginable with my back locked, wrists bound, and no vision.


    It heightened the senses I did have. Tart scents of liquor, full-bodied whiffs of cinnamon and caviar, and a deeper, headier note of a man’s aftershave.


    Throughout my imprisonment, I hadn’t tried to free myself by being stupid. I never answered back (not after the first welcome beating) and not once refused the meals I’d been served. All such ridiculous notions of starving myself and fighting with words were removed within the first few hours of arrival.


    In these new circumstances, I wouldn’t stop being wise. I wouldn’t scream or cry or try to befriend my jailer. Instead, I would remain quiet and strong and never be idiotic by refusing whatever sustenance this man wanted to give me.


    I needed all the health and determination I could cling to.


    Icy bubbles of champagne were held to my lips.


    I hadn’t tasted anything so sharp in a very long time. My mouth opened, and I sipped.


    The flute was removed after precisely two swallows. Private jet engines whined into power, someone pushed me deeper into the chair to fasten a seat-belt over my lap, and the crackle of an unknown pilot announced we were ready to take-off.


    I wanted to know where we were flying.


    I wanted to know who this new adversary was.


    I wanted to know how long I could last before the mask I’d plastered in place on the podium would shatter. Paper mache only lasted so long before the elements dampened and destroyed it. What about a guise made of sheer stubbornness and rebellion? How long did those prevail?


    But wanting was different from receiving, and I had no choice but to sit back in my chair as we careened down the runway and shot into the sky. My ears popped with steep ascent, and no one muttered a word for a long time. No one moved to untie me or give me back the gift of sight, either.


    Minutes switched to hours, and I stopped waiting for the man to speak. I relaxed as much as I could and turned inward, keeping myself sane by mentally preparing for the next step.


    I’d known this would happen ever since the bastard who’d strangled me revived me thanks to mouth-to-mouth CPR. I had no one to rely on anymore. No one to tell me what to do and how to act. It was entirely on me. Whatever pain or mistreatment may or may not be in my future, I had to hold my own hand, wipe away my tears, and find comfort in my arms no matter how bloody.


    Terror existed in that acknowledgement but encouragement too. Because I only had to look out for myself. I could be selfish by being alone. I could lock myself tight from emotion and turn my heart as mute as my mouth.


    The other sold girls would be forgotten, so I didn’t worry about their existence. My mother would be ignored, so I’d become my own person rather than her protégé.


    It was the only way I would survive.


    As more minutes passed, and the plane cruised long enough for two air-hostesses to serve the man who’d bought me and the pilot to announce we had another one hour of flying time, my nerves fought a losing battle.


    For all my positive thinking, I couldn’t stop the tick-tocking inside, counting down to the next event I’d have to overcome.


    I tried to remain calm—to keep my rioting mind quiet from questions. But all I wanted was to know who I would have to endure while planning my escape.


    Who was this bastard who’d exchanged money for a life?


    What did he expect from me?


    And how often had he escaped with such a transaction?


    “Let’s get the necessary introductions out of the way, shall we?”


    I froze as the man’s voice broke the stagnant silence. His timing sent shivers down my spine, almost as if he’d heard my thoughts.


    Did he expect me to talk without seeing him? Without watching his body language and picking up so much more information than I would if he kept me blind?


    I’d promised not to speak again. Ever. But in this instance, it would be beneficial for me, not for him. I’d permit myself three words. A meagre diet of syllables before I went back to starvation.


    “Untie me first.”


    For a long moment, he didn’t reply. Then the slight rustle of his suit as he leaned forward and pushed my shoulders off the seat. My skin prickled beneath his touch, bristling with hatred.


    Doing my best to move away, I wriggled to the edge of the plush leather, holding my wrists out to make it easier. With a quick saw, the stringed devils around my skin fell away, their teeth muzzled for another day.


    The blindfold relaxed over my eyes, granting a smidgen of relief from the headache caused by its tightness.


    The moment I was freed, the man reclined in his chair.


    I blinked, fighting the glare of finally having vision again. He sat directly opposite me rather than across the aisle as I’d thought. He’d removed his mask, and the second I met his gaze, I wanted to slam the blindfold back on and have every sense forgotten.


    I didn’t want to see, hear, touch, or heaven forbid, ever taste this man.


    The English Lord mask he’d worn had been far too kind for the monster beneath.


    Struggling to keep my face tight and unreadable, I tilted my chin. The urge to blurt plea bargains and terrifying questions formed a gag around my throat.


    I was thankful.


    He deserved no more words from me. He deserved nothing but a firing squad and my footsteps dancing on his grave.


    Back when life was safe and my only concern was what TV show to view when I couldn’t sleep, I’d binge-watched police shows, forensic documentaries, and crime investigations. I loved working out the suspect before the presenter got to the real perpetrator, drinking in the DNA testing and glaring at each potential murderer on the screen.


    A lot of the time, the person who’d killed looked like any other neighbour or family friend. Old or young, rich or poor, they were just a person.


    A person with darkness inside.


    However, when the camera zoomed on their features as the show’s conclusion revealed their comeuppance, one thing always linked them together.


    Their eyes.


    Something about their eyes revealed the truth, just like this man’s did.


    Something was missing. I didn’t want to say a soul because I didn’t know entirely what that was. But it could also be something so much worse. An imposter. Not human enough to feel compassion and empathy. People who killed and raped were cold-hearted, pain-thirsting demons.


    I’d been sold to that demon.


    He smiled, showing square white teeth in a tanned face. His dirty blond hair pegged him as Swedish or maybe Norwegian. He had the same bone structure of the lanky Europeans with a long nose, pronounced cheekbones, and piercing blue eyes.


    I guessed his age would be late thirties. An age where he could’ve been my father if he’d had children young.


    Wait…


    Did he have kids? A wife? A family?


    We stared at each other, neither saying a word. It felt like a contest, battling for domination, but I knew better. He wanted me to walk into his trap. I already had by requesting he untie me. I’d done my part. The rest was up to him.


    He grinned coldly. “Now that you can see me, let’s begin.”


    Leaning forward, he dug pinching fingers into my kneecaps. No one had ever grabbed me there before, but as his fingernails sank swiftly into the satin of my dress and curled around the pieces of bone protecting my joints, I suddenly understood how vulnerable knees were. How easy to pop off and rip away.


    I gasped, turning ice-cold in my chair.


    “My name is Alrik Åsbjörn. To you, I’m Master A. Do you understand?” His fingers dug harder.


    My lips glued together, refusing to speak. I had power over speech, but I didn’t over my eyes. They glassed with pain as he continued to hurt me.


    “Don’t have anything to reply?” His jaw clenched as he dug deeper into my kneecaps. “What happened to the girl who bid one million for herself? I rather like that bitch.”


    Agonising discomfort flared down my legs, but I didn’t break. I couldn’t. If he won this battle, then I’d lost the war. I couldn’t do that to myself so soon.


    “Gone shy on me? Fine.” Removing his threat, he sat back. “You’ll talk. You’ll see.”


    The relief around my bones throbbed with every heartbeat.


    I’ll do my best that you’ll never hear my voice again.


    “I see we’ll have some breaking in to do, but don’t underestimate me, girl. You don’t want to mess with me.” Pulling a black file that I hadn’t seen wedged beside him, he unzipped the leather shell and pulled out a sheaf of paper. Waving it in my face, he smiled. “This is you. The sum of your life. Your friends on social media. Your family photos. Your personal messages. Every silly thought and ugly reminder of your past.”


    His soft voice stupidly lulled me until he exploded in a violent outburst, throwing the paperwork across the wood and silver-trimmed cabin. “Gone! All of it. You are no longer that slut. You’re my slut. You’ve been given the name Pimlico, and from now on, that’s all you are. Got it? You’re name-less, family-less, and mine.”


    His hand raised, and the lessons the traffickers had taught kept me subservient. I cowered before his strike, already giving him the control he so desired. He whacked me around the ear, causing a sharp ringing inside my skull.


    I bit my lip, holding back any cry or tear, bowing forward to send a wave of brown hair to hide my face.


    I needed to vanish. To disappear.


    He didn’t seem to care that I didn’t scream or beg. Rubbing his hands together, he grew calm again.


    Too calm.


    He acted as if we were on a business date, discussing a transaction beneficial to both of us.


    I wanted to teach him what was beneficial: his balls in my left hand and an arrest warrant in my right.


    Alrik—as if I’d ever call him Master A? (the sadist prick)—ran a palm over his clean-shaven jaw. “It’s only fair I tell you something about me, seeing as I know everything there is to know about you.” Buffing his nails on his shirt, he sighed as if this entire thing was boring him. “I’m taking you to my home in Crete. There, you will do what I want, when I want. You will not refuse unless you enjoy agony.” His eyes hollowed with no mercy. “Then again, perhaps you like pain. Do you, Pimlico? Answer me; don’t be coy. Do you secretly enjoy being hurt?”


    I stiffened as he stroked my knee again, threatening with reminder of what he’d already done. “Whatever empowerment you hope being silent gives you…think again.” His hand gathered my dress, bunching it up my thighs.


    No. Please, no.


    I squeezed my eyes, waiting for his gruesome fingers to climb between my legs. But he stopped. Hovering on my delicate skin, he grunted, “You will talk to me. Eventually. But don’t worry, if you only learn to scream, I can work with that.”


    Reclining backward, his vile touch gave me a reprieve as he picked up his glass. Taking three long sips, he twirled the breakable flute with a lingering smirk. “Forget everything about your past and only remember this. You are my toy; my most prized possession. Don’t forget how much I paid for you and what I expect in return.”


    His words fell to the plane’s floor like loaded grenades.


    I waited for them to detonate and destroy me, but whatever freedom I’d found by locking myself away prevailed.


    The silence stretched like a dirty pause, but I didn’t care. If I was to remain true to my voiceless future, I had to befriend silence and find sanctuary in whatever awkwardness it created.


    However, Alrik wasn’t prepared to do such things. His eyes narrowed as he leaned into me. “Are you not going to ask what you can expect in return?”


    Every instinct commanded me to shake my head. To reply in some way. But I fought that, too. Verbal and nonverbal communication were now forever forbidden. Just as I’d locked away who I was, I would banish all memory of companionable connection.


    He growled beneath his breath. “The more you defy me, the more you’ll pay when we arrive.”


    Arrive.


    Away from my home and mother. Away from everything I’d been.


    I could control my outward response, but I couldn’t control my heart bucking suicidal in my chest.


    Alrik sighed heavily, snapping his fingers for another glass of champagne. Instantly, a dew-covered flute with sparkling liquor was delivered directly into his outstretched paw.


    Enjoying a sip, he said, “Seeing as you won’t ask, I won’t tell. But just so you know, by the time the week is through, you’ll be on your knees wishing you’d been smarter. You’ll chant yourself to sleep begging to know what comes next.”


    He painted a horrible picture. A future I wanted nothing to do with.


    A few heartbeats thundered past, my chest rising and falling, tickling my nipples against the toilet paper words stuffed in my bodice.


    My note to No One.


    I was stupid to find comfort in those silver-scribbled scraps. But I did. My back straightened, and my fingers linked demurely in my lap.


    This bastard was just a man.


    Scum.


    Yes, he could hurt me. Yes, he could make me beg for death. But we were the same species. Same adversaries.


    And one day soon, I would figure out a way to win and be free of him.


    Alrik toasted me with his champagne, not offering me a drink or dinner. His gaze travelled over every inch of me as the plane banked to the left. “We’re almost home. I can’t wait to show you around.”


    He chuckled, enjoying being the joke creator and punch line to the new narration of my life. “Once we get there, you’ll realise how much you wasted my openness to talk. Poor Pimlico…you really should’ve asked.


    “And now…it’s too late.”


    


    


    

  


  
    [image: ]


    


    “THIS IS YOUR room.”


    Alrik shoved me over the threshold, barring the doorway with his body. My white heels clipped on the sparkling silver tiles, sinking deep into a sheepskin rug as I stumbled from his push.


    I wanted to rub my skin where he’d touched me. I wanted to wash and wash and wash.


    We’d arrived a little while ago, soaring from clouds to land, concluding our journey at a private airstrip. A chauffeur-driven car delivered us from there to here, and the resplendent home of my captor did nothing to make my stay more welcoming.


    The moment he’d dragged me inside, he tore me through the space, past the dining room, kitchen, lounge, and up a flight of steps that branched off in two directions. He took the left, wrapping his fingers tightly around my wrist as if I’d run away any second.


    There’s nowhere to run.


    I had no idea where I was. No hope of escape.


    I lost count of how many rooms existed off the corridor until he opened a white-lacquered door and tossed me inside.


    Either Alrik had a fascination with white, or he had no inspiration when it came to decoration. The walls were white, the bed white, even the dressing table, bedside units, and armoire. White, white, white.


    My eyes dropped to my dress.


    Was that why he’d bought me? Because I’d been prepped for sale in snow?


    I backed away toward the alabaster curtains, hiding a view of a country I’d never visited, hidden in the lateness of night.


    His hands spread like shackles as he marched toward me. “Time to welcome you to your new home, don’t you think?” Grabbing the front of my dress, he yanked. Hard.


    The pretty pearls and intricate stitching did its best to withstand such torture, but the pieces tore with a loud shriek.


    My arms came up automatically. Not to protect my decency—that luxury had been beaten out of me back at the trafficking hotel—but to hide my toilet paper novel.


    Too late.


    The scribbled pieces scattered onto the carpet like tiny squares of misery. My bitten pencil bounced free like a splinter from my heart. I wanted to scoop them up, but there was no point. He’d seen, and no matter if I picked them up or left them, he’d steal them from me.


    That was what men like him did.


    I’d been bought to share his perverted life in whatever way he saw fit. I wouldn’t cry over my revealed words, and I wouldn’t beg him to leave them alone.


    His eyes latched onto the mess on the floor, a sinister smile twitching his lips. “Well, well, what do we have here?”


    I sucked in a breath, glowering with all the force I had left.


    He raised an eyebrow as he squatted to pick up a piece. Reading the scribbles, he looked up. The fact he bowed before me didn’t escape my knowledge. However, I wasn’t silly enough to believe the position put him below me. He could cause just as much pain down there as he could with me scrunched up and crying on his toes.


    “What exactly is this?”


    I broke eye contact, glaring at the white painted wall. No artwork. No personality—a blank void of nothingness.


    “Not replying to me is getting very old, very quick.” Alrik straightened, shoving a handful of my pages in my face. “Don’t want to tell me? Fine. In that case, you don’t need them anymore.”


    Snatching up every last sheet, he stomped to the door. “I suggest you get some sleep, Pimlico, because tomorrow, your true welcome begins.”


    


    To No One,


    He’s gone. He’s taken my previous confessions to you but not my pencil. I’ll hide whatever I transcribe now, so he’ll never have these new pages. It’s late, very late, but I don’t have a clock in this emotionless tomb. Tomorrow, my life will change, and I may or may not be able to write to you about what I live through.


    Just knowing you’re there to listen is enough. Having your acceptance and no judgement will keep me going.


    My mother would be proud of me. I’ve lasted this long with my dignity intact.


    Can I tell you a secret, No One? Whatever Alrik does to me tomorrow—sexually—will be the first thing anyone has done to me. I’m eighteen and a virgin. Laughable, right? But that’s what happens when you live in my world. My mother forced me to choose books over boys and studies over sex. I mean, if I’d found a guy I liked enough to last a few dates and sloppy kisses with, her rules wouldn’t have stopped me. But I didn’t find him. And now, I never will because that choice has been taken from me.


    Is it stupid not to be afraid of his fists or boots or chains? Is it ridiculous that I don’t fear sticks and whips and torture equipment? All I truly fear is him. His…penis.


    Will it hurt?


    Will I bleed?


    Who will be there to talk to me when it’s over and I feel different? When he forces me from girl to woman? Teen to slave? Free to broken?


    You, I guess. Only you.


    Until tomorrow, No One.


    Sleep well because I won’t.
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    TO NO ONE,


    I—I thought I could do this. But I can’t. I thought I could tell you what he did. But I won’t. All I can say is…his idea of welcome included things I never want to experience again. It hurt. So, so much. I can barely sit without wanting to scream in agony while writing this to you.


    He took my virginity.


    Multiple times.


    He made me wish sex was never invented.


    God, it hurt so much, No One.


    But he didn’t kill me.


    So I’ll focus on that.


    And do my best to figure out how to survive.
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    TO NO ONE,


    How long have I lived here? I’ve forgotten. Is it two weeks or three? Ten weeks or twelve?


    Alrik deliberately keeps calendars out of the house, and every technology device he owns is password protected. I know because I’ve tried. I’ve stood in the dark trying to hack his encryption. I’ve pretended to sleep, chained in the corner of his bedroom, all while fumbling with the number lock on his cell-phone.


    The only way I can judge passing months is the regular contraceptive injection he gives me.


    Oh, No One, if you could see me? God, I’m so glad you can’t see me.


    How was I ever so vain to think I was pretty? Why did I ever want to lose the puppy fat that gave me curves? I can honestly say if my mother saw me now, she’d walk right past me. She wouldn’t recognise me. I don’t recognise me.


    Alrik cut my hair three nights ago. Or was it six? I don’t know. All I know was his fists on my skin and his boots in my belly weren’t enough for him. He had to slice away the hair I used to shield my face from his. He took away my protection with four snips of the kitchen scissors.


    He left me with a mismatched jaw-length massacre. That doesn’t bother me. The hacked strands can’t weaken me, but the fact he didn’t tidy up his awful hack job damaged my belief that I could endure what my future holds.


    By leaving me this way, he’s shown how much he doesn't care.


    He called me his prized possession.


    I’m not.


    I’m his trophy to be tarnished and dented and then put back on a mantel to fade from gold to dirty bronze before being shoved in a box and forgotten about. How long before I’m in the box, No One?


    Do I even want to know?
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    To No One,


    I talk to you every day (if I can steal the time), but have you noticed I’m not writing everything down? Not walking you through my daily horrors or regaling the truth of what I endure?


    Do you want to know why?


    Because nobody should have to read what has become of me. No one should have to see what that raping bastard does.


    I’ll spare you.


    And I’ll spare myself by not recalling it.
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    Dear No One,


    Today, Alrik told me I’ve been with him for a year. A year! One disgusting, awful, crippling year.


    A year…


    That’s far too long to contemplate.


    I did everything I could to escape—you know that. I hid from him, I fought him—I even tried to kill him.


    And I paid for my attempts.


    You’re the only thing I have, No One. Only you know the true facts. Only you understand what I’ve done to survive. How I gave up a piece of myself to protect what I have left. How he can hurt my body but he can no longer hurt my soul.


    I’ve learned to manipulate him. He still beats me—my God, he finds new ways every day—but after all this time, he promised he would’ve broken me by now.


    The opposite is true.


    I’m stronger now than I’ve ever been.


    I’m older now.


    I’m wiser now.


    And I finally understand what my mother tried to teach me.


    There is power in listening, watching, observing. Alrik is a snivelling cesspool of evil, but he has me trapped. While I look for ways to kill him, I control him…little by little. Inch by inch, I win an extra meal for being polite. I undermine his abuse by being obedient.


    He hasn’t broken me.


    He will never break me.


    And soon, I will be free.
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    Dear No One,


    A year and a half…


    My mother…she’ll have moved on by now. My friends will be halfway through their degrees at university. Their lives progressed while mine has regressed.


    Am I even a girl anymore? I don’t know. All I know is pain. I was strong for so long. I set up home deep, deep inside me. I had safe sanctuary to flee to when he came for me.


    But yesterday…he broached my inner kingdom and invited his friends to break me.


    They didn’t succeed.


    But they did succeed in something else.


    It kills me to admit this to you, No One…but I…I’ve been as brave as I can. I’ve held on for so long.


    I’m tired.


    When does living become the wrong choice and death the right one? When does taking your own life become wiser than letting someone else destroy it?


    I don’t want to die because I’m weak.


    I want to die because it’s the last thing I can do to win.


    He wouldn’t have me anymore. I would take away his power.


    Suicide could be the final rebellion and one act he couldn’t prevent.


    Do you think taking my life would be weak? Do you believe I’ve withstood enough? Have I endured enough broken bones to prove my desire to keep living?


    I’m a slave, No One.


    A slave to his whims even while I curse his very creation.


    He’s scarred me, ruined me, and now, he’s sharing me as if I’m worth nothing.


    I’m worth everything.


    And I’ve finally had enough.
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    DEAR NO ONE,


    You’ve been there for me through every cut and concussion. You’ve listened to my nightmares, and held my hand while that bastard made me bleed.


    So many times you’ve listened and hugged and been there. But did you ever think you’d have to listen for two years?


    Two.


    Years.


    I’ve been with this awful monster two years.


    I have nothing else to say. Nothing else to give.


    Six months ago, I reached my limit. I shut down whatever was left inside and decided on death or delirium. Death if I could cheat his fun at hurting me. Delirium if couldn’t run to my grave.


    But somehow…he knew.


    One day, the knives in the kitchen were in the butcher block like always, tempting me closer and closer; the next, they’d vanished.


    The curtain cords, the household tools, electrical appliances—anything that could’ve aided in my suicide magically disappeared.


    He did it to keep me weak.


    But it didn’t work. He reminded me that I’ve lasted this long. I can last longer. Why should I die? He’s the one who deserves to meet his maker and pay for all that he’s done.


    And he will pay.


    I’ll make sure of it.


    It’s taken a long time but he doesn’t suspect me of treason anymore. I stopped outwardly fighting, I…obeyed. But not because he broke me.


    Oh, no.


    I obeyed because I’m smarter than him. I’m patient enough to bide the perfect time.


    It doesn’t matter that I’ve become a master of sleeping while chained, breathing while bound, and living while beaten.


    I’ve done things I’m proud of. I’ve done things I’m not proud of. But ultimately, none of it matters.


    I felt things before, No One. I still believed in fantasies like hope and home and happiness. Now, all I believe in is numbness, the clinical assessment I manipulate my master with, and the ticking time bomb inside me that could detonate at any moment.


    Gone is the vain teenager who thought she would rule the world. My bones do their best to tiptoe from my skinny flesh. My eyes vacant and cold. The hair-cut he gave me has grown back tattered as a rag doll.


    I don’t care that he’s taken everything. There’s still one thing he’ll never have.


    Two years without a word.


    My voice is his holy grail and my ultimate fuck you. He will never earn it. Not that he’ll stop trying.


    Nine months ago, Master A broke my leg just to hear me scream. He earned that one. I couldn’t stop it. And yes, you heard that right. I stopped calling him Alrik when he…you know what? It doesn’t matter.


    All that matters is today is our anniversary.


    Two years.


    It will be our last anniversary.


    That I promise you.


    * * * * *


    


    “GET ON YOUR fucking knees, Pim.”


    My bruises bellowed, but I wouldn’t give him another reason to hit me. My kneecaps popped as I gingerly did as I was told.


    Living in this house with him? It was perpetual purgatory.


    I hated every damn second, but I hated waking up the most. At least asleep, I had some freedom. Free to be outside again. Laugh again. Run far, far away again.


    He was a bored asshole with nothing better to do than torment me. He didn’t go to work. He didn’t have staff apart from a cleaning crew that came once a week and a chef delivery service at six p.m. every day. His funds were unlimited. He had the power to get away with everything.


    In the beginning, I had no idea what made him tick or why he treated me so terribly. But two years was a long time, and I’d learned quickly. Every strike, every lash, every horrendous night spent beneath him gave me clues on how to survive.


    Answering back was not an option. Running, screaming, disobeying—they all earned me more pain than I could stand.


    But observation.


    That was my arsenal.


    At first, knowing his gait changed from smooth to choppy meant he’d rather whip me than fuck me didn’t help in the slightest. I couldn’t avoid whatever he had planned. It didn’t matter if his voice told me his mood or what torture recipes he plotted.


    But as time crept onward, it forewarned me. I fortified myself better, numbed my body, and won just by breathing. I began to understand who he was past the whips and chains and found him incredibly lacking. He was the epitome of a disgusting, spineless coward who kept me in line with violence.


    I’d entered his home believing I could remain strong.


    That was before the first rape.


    The first beating.


    The first kick and punch and whipping.


    My disobedience lasted longer than I thought, but it all screeched to a stop when he showed me the photos of what happened to his last girl.


    Dead.


    He killed her.


    However, as he wrapped yet another rope around my body to hold me down, he murmured that I wouldn’t end up the same as her. He’d paid quadruple for me what he’d paid for her. I truly was his most expensive toy, and even though he wanted to destroy my spirit and shackle me to his soul, he wouldn’t kill me.


    I was worth more alive than dead.


    It was a horrifying conclusion. And my defiance quickly switched from blatant to hidden. When I averted my eyes in submission, I really denied him the right to read me. When I pre-empted him by dropping to my knees, I refused him the chance to beat me.


    And while he made me do tasks completely naked, my mind wrapped itself in clothing full of retribution and revenge.


    I’d have one shot at killing him. Just one.


    And even if I did succeed, I had no guarantee I could escape without being smart. Everything in this house was on an electronic system. If I killed him without learning that code, I would die here. I refused to share a crypt with this rapist.


    “We have something to celebrate. Don’t you agree?” He stalked around me with his narrow chin held high. “Two years, my dear. I can imagine at your tender age that’s the longest relationship you’ve ever had.”


    This isn’t a relationship, you pig.


    My upper lip twitched in disgust as I dropped my gaze to the sheepskin rug.


    Unfortunately, he’d seen my facial slur.


    His fist struck the side of my head. “Don’t fucking give me attitude, Pim! Not on our anniversary.”


    I tumbled sideways, shaking away throbbing stars, forcing my body back onto my knees before he kicked me to regain my pose. Ignoring the sudden headache, I catalogued his mood. Everything spoke to me these days—not just his demeanour but his chosen wardrobe, selected watch, even the way he styled his hair. Each was a clue to his disposition.


    As he strolled around me, prattling about how his drive into the city was good and whatever business he concluded went in his favour, I looked at his shoes (black loafers meant he was carefree and confident). I glanced at his trousers (light denim indicated his visit to town wasn’t entirely work related). My eyes trailed to his wrist and the gaudy gold Rolex (he wanted to show off today and flash his superiority). Finally, I snuck a look at the baby blue long-sleeved shirt (relaxed but preppy). However, the unbuttoned linen jacket was not part of his usual repertoire (he wanted to impress but still show indifference).


    To who?


    I didn’t like things I couldn’t understand.


    Had he dressed up for our ‘anniversary,’ or did he have guests coming tonight?


    My heart curled into its shell at the thought. When he’d first given me to his friends, Darryl, Tony, and Monty, I’d thrown up not only from the horror at being used by four men, but also from the repeated blows to my belly.


    Ever since then, the sharing was often. I didn’t have a choice. But at least his arrogance and those of his friends gave me a shelter in which to shut down and hide in. They could have my body, but while I floated in a world, not quite here and not quite there, I was able to keep my soul intact, and my voice forever denied to them.


    He yanked a hand through his spiky blond hair. “Were you a good girl while I was gone?”


    You know the answer to that, you bastard.


    I glowered at the wall.


    For some reason, whenever he left on errands, he was so sure I’d never find a way out, he didn’t bind me like he did at night. The first few instances he’d left me alone, I’d commandeered the knives in the kitchen, even scurried a few blades away with hope of killing him in his sleep.


    But when he’d returned, he’d known exactly what I’d done. Fisting my hair, he’d dragged me through the house, collecting the three butcher knives I’d tucked in secret places. After rounding up my arsenal, he’d carted me to a private security room in the garage hidden behind a piece of drywall and revealed how he’d known.


    Every inch of his property was recorded.


    How had I not seen any cameras?


    Not one blind spot or unreported room.


    At the time, my heart had grabbed a spade and dug a hole so deep and cavernous inside, I feared I’d never climb back out.


    But I had. Because I had no choice.


    “Ah now, Pim, don’t be like that. I’ve been gone for three hours…surely, you must’ve missed me.”


    Like I’d miss ebola.


    I narrowed my gaze, risking a look at him.


    The moment we made eye contact, he smirked. “Still refusing to speak, I see. You can clamp your lips together, hell, you can rip out your tongue, but I hear you screaming at me. I hear your retorts even if you don’t say them aloud.”


    I hate you.


    I hate you.


    I hate you.


    I hoped he’d heard those; the decibels vibrated through my body for any deaf or blind person to feel.


    He chuckled, ducking to my level on my knees. His fingertip traced the line of my jaw, deliberately pressing the bruise he’d left there last night. “You know…if you’d just spoken to me from the beginning, I might’ve been a little nicer to you.”


    Bullshit.


    I wrenched my face away from his touch.


    He sucked in an angry breath. His hand dropped to my naked chest, pinching my nipple. “I might’ve given you clothes, at least.”


    I don’t believe you.


    He wouldn’t. He had no compassion and only lived to hurt.


    The morning of my welcome, he’d stripped me of my white dress and never given it back. Once stolen, I had nothing. No clothes existed for me in any of the wardrobes of his twelve-bedroom estate. When I’d tried to commandeer one of his t-shirts, he’d beaten me so black, I avoided all the bathroom mirrors for weeks. Feeling him abuse me was one thing. Seeing the ownership and betrayal on my skin was entirely another.


    After that first initiation, I’d gone crazy. I’d flown around his house like a psychotic bird trapped in a cage. I’d rattled every door, clawed every window—I’d searched and searched for a chink in the house’s fortress, looking for something, anything to free me.


    I’d failed.


    However, my fight hadn’t faded.


    He’d tried to make me talk. He’d become…inventive with persuasion.


    But I hadn’t faltered.


    If he spoke to me, I stared at a wall. If he took me to bed, I shut down my mind. If he threw things or beat me, I curled tight around my soulcase and held on until it was over.


    And each time, I got back up.


    One step in front of the other…until one day, I would stop.


    But that day wasn’t today.


    Or tomorrow.


    “Do you know what special thing I have planned tonight?”


    Is it your death? That’s the only gift I want from you.


    “It’s gonna be a doubly awesome night for me.” Patting my head, he grinned. “First, I have a very important visitor who I expect you to entertain if requested.”


    I froze.


    “Second, once he’s gone…we’ll have our own celebration to mark two years.” He smirked. “Oh, while I was out, I went shopping. I picked up a new gag and fresh rope. I’m so generous when it comes to you, Pim.”


    The ladder and spade and parachute my heart had tried to escape with clattered against my ribs as the damn organ grew legs to sprint far, far away.


    He could keep his barbaric generosity.


    Heading to the small fridge beside the dressing table, where he kept a stock of beer to stay hydrated while spending hours making me wish I was dead, he twisted the top off his favourite brand and drank deep. “One thing you should know about tonight, Pim, is this bastard doesn’t know how unique our love is. It’s special; do you understand?”


    It took everything I had not to roll my eyes.


    You’re deluded. Insane!


    Love? Bah!


    His ownership of me was the very definition of fucked up.


    “You’ll be on your best behaviour because I have something else to give you.”


    My shoulders rolled, protecting myself from a wallop or painful kiss from whatever new item he’d purchased. My ability to read him had scrambled as if sudden inference switched his usual agenda.


    If you can’t predict him, you’ve failed Psychology 101.


    My mother wouldn’t be proud.


    My thoughts didn’t often go to her, but when they did, I wondered if she ever mingled with the bastard who’d taken me. Smiling at him, thinking he was there for her business all while he smirked with the secret of stealing me for profit.


    How much of the one point five million did he get for me?


    What would he get for me now? Now I was skinny and beaten and blue?


    Master A turned to face me.


    My flesh prickled with foreboding.


    All I wanted to do was shoot him and walk away. I needed good news to tell No One. Even though I shared my life with my imaginary pen friend, I couldn’t write most confessions.


    He’d hurt me worse than I wanted to immortalize in graphite. He could defile me, abuse me, and even cajole me to speak, but I would never give him what he wanted most.


    My voice.


    Sometimes, he brought me to the brink of speech through throttling or cutting me, hovering me on the precipice of saying one word to make him stop. But, as if sensing that if he made me talk, I would be worthless, he pulled back at the last excruciating moment.


    After such an incident, I used my remaining strength to barricade the door with my dresser—blocking him from hurting me further.


    He’d gone berserk, grabbing an axe from the garage, hacking through the immaculate furniture.


    And what he’d done when he got through…


    I shuddered, unable to relive it. But it didn’t stop my fingers trailing to my foot where every metacarpal had been broken as he stomped and brutalised me.


    “Stand up. I have a surprise for you.”


    Surprise?


    I hated surprises.


    Surprise meant being strangled.


    Surprise meant being sold.


    My lips clamped together as I stood.


    He vanished from the room only to return a second later with a bag. “Go on. Have a look at my gift. Don’t be an ungrateful bitch.”


    If I hadn’t taken a vow of soundlessness, I would’ve cursed his rotten soul. I would’ve screamed for him to die multiple times over.


    Taking a hesitant step, I accepted the bag and peeked inside.


    Clothes.


    Why the hell is he giving me clothes now…after all this time?


    Was he somehow hoping I’d forgive him for what he’d done? Cotton and silk couldn’t do that. Nothing could. Not that he’d ever be human enough to seek forgiveness or even sane enough to realise how sick he was.


    Not waiting for me to pull the clothing free, he yanked the bag from my fingers, and tossed the white garments on the floor. They merged with the tiles and sheepskin below. “Yours. I expect you to wear them.”


    When I didn’t move, he came up behind me, rubbing his erection into the crack of my ass. “Fuck, you piss me off not talking.” He slapped my thigh. “You think you’re so strong, but you’re not that strong. You don’t want to talk to me? I don’t need you to talk.”


    Biting my earlobe hard enough to draw blood, he laughed as I flinched. “One day, you’ll break, and when you do, I’ll fucking celebrate by listening to your screams.”


    Grabbing my nape, he marched me forward until I crashed against the dressing table. “Carry on not talking to me. I don’t need your girlish voice when I know you like to write.”


    My flesh rippled with indignation as a droplet of crimson from my bitten ear landed on my shoulder.


    He rolled his hips, digging his cock into my back. “Remember those notes I stole from you when you first arrived…they were entertaining reading. I want some more. I want to know what you feel when I take you. I want to know everything you keep locked inside that mute little brain.”


    I forced myself not to look over my shoulder at my hiding place. Sheets and sheets of notes to No One hidden so damn close to where we stood. I’d have nothing left if he found them.


    I couldn’t breathe as he slammed my face against a large book resting on the edge of the table. “This is another gift because I’m feeling like Santa fucking Claus tonight.” Pressing my cheek on the ornate bound diary, he hissed, “Scribble away, my dear. Let’s see what else you have to say about me.”


    The new Mont Blanc pen beside the new pages begged me to use it as a harpoon. To stab it in his eye and dance in his blindness.


    Do it.


    Kill him.


    Now!


    My fingers crawled to the pen, but he swiped it into his fist. “On second thoughts…this is too good for you.” Licking my ear, he smeared my blood. “I see your plans, Pim. Shame on you for thinking about using my gift for other activities.”


    Damn you.


    Screw you!


    Let me go!


    Hot, angry tears blurred my vision.


    And then nothing else mattered as he threw me to the floor and planted his foot into my stomach. “Such an ungrateful bitch. The things I do for you!”


    Kick.


    Kick.


    Kick.


    Instinct curled me tight, but discipline made me unravel and accept. I’d long since learned trying to avoid his tirade only brought another and another.


    “You think you’re better than me. You’re not!”


    Kick.


    Kick.


    My ribs screamed. My lungs suffocated. I hurt.


    I’m strong enough to obey.


    The doorbell rang with perfect punctuation of his damning abuse. The cheery chime sent blades slicing down my spine.


    Breathing hard, he reached down and almost ripped a handful of my hair as he dragged me to my wobbly feet. “Ah, he’s here. Time to play.”


    I bit back a hate-filled breath, existing in fire-searing agony.


    He let me go, straightening his shirt. “Now that you’ve seen the length of my generosity, it’s time for you to do the same by being the perfect whore for my guest tonight. Get fucking dressed. And come downstairs.”


    


    * * * * *


    


    To No One,


    I’m sitting here fingering these strange new clothes, and I don’t want to wear them. Does that make me odd? I don’t want to be confined. I don’t want whatever strands weave this creation to strangle me.


    Can you see them—the white monstrosity? No, of course, you can’t because you don’t have eyes or ears or a heart.


    He said he has a guest coming tonight. A different one from the usual animals he shares me with.


    I don’t know what that means. I don’t like not knowing.


    Can I crawl inside your soft squares and hide behind your pencil lines until it’s over?


    …


    …


    I got dressed, No One.


    I slipped into the skirt and polo neck and stared so damn long in the mirror. I’m confused why he’s making me wear this. It isn’t sexy. The material hangs off me, hiding my gaunt frame and all the bruises and scars he’s given me.


    But why would he do that?


    Why hide the accomplishments he’s marked me with? He likes them. He calls them my jewellery. Tells me how generous he is to give me yet another strangled necklace or rope-granted bracelet.


    Oh no, he’s calling me.


    I don’t want to go.


    I have no choice but to go.
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    THERE WERE MULTIPLE versions of Hell.


    Most were cliché-filled and nothing more than a nuisance—overdramatised and the topic of conversation for attention wannabes. However, some versions warranted the name.


    One version visited for a brief moment, tore apart a life, and left the ruins for whoever was brave enough to pick up the bloody pieces. Another version appeared especially for bastards, delivering payback for whatever atrocities they’d committed. A third acted as a hurricane, bringing destruction to all those in its path—deserving or not.


    And then, there was this.


    The lying, cheating form of Hell where every twitch, every vowel had to be carefully chosen and meticulously delivered, because if care wasn’t given, death wasn’t the worst punishment available.


    I was in that Hell.


    I’d willingly walked into a demon den, and for what?


    Why the fuck am I here?


    The answer dangled like a worm inside my mind. But if there was a worm inside my thoughts that meant the core of me was bad. A rotten apple slowly devoured by filth.


    And it was.


    For many years that was exactly what I was.


    But not anymore.


    Where the worm had tunnelled through my humanity and righteousness, something else had filled the holes. Something that thirsted for power, even though I already had endless amounts. Something that craved wealth, even though I already had oceans. Something that demanded I never forgot who I was at the beginning.


    And who I was at the beginning wasn’t a worthwhile citizen. I was shadows and gore and screams. I’d lost my honour, my family, everything that made me human.


    Losing everything meant that when I’d gained everything, the luck bestowed on me didn’t make the darkness inside me better…it made it worse.


    So goddamn worse.


    Not that my new host knew that.


    My lips twitched as I climbed from my car and nodded at Selix. “I won’t need your services tonight.”


    My bodyguard, driver, and all-a-round minion narrowed his gaze. His dark hair in a bun on top of his head sucked up the light of the early evening, his jaw clean-shaven and sharp. “Are you sure? You know what this man is. You did the research. I would advise rethinking your—”


    “I would advise you stop trying to give me advice.”


    We’d met in the days before I was someone. An enemy who struggled the same toils I had. When my luck had changed, I’d hauled him from the gutter with me.


    After all, there was no better person to employ than an enemy.


    If I could buy his loyalty and earn his friendship after we tried to kill each other, nothing could break us apart. We’d built a foundation on something so much stronger than light and happiness. We were forged from the same despicableness.


    There’s weakness in that as well as strength.


    And because of that, I wouldn’t stop reminding him that I might trust him with my life, but he wasn’t my conscience. Not before, not now, not ever.


    I doubt I even have a conscience anymore.


    According to my heritage, I was a no one. Not worthy to be called a man.


    I’m fine with that.


    Selix snapped his lips together. “I’ll be around the block if you need me.”


    Doing up my blazer button, I nodded. “You’ll know if I do.” Dismissing him, I strolled toward the front door of the large white mansion.


    White.


    I sneered.


    The biggest lie of all.


    It gave a visitor the impression of innocence and purity. But the opposite was true. White was the colour with multiple faces. It lied about its identity, hiding its pigment while smothering others. The final blank thought before death.


    My new host believed I was what I said I was. If he’d researched me as I’d researched him, he would know nothing true about me. Only the carefully laid crumbs of worthless knowledge.


    He wouldn’t know my background.


    He wouldn’t know my skills.


    And he wouldn’t know my end agenda.


    But soon, he would.


    And then, my task in Hell would be complete.
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    TONIGHT WAS DIFFERENT.


    I didn’t like different.


    My stomach hurt from where he’d kicked me. My head swam from his punch. My ear stung from his teeth. And that was him being gentle.


    My mother’s lessons on how to read bullies had become a full-time occupation. I knew now what made men like my master tick. I stole pieces of him every moment he looked my way or touched me.


    I was the sponge to his evilness, soaking everything I could for my benefit. However, no matter the small victories I enjoyed, the tragedies far outweighed my triumphs.


    Tonight wouldn’t be a triumph.


    I could sense it.


    What’s going to happen?


    I shivered as awful answers unspooled, each one worse than the last. The house felt dangerous and strange, poised for something I couldn’t prepare for.


    Leaving my doorless bedroom, I made my way downstairs. My bare feet couldn’t camouflage the black and blue shadows from him breaking my bones, nor hide the malnourished pigment of my skin. But the white skirt, as it fluttered around my legs, covered my nakedness and scars for the first time since I’d arrived in Crete.


    If that was even where I was.


    The colourless polo neck gripped my throat with cotton fingers, making me fidget and pull at the obstruction.


    Lately, he’d had a tendency to use collars and ropes, keeping me bound in awful positions. Normally, that position ended up strangling me as he finished. It terrified me while it was happening, but it’d also stained the times when he wasn’t. Whenever he touched my neck now, tears instantly brimmed. No matter how strong I was, he’d turned that part of my body into a trigger for terror.


    And now, he’d dressed me in clothes that suffocated me on his behalf.


    Gulping my rising panic, I stopped midway down the steps.


    I can’t do this.


    Turning around, I bolted back up.


    You don’t have a choice.


    I paused on the landing with my face in my hands, sobs threatening to undo every rib. I hated my sudden fear. Unknowns did this—they rattled my fragile strength—ready to unleash the detonation building inside me.


    Over the past two years, I’d developed a security system that ensured I breathed another day even when some days I wanted to die. Others, I wanted to scream. Most, I wanted to slaughter him.


    It was thoughts of slaughtering him that kept me going.


    And I evolved.


    Before, he’d force me to kneel, and I would stand to disobey. He’d crunch my face into the floor, and I’d spring up in defiance. For my troubles, I was hurt over and over.


    Now, I bowed because it made him believe I respected him, all while my heart sharpened the daggers I wanted to plunge. I kneeled because it gave him power, and when he had power, he didn’t assert it as often.


    He was a coward with a vicious, sadistic drive. But I played him the best I could. I got into his head. I couldn’t avoid his daily ferocity, but I could avoid utter excruciation by being smart.


    However, being smart and subservient came with a price. My actions of survival made me live and breathe the existence of a slave, and occasionally, just occasionally, my constant fear and unhappiness won.


    As it was winning now.


    The sobs swelled until my skin begged for relief from the tight clothing. I wanted to strip and disappear.


    You’re running out of time.


    Move.


    If I didn’t go willingly, he’d come for me. He’d hurt me. I’d been hurt enough today.


    I’m strong enough to obey.


    That sentence had become a war cry, a lullaby, a prayer. I reminded myself constantly that it was true. It didn’t matter if some days it was a lie…I was still here. In a strange way, I’d won.


    Sucking back tears, I did my best to straighten a spine that’d long since bowed beneath domination and pain and trudged down the steps.


    Slowly.


    So slowly.


    But not slowly enough.


    My toes reached the bottom floor before I’d had time to wipe away the droplet on my cheek. My throat constricted as I inched around the corridor to the lounge. The polo latching on my neck clung tight, turning my fear into something thick and cloying.


    I was two seconds from tearing off the offending items when I saw Master A’s guest for the first time.


    My first thought was…run.


    His eyes matched those of the men surrounding him.


    The eyes of a killer, pain-deliverer, and user.


    But my second thought was…run to him.


    He didn’t know me.


    Master A didn’t rule him. He could finally be the one to set me free.


    Or kill me.


    Either conclusion would do because for the first time in such a long time, I remembered what it was like to see a stranger. To feel hope instead of forcing myself to remain strong.


    My knees wobbled as his attention remained on the usual gang of assholes who took advantage of me at Master A’s discretion.


    He hadn’t seen me, hovering ghost-quiet against the wall.


    The interloper sat tightly wound like a sword waiting to leap from its sheath, glaring at the three men on the opposite couch.


    Master A had never fully introduced me to the animals who’d abused me, but I knew their names. I knew their barbarous tastes. And I knew they were as bad as the rest.


    Darryl, Monty, and Tony all discounted me the second they sneered in my direction. I was nothing to them. Just like the crystal chandelier above the dining room table was nothing or the vase on the sideboard in the entrance hall.


    They saw me, might even appreciate me for a brief moment, but then I was unimportant.


    I just wished I were unimportant enough not to entice sexual interest when alcohol flowed, and Master A gave the order to do whatever the hell they wanted.


    The sick prick got off on his friends hurting me three at a time. He sat there masturbating while they—


    Stop!


    I stuffed each awful memory deep, deep inside. It was the only way I could endure more on top of a mountain already scaled.


    Besides, it doesn’t matter.


    I was far more interested in this foreigner in my nightmare midst.


    Who is he?


    My fingers twined in the ugly skirt, seeking refuge from their cold fragility. It’d been so long since I’d been dressed; I’d forgotten how comforting a simple covering could be.


    Not that it protected my body.


    Every part of me was still visible, just…shadowed. The white material didn’t hide my nipples through the tightness, and the skirt hinted at secret, violated places between my legs.


    I vaguely remembered my mother saying sometimes clothes were more provocative than downright nakedness. Maybe that was what this was? A tease? A reverse strip show?


    Master A noticed me, striding from the kitchen with a glass of champagne. He didn’t drink it often, and I almost backed away in surprise as he passed the delicate stemmed flute to me.


    Kissing my cheek, he looked at the stranger before hissing in my ear. “Our guest isn’t aware of our little games okay, my sweet Pim? And if you know what’s good for you, you won’t give him any reason to find out.”


    Facing away from his guest, he subtly drew a line over his throat in a threat.


    I didn’t know if that meant he’d kill the newcomer or me.


    Stealing the champagne from my fingers without a single drop splashing my tongue, he wrapped an arm around me and carted me toward the man.


    The closer we drew, the more intrigued I became.


    Unlike Master A and his similar blond counterparts, this man was a black stain in the middle of European fair complexions.


    His hair was blacker than black, looking like an ink spill on the death of a perfect night. His gaze matched the coal depths, hiding so much but taking everything in.


    I guessed he’d given up adolescence a while ago and bordered late twenties, early thirties. He was what my mother used to call ‘confused ethnicity.’ He wasn’t like me, who could track her roots back to Anglo-Saxons and Vikings. He was a mismatch of origins—enticingly exotic.


    He was handsome and staring right at me.


    Staring as if he didn’t expect a girl to be here; a slave who’d well and truly forgotten the outside world.


    I dropped my gaze, encouraging a sheet of hair to obscure the remnants of bruising on my cheekbone.


    I hadn’t been anywhere or seen anything new in two years.


    Until this man.


    Stopping before the stranger as he stood stiffly from the couch, Master A grunted, “I thought I’d add one more to our dinner arrangement if you don’t mind.” Digging his fingernails into my elbow, he smiled cordially. “This is my girlfriend, Pimlico.”


    The man raised an eyebrow, drawing my attention from his hair and eyes to the rest of his symmetrically masculine face. His nose held just enough authority without being too big. His chin was square enough to expose every clench of his teeth, and his throat powerful enough to reveal every swallow, rippling with sinew and muscle.


    My eyes followed his neck, following the contours of his flawless skin until it disappeared beneath a dark grey shirt with the collar unbuttoned. He wore a casual black blazer as if he’d shrugged into it at the last minute while shopping at Armani or Gucci, and his long legs put him half a head taller than Master A, who already towered over my shorter frame.


    Only, where Master A made me feel small and defenceless, this new man…didn’t.


    I couldn’t describe it.


    I’d often heard my high school friends mentioning some sort of kismet reaction when they met their boyfriends, but I’d never felt it.


    My heart turned traitor as the man tilted his head, his eyes never leaving mine. He moved like liquid as if he held the power to drown everyone with a mere drop or eradicate entire landscapes with a tsunami.


    I couldn’t breathe as he bent forward in a slight bow, holding out his hand. Every motion was oiled and perfected, sex appeal surrounding him like a fine mist.


    I flinched.


    Why did he look at me as if I was worth something? Couldn’t he see he’d get me into trouble if Master A deemed I’d received gifts I wasn’t due?


    My shoulders rolled as I glanced at the white tiles beneath my feet.


    Master A crushed me to his side with a warning squeeze. “Shake Mr. Prest’s hand, Pim.”


    Shake it?


    I’d forgotten such social niceties. For two years, an outstretched palm meant incoming pain, not a common introduction.


    What the hell is going on?


    If I hadn’t played Master A’s games for so long, I might’ve bowed to his wishes, hoping that tonight would have a happier outcome than other times. But I couldn’t deny I’d been his for too many years and no longer believed in hope.


    I couldn’t avoid pain.


    No matter what I did.


    So why should I do anything at all? He might want me to shake so he could scream at me for touching another man against his wishes. Or he could berate me for not obeying.


    Either way, the consequences were the same.


    I won’t do it.


    Cocking my head, I locked eyes with Mr. Prest.


    And crossed my arms.


    Darryl, Monty, and Tony snickered on the couch, knowing what I did—that I would be hurt. Badly. Once this interloper had left.


    Tony cackled. “Aww, shit, you’re gonna get—”


    “Enough!” Master A snapped, silencing their potential slip. His face blanched, matching the blond strands on his head.


    Interesting.


    It wasn’t a charade; he truly didn’t want this man to know.


    My heart did its best to shrug off its death shroud and find hope once again. For so long, it’d packed up its stepladder and parachute, settling in for guerrilla warfare as I stayed alive by following fucked-up rules. But now, it shook off dust and battle debris, glowing with tentative crimson.


    If I remembered how to use my voice, I might’ve informed this mysterious Mr. Prest that he’d just walked into a sex prison. He willingly made friends with these animals who shared and hurt and gave no thought to the soul screaming silently inside me.


    But two years was a long time.


    And a blurted word was as foreign to me as being free.


    Dropping his unshaken hand, Mr. Prest scowled. His gaze danced over me, his face hiding his thoughts but unable to thwart his questions.


    Just like I wanted to know who he was, he wanted to know me.


    I fought the urge to drop my eyes, but the fierce intensity in which he studied me granted courage rather than stripped it. I never looked away as his black gaze switched from my closed-off posture, lingered on my nipples visible through the white polo, and skated to Master A’s arm clutching me tightly.


    His lips thinned as a dark conclusion dawned on his face.


    I wanted to applaud him. Give him a damn award for noticing that not everything was as it seemed.


    But then, whatever realisation he’d come to vanished as he grinned just as cold, just as evil, just as nastily as Master A and his associates. “Hello, Pim.”


    Pim.


    Just like that, he shortened my name as if he knew me.


    My crossed arms tightened.


    You don’t know me. You will never know me.


    His gaze drifted to my shoulders where my muscles twitched. Not that I had much muscle anymore. I’d wasted away thanks to one meal a day—and only if I earned it.


    I hadn’t seen the sun in two years, unless it was through the window.


    I hadn’t felt a breeze in two years, unless it was from an air-conditioning unit.


    The craving I’d had in the trafficking hotel for outdoors was just as insistent here where marble had replaced seventies carpet, and Egyptian cotton sheets had switched overly starched white.


    The black despair living permanently beneath my strength threatened to throttle me. My heart kicked my other organs as if trying to wake me up or kill me. Forcing a reaction that I’d long since ordered to remain hidden.


    This stranger might be the only one I’d ever see before I died. I’d never again inhale a flower’s fragrance or taste a raindrop on my tongue.


    I gasped as an impending panic attack swirled. For a year and a half, I’d been able to control my hysteria. But a few months ago, I’d suffered such a vast void of horror and despair, Master A was forced to call a private doctor (who didn’t ask questions) to ensure I wasn’t dying of heart failure. I’d been diagnosed as severely depressed with panic tendencies.


    I was grateful for a diagnosis but full of hatred that the strong teenager I’d been was now nothing more than an emotional, wrung-out wreck—no matter how brave I forced myself to be.


    Master A clutched me harder, hissing in my ear. “Get it together, Pim. You will not have an attack while company is present.”


    If I could control it, I’d obey. There was nothing good about revealing just how deep my fear went.


    But once the crashing, smashing breathlessness gripped me, I was swept away.


    Gulping, I clawed at the tight cotton around my throat.


    I can’t breathe.


    I need air.


    I need to run and run and run.


    His weapon-like fingers dragged me to the side. “Calm down!”


    I can’t.


    I can’t.


    Memories of inky, sleepy death corrupted me. I recalled what it was like to see the last thing I’d ever see and feel the last thing I’d ever feel. Suppressed recollections of being strangled and waking up in this sex-trafficked nightmare swarmed.


    Stop!


    Make it stop!


    My choking turned to open-mouth gasping.


    Master A manhandled me across the lounge to stuff me somewhere where I wouldn’t embarrass him.


    Mr. Prest followed in our wake.


    As I stumbled through the doorway to the corridor, a cold voice demanded, “Let her go.”


    Master A froze, looking over his shoulder. With angry hands, he spun me to face the stranger. “This is of no concern of yours.”


    I can’t breathe.


    Clutching my chest, I rode out the confused double-beats of my heart. According to the doctor, I had the power to stop the attack by reminding myself that my current situation wouldn’t change, no matter how I felt about it. I had no reason to stress when I couldn’t reverse the circumstance.


    He had the audacity to say that.


    To me.


    The mute slave girl who was beaten, raped, and starved on a daily basis.


    I was fully justified in my terror. I was just surprised the attacks only started a few months ago and not the day I’d been sold.


    Oh, God.


    Two years.


    Two long, long years.


    I folded in half, holding my chest, doing my best to keep my soul from jackhammering free. While trapped in the middle of an episode, my head roared, my heart hopscotched, and all I wanted to do was die. Stopping the horror and becoming calm again seemed like an impossibility.


    I can’t handle two more years.


    I can’t even handle two more days.


    Mr. Prest cocked his head, running a hand over his shadowy jaw. Everything about him boycotted the white starkness of Master A’s mansion, bringing blackness into its corridors.


    “If you want to do business, Alrik, consider this my concern.” His eyes trailed over me. He wasn’t sympathetic toward my suffering, merely cold and mildly annoyed.


    His eyebrow rose with an aristocratic arch as my lips cooled to blue and my gasping turned haggard. He watched me as if I were a circus freak putting on a performance just for him.


    A performance he didn’t like.


    Ignoring Master A, still struggling to keep me upright and not kneeling on the floor as I wanted, Mr. Prest murmured harshly, “Stop it.”


    I wanted to scream. To shout. To speak. To show him I was human and not something he could command. But I shrivelled beneath his heavy glare, slouching in the biting fingers of my owner.


    Being reprimanded wasn’t new. The only conversation I endured was snide comments, snapped orders, and putrid curses. So it didn’t shock me that this stranger was the same as them. No kind word or commiseration. No empathy or ability to see past the lies and understand the truth.


    Even if he could…why should he care?


    I was nothing to him.


    Just a rebellious toy swiftly becoming tiresome and ready for replacement.


    Master A shook me, hissing in my ear. “You heard our guest. Stop it.” Yanking me closer, he added so only I would hear. “You think this behaviour will go unpunished? Silly, silly, Pim. Tonight, your back will be shredded. Scars on top of scars.”


    I convulsed, breaking his tight fingers and slithering to the floor.


    No. No. No.


    Get it together.


    Breathe!


    My entire body shook as I tore at the cotton around my throat. My broken fingernails scratched painful slices over my skin as I finally managed to grab the offending clothing, rejoicing in the crack of ripping material.


    The clinging neckline opened as I shredded and slashed.


    I didn’t stop until the white top hung open and gaping, revealing the whip lacerations, painful scabs, and silver scars on my chest from belonging to a troll like Master A.


    Mr. Prest stiffened.


    I daren’t look up, but his thighs locked into steel tree trunks, tightening his black trousers. The soft rustle of his blazer hinted he no longer watched as a bystander but as a witness to my ruin.


    Once upon a time, I would’ve hidden my bare chest, tried to cover my nipples—be demure and shy.


    Now…I didn’t care.


    After so long with no clothing, I was more comfortable naked. I couldn’t stand anyone or anything touching me.


    Touch, just like speaking, had become taboo. It only brought pain. Not pleasure.


    Master A yanked me upright, his hands fierce and unyielding beneath my arms. “What the fuck did you do?” His temper built like a blizzard, swirling with hail and sleet.


    I shivered, waiting for the arctic freeze.


    But Mr. Prest stepped forward. Shrugging out of his blazer, he ignored my master as he draped the material over my half-naked form. I flinched, dreading the slightest touch.


    But nothing came.


    He gave me his jacket, still warm and smelling richly of heady incense and something exotically spicy, but he did it all without a single finger graze.


    I froze.


    I drowned.


    The act of kindness threatened to send me into another panic attack.


    I slouched beneath the weight, so unused to heavy heat smothering me.


    One heartbeat demanded, Get it off!


    The next remembered what my flesh had forgotten. It recalled how nice it was to be protected. Don’t…don’t take it away.


    “Get that off her, Mr. Prest,” Master A growled. “She’ll run upstairs and dress in her own things, won’t you, Pim?”


    With what?


    I had no other clothes.


    But Mr. Prest didn’t know that, and I waited with eyes downcast, my heart burning at the thought of having the one element of comfort I’d been given in so long taken away.


    All I wanted to do was slip my arms into the wide, beckoning sleeves, fall to the floor, and hug myself. I wanted to curl into a chrysalis, protected by my blazer armour, and re-emerge so much braver and bolder than before with paper wings and powder beauty able to soar me far, far away.


    At least the shock of Mr. Prest sharing his wardrobe interrupted my nerves. Adrenaline stopped crackling through my veins; I did my best to breathe rather than asphyxiate.


    Mr. Prest crossed his arms, his dark grey shirt pushed up to his elbows, revealing ropy muscles and a tattooed bracelet with Japanese characters around his wrist. “She can keep it.”


    Master A glowered, digging his fingernails into my shoulder as he directed me toward the staircase. “No. She can’t.”


    “Why?” Mr. Prest slouched against the doorjamb, never taking his black eyes from me.


    “Because I said so.” Master A shoved me toward the bottom step. “She’ll be back down as soon as she’s changed.”


    I stumbled, the loose jacket fluttering like clouds behind me.


    Mr. Prest lowered his jaw, watching from shadowed features. “I want to hear it from her.”


    Master A froze. “What?”


    Mr. Prest pointed in my direction. His liquidity and grace came across as bored and uninterested, but a vein of lethalness simmered beneath. “Her. I want to hear it from her.”


    I spun to face the man, soaking up the wrongful whiteness around him. We made eye contact before I remembered my place and stared at the ground.


    Master A dragged stiff fingers through his blond hair. “You don’t understand, Elder. She doesn’t speak.”


    Mr. Prest snapped into stealthy power. “Don’t think we’re on first name basis, Alrik. And certainly don’t take liberties not given to you.”


    My back bunched. No one spoke to Master A like that and got away with it.


    But the unthinkable happened.


    Master A swallowed his curse-filled retort, nodding respectfully. “Of course. My apologies.” Moving toward Mr. Prest, he waved over his guest’s shoulder. “Perhaps, we should begin the evening again. We have a nice meal planned. Let’s eat…shall we?”


    “No.” Mr. Prest didn’t budge from the doorway. “I want to know what the fuck is going on.”


    Master A’s eyes bugged.


    If I weren’t so afraid of the man being disciplined, I would’ve enjoyed this change of events. But I knew I would be the one who ultimately paid once the stranger had left.


    “Nothing is going on.”


    Mr. Prest cocked his head, a cold smile on his lips. “Lies. I don’t do business with liars.”


    “I’m not lying.”


    “Then let her speak.” Mr. Prest’s eyes latched onto mine again. “Pimlico…tell me yourself. Do you want to keep my jacket or would you prefer to wear your own clothes?” His gaze drifted to the nasty white skirt I wore, barely hiding anything. “You have odd taste in fashion, but I won’t judge. You may wear what you wish. Not that it’s my place to direct you.” His glower landed on Master A. “But then again, neither is it the place of your boyfriend to order you how to dress.”


    His accent teased at the corners of my mind, reminding me of wealthy travellers and foreign places. The way he said ‘boyfriend’ made me stiffen.


    I was right.


    He did understand. He saw through the bullshit and knew what I was.


    My heart jumped into an ocean of tears. Why did that hurt me so much? To be seen as what I was? For this stranger to never know me as happy, confident Tasmin but as beaten, ugly Pimlico?


    “Answer me,” Mr. Prest said. “My jacket or your own?”


    The question didn’t prompt me to reply. After two years of muteness, a query no longer held such power. My larynx didn’t prepare to speak. My lungs didn’t inflate to talk.


    I had no urge to vocalise.


    My body stiffened as I focused on Mr. Prest’s powerful jaw and throat. I’d guess he had foreign blood in him somewhere in his lineage. It wasn’t a strong part of his features, but his eyes were too beautifully almond to be strictly European.


    The three of us stood in tense silence.


    Mr. Prest slowly exhaled, his temper overshadowing Master A’s, turning the white blizzard into a dark typhoon. “Speak.”


    Master A chuckled. “I tried to tell you.”


    “Tell me what?”


    “She doesn’t talk.” Master A waved in my direction as if I were faulty goods and only good for the torture he put me through. “She’s mute.”


    “Through choice or medical condition?”


    Whoa…what?


    The personal question hacked through the silence like a machete.


    Master A grinned, slowly gaining control of the situation now attention was back on him. “Ever since we got together, she’s been mute. You see, when I found her, she was so broken, she didn’t know how to act normally. I thought it endearing, and I’ve done my best to help heal her.” He ran his hand over my scalp, petting me with false affection. “But of course, these things take time and a lot of patience.”


    What a load of utter bull—


    “Bullshit,” Mr. Prest barked.


    The fact he’d stolen the word from my mind and delivered it with as much contempt and disbelief as I would have made my heart hop with a pink skipping rope.


    Laughing coldly, Mr. Prest added, “Heal? Those scars and cuts on her skin aren’t old.” Stalking forward, he towered over Master A. “They’re recent. Care to lie about how that happened?”


    Master A shrugged, doing his best to come across as unruffled. “A number of things are wrong with her. Being mute is only one of them.”


    Wow, he’s claiming I hurt myself now?


    I wanted to get angry, but I had nothing but disgusted acceptance left.


    Would Mr. Prest believe him if I tore off his blazer and revealed my whipped back, bruised inner thighs, and cigarette burned ass cheeks? Or would it take deeper evidence such as the god-awful internal injuries I’d sustained from non-consensual items being thrust into my body?


    Mr. Prest paused, looking me up and down. “I don’t believe you. No one would self-harm to that extent.” His face blackened. “And believe me, I know.”


    How does he know?


    Was that a veiled hint that he self-harmed? Beneath his expensive tailored clothes, was he as scarred as I was?


    Somehow, I doubted it.


    However, his hands did hold injuries—both new and old. Overhead lights flickered over silver wounds and knuckle bruising. He used them for business other than introductions with assholes.


    Master A’s temper gathered ferocity. “Well, you don’t have to fucking believe me. She’s my girlfriend. I figured you might like some female company because I heard you’ve been at sea for months. But this is fucking ridiculous. I don’t need the third degree.” Waving his arm, he growled, “She’s mine, got it? Not yours. Forget you ever saw her.”


    Directing his wrath on me, he ordered. “Upstairs, Pim. Now!”


    The obedience he’d beaten into me kicked in. Turning on the bottom step, I grabbed the banister to climb away.


    Only, Mr. Prest snapped, “Stop.”


    Storming forward, he snatched my wrist and yanked me down the stairs.


    No!


    I didn’t want to be in the middle of whatever power trip this was. I wanted to bolt back to my room and tell No One of how confusing this meeting had been. I wanted to inhale Mr. Prest’s blazer in private and give in to the scalding tears left over from my panic attack.


    But it didn’t matter what I wanted.


    It never did.


    I became the rope in a nasty tug-of-war.


    His fingers were just as cruel as Master A’s as he tightened his grip and pulled me close. Too close. Far too close. The mint decadence of his breath smarted my eyes. “Tell me your story. Now.”


    I looked at the floor.


    Master A abducted me from his guest’s hold. “What the fuck is your problem? She’s mute. I just told you.”


    Mr. Prest shoved a finger in Master A’s face. “My problem is I don’t do business with people I don’t understand.” His eyes narrowed. “And I don’t understand where she fits in.”


    Master A shoved me against the wall. He did it in a way that spoke of authority and almost protection from an aggressive stranger in our supposed happy home. However, Mr. Prest saw the truth as I wobbled, reaching for something firm for purchase.


    Grabbing my free arm as I fought to stay standing, Mr. Prest growled, “You. Start talking.”


    Master A struggled to hold me, a battle of possession on my flesh. “Let her go.”


    “If you want to complete our transaction, you’ll shut the fuck up.” Mr. Prest’s voice dropped to a scary whisper. “Think hard, Alrik. Is sharing your girlfriend too much to pay for what you truly want?”


    Slowly, a calculating gleam filled Master A’s watery blue gaze. “Share?” He chuckled, raising an eyebrow in my direction.


    To someone unknown, that look would hint at undecided decisions. To me, who’d been shared every damn day for years, it was a threat. A forgone contract that before the night was over, Elder Prest would have sampled me, used me, and ultimately destroyed me with hate as much as he had with kindness.


    “You’re right.” Master A unlocked his fingers, removing his resistance.


    I ricocheted forward, tumbling against Mr. Prest’s sculptured body.


    The moment I smashed against him, I recoiled.


    He wasn’t different.


    He was the same.


    And I had no wish to be close to him or any man.


    Master A puffed out his chest, crossing his arms. “Is sharing an official requirement to complete our deal?”


    My mismatched hair hung over my face as Mr. Prest manhandled me around his body, placing me behind him. His arm clamped tight, keeping me wedged against his hard back. “You really are a sick fuck.”


    Energy and untapped power siphoned down his spine as he chuckled, infecting me with whatever insanity he suffered.


    Because he had to be insane.


    He protected me from Master A, all while discussing sharing me to complete a business transaction.


    Who does that?


    No one I wanted to be around.


    A year ago, I might’ve struggled—bit his wrist for the chance to be free. But just like I’d evolved in obedience to survive, I learned that antagonising for no reason wasn’t smart.


    Master A spread his hands. “Rather offensive thing to say. I’m not judging you. So I’d appreciate it if you don’t judge me.”


    Looking over my shoulder, my skin crawled to find Darryl, Tony, and Monty had repositioned themselves to stand behind Mr. Prest, ready to maim or kill him if he threatened their friend.


    I squeezed my eyes, deliberately avoiding what would come next.


    However, I’d underestimated Mr. Prest.


    Almost as if he sensed the imminent attack, he stepped back, forcing me to move with him until he entered the lounge and spun to face the three men, pinning me against the wall.


    He faced them all as Master A stalked to stand with his evil accomplices.


    Mr. Prest clenched his jaw, his eyes hooded and dark. “Let’s start this again. With the fucking truth.” Yanking me from behind his back, he placed me beside him. “She’s a whore.”


    I jolted at the word.


    I hated that word.


    It conjured such sad and broken things. But I wasn’t that. I was a daughter, a student, a friend. I was smart. I’d been pretty, once.


    I meant something.


    Master A shared a glance with Tony before smiling. “She’s more than a whore. I bought her. Fair and square.”


    “So, she’s a slave.” Mr. Prest didn’t phrase it as a question. Somehow, he’d known all along what I was the second he saw me.


    I’m his slave; it’s true.


    But I don’t want to be.


    Master A stared at his guest for a long moment before his shoulders relaxed and a broad smile split his face. “She’s a slave, a whore, a slut. She’s whatever you want.” Coming forward, he held out his hand a second time. “Meet Pimlico…my possession. And you have full invitation to use her.”


    No…


    My eyes flew to Mr. Prest, hoping like hell the proposition abhorred him. That he’d rather walk out the door than deal with such awful people and take me with him.


    But the tense standoff ended as he accepted Master A’s handshake, smiling coldly.


    “That’s more like it.” Breaking the introduction, Mr. Prest slung his arm over my blazer-cloaked shoulders. “Why didn’t you say that before?”


    Don’t…


    “That makes this evening a lot more interesting.”
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    THIS PLACE STANK of lies and deceit.


    And that said something, seeing as I was the one who usually had the most to hide.


    This asshole had cleared most of my vetting channels, but my research hadn’t revealed a live-in girlfriend.


    Definitely not a mute girlfriend.


    Yet she’s neither of those things.


    She was a beaten, broken whore.


    A slave.


    I’d seen some shit in my past. I’d committed crimes. I’d done my fair share of filth. But I’d never met someone who thought they could own a human soul before.


    Part of me wanted to unleash every wrath he had owing. But the other…a stronger part was intrigued.


    Distancing myself from Pimlico, I couldn’t deny my flesh heated at the fragility of her bones. I couldn’t look away from the translucency of her skin with its map of blue veins and red arteries.


    Balling my hands, I took another step.


    Her breathing fluttered, not as a flirt but in fear.


    That was not a good thing.


    Not where I was concerned.


    Over the years of my dominion, I’d earned a name that’d paved the gold-brick road into the underbelly of this sick and twisted world.


    Kaitou.


    Phantom Thief.


    First, because I was a pickpocket, robber, and five-fingered master.


    Second because, instead of stealing objects, I started stealing lives.


    But only those lives owed to me or those too feeble to be of any use.


    What category does she fall into?


    She was feeble but not useless.


    Something about her got under my skin, itching with an intolerable curiosity.


    Where did she come from?


    How long had she been here?


    And just how long had she wanted to die?


    The look in her eyes was a classic invitation for death.


    I took another step away from the slave girl.


    Just in case.


    I saw strength in her, but I also tasted the yearning for her end. Once someone enticed thoughts of suicide into their soul, it was there to stay, slowly corrupting them until they found their way back to life or gave in and let demise claim them.


    I’d underestimated Alrik Åsbjörn.


    He’d kept this woman alive for who the fuck knew how long, even when her wish to die echoed with every heartbeat.


    That was impressive.


    The sharp thrill knowing I could do anything I wanted to this girl with no repercussions disgusted me. I could hurt her, fuck her, treat her with no bloody respect. And she could only accept it because that was her place. Her bought and sold place.


    I could kill her, and she’d probably thank me for setting her free.


    Maybe I should.


    Perhaps I will.


    Depending on how the evening and our transaction went, I might steal her life and keep it as a trinket, a token, for yet another shadowy deal struck with monsters.


    “Let’s eat.” Alrik grinned, strolling toward the eight-seater table positioned beneath a generic chandelier.


    His house irritated me. The stark white. The impersonal walls and sterile furniture. I preferred personality in my décor. Why live in a box this soulless? He might as well live in a fucking coffin.


    Alrik’s friends took their seats, not waiting for the guest of honour—me—to sit first. My lips tightened at the lack of courtesy and respect.


    My culture demanded such things.


    Even when I lived on the fucking streets as an unwanted rat, I’d remembered what my elders had taught me.


    Reverence for those wiser, older, and smarter than you. Appreciation for those kinder, gentler, and nicer than you. And utmost worship for those who could fucking annihilate you without a single thought.


    Grasping the back of the chair, I looked over my shoulder at the wraith of a slave as she faded into the background.


    Judging by her current well-being, I’d say she’d become a master at accepting pain. She was like me in that respect. And because of that, she earned my interest. She wasn’t just a possession, but a puzzle, ready to be deciphered.


    Sinking to her knees on the hard white tiles, she bowed her head.


    Even with my blazer covering her stark skeleton, her malnourished body imprinted beneath it. My jacket looked five times too big for her. Her hair was a disgusting brown mop with no style. Her green eyes resembled a swamp, and her skin hinted as if she bordered scurvy.


    She wasn’t healthy.


    Why didn’t she speak? And why did her defiant thoughts scream so much louder than words? How could she remain so impertinent when she rang the doorbell of death with eager fingers?


    Tearing my gaze away, I glared at the unwanted guests around the table. Alrik assured me, when we set up the meeting, that it would just be him and me. Not three other bastards and one silent girl.


    I’d put up with it through dinner because I refused to talk business while eating, and never when drinking, but the moment the food was consumed, they had to fuck off.


    My back stiffened as precautions filled me.


    Could he have poisoned the meal?


    Thanks to my tireless research, I knew he didn’t cook—that his chef service provided delicacies every night. I had to trust he wouldn’t slip ricin into my main course purely because of his ego and what he wanted from me.


    If Alrik did, by some imbecile decision, try to dispatch me rather than do business, I was ready.


    He wouldn’t be the first to try to kill me.


    And he wouldn’t be the last.


    However, the trail of cadavers left in my wake would steadily grow longer as I proved I was invincible.


    Sitting down, I readjusted my silverware, running eager digits over the serrated knife. I could murder everyone in this room before one scream was uttered.


    Perhaps I should.


    Maybe I will.


    Before the night was through.


    Alrik remained standing, opening bags of gourmet food and serving us with each element: bok choi with oyster sauce, Peking duck, Singapore noodles, and wontons.


    The scents replaced the blandness of the monochromatic space with welcome.


    Finally, he sat at the top of the table and smiled. “Eat. Enjoy.”


    As he arranged his napkin, I looked once more at the girl.


    She hadn’t budged. Her head remained bowed, her eyes locked on a speck in front of her.


    Picking up my fork, I pointed at her. “You don’t feed your slave?”


    Alrik slurped a mouthful of noodles, no longer trying to hide the truth. “She gets fed when she’s behaved. She knows that.” He raised his voice so the girl could hear. “And tonight, she didn’t. That unsightly episode before is not tolerated.” He grinned, stabbing a piece of duck. “She’ll eat tomorrow.”


    I agreed.


    A naughty pet ought to be punished.


    But she wasn’t just a pet.


    She was a human being, and I wasn’t done inspecting her.


    I need her closer.


    I ordered, “Invite her to eat with us.”


    Alrik and his friends froze, food half-chewed or dangling on their forks. “What?”


    “Invite her to eat. She’s hungry.”


    “But this is a business dinner. I won’t have it sullied by her—”


    “This is not business. This is merely a social nicety to feel as if we’ve bonded before our transaction is concluded. If it were up to me, I would’ve arrived to find you alone, as per our discussion, and left a few minutes later, rather than this fucking spectacle.”


    My chin lowered as my temper siphoned through my veins. “You’re the one who changed the rules. Now, I want to change them for my benefit. Let her eat.”


    Alrik’s fair skin turned puce with anger.


    I smiled, just waiting for an outburst, any outburst. I’d happily teach him a lesson that he would never win with me.


    Ever.


    Slowly, he put down his utensils and looked at his whore. “Pimlico, grab a plate and join us. I’ve changed my mind. You can eat tonight.”


    I didn’t turn around, but her gasp trickled down my nape, making me shiver. It was too easy. Hunting was a lot of fun. Just like thievery. The trick to pulling off a great heist was to gain the trust of your intended victim first.


    Trust me, Pim.


    Let me steal your secrets.


    Alrik had tried to do that by luring me to dinner with his friends. But he couldn’t mask his eager greediness for what I could offer him. Pimlico, on the other hand, bought my sanctuary with every heartbeat, hauling herself into a standing position and shuffling into the kitchen.


    I didn’t move as the sounds of collected crockery and the clink of knives and forks echoed in the white space. Her footfalls were as quiet as a shadow as she hesitantly approached the table.


    I narrowed my eyes as she kept her vision on the floor, holding her plate like a shield.


    Alrik’s friends snickered, sucking on beer bottles, enjoying her discomfort far too fucking much. I didn’t need to ask to know they’d taken from this girl, too. They were responsible for some of the bruises and scars decorating her body.


    Alrik sighed heavily, rolling his eyes. “Well, sit, Pim. Fuck, don’t just lurk there like a freak.”


    Instantly, she darted forward and slipped gracefully into the chair beside me.


    Either deliberate or subconscious, the fact she’d chosen to sit so close did strange things to my insides. Half of me wanted to stroke her cheek and promise that as long as she wore my jacket, I’d protect her. While the other half wanted to see how pretty her tears would look falling into her dinner.


    Tearing my gaze from her sad face, I stole her empty plate and replaced it with my untouched, full one.


    She sucked in a breath as I nudged the delicious smelling food closer.


    I didn’t speak. I didn’t need to.


    She knew what I offered, and she’d accept—if she knew what was fucking good for her.


    Alrik’s fork clattered to the tablecloth, smearing garlic sauce and oil. “Wait…she can have a sandwich. There isn’t enough for—”


    I held up my hand with a sharp glare. “I’m not hungry. She is. Problem solved.”


    Besides, there was power in not eating when everyone else was. I had the freedom to stare and calculate. I could ask questions and probe all while they swallowed inconvenient mouthfuls, scrambling for lies.


    No, this was perfect.


    I got to do a good dead—something I was sorely lacking—and I also got to put these men on the back foot.


    Let the interrogation begin.
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    I COULDN’T LOOK up.


    Whiffs of delicious food made eternal hunger snarl.


    Is this real?


    Was I truly sitting on a chair at the table with a plate in front of me? Was it a cruel joke where Master A would snatch away the meal as he sometimes did for spite?


    I shuddered, remembering last month how he’d made me crawl after him for miles, up and down the stairs, along tiled corridors, taunting me with my dog bowl full of spaghetti carbonara.


    I’d wanted those rich, creamy noodles more than anything and hated what I did when he finally stopped and demanded I suck him in return for my dinner.


    The flavour of his cum had ruined the reward.


    I never wanted carbonara again.


    My fingers shook around the utensil as I forced myself to recall the mechanics. How could I forget something as simple as using a fork? And if I couldn’t remember, what would Mr. Prest think of me?


    He’ll see a whore and a heathen.


    An untrained slave with awful table manners.


    Why did I suddenly want to be noticed instead of forgotten? Recognised instead of alone? Why did this man make me come more alive than I had in years?


    Fighting my tremble, I raised a mouthful to my lips.


    The food tasted like cardboard even though I knew from eating scraps off Master A’s plate that the ordered menus were five-star gourmet.


    My taste buds were in shock.


    My mind, my body…everything in tentative anticipation thanks to the stranger beside me.


    I couldn’t breathe without inhaling Mr. Prest’s heady, exotic scent. I couldn’t move without brushing against his powerful arm or teasing myself with his warm blazer draped over my shoulders.


    I couldn’t blink without thinking all of this would disappear, vanish, poof. I’d never been allowed at the table before. Never been given a fork or knife or plate. And definitely never been treated as a person by a man who overshadowed Master A in every way.


    I was grateful.


    I felt alive.


    I both hated and thanked Mr. Prest for it.


    Every mouthful, I expected Master A to scream and throw something at me. I already felt the kick and the coldness of the floor pressing against my cheek as he held my face down.


    The awful games he played. The demeaning tasks he forced me to do. This was just a minor blip of kindness in a world of torture.


    The food slid tastelessly into my belly, but the decadent richness made me feel sick. My system wasn’t used to such opulence.


    But I wouldn’t stop eating.


    I couldn’t.


    I would devour every piece, slurp every noodle, and then lick my plate if I could get away with it.


    My mouth watered as a faint memory interrupted. Of Japanese sushi and soy sauce; of cheeseburgers and french fries. It seemed so long ago.


    Had I truly been allowed to go where I wanted whenever I pleased? Did I really laugh and find happiness?


    I was so naïve.


    Master A lifted his wine, toasting Mr. Prest. “Cheers to exciting business ventures and new friends.”


    Ugh, what an ass.


    I didn’t blink or frown, but inwardly, I stuck out my tongue and gave him the finger. The smarminess, the fake charm. He was a reptile and utterly cold-blooded.


    Only, Mr. Prest didn’t return the toast; merely tilted his head, leaving Master A hanging and forced to take an awkward sip of alcohol.


    Tony cleared his throat as everyone focused intently on their food. The clink of knives and forks was the only noise apart from the classical music raining from overhead speakers.


    Master A liked music. Considering just two of us lived here, it was never quiet.


    I. Hated. It.


    My synapses had associated classical notes with torture, and I couldn’t listen to a piano or violin without reliving his cock driving inside me or his fist pummelling my skin.


    Master A sneered in my direction, slurping a mouthful of noodles. His rage at my position beside his guest hissed down the table.


    The fork shook in my hands. I’d lived here for so long, yet I couldn’t predict my jailer. My imagination painted countless punishments for defying him, but I’d be surprised. Like always. Master A liked to think outside the box where I was concerned.


    “How long has it been since you ate?”


    The question wrenched me from my thoughts. I blinked, stupidly forgetting myself and turning my head to the source.


    Mr. Prest stared back. His dark eyes didn’t budge, doing their best to tear every secret I had left. Pointing at my plate, he said, “You eat like a bird, yet I know you’re starving.”


    My heart breathed into a paper bag with worry. It’d been so long since someone looked at me as a person rather than a doll. But it was too late. With far too many witnesses. I was more possession than anything else these days.


    My gaze flickered to Master A. The outrage on his face wasn’t because of something I’d done but because I’d attracted the attention of someone he wanted to deny.


    “Don’t ask things you’re not privy answers to.” Master A slammed his knife onto the table. “I take care of her. That’s all you need to know.”


    My blood incinerated with hatred for the history between us. For all the monstrous things he’d done.


    Took care of me?


    What a crock of shit.


    Mr. Prest froze, his straight spine vibrating with ruthless energy. “I asked her a question. I don’t need you replying for her.”


    “And I told you before, she will never answer you.”


    “She answers me just fine.”


    Wait, what?


    My gaze danced between the men.


    How had I answered him? And why would he say such things? Couldn’t he see my refusal to communicate drove Master A berserk? He’d kill me if he thought I spoke to another and not him.


    “Leave what isn’t yours alone, Mr. Prest,” Master A threatened. “She’s mine. Direct your questions to me and only me.”


    Mr. Prest didn’t move. “Why?”


    “Why?” Master A spluttered. “Why should I command you to stop talking to my slave?” He stood up with his fists on the table. “Because she’s mine and whatever answers you think you see are lies.”


    “You’re afraid she’ll tell me things about you that will stop this business arrangement.”


    Wrong. He’s afraid I’ll tell you that I want you to kill him.


    He’s afraid I’ll give you the final piece of me that I refuse to give to that bastard.


    “She will tell you nothing—either good or bad.” Forcing himself to relax, Master A slid back into his seat. “But that’s beside the point. You’re right. I offered Pimlico in friendship, and you have full right to do what you want. Whatever ensures our mutual interest in business.” His smile was a shark. “Nothing else matters.”


    For five achingly long seconds, Mr. Prest didn’t accept the olive branch. Testosterone swirled across the table. At least Darryl, Tony, and Monty stayed out of it.


    “Sometimes, it isn’t what’s spoken that is the loudest reply, Mr. Åsbjörn,” Mr. Prest muttered. “And I’ve just learned all I needed without your slave uttering a single syllable.”


    Master A lost interest in his dinner. “What are you saying?”


    Mr. Prest glanced at me, his charcoal eyes looking like hunters in the dark. “I’m not saying anything. Just like Pimlico.” With graceful precision, he wrapped strong fingers around my wrist.


    I stiffened.


    He had more power and danger in his left hand than Master A did in his entire blond body. He hummed with authority that terrified but also encouraged me to move closer hoping he’d use that power to protect me.


    Lies.


    All of it.


    He wouldn’t protect me.


    I shook my head free from such stupid thoughts.


    Mr. Prest suddenly removed his touch, freeing my wrist.


    I had the awful sensation he’d been counting my pulse not just holding me for the sake of touching. Could he feel how fast my heart galloped? Could he see the terror and desperation in my gaze?


    Never looking away, he placed his hands back into his lap and clasped them tightly together, as if he didn’t trust himself to let go of whatever restraint he held. “Eat, Pim. Our conversation is over…for now.”


    My breathing turned shallow. His lingering touch threatened me. I wasn’t stupid not to recognise how dangerous he was, but there was a hidden safety, too.


    It whispered that if he hurt me, he’d help me at the same time. I just didn’t know how.


    He was a contradiction. A conundrum. Something fascinating I couldn’t figure out.


    Slowly, the atmosphere at the table resumed its tentative calmness; the men returned to their dinner.


    I did too. After all, I wouldn’t waste good food.


    My eyelids fluttered as my taste buds finally worked, signalling to my brain how rich and delicious the piece of duck was as I placed it on my tongue.


    Tony, Darryl, and Monty were their usual gross selves with no manners, and Master A remained on his best behaviour. But he couldn’t hide the fact he hated my position at the table.


    Whatever nutrition I earned would most likely come scalding back up my throat when he kicked me in the guts later.


    The thought was almost enough to stop me eating.


    But not quite.


    Meekly, I dropped my gaze. Boldly, I took another bite.


    I couldn’t stop what he’d do to me, but I would give my system every inch of vitamins and sustenance as possible.


    “I changed my mind,” Mr. Prest said quietly, leaning closer. “I want to know about the mute girl called Pimlico.”


    His voice.


    Like molasses and candy; salty crisps and decadent chocolate.


    His body scalded me—not because he was hot, but because his proximity set off all sorts of warnings in my blood.


    Sneaking a quick glance, I met his gaze as he brazenly stared. Where did he come from? What nationality? What country?


    And who named him Elder?


    He wasn’t old or the leader of some sect. Or he could be, for all I knew.


    What the hell is he doing mixing with this riff-raff?


    Master A narrowed his eyes in my direction.


    I knew that look. He wanted me to reply. For so long, he expected I’d slip and unwittingly speak.


    For the first few months, it’d been hard training my ingrained desire to communicate when asked a direct question. To ignore the pull to respond. But over time, it’d gotten easier. But even this handsome, dangerous stranger wouldn’t break my silent armour.


    Taking another bite, I deliberately dropped my gaze, letting him win the staring contest but losing the battle to make me talk.


    The fire burning inside kept me fighting even when I wanted to give up. Only I knew how bad my life had become, but something (oh, my God, was it pride?) hated that Mr. Prest saw a skinny, scarred girl who couldn’t escape.


    He’d never seen me in a dress with pretty hair or perfect makeup. Never heard me answer professors with wit and intelligence. Never saw me dance and entertain chairmen of charities and probe the psychology of my fellow counterparts just like my mother had taught me.


    Who I was never existed for Mr. Prest. He only saw what I was now. He’d leave and forever remember me as a slave, not a free girl.


    I scoffed, chewing my final piece of duck.


    As if.


    He’ll forget about you the minute he departs.


    Sometimes, my ego could still hurt me, even now.


    Not letting my silence deter him, Mr. Prest leaned into my personal space. His large hand vanished into his trouser pocket, followed by the delicate clink of coins.


    Catching my eye, he shifted his muscular bulk, depositing a single American penny by my wrist.


    My eyes flew to Master A.


    Just as I hadn’t been allowed at the table for two years, I hadn’t handled currency or wealth of any kind.


    Master A placed his knife and fork on either side of his plate with eerie calmness. “Mr. Prest, can I ask why the fuck you’re giving money to my slave?”


    Mr. Prest never tore his eyes from mine. “That’s between Pimlico and me.”


    My heart sank with a two-tonne rusty anchor.


    Couldn’t he see he’d just ensured my normal beating would be ten times worse? He’d undermined Master A, and no one should ever, ever do that.


    I fought terror and unhappiness as I kept my gaze locked on the table. However, it didn’t stop me noticing Master A from the corner of my eye. An evil smile crooked his lips, promising many more nights where I’d go hungry.


    His three friends smirked, understanding yet another punishment would be extracted, and they were invited to partake.


    Damn you, Mr. Prest.


    Swallowing hard, I didn’t give myself permission to look up, but when Mr. Prest pushed the penny closer, my eyes flittered to his.


    I froze.


    The thickest, longest eyelashes I’d ever seen framed his black pupils. So dense and opaque, they looked like fur. It wasn’t fair that a man had such bewitching eyes; it was doubly unfair he’d entered my harsh existence and made it so much worse.


    I would remember him always.


    He would forget me tomorrow.


    Why did I sit next to him?


    I should’ve sat at Master A’s feet.


    This was my fault.


    Stupid.


    So stupid.


    Lowering his heady voice, Mr. Prest whispered, “A penny for your thoughts, girl.”


    The old-fashioned phrase echoed in my chest.


    He wanted to pay for my muted replies?


    He valued my responses enough to bribe me?


    Why?


    Master A had never offered me kindness to chat. He’d only punished and reinforced my desire to remain quiet.


    But this man…


    He was treacherous.


    Taking a deep breath, I nudged the penny back to him with my pinkie.


    The urge to shake my head crept over me. Nonverbal was almost as bad as audible.


    I fought the urge, gathering my final mouthful of noodles and doing my best not to hyperventilate as Mr. Prest forced the penny toward me.


    He didn’t say the phrase again.


    He didn’t need to. I heard it loudly.


    A penny for your thoughts.


    Fucking speak.


    Master A slammed the table with his palm, making Tony, Darryl, and Monty jump.


    But not Mr. Prest.


    He moved like the slickness of oil on water, cocking an eyebrow at his host. “Yes?”


    Master A bared his teeth, his hand fisted around his knife. “I’m done with whatever games you’re playing. Forget about her. She’s nothing. Let’s talk business.” Stabbing the air with his food-soiled blade, he yelled, “Pim, clear the fucking table. You’re done. Get out of my sight.”


    Immediately, I shot to my feet.


    Luckily, I’d wolfed down my dinner and didn’t mourn the lack of time to finish. My empty plate glowed with reminders that my belly was full, but I hadn’t earned it without pain.


    Already, my middle cramped with indigestion from eating such rich meat, joining the symphony of all the other kicks and punches I’d endured.


    Keeping my eyes down, I dutifully collected the empty containers and plucked the paper bags under my arms. Mr. Prest’s blazer kept getting in the way, but until he stole it from me, I wouldn’t take it off.


    It was mine.


    If only for a little while.


    Mr. Prest watched me as I took the packaging to the kitchen, rinsed, and placed them in the recycling bin. Returning, I did my best to stay out of reach of the men’s probing hands as I collected soiled plates.


    Mr. Prest glowered as Monty slapped my ass and Darryl gathered strands of my hair to sniff dramatically. Master A didn’t notice his guest vibrating with rage, and I wouldn’t tell him. I’d become invisible again as I did my servantly duties.


    Master A leaned back in his chair. “So, we’ve broken bread together. Let’s get down to it.”


    Mr. Prest placed his hands on the table, his fingers steepled with poise and power. “Before we do, I have conditions.”


    “What conditions?”


    “I don’t discuss details in front of others.” Cocking his chin at the three rapists, he growled, “I want them gone.”


    Darryl sniffed. “Hey, loser. We’re here for our buddy. We’ve got his back.”


    “Yeah. No us equals no deal.” Monty crossed his arms.


    I carried my embrace of dirtiness to the kitchen as Mr. Prest stood so fast his chair screeched against the tiles. “Understood.”


    Stalking from the table, he passed me. His eyes sparked with black violence, glittering harder as he looked me up and down. “Keep the jacket.”


    My mouth fell open as he stormed toward the exit.


    I wanted to scream that he couldn’t go.


    I wouldn’t let him.


    With him here, I didn’t have to fear Master A nearly as much. I hadn’t had enough time to figure out if I could use him for my benefit. Could he help me? Free me?


    Don’t go…


    Master A kept him from vanishing.


    Launching from the table, he snapped his fingers. “You lot. Out.” Chasing after Mr. Prest, he caught him as he reached the front door. “Don’t be like that, Elder. You win. No company. Just you and me.”


    Mr. Prest paused with his hand on the doorknob. His shoulders remained tight and bunched. I didn’t know if he’d accept Master A’s offer or just disappear.


    I took a gulp of air, the tower of crockery in my arms clinking together.


    Finally, Mr. Prest turned around, his hands balling by his sides. “Don’t make me remind you about using my first name, Alrik. Last fucking warning. As for our discussion, I want you, me, and her.” His smouldering gaze locked onto mine.


    Oh, no…


    No, no, no.


    I didn't want to be privy to their chat. I didn’t want Master A to have any more reason to think I valued myself too highly.


    Depositing the plates in the sink, I bent over in an awkward bow, backing out of the room toward the corridor and the staircase.


    Please, let me get there before he stops me.


    Then I could bolt upstairs and write to No One and plug my ears so I never had to know what illegal things Master A was up to.


    But of course, that didn’t work in my favour.


    Nothing ever did.


    Mr. Prest was the one to stop me. “Stay, girl. And take your penny. You might not give up your thoughts for so cheap, but you’re not leaving until I say so.”


    My eyes flickered to Master A’s, looking for permission.


    Mr. Prest might be the top hunter in this pack of animals, but he wasn’t the one who’d bought me. He wasn’t the one I had to live with after he’d gone.


    Master A clenched his teeth, suffering a few goodbye slaps of his friends as they donned removed clothing and let themselves out.


    Anger permeated him, swirling like toxic smog. Raking a hand through blond hair, he grunted. “Fuck, all right. Stay, Pimlico. Get the shot glasses and bourbon.


    “Mr. Prest and I have something to discuss.”
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    I FUCKING HATED the taste of bourbon.


    I preferred sake or gin or even the occasional absinthe. I wasn’t a big drinker. I had my reasons. And hadn’t touched a drop in almost a year.


    But a man like Alrik expected a deal to be done over alcohol because he was still a bloody Neanderthal.


    I would indulge him on this one topic, seeing as I’d won every other round.


    The slave girl hadn’t sat down, flitting around like a fucking hummingbird, gathering shot glasses, straightening white cushions, and placing the dishes in the dishwasher.


    Alrik didn’t seem to care. She wasn’t just his sex slave but house servant, too. He was barely aware of her anymore, happy to let her starve and waste away to nothing.


    He deserved something for that.


    Something painful.


    Over the next few days, I’d get creative and figure out an apt punishment.


    The tap ran in the kitchen, heralding my eyes as the girl sprayed herself accidentally with water.


    Fuck.


    My lips curled in disgust. The sleeves of my jacket were sodden as she rinsed knives and forks before adding them to the dishwasher.


    Nursing my shot of bourbon, I snapped, “Enough, girl. Sit.”


    Alrik shifted on the opposite couch. He’d already tossed back one shot and sniffed his second. If he grew drunk during this discussion, all the better for me. The terms would be heavily in my favour and the clauses I normally snuck into the paperwork, hoping they weren’t noticed, would go by unseen.


    Fucking idiot.


    I had things to say, but I wouldn’t start until the girl sat down and stopped fidgeting. I didn’t like distractions, and she was a damn distraction.


    Something clattered behind me before Alrik bellowed, “For fuck’s sake, Pimlico, sit your ass down.”


    Immediately, she darted into the lounge and kneeled on the white carpet by the coffee table, resuming the same bowed position she’d been in before I’d invited her to eat.


    She didn’t touch the furniture, almost as if she wasn’t permitted. Like a bad dog that’d been slapped too many times for jumping on prized settees.


    The more I found out about this bastard, the more I despised him.


    Ignoring Pimlico as she huddled on the floor, Alrik toasted me with his shot. “To being alone and able to discuss our new venture.”


    “Not so fast.”


    I thought I could drink this shit, but I couldn’t.


    Why the fuck am I here again?


    From the moment I’d met this sleazebag, I’d had the overwhelming urge to wash whenever he looked at me. The way he watched me. The way he laughed and spoke as if I couldn’t hear his stinking secrets.


    But I could.


    And the longer I was in his company, the less I wanted him to breathe. Money was money. Business was business. But when instincts screamed to ignore the deal and walk…I listened.


    Only, I didn’t want to go.


    Not yet.


    Because of her.


    Pinching the brow of my nose, I glared at the windows behind Alrik where presumably a garden rested in the night.


    The second I’d walked into this psychopath’s house, I’d been fascinated by her. Not because I could see her tits and shadows between her legs but because of the way she watched me.


    She saw everything.


    The world had two types of people. The first were the takers. They only noticed those who could help them, offering friendship for false reasons—their egos preventing improvement of their superficial interest.


    The second were the givers. Those who knew they were being taken advantage of but couldn’t stop it. They’d give and give until they had nothing left. But by giving, they saw things, watching silently in the shadows.


    This girl was a giver.


    She was soundless judgement, taking everything in while her master and his acquaintances pretended she didn’t exist. She was strong inside, but she hadn’t found her freedom despite begging for it, which made her lacking.


    And I didn’t do lacking.


    So fucking forget her, finish this, and leave.


    Leaning forward, I deposited the crystal glass on the coffee table, lacing my fingers between my legs. “Do you have the funds?”


    Alrik smirked. “Seriously? You’re gonna ask me that? Even after your invasive background checks?”


    Huh.


    He’d found out about that. That was interesting and earned a sliver of my respect. My hacking skills weren’t as good as some, but normally, I could infiltrate, extract, and patch up my entry without notice.


    He huffed. “Look, are we gonna do business or what?”


    “Perhaps.”


    He threw himself onto the soft leather of the couch. “Fuck, I was told you were exhausting. I should’ve believed them.” Tossing back his drink, he clicked his fingers for Pimlico to refill it.


    She did so without a peep or eye flicker.


    I’d been around others who refused to talk. Taking a vow of silence wasn’t all that unusual in my profession (or rather, ex profession) but it didn’t ease my mind at all.


    Mainly because I wasn’t a fucking idiot like Alrik.


    His slave girl obeyed him, but she hated him with the death of a thousand shadows. And where I came from…that was not a good death. If my nickname were Kaitou for Phantom Thief, hers would be Mokusatsu. Kill with Silence.


    She absorbed everything, just waiting for her opportunity to end his life.


    Good luck to her.


    In the brief interaction I’d had with them, she deserved to win over this overly pampered rich dick. She just had to notice her power and commit.


    “It’s not exhausting to be thorough.” I fisted my fingers, holding back my wrath. “It’s exhausting to enter into business with untrustworthy people.”


    Alrik frowned. “Look, you knew the deal when you got here. You were highly recommended. Don’t make me regret inviting you into my home.”


    I laughed. This asshole thought he was better than me. That he could win.


    Wrong.


    Ignoring him, I once again looked at the slave on the floor. I hated the way she kept drawing me to her. She wasn’t acting. She truly was fighting to survive. But the humming vibration of her determined strength was a drug to me.


    Patting the couch, I murmured, “Sit here, girl.”


    Her shoulders rolled as she bowed deeper into the carpet. Her tattered hair shivered as she glanced at her master.


    Alrik tried to slaughter me with his eyes.


    If I were any other person, from any other background, I might’ve second-guessed my decision to play with his possessions.


    But he did say I could share.


    And I wasn’t afraid of him. I was never afraid of pretenders.


    Silence fell, clashing with temper from Alrik, terror from Pimlico, and authority from me.


    Guess who fucking won?


    Alrik threw back his third bourbon. “Go to him, Pim.”


    Instantly, the girl levered herself from her knees and scurried to my side.


    My heart pounded as she perched like a frail bird on the stark white leather, her thighs bunched—ready to fly away if Alrik changed his mind.


    Judging by the way she kept her body facing him, I guessed he changed his mind a lot—either to spite or hurt her.


    Peering at my ruined jacket with its dripping wet cuffs and slouchy way it hung off her shoulders, I ordered, “Give her permission to obey me without having to go through you.” I glanced up, catching Alrik’s eye with the command.


    Do it.


    What the fuck was I doing?


    This girl didn’t matter. I ran the risk of destroying this business deal. Then again…did I care?


    I paused, taking stock of what it would mean if I deliberately sabotaged this transaction. Sure, I’d be out of pocket by millions. But I had more than I could count and it wasn’t about the money. Yes, I’d lose the notoriety I’d done my best to earn. Finally cracking open the realm where, up till now, I’d been denied. But I didn’t need fucking Alrik to open doors for me. I could kick them down on my own damn accord.


    No, this girl interested me more than Alrik ever could. She was worth the price tag if it all fell to shit.


    Alrik glowered at his slave before giving me a curt nod. He’d disliked me before. Now, he hated me.


    I smiled coldly. “You did say I could share.”


    The girl shivered, her body sending minor ripples along the couch. I hadn’t touched her yet but every nerve ending shot to intensity.


    “Pimlico.” Alrik sat forward, his hand clutched white-tight around his glass. “Obey Mr. Prest as you obey me. Got it? Do whatever he wants without question.”


    I fought the thrill running down my spine.


    Pimlico glanced at me, before dropping her gaze to the floor. She didn’t nod or give any indication of agreement.


    But I knew she’d heard, evaluated, and accepted the new terms.


    The fact she didn’t talk fuelled my interest—not because I wanted her silent secrets but because she challenged me to do what my teacher had taught a decade ago: ‘Listen with your entire body, not just your ears. Watch with your entire being, not just your eyes. And judge with your entire soul, not just shallow perception.’


    I hadn’t forgotten that lesson. I wasn’t a person to educate and then waste that education by letting such valuable knowledge fade. But she was a good refresher.


    I wanted to be alone with her. To ask her questions that she wouldn’t answer but I would earn her reply anyway. I wanted to steal her so my own disciplinary hand delivered her bruises not this lying asshole’s.


    Testing her obedience, I patted my thigh. “Come closer.”


    For a second, she hesitated. Her lips pursed, but her hand crept slowly outward, pulling herself forward.


    She didn’t come as near as I wanted—her leg still created a chasm between us—but I inhaled, doing my best to smell her.


    She smelled of nothing.


    No, that wasn’t true.


    She smelled of fucking desperation.


    Wanting to change her opinion of me, to kiddingly prove I wasn’t such a bad guy, I rested my hand on her thigh.


    She jolted but stayed seated even though her eyes narrowed with fury.


    Her skin was ice beneath my touch; her white skirt offered no thermal properties.


    Alrik never took his livid glare off me as I stroked her with a gentleness I doubted she’d had in years.


    Instead of relaxing, she only stiffened further.


    If I were a kind man, I would’ve removed my hand and allowed her to return to her crouch on the floor where she obviously felt some semblance of safety.


    But I wasn’t a nice man.


    I was a tormentor. A killer. A thief.


    And I wanted to steal her courage drop by fucking drop.
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    WORDS AND VOICES and business.


    How long did I sit there? Chained by invisible tethers to a man I had to obey just as absolute as my master.


    My eyelids drooped as jargon and empty promises flew around the room.


    I had no idea what arrangement Master A entered with Mr. Prest, but whatever it was, it held a price tag of over thirty million dollars and came with uttered phrases such as ‘undetectable, irrefutable, and ironclad in both speed and delivery.’


    It’d been so long since I’d listened to the ebb and flow of normal conversation that it lulled me into a semi-relaxed state. I wasn’t the centre of attention, and a barked command between these two men were their issue, not mine.


    Subtly, I rubbed my knees where constant bruises from kneeling marred my flesh. The white skirt irritated me as it clung tight while my ribs and belly ached from their earlier beating.


    As nice as this reprieve was—no matter how grateful I was to be sitting on a settee after years of grovelling—it didn’t come without consequences.


    I’ll be shared tonight.


    Just like most nights.


    Mr. Prest had been given carte blanche to control me, which Tony, Darryl, and Monty were never given. He could ask me to do anything, and I’d have to obey. And once I’d obeyed, Master A would hurt me because he hated others taking liberties he hadn’t given.


    I’d seen it first-hand when Tony went too far and took something from me he wasn’t supposed to take. He hadn’t returned for a fortnight because of the wounds Master A had inflicted.


    Whoever Mr. Prest was, he must have something of priceless importance for Master A to tolerate me even sitting on his furniture, let alone permitted to listen to such incomprehensible lingo.


    Master A sipped another shot. “And you’ll install top-of-the-line ghost deflectors?”


    “As per your request, yes.”


    “And the weaponry will be far superior to what they’ll use in retaliation?”


    Mr. Prest stiffened. “Do you doubt my work ethic and the contract?”


    “No. But it is a lot of money and a sensitive arrangement.”


    “As are all my transactions. Utmost discretion is required from both parties. Not just me.” Mr. Prest raised his eyebrow, disregarding Master A’s pompous accusation. “Do I have your oath that you’ll never mention my name or the origins of the weaponry on board upon delivery of the vessel?”


    Huh?


    The sleepiness I’d been cursed with snapped into awareness. A crackle of adrenaline flooded my nervous system. What were they discussing? Vessels and weapons?


    What is this?


    Master A had said something about Mr. Prest being at sea for a few months and in need of female companionship.


    Was he in the Navy? Selling State secrets and espionage?


    Master A nodded. “Of course. But only if the torpedoes aren’t detectable by radar.”


    “With increasing technology these days, it’s not completely guaranteed.”


    “And you’re sure you can’t get a nuclear warhead. I’d pay extra.”


    “I told you I don’t deal in those. If you want them, it won’t be through me.” Mr. Prest’s voice dropped to a growl. “But you’re already aware of those terms.” His eyes flickered to mine, their endless depths sucking light and life from me. “What do you think, Pimlico? Want to be locked on a boat rather than in a mansion? Your master here seems to be going to war.”


    A boat?


    War?


    What the hell is he talking about?


    I couldn’t visualize such a thing. An image of a dinghy with oars for propulsion and wooden sides to prevent drowning came to mind. Why would anyone want to trade a house for that?


    Gritting my teeth, I looked over Mr. Prest’s shoulder, ignoring the question.


    I didn’t care that I didn’t understand. What I cared about was he’d tried to trip me into replying.


    It won’t work.


    I’d had years of practice.


    He chuckled. “Don’t worry. I’m sure he won’t take you to war.” His hand landed possessively on my thigh. “And if he did, at least you might find what you’re looking for.”


    I froze.


    What?


    What am I looking for?


    How would you know what I need?


    Even as my questions solidified, I doubted my conviction.


    I survived in this world with tiny goals that kept me strong. I took pleasure from avoiding a broken arm by doing tasks before being asked. I was awarded extra hours of sleep or hard-won dinners when I successfully hid my hate.


    I did all that because I needed something to reward myself with. If I didn’t, whispers of ending it were never far away. If I focused on small things, I could ignore the tug of freedom.


    But if I didn’t…death.


    It was a calculated vindictive seducer, promising an end to pain and suffering. I’d listened once and would’ve obeyed its commands if the knives hadn’t disappeared. I’d thought my momentary weakness was over.


    I lied.


    The murmurs of taking my own life hid in the panic attacks that lay waiting to pounce when my strength wavered. I was no longer completely whole—parts of me had become an enemy, wanting me to die rather than survive.


    He’s sniffed suicide on me.


    He’d done it the second he’d laid eyes on me; the same way I’d tasted he was more than a businessman and aristocratic bastard.


    He was a killer.


    And a good one seeing as he was here with us and not caught.


    Mr. Prest’s fingers drifted down my thigh and dug into my knee—just like Master A’s had on the plane ride here. Unlike before, when that little threat had freaked me out, it was nothing compared to what I’d endured. I was trained in touches like those.


    I didn’t jolt as Mr. Prest squeezed and relaxed, palpitating my joint, forcing my body to pay attention. However, as my muscles locked for abuse and my heart scurried with nervousness, his touch switched from testing to calming.


    His breathing turned shallow as he dropped his gaze to where our two bodies met. “I’m not going to hurt you.”


    Please.


    As if I haven’t heard that one before.


    I wanted to roll my eyes at his empty promise, but I didn’t dare. Who knew what Master A would do? He might carve out my eyeballs with a spoon if I showed any more rebellion.


    Master A cleared his throat, his focus riveted on where Mr. Prest touched me. He vibrated with loathing and jealousy, even though he was the one who offered me up to sweeten whatever deal they’d concocted.


    “Do you get to experience things like fresh air and new places, Pim?” Mr. Prest never stopped stroking. His fingers slowly left my knee, going slightly higher with each stroke.


    Just like my taste buds came alive after a few mouthfuls of delicious food, so too did my skin as I received gentle caresses for the first time in so long.


    My flesh turned itchy and hot, straining with sensation for more.


    Traitor.


    I swallowed hard, forcing my gaze to go hazy and not focus on the man touching me, my master, or the things I would be made to do in my future.


    “She’s not a damn dog, Elder.” Master A chuckled. “I don’t clip on a leash and take her for a walk to the fucking park. She’s a whore. This is her home. She doesn’t need to go anywhere.”


    Yes. Yes, I do.


    I need to go somewhere.


    Far away from you.


    Far away from this cage.


    Mr. Prest’s fingernails replaced his soft caress, branding my thigh. “Third slip, Mr. Åsbjörn. One more and this fucking deal is off. I don’t care if production is arranged and contracts are drawn up.” His hand left my skin, flying up in a wedge of severity to point at Master A. “Use my first name once more and you’ll never speak again. Got it?”


    I shivered as the same hand that vibrated with violence fell back onto my body. One moment, vicious and resolute with cruelty, the next, serene and tranquilizing.


    Master A poured himself another bourbon and slammed it down. His brittle hatred moved like glass shards in his limbs as he forced himself to remain calm.


    Mr. Prest didn’t care. His full attention fell to me again, inching closer, pressing his knee against mine.


    I sucked in a breath as his head tilted toward my ear, his heady incense and spice aftershave whipping up my nose like a forest fire. It blazed through my lungs and over my tongue, making me inhale and taste him all at once.


    “Tell me, Pimlico, do you like being touched gently or are you used to much rougher handling?” His palm splayed over my thigh, gripping hard enough for me to flinch.


    Permanent bruises flared. I held my breath, willing pain receptors to quiet and numbness to take over. I’d enlisted that trick multiple times.


    Mr. Prest was cruel and harsh and dominant. But beneath that darkness, he couldn’t fully erase the strangeness lurking deep inside him. I didn’t know if it was a bad strange or good, but he was different from Master A.


    That oddity called to me.


    Master A flung himself back into the couch, eyeing us with disdain. “I don’t know why you’re bothering. She doesn’t talk. Hit her, hurt her, whisper, or woo her—it’s all the fucking same.”


    Mr. Prest brushed his nose against my earlobe, murmuring so Master A couldn’t hear. “You might not use your voice, silent one, but you speak all the same.” The tip of his tongue ran over the highly sensitive flesh from my ear to the start of my jaw. “Want to know what you’ve told me already?” His hand trailed higher up my leg, creeping to the place where I’d been hurt the most.


    I’d gone my teenage years with an occasional fumble from an eager boy who’d earned my interest to get close enough to touch. And then, I’d entered womanhood with a brutal rape that’d forever tarnished sex. Everything about men and women coupling was sick and filthy and wrong.


    No part of me, under any circumstance, wanted to be touched there. Not by Mr. Prest, not by Master A, and certainly not by any of his dastardly friends.


    I hated him for taking liberties. I didn’t want my skin to be alive. I didn’t want my senses to be alive.


    I wanted to be numb.


    Aloof.


    And the audacity of Mr. Prest to make me notice things again, for my heart to beat and my taste buds to fire—it wasn’t fair.


    But at least, my body was as repulsed by him as any other man.


    I didn’t feel a quickening in my belly. My pussy didn’t clench; my blood didn’t heat. My spirit might hold on, refusing to break, but Master A had broken my body.


    Sex was revolting.


    Sex was sickening.


    Sex was not something I would ever grow to love.


    I was sure of it.


    It didn’t stop Mr. Prest from brushing his fingertip between my legs. His voice stayed heavy and low. “I’m used to silence, silent one. But you’re not very good at hiding your thoughts from your eyes.” Pulling away, he brushed my chin with his knuckles. “Want me to prove it? I know that you hate me touching you, and you can’t stop the loathing inside you.”


    His eyes flickered to Master A as his head bowed close again. He gave the impression that we whispered secrets to each other. “He doesn’t see you like I do. He doesn’t hear you like I do.”


    Master A shot upright, clearly ready for this meeting to be over. “I think we’ve covered the finer details. The rest can be done when you drop the contract off for final signature.”


    Mr. Prest understood the underlying message.


    Leave.


    Leaning away from me, he grinned. “Want your slave back so soon?” He patted my leg, antagonising him. “I don’t think you understand the concept of sharing, Alrik.”


    I bristled.


    I’m not some toy to borrow.


    I wasn’t a novelty or tatty doll to play with on a whim then dismember when boredom replaced fascination.


    I was in two minds. Mr. Prest had kept my heart catapulting like some renegade siege with his gentle touches and soft commands. I feared him more than I feared Master A. I wanted him gone. Immediately. But a large part of me wanted to continue being petted because it’d been so long since anyone had. I wanted him to free me.


    However, I never got what I wanted.


    Master A inched closer, glowering at Mr. Prest’s hand on my thigh. “Do you like his touch better than mine, Pim?” His voice was a hazardous rumble. “I’d advise you say you prefer me over this stranger.”


    He stared.


    I stared.


    No reply.


    He didn’t deserve to know, even if I did want to speak. I would never prefer him. I wanted to bury his ashes and get every dog in the neighbourhood to piss on his grave. In that respect, yes, I vastly preferred Mr. Prest’s touch, even if he stole rather than requested.


    Master A’s temper swirled as silence lingered. “There’s been enough sharing for one night. Time to remember who your real master is. What do you think of that, my sweet Pim?”


    Real master.


    That meant kicks and whips and chains.


    I bowed my head, keeping my face covered.


    You told me to obey him.


    Anger churned in my chest because I knew no matter what happened in their business agreement, I would be in a world of pain the moment the door closed on Mr. Prest.


    Wobbling a little from too many shots of bourbon, Master A stomped from the lounge toward the front foyer.


    My heart clicked ‘start’ on a stopwatch, mourning the swiftly ticking seconds before I was hurt again.


    One,


    two,


    three,


    four.


    Please, don’t let me endure anymore.


    Master A bellowed, “Leave, Mr. Prest. Our business is over. Pim and I need to have a little chat.” Glaring over his shoulder, he waited none too subtly to kick Mr. Prest out, all while his gaze hammered knives into my chest.


    Mr. Prest’s fingers tightened on my leg, digging perfectly trimmed nails into my skirt. He held the pressure for a second too long, holding his breath.


    I daren’t look up. Even though I knew he wanted me to.


    He’d yanked more answers from me without speaking than Master A had managed in two years. We had an unspoken understanding between us. A chemistry recognising our connecting similarities. What made us notice each other? Why did I sense as if I could know him…


    I hate that you can see my secrets.


    But in return, I see some of yours.


    His talk of business and weapons weren’t who he was at heart. Such talk was cobwebs and prisms, keeping the truth hidden.


    How I knew that, I didn’t know. How he could read me, I didn’t understand.


    And it terrified me as much as it intrigued me.


    “Return to your master, silent one. I hope to see you again.”


    You can’t go.


    I…


    He released me as he stood. With half a smile, he moved sleek and sedately toward the exit where Master A paced with his arms crossed. I’d never seen him so angry with another man for touching me.


    “Come here, Pim.” Master A snapped his fingers, tugging the invisible cord around my throat.


    Instantly, I stood on creaking bones, keeping my chin down in taught respect. Only utmost servitude would save me tonight.


    Already my blood popped and fizzed with terror. My body wept achy tears at the thought of what would happen. The only thing granting courage to inch across the floor was the intoxicating scent of Mr. Prest and the warm heaviness of his blazer.


    I belonged to a beast. But if that was true and Master A was an animal, then Mr. Prest was the game warden. He was the master with the locks and keys and power. He had the jurisdiction to whip such animals into submission, to starve them for bad behaviour, and force them to behave against their base desires.


    I didn’t know which was worse.


    The animal or the ringleader.


    “Get Mr. Prest’s jacket off your worthless fucking body, Pim!” Master A snapped as I padded closer, making me flinch.


    My fingers rushed to obey, pulling at the immaculate lapels and slipping the expensive material down my arms.


    I mourned the loss of heat and comfort immediately.


    Mr. Prest held up his hand. “No, I said she can keep it.” His eyes turned evil as he looked at Master A. “And I do mean that. When I return in a few days, I expect to see she’s still in possession of it. Got that?”


    Master A swallowed his rage, unsuccessfully hiding the anger on his face. “Fine.”


    “Good.”


    Turning his dangerous gaze on me, Mr. Prest murmured, “Until we meet again, silent one. Don’t ruin my gift.” With a last lingering look, he permitted himself to be ushered from the white mansion.


    The way Master A kicked him out offered no respect or politeness.


    The way Mr. Prest stalked outside extended no gratefulness or acceptance.


    Battle lines had been drawn, and I had an awful feeling it’d been because of me.


    I hadn’t instigated it.


    I wasn’t a spoilt girlfriend flirting with her lover’s acquaintances to cause problems. I was just a girl begging for a quiet existence, wishing to vanish so she never had to see another male again.


    Rage from both of them plaited together, buffeting my body as the door slowly swung closed. Rage that would earn me broken parts, and salvaged parts, and parts I wished would just give up living and perish.


    Breathing through an oncoming panic attack, I kept my eyes on the final sliver of the driveway.


    The last thing I saw, before everything dissolved into a fit of agony, was the terrifying stranger and his powerful back as he walked away.
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    THE MOMENT MR. Prest left, I drifted toward the corridor and staircase.


    I’d played my part. I’d been the pawn in Master A’s business transaction.


    I was done.


    “Oh, Piiiimmm.” Master A’s taunt rang out behind me. “Where do you think you’re going?”


    My back straightened even as adrenaline shot down my legs. Every instinct screamed for me to run. Run and hide and get as far away as possible.


    But I wouldn’t run.


    I never ran.


    Because running was a weakness, and I was many things, but I refused to be that.


    Cocking my chin, I gave him a look and continued my trajectory toward the corridor. The sound of his shoes on tiles sent carving knives flaying my spine.


    “You know not to turn your back on me, Pimlico.”


    Just keep going.


    A few more feet.


    My left hand splayed out to touch the doorframe as I left the lounge and took a shaky breath. One step, two, three. My bare toes touched the first stair; my racing heart made me shudder as I clutched the polished banister.


    “Come back here.” Master A picked up his pace, appearing a few metres behind me. He cracked his knuckles, tilting his head in a well-known threat. “You didn’t think you’d get off so easily, did you? You know you fucked up tonight.”


    His teeth shone savagely white. “You sat at my fucking table, you bitch. You ate my food. You enticed my guest. You were rude to me, and you know what that means.”


    Every step he took toward me, my cells bellowed louder to bolt.


    It was so hard to ignore. So hard, I had to clutch the banister to keep myself in place; my poor knuckles popped with pressure.


    But I didn’t increase my speed.


    No matter he stood like a gun ready to fire, just waiting for me to fly away, I climbed the steps slowly, regally, with my head held high and silence draped like a glittering gown around me.


    I’d let myself down once tonight with my panic attack. The undermining terror that I couldn’t control struck my fragile power at the worst possible time. To think the stranger had seen me that way. Heard me breathless and blue.


    Oh, God.


    The embarrassment was new. I’d had no reason to value what another thought of me for so long…until him.


    But it didn’t matter. He’d left. I’d never see him again. After what Master A would do to me tonight…who knew if I’d ever see anyone again.


    Seven steps, eight, nine.


    Twenty-seven more to go and I’d be in my room, my jail. If I could get there, perhaps Master A would remember that I was his not Mr. Prest’s. Another man could touch me, use me at the discretion of my owner, but they would never take me away.


    Only I could do that by taking my life or his.


    My spine crawled with imaginary cockroaches, scurrying faster and faster.


    Master A ascended the stairs soundlessly behind me. My ears strained, waiting for him to charge and pounce. But he never increased his speed, content to stalk me up the stairs, happy to see what I would do.


    He wasn’t in a rush to chastise me. We both knew no other alternative existed for tonight.


    He felt as if I’d disobeyed him.


    I didn’t agree.


    The pain would be the same.


    “Are you ready for another anniversary present, my dear?” His chuckle was rancid with malicious intent. “I think you’re the one who owes me a present after I let you sit on my couch. Don’t want you believing you’re worth more than you are.”


    The landing was so close. My speed increased just a little.


    He growled as my feet grazed the top step. “Running won’t change what I’m about to do to you, Pim.”


    His oath shoved me forward like a phantom hand between my shoulder blades. It was no longer a battle between slow and quick, strong or weak, brave or meek. I was a warrior who faced combat head-on. But I was also a defeated soldier who wanted to sprint from enemy lines.


    Go!


    Instinct made me do it. The animalistic need to hide gave no room to argue. I couldn’t stop my legs from breaking into a scurry, just like I couldn’t stop my heart from tearing through my kick-bruised chest.


    I shouldn’t.


    I’d be punished.


    I should fight my terror and drop to my knees. Like always.


    But I couldn’t. Not this time.


    I bolted.


    “Pim!” He chased me. Just like I knew he would.


    My brittle legs hurtled my skinny body from the corridor into my room. There were no doors to slam, no locks to secure. Even my ensuite had no barricade—no privacy offered at any time.


    I supposed I was lucky to have my own space, but it was just another element to Master A's board game of pain. No matter where I ran, no matter where I hid, he found me. Because he was god in this house, and I was merely his whore.


    My mouth parted with a silent scream as he appeared in the doorway, panting with angry-sharp eyes. “I thought we’d taught the lesson of no running a few weeks into your stay?” Storming toward me, he growled, “Did that fucking prick somehow undo all my teachings the second he touched you? Did he? Answer me!”


    Every cell cowered, my blood dried up, my heart stopped beating.


    Melting to the tiled floor, I went one step further in begging. I didn’t bow with my chin tucked and shoulders rolled. I threw myself entirely on the ground with my arms outstretched as I’d seen monks do in deep prayer, pleading for mercy but knowing I wouldn’t get any.


    “That won’t save you this time, bitch.” My breath caught as he stomped on my left hand, twisting his foot so my skin pinched and did its best to spiral-fold.


    I screamed in my head.


    Pain.


    Pain.


    Pain!


    My silent scream was so loud it made my eardrums bleed.


    “You liked him touching you, didn’t you!? Don’t fucking deny it. I know the truth.” He trampled harder on my hand, putting his entire weight on the tiny, breakable bones. “You think I didn’t notice? That I wouldn’t see the way you looked at him? Fuck, Pimlico you’re mine!”


    I screamed again, drowning myself in the gonging sound of agony, but the room remained silent while he stomped again and again, doing his best to shatter delicate fingers.


    “Just because you won’t talk doesn’t mean I don’t fucking know when you’re lying to me!”


    Turn it off!


    Now!


    Fighting a rush of overwhelming nausea, I forced every nerve ending to withdraw deep inside. I did what my body had taught me. A mantra filled my head while the pain receptors in my hand switched off.


    After all, that was what pain was. A siren to tell me all was not well and that action had to be taken to avoid worse damage. No shit, not all was well. I got that message loud and clear. I didn’t need to hear it over and over.


    On or off.


    Click.


    Off.


    It didn’t mean I could ignore the throbbing, bellowing agony ricocheting up my arm. It merely allowed me to compartmentalise and stay alert so I could pre-empt what came next.


    His shoe lifted from my hand only to pull back and jab sharply into my ribs.


    I fought the urge to curl around the new flare. It didn’t matter that he’d kicked me only hours ago. It didn’t matter that my previous bruises would become new bruises, which would bleed beneath my skin.


    All I could do was remain straight and prone for his abuse. I would blanket myself in whatever numbness I could and accept two things: either I’d survive this, in which case I could nurse my wounds in private and finally give in to building sobs, or he’d kill me and then none of it would matter anyway.


    Kill me, get it over with.


    “Why won’t you motherfucking speak?!” He kicked me again, going for my hip, painting me with livid colours. “Talk, goddammit.” His sharp shoe stabbed my upper thigh, then my knee, calf, and ankle. “Say one word and I’ll stop.”


    No.


    Never.


    This battle was not new. I’d endured it many times before. However, he was more vicious tonight, all because of Mr. Prest.


    Damn him.


    Curse him.


    Never come back.


    Don’t you ever come back.


    Turning his attention from my left side, he angled himself on my right, kicking my ankle, calf, thigh, and rib. At least my bruises would match. A Morse code dotting my flesh. Would it blare a plea for help? Or would it repeat the knowledge that I was his to do what he wanted?


    “You won’t speak to me, but you spoke to him.”


    What?


    “You spoke to that fucking asshole who thinks he’s better than me.”


    No!


    “You think you can lie to me? Even your silence drips with the fucking truth.”


    What truth?


    There is no truth!


    He kicked me with every remaining energy, landing squarely on my lower back and earning a deep-seated groan I couldn’t control.


    “Ah, sweet victory. You do make a noise.” Crouching beside me, he wrenched my head, forcing me to look at him. “You wanted him, didn’t you, Pim? You wanted his cock over mine. You wanted that sick fuck because he let you sit at the table and eat like a human. Because he permitted you on the couch like a woman.”


    Shaking me, he spat in my face. “You aren’t a woman. You’re mine to be what I tell you to be. If I say you’re a fucking flamingo, you stand on one leg. If I tell you you’re a dog, you get on all fours and wait to be mounted. Do you get that? Do you!?”


    I flinched, disgusted as warm, oozing saliva flowed over my chin.


    I am a woman.


    And I’m not yours.


    No matter how long you own me, I’ll never be yours.


    “Those gifts weren’t his to give.” Yanking me to my feet, he used my hair as a leash, guiding me from my room to his.


    I stumbled beside him, breathing hard, tears streaming that I didn’t remember crying, all while holding my mangled hand. Every step felt as if I’d shatter into a billion pieces. I wanted to shatter. Perhaps then the agony would stop.


    My hand was broken. I didn’t need a doctor to tell me that.


    He tossed me into his room, stormed to his bedside table, and yanked out the rope. I parried backward as he grabbed my wrist, throwing me on the bed.


    The moment I lay down, he tore off Mr. Prest’s blazer, wrenched down my skirt, ripped off the rest of my ruined polo, and smiled with victory. “I wanted to have fun tonight. Not every day is as special as a two year anniversary.”


    He shoved his face in mine. “But you had to fucking ruin it, didn’t you?! You had to get wet for that cocksucker as he swindled me out of millions. You had the audacity to let him touch you and like it.”


    Pulling back, he swiped shaking hands through his hair. His shaking matched mine but for entirely different reasons. I fought terror and the last dregs of strength I possessed. He was drunk on brutality and ready to deliver.


    Coiling the rope around his hand, he snickered. “You know what I just realised, sweet little Pim?” His arm lashed backward, bringing the rope hissing forward. “I realised that it’s been too many months since I made you scream.”


    The first sting hit me square on the chest, granting a livid welt instantly.


    I clamped my lips together and stared at the ceiling. I would’ve given anything to roll onto my side and squeeze into a ball. I’d been with him for long enough to know what he planned.


    And it wasn’t good.


    He whipped me again and again, the tiny fibres of the rope slicing through tender skin like a fileting blade. Pinpricks of blood welled on my breasts and lower belly.


    “Remember that night…when I broke your arm? You made the sweetest sound.” He grabbed his cock through the denim, before quickly undoing his belt and shoving his jeans to the floor. He didn’t wear underwear, and his ugly penis sprang from a thicket of blond hair. “When I heard you scream? Fuck, it turned me on.”


    Tearing off his t-shirt, he climbed on the mattress, naked with just the rope in his hands.


    I tore my eyes away.


    From now on, I wouldn’t look at him. He would do his best to make me bellow. He would force me to watch. Order me to listen to every depraved thing he said. But he couldn’t make me stay.


    As his sweaty grip lashed my body to the bed and coarse rope bit into my wrists and ankles, I said goodbye to Pimlico and became Tasmin instead.


    I sank and sank.


    I returned to a happier time.


    Shedding my slavery, my mind skipped into innocence.


    Where nothing and no one could touch me.
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    WHO THE FUCK is she?


    The question drove me mad.


    She was in my mind with her judging silence; in my thoughts with her knowing stare.


    She was just a girl. A beaten, skinny, insolent little girl.


    So why did I recall her as something so much more than what she was? Why had she made such an impression on me?


    No one had left such an imprint since I’d lived on the streets full of coldness and cruelty. She reminded me of that time. A time I tried so fucking hard to forget.


    “Sir, the contract is drafted.”


    My head snapped up from my laptop. I glowered at Selix. He was one of the very few to know me before wealth found me—well, before I stole wealth and made it mine.


    I ran a hand up my bare arm, tracing the Japanese words inked around my wrist. The proverb taunted me, reminding me of the promise I’d made to my mother when I’d been a better man. “Good. Arrange the final meeting so we can get the fuck out of this port.”


    “Very well.” He retreated from my office, carrying the thick manila folder full of schematics and fine print. I didn’t relax until the soft hish of the closed door met my ears.


    The moment I was alone, I planted my elbows on my desk and scrubbed my face.


    I was too fucking busy for this nonsense.


    She’s just a girl.


    Shit, don’t call her that.


    She’s a slave.


    Over the past two days, my mind had slowly transformed her from possession to human.


    I didn’t want that.


    I wanted her to remain faceless…worthless, so I could forget about her and move on. I had too many assholes asking for my services to be side-tracked.


    Besides, if I needed a woman, I could have two or ten delivered within the hour. I didn’t need her. Not that I often gave in to bodily cravings. Bad things happened when I gave in to my desires.


    Look at my current kingdom.


    Somehow, I’d turned petty crime into full-blown racketeering. I’d evolved pick-pocketing into an illegal dynasty, and no law or rule could stop me. I operated on international waters. I was free from country propaganda and constitutions. In effect, I was a pirate with his own agenda.


    Thinking of the open ocean, my eyes drifted toward the horizon. A physical craving clutched me to shed the anchor and go. To sail far away from this filthy fucking town.


    Soon.


    One more day.


    Then I could leave this godforsaken place and travel to my next business appointment on the other side of the globe.


    Alrik was true to his word. His funds had cleared, and my bank account was millions of dollars wealthier.


    Not that measly money meant anything these days. I could survive with nothing—I’d proven that—even if what I’d done to survive didn’t fit the approval of many.


    Before I had money…life was easy. I knew who I was. I knew what I was. But then, fate decided to give me gold instead of dirt, raising me from nobody to somebody.


    I was meant to smite those below me, to manipulate and control. So why the fuck did I feel like I’d just crushed a gutter rat beneath my shoe when I’d been nothing but courteous and kind?


    Damn that woman.


    Standing, I shoved aside my chair and stalked to the floor-to-ceiling windows revealing a sparkling harbour with catamarans, speed boats, and brightly painted dinghies. We’d pulled into port almost a week ago, and it was time to leave. I didn’t do well locked in one place.


    “Fuck.” The curse fell quietly as a woman with dark brown curls laughed on the jetty in the distance. She looked nothing like the skinny slave I’d met, but her hair colour churned things inside I no longer recognised.


    I’d earned what I wanted from the meeting with Alrik.


    I should be happy.


    But I couldn’t rid myself of this disgusting aftertaste as if I’d done something I wasn’t proud of.


    My hands curled into fists. Hadn’t I given her the very fucking jacket off my back? Hadn’t I spoken cordially and ensured she ate?


    Yes!


    So why can’t I forget her?


    She should've been grateful for my attention. I treated her a hell of a lot better than her master ever did.


    What happened to her in the two days since I’d been there? Had she been molested again? Beat again?


    Not that it mattered.


    I’d seen people have their teeth kicked in and bones broken on the street. I’d seen men with fingers cut off while standing in a five-star restaurant where mob bosses had no fear of retaliation.


    I lived in violence.


    I was violence.


    So the thought of a girl getting smacked around—it shouldn’t fucking bother me.


    But it does…


    Someone knocked on my office door.


    Wrenching my head up, I growled, “Enter.”


    One of the servants tiptoed in, carrying a tray with unknown lunch beneath a silver dome. She didn’t say a word but walked with confidence, placing the food on my desk with a polite smile before retreating.


    She moved with freedom and happiness.


    Pimlico moved with servitude and depression.


    I want her.


    My body stiffened with the obsessive need to abduct Alrik’s slave. Swiping fingers through my hair, I tried to tame the thick black strands, forcing such ideas to flee.


    Pimlico had a lot to share—an entire story to tell. She’d been intrigued by me, too. I’d felt it. Her interest hadn’t been because she wanted my wealth but something deeper. Something, I couldn’t figure out. Something, I would never know because she wasn’t mine and I had laws in place that I had to follow.


    I’d seen her once. Touched her once.


    Once would have to be enough.


    Because a man like me could never have a second chance.


    It was my most unbreakable law.


    Tomorrow, I would go back and complete our bargain.


    I should be excited about another contract well struck.


    However, I couldn’t give a flying fuck about that.


    What I did give a fuck about was the slave and her silent secrets begging me to reach out and steal.


    Do I have the willpower to do this?


    Pacing in my office, I scowled at the expensive décor with its library shelves and handmade furniture. I’d lived with my unusual appetites all my life. I wouldn’t let one broken girl destroy my strict guidelines.


    I would see her again.


    I wouldn’t talk to her.


    I wouldn’t look at her.


    And I definitely wouldn’t demand to fucking share her.
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    TWO DAYS PASSED.


    After the beating, when Mr. Prest left, Master A used me mercilessly. By day, he made me wish I’d been braver and killed myself the moment he’d bought me. By night, he made me curl like a dog on the end of his bed where he could kick me in his dreams then take me when he woke.


    By morning, I was sleep deprived and trembling from residual agony.


    He didn’t call the doctor to set my hand, and after making him breakfast, I ransacked the medical cupboard in the downstairs bathroom, doing my best to patch myself up. I found a bandage and painkillers—not nearly good enough to fix what he’d done—but it was better than nothing.


    Why did I bother?


    I had no idea.


    He would merely hurt me again and again. It was pointless to give my body a hundredth attempt to survive when my soul had already packed its bags and leapt overboard.


    However, as I strapped my broken fingers and smeared arnica over my arms and legs from his kicks, my mind wandered to Mr. Prest.


    He’d caused my pain.


    He was the reason Master A turned so vile.


    I had no intention of ever forgetting it.


    I wanted nothing to do with his blazer, his scent of incense and spice, or any thoughts of his black eyes and fierce features.


    He was nothing to me. Just like I was nothing to my master.


    The only saving grace was I hadn’t seen Darryl, Monty, or Tony since the night they were thrown out. I didn’t think it was because Master A needed a rest from his so-called friends, but because he was jealous over the attention bestowed upon me.


    “Oh, Pimlicooo? Come out, come out, wherever you are.”


    I shuddered as my nemesis appeared in the kitchen.


    “Ah, there you are.”


    Yes, here I am. Doing your laundry and dishes and every task you require.


    Coming up behind me, he wrapped awful arms around my painful body. “I missed you.”


    Go to hell.


    Pressing a bruise on my collarbone, he murmured, “Have you been a good girl while I’ve been in my study?”


    An hour or so ago, he’d retreated to his office, firing off emails and doing who knew what. I’d enjoyed a few moments away from his foul eyes and critical curses. While he was occupied, I’d done my best to find the sleeping tablets he sometimes used. I couldn’t handle another beating so soon, and planned to crush a few into his food so I could have the night off.


    However, the bottle had been empty.


    My plotting to avoid more agony foiled.


    If I had to hit him over the head with the frying pan…I would.


    I would hit and hit and hit until his skull cracked like a rotten egg and I could finally stride from the front door as a free woman.


    Free…


    My chin raised as I glowered into the distance. My bare toes dug into the cold tiles as my naked body crawled beneath his touch. Ever since Mr. Prest’s departure, I’d been naked—all clothes had vanished once again.


    One moment, Master A squeezed me, the next, he threw me toward the sink, walloping my cheek with his fist. “I asked if you were a good girl, Pim. Answer me.”


    I glanced through glassy tears, holding my smarting cheek.


    You’ll never learn.


    No matter what you do…I’ll never answer you.


    His hands fisted as we entered yet another staring contest that normally ended with me bowing at his feet for mercy.


    All day, he’d been in a diabolical mood. It began with him waking me by forcing my face into his crotch, making me gag on his morning wood.


    Breakfast was endured standing on the table like a naked figurine so he could throw utensils at me while eating his cereal.


    Lunchtime had earned my body pushed into the white leather of his couch and held down while he whipped me from behind.


    And now, it was night.


    The worst time.


    For years, I’d retained some dignity. I’d kept my silence. I cursed him with glares and swore with a sharply tilted jaw. And no matter what he did, I never ever let him break me. But in doing so, I became so tangled with thoughts of murder and escape that I could fill an entire encyclopaedia.


    I was ready to kill him or be killed.


    I couldn’t live like this any longer.


    I wanted out.


    Now!


    Shaking out the fist he’d just shoved in my face, he snarled, “Get upstairs, Pim. It’s past your bedtime, and I have just the thing to help you fall asleep.”


    * * * * *


    Three days since Mr. Prest disappeared.


    Lunchtime.


    I’d been fed this afternoon, which was the first in twenty-seven hours. Not that I’d been counting or anything. It consisted of lasagne leftovers served in my dog bowl.


    It was one of my small victories. I’d won last night.


    I’d pre-empted his plans to take me, and with a few well-placed stares, I switched his mood from volatile to sane. He still hurt me but not as much as he’d prepared. And today, he’d agreed I was a good girl.


    Idiot.


    However, now that I’d done the dishes and knelt at the foot of the couch while he watched some god-awful action movie, he snapped his fingers for me to crawl to him.


    My stomach flip-flopped as nausea rushed up my throat.


    I knew what he wanted—the same thing he always did when he watched a movie before dinner.


    A blowjob.


    The first couple he’d forced me to give, I’d tempted death by biting. Not hard but enough to voice my displeasure in the loudest actionable way possible.


    He’d hit me around the head so fiercely, I’d blacked out, only to come to as he used me without my permission.


    I licked my lips, running my tongue over cracked flesh and sore gums. To me, I did my best to prepare my body for such an unsavoury task. To him, it came across as sultry and wanting to suck.


    Master A groaned as he arched his hips off the couch, undoing his zipper, and pulling out his cock. “You’ve become so talented at this, my sweet Pim.” Grabbing the remote control beside him, he turned off the sounds of explosions and gunfire, replacing the movie with soft strands of violin and piano.


    Instantly, I shivered with repulsion.


    Classical music.


    Intrinsically entwined with my abuse. I didn’t know if Master A was smart enough to shackle my mind with music while making my body do heinous things. But my mother would’ve been intrigued by his methods. She would’ve had a field day figuring out why I wanted to burst into the tears the moment a quavering note from the softest instrument echoed around me.


    Reclining, Master A snatched my nape, guiding my face to his lap. “I’m so glad you’re behaving again. Seems our little talk did you a world of good.”


    I despise you to the bowels of the cosmos.


    My soul recoiled. I fought the tug as much as I dared.


    But ultimately, I let him guide me to where he wanted, keeping my eyes squeezed as his cock nudged against my lower lip.


    Bing bong.


    We both froze.


    The doorbell hovered in the space with demand.


    Master A breathed hard, his chest working with anticipation of my mouth. “Who the fuck is that?”


    How the hell would I know?


    Rearing back, I thanked whoever it was. They couldn’t stop this from happening, but at least they’d given me a small reprieve—enough to swallow back my lunch and mentally shut out the classical music, so I might be able to do my task while blank and numb.


    Shoving me away, he didn’t care I sprawled on my hands and knees as he clambered off the couch, quickly tucking himself into his jeans and wrenching up his fly. “If that’s fucking Darryl, I told him tomorrow.”


    I hope all your friends rot.


    Master A looked over his shoulder, pointing at the wall. “Kneel. Behave.”


    The doorbell rang again as he vanished from the lounge.


    Fuck you.


    I stuck out my tongue. It was juvenile and ridiculous, but it made my heart lighter in a teeny-tiny way.


    With the small second alone, I glanced at the windows to my left. The sun had dipped below the sea, extinguishing itself in a bonfire of pinks and oranges. The view from the white monstrosity never held beauty, no matter if the sun set or rose. It was merely a vista of my prison.


    I hated it.


    I hated many things these days.


    Tearing my eyes away from falling dusk, I crawled toward the spot he’d told me to wait.


    Cradling my bandaged hand, I glanced up as Master A stalked back into the lounge. His face had lost its lust from before, replaced with stark annoyance. He threw something soft and white at my naked body.


    “I fucking forgot he was coming today.”


    My heart bucked like a bronco until I promised I’d wrap it in a noose to perform the gallows’ jig if it didn’t stop.


    Who?


    Who’s coming?


    Ducking, he shoved a finger in my face. “Get dressed. Now. Keep your eyes down, obedience high, and if I fucking catch you looking at him, the past few nights will be considered preschool before heading to boot camp.” Tipping my chin with his biting finger, he kissed me hard and sloppy. “Got it? You’re mine. Not his. Mine. Now, cover yourself and don’t dare move.”


    Not waiting for me to obey, he stormed toward the foyer, leaving me to stroke the white sweater dress he’d given me.


    Clothes.


    The last time he’d given me clothes…


    Oh, my God, he’s come back.


    Elder bloody Prest.


    The man who’d provoked my master. The man whose fun almost cost me my life. The last few days, he’d probably counted his millions and forgotten all about me while I suffered broken bones and agony.


    Now, he was back for more.


    My skin broke out in fire and frost, battling for supremacy. I didn’t know why Master A wanted me covered for this guest when he allowed others to stare, but I didn’t hesitate in slipping my hands into the long sleeves and pulling the stretchy material over my head.


    My shoulder blades screamed. My elbows popped. Every inch of me bellowed as I stood on my knees and shimmied into the dress. It came to my calves—not enough to hide the bruises on my lower legs, but enough to cover everything else.


    He’s here.


    I couldn’t soothe my heart, no matter how soft I petted or whispered for it to calm down. It no longer listened to me after I’d threatened to hang it.


    Mr. Prest was just a man. A man I didn’t like. A man who brought more pain into my world simply by visiting.


    But still just a man.


    I’d survived living with one for this long…I could survive another.


    Heavy footfalls sounded in the foyer as I sank back onto my knees and ran my good hand through my hair, deliberately shielding my face from seeing too much. He’d returned, but it didn’t mean I would look. If Master A wanted me to be invisible, listen to their business conversation, but not pay any attention to Mr. Prest, I would do every instruction.


    I guess the command to obey Mr. Prest is revoked.


    Resting my sore hand on my lap, I sighed into the clingy material of the given gown. Once again, claustrophobia clawed, whispering of panic attacks and weakness.


    I clenched my teeth.


    You’re stronger than that. You’re better than all of them.


    Breathing hard through my nose, I dared believe my lies and forced my blood to calm.


    The hard flooring chilled my knees as low murmurs came closer. My ears pricked as the gentle click of men’s dress shoes filled the stark space. My chin begged to rise, to give me a postcard-perfect view of Mr. Prest as his scent and presence surrounded me.


    I forbid it.


    Instead, I locked my gaze on the grout line between tiles, following the softer grey from the lounge rug to the dining room table.


    “I trust you received payment okay?” Master A asked.


    Mr. Prest’s legs came into my vision.


    I dropped my head further.


    He’s not here.


    He’s not real.


    Don’t look or listen or linger.


    My heart chugged with steam and coal, but I won the war. My eyes remained steadfast on the floor.


    Mr. Prest came forward a few steps, planting his long, powerful legs where I wished he wouldn’t.


    Legs weren’t so bad.


    I could handle his legs…ankles really.


    That was fine.


    But anything else, I didn’t want to see.


    “I did. I sent you the schematics and in-depth blueprints in return.” Rustling sounded as Mr. Prest pulled something from the leather binder in his hands. “Here.”


    How do you know it’s a binder?


    Shit, my eyes had steadily crept upward.


    Up his broad thighs, past the slight bulge in his trousers, up the svelte lines of his chest, to the sharp ridges of his throat.


    Drop your head!


    My command made my shoulders roll as I bowed deeper into the floor. I couldn’t meet his eyes. That was where the danger lay.


    If I slipped and looked up, I doubted I’d live to tomorrow if Master A deemed I had some sort of sick fascination (or was it attraction?) toward this monster I couldn’t stand.


    No, it isn’t attraction.


    It couldn’t be.


    After losing my virginity to sexual slavery, I’d been cured of finding anyone pleasing to the eye or connected to my soul.


    I doubted I’d ever find anyone like that.


    My fate was different to my friends who would live long lives and give birth to kids with boys they’d fallen in love with.


    I wanted to be alone.


    Safe.


    Far away from men.


    The two villains talked in low murmurs about delivery dates and inspections.


    I didn’t bother straining to hear. I didn’t care.


    My skin prickled as Mr. Prest’s voice mingled with Master A’s. The awareness of both of them watching me wrapped a plastic bag around my heart, suffocating me slowly. I didn’t dare move; I could barely breathe. Mr. Prest somehow stole every sense keeping them zeroed in on him.


    The battle to keep my eyes down and head ducked became harder and harder to win. Every shuffle of his feet and rustle of his clothing whispered for me to indulge in just a peek.


    One peek.


    I can’t.


    Taking a deep breath, I did what I never thought I’d do and focused on the classical music rather than my abhorrent fascination with our visitor.


    I willingly let stringed instruments distract me, even though they only brought nightmares.


    That was what Master A was: a nightmare. And one of these days, I’d wake up and this would be all over.


    Wake up, Pim…wake up.


    After ten minutes or so, Master A snapped his fingers, ceasing their conversation. “Get Mr. Prest a drink, Pim.”


    Get up?


    Move?


    Run the risk of stealing a glance I wasn’t allowed to steal?


    My spine rolled in disobedience.


    When I didn’t leap into action, Master A lowered his voice. “Did you not hear me?” Nudging my knee with his toe, he grunted, “Get!”


    My body snarled with aches and pains as I scrambled to my feet, skidding into the kitchen. Miraculously, I kept my chin tucked and eyes down. However, even without eyesight, I saw Mr. Prest. Felt him watching me. Heard him thinking about me.


    His shadow lurked in my peripheral as I scurried around the countertop.


    Not once had Mr. Prest addressed me. Not once had he tried to engage me in pleasantries—not like the first time when he’d shortened my name with familiarity.


    He hadn’t been threatened by Master A not to speak or look, so why hadn’t he been as strangely kind as he was in the beginning?


    I didn’t want to admit it, but the cold shoulder hurt more than a kick from my bastard owner.


    Something was to be said about cruelty. Give nothing but barbarity and that was all that was expected. Give tenderness mixed with persecution and the fall from hope hurt far, far worse.


    Was that Mr. Prest’s agenda from the start?


    Keeping my face covered by my hair as much as possible, I headed into the walk-in pantry where a small cellar was located in the floor.


    Pressing a silver button by the shelf housing condiments, the trap door opened and the current bottle of bourbon Master A had selected shot to the top on an automatic delivery system.


    Grabbing the expensive liquor, I trembled as I carried the blasted liquor back to splash generous amounts into crystal goblets.


    My pour wasn’t neat; a few droplets landed on the bench.


    My back turned rigid. I waited for reprimand.


    I’d dropped a bottle once.


    I’d only been with Master A for a month, and my rebellion hadn’t fully stopped. I didn’t remember if I dropped it by accident or on purpose.


    But I did remember the punishment very well. It involved shards of the broken bottle and generous pouring of spoilt liquor on the open cut he’d adorned me with.


    I’d cried soundless tears.


    But I hadn’t given him what he wanted most—my voice.


    Not that it mattered. He’d cured me of my butterfingers with one incident.


    Ignoring the scar on my forearm from the horrendous memory, I quickly wiped up the small spillage and stoppered the bottle.


    Replacing it back in the cellar, I set the glasses on the coffee table where both men had retired in the lounge and returned to my post by the wall, dropping to my knees with an ill-concealed wince.


    Mr. Prest murmured something like gratitude, his eyes tracking me even as the soft clink of toasting goblets sounded over the music.


    But he said nothing else. No barb about my wardrobe or fishing hook to taunt me to speak.


    His body language shut me off, focusing on Master A.


    For the next thirty minutes, I zoned out.


    Listening to men—rather than granting forced blowjobs—was a much happier alternative. However, after the past few sleepless nights, I struggled to fight the heavy cloud of drowsiness. I battled drooping eyelids, pinching my inner wrist with demands not to fall unconscious.


    I’d done that once: slithered from my bow into a full fetal position on the floor.


    Darryl had been the one to punish me that night. Master A had goaded him, saying how undisciplined I was and needed a harsh lesson.


    I hadn’t been able to move for a week.


    The low hum of voices suddenly stopped.


    I panicked.


    Had I dropped off and they’d noticed? Had I been requested to serve and had a micro nap instead?


    My heart did its best to flee. Only, Mr. Prest ensured it stayed in my ribcage with a soft curse. My shoulders rolled even more as he finally chose his moment to undermine my conflict not to watch him.


    “At least your dress fits you better than that ugly skirt.” His voice acted as scissors, slicing up the dress he’d complimented, licking over my skin with sharp threats.


    Inching along the couch, his shadow came closer as the automatic lights clicked on now the sun had well and truly gone to bed.


    Don’t look.


    Do. Not. Look.


    He perched on the end of the settee like a black crow of intrigue.


    “Let’s get back to signing the final contract, shall we?” Master A muttered, nursing his drink.


    “In a moment.” Mr. Prest waved him away impatiently.


    Even with my hair obscuring my vision and my steadfast obedience at keeping my gaze locked on the floor, I couldn’t stop myself straining to feel and hear and stare.


    I hate you for what befell me.


    So why was I still drawn to him?


    Magic?


    Fate?


    What?


    Sensing I was listening, Mr. Prest inched closer. Leaning over the end of the couch with his fingers linked around his goblet, his eyes resolutely locked on me. “Still silent, I see.” He chuckled, his body violin-string tight with inquisition rather than giving his attention to Master A.


    Don’t do that.


    Don’t you see what you cost me?


    Look at him, not me.


    Tipping forward, he placed his untouched alcohol on the coffee table before training his gaze on my head.


    My scalp prickled beneath his stare, heating in degrees the longer we stayed trapped in whatever game he played.


    “Mr. Prest…” Paper crinkling and a pen tapping on glass signalled Master A’s none-too-subtle attempt at interruption.


    It didn’t work.


    Mr. Prest merely stared harder, as if he could crack open my skull and drag out my thoughts without having to go through my mute mouth. Shifting slightly, he reached into his pocket.


    Don’t be a penny.


    Not again.


    The soft ping of battered copper bounced on the tile by my knee, spinning with a dull bronze glitter before falling face up. “A penny for your thoughts, silent one. Perhaps, today you’ll speak.”


    Stop doing this to me!


    Damn him and his pennies.


    I didn’t want to be paid for words I’d never utter. How about he gave me a penny for every kick I’d endured, every broken bone, every rape, every tear?


    I’d be a damn millionaire with the means to run far away from here.


    Master A stood.


    My teeth clamped onto my bottom lip as I folded into myself.


    I didn’t do anything!


    Hurt him, not me!


    But instead of swatting me around the head or kicking me into pieces, Master A wedged himself between Mr. Prest and me. The distance from my position by the wall and the end of the couch wasn’t much, and Master A’s trousers granted a whiff of the frangipani laundry detergent he insisted I wash his clothes with.


    He smelled so different from Mr. Prest, who reeked of power and ruthlessness. I didn’t know what flavour those two traits had, but Mr. Prest swam in them, permeating every space he entered.


    “Stop giving my slave money.” Plucking the penny from the floor, Master A clutched it tight in his fist. “In this business arrangement, I’m the one who pays you. Which I have, as you well fucking know. I transferred the full funds as per our agreement. I’ve signed the additional contract for final acceptance. Our meeting is over.”


    I sucked in a breath as Master A blocked me from seeing. With his back to me, I permitted my gaze to climb, just a little.


    The standoff lasted a few heavy seconds.


    Instead of rising to leave, Mr. Prest reclined comfortably on the settee. The squeak of expensive leather acted as a chorus bar on the appalling music still raining. “I’m not leaving. Not yet.”


    What? Does he have a death wish?


    Just go!


    I caught movement between Master A’s legs as Mr. Prest raised his arm, pointing at me. “What happened to her?”


    “What the fuck do you mean, what happened to her?” Master A crossed his arms, not returning the penny or stepping away. “She’s none of your concern.”


    I froze as Mr. Prest’s accusing finger dropped to my broken, badly bandaged hand. “How did she do that?”


    An odd bubble of laughter tickled my insides.


    Who cares?


    Why did he insist on nettling my owner? He didn’t care about me. It was all an act to rile Master A and somehow get better terms for whatever deal they’d struck.


    “She did it to herself.” Master A planted his legs wider in a threat. “Don’t worry yourself over a small accident. Worry yourself over delivering my yacht on fucking time.”


    “Oh, I don’t worry about things like that.” Mr. Prest stood too, squaring off with him. “I have utmost belief that your purchase will be the best quality, highest specifications, and delivered perfectly on time.”


    Master A had no retort.


    “So, seeing as I guarantee to uphold my end of the bargain, how about you indulge me in a simple question?” Looking around Master A, Mr. Prest caught my gaze. “Tell me.”


    Shit!


    I’d looked up, forgetting myself.


    The moment we made eye contact, my breath evaporated, and every vein attached to my heart popped free like a hose, spraying heated blood in scattered rivers in my chest.


    “Tell me how she hurt her hand.” His jaw hardened, his eyes like onyx gemstones, far more priceless than any penny he could give. “Lie to me about why she’s black and fucking blue.”


    His rage grew until his face darkened and forehead furrowed into furious lines.


    He intoxicated me.


    His fury was a hot blanket, reminding me briefly what it was like to be looked at with worth rather than bankruptcy.


    My chin tilted higher, my mouth parted as we stared and stared.


    He licked his lips as something unspoken and unrecognised arched from his body to mine. I had no choice but to let its corrupting electricity spark through my veins before shattering from my chest back to him.


    The longer we watched, the thicker the connection grew until every cell hummed for something bigger than me, something stronger, scarier, safer than I’d ever been given.


    Look away…


    Look away!


    I’d stared too long. I’d jeopardised my pain for too little.


    My neck argued as I forced my eyes to drop.


    It was as hard as pulling out a fingernail, but I did it.


    Just in time, as Master A swivelled on the spot, glowering at me meek and behaving behind him. “Her hand? It’s nothing. Like I said, she did it to herself.”


    I would never do such a thing…


    “How?” Mr. Prest’s bark was sharp and snappy.


    Stupid man. You’ll never get the truth. Leave before you make me slip again.


    Staring at him had somehow overridden my hatred for what I’d endured, removed my blame off his shoulders, and begged him to stay.


    He was the only one with unique power over Master A. What could I do to make him free me rather than destroy me?


    Master A sneered. “She fell down the stairs.”


    Seriously?


    God, what a cliché.


    I didn’t move, waiting for Mr. Prest’s follow-up question. How did she fall? What did you do? Why should I believe your lies?


    Only, there were none.


    Slowly, he grunted in understanding, and that was it.


    Moving around the couch, Mr. Prest balled his hands. “In that case, our deal is complete.”


    What? No!


    How dare he prickle with questions he already knew the answers to?


    Damn you. Curse you!


    Leave! And never come back!


    I trembled on the floor. Filling with rage so thick and violent, I bit my tongue.


    Master A laughed, instantly relaxing, sensing victory while I wallowed in defeat. “Excellent.” Striding forward, he held out his hand. “You’ll get in touch in eight months once delivery can be made?”


    “That’s right.” Mr. Prest accepted the handshake, his eyes carrying the weight of Hades and heaven as he looked at me, lingering on my dress-hidden body.


    I managed to keep my gaze downcast even as my mind filled with curses and slurs at his awful sport. He’d made me think he felt whatever it was that sprouted between us. He made me believe I was worth someone’s piqued attention.


    Stupid, Pim.


    Stupid, stupid, stupid!


    He felt nothing.


    Nothing!


    My vision turned glassy as furious tears came unbidden. I wanted this entire thing forgotten. Master A was right. I had wanted Mr. Prest more than I wanted my owner—not sexually, not emotionally, hell, I didn’t know how I wanted him.


    But I had.


    And now, I was cured. I knew my place. I would never be allowed to stray from it.


    Sighing with all the disappointment and despair I had left, I hugged myself, resting my forehead on my knees.


    I didn’t care anymore.


    I just wanted to be alone.


    Mr. Prest’s regal, deep voice tore through my depression. “Does she still have my jacket?”


    Yes.


    And you can’t have it back.


    Because I’m going to burn it while thinking of you.


    Master A nodded. “She does. She’ll fetch it if you want.”


    I huddled deeper into my crouch.


    Don’t make me, you bastard. That’s mine to do whatever the hell I want with.


    “No. It was a gift.” Running a hand over his chin, Mr. Prest added quietly, “However, before this deal is one hundred percent concluded, I have an extra term to add.”


    Master A didn’t tense, believing it was something he would willingly agree to. He thought he’d won. “Oh?”


    I knew better.


    My spine stiffened as I stopped breathing…waiting.


    Mr. Prest chuckled under his breath, dragging out the anticipation. “This clause should be easy for you. Something you will have no problem with seeing as you offered such a thing when I was last here.”


    No.


    I dared look up, my head rising while the rest of my body sank deeper into the icy tiles.


    Don’t.


    “I did?” Master A asked.


    Stop.


    Mr. Prest made eye contact with me, knowing full well I knew what he was about to request. I had no say in this. I would have to obey, and by obeying, I would kill myself.


    Why did that terrify me so?


    I’d spent the past few days thinking about his death, my death, everyone’s death.


    I should be glad knowing that after tonight, Master A would kill me himself. I just had to hope it was quick rather than drawn out and agonising.


    Perhaps, Mr. Prest will do it?


    Once he’d taken from me, I could ask one thing. I could speak for the first time in forever and beg for death so I could win at the final punishment.


    Mr. Prest tore his depthless gaze from mine, locking onto his business partner. He smiled, keeping his lips tight over his teeth, unable to hide his predatory conquest from showing.


    His hand outstretched, pointing directly at me. “Her.”


    Master A spun around, catching my head raised and vision glued on Mr. Prest. “What?”


    Immediately, I dropped my chin, squeezing my eyes as if I could convince him I wasn’t staring.


    Mr. Prest went from standing to a fast prowl to my side. He bypassed Master A with an elegance and swiftness like an eagle swooping on the doomed rabbit before anyone blinked.


    I jolted as his cool hand landed on my scalp, his fingertips splaying over my forehead.


    “I want her.”


    He tugged ugly strands of hair, combing me, petting me, preparing me for whatever he had planned.


    I shivered for an entirely different reason.


    Master A choked. “No fucking way.”


    Mr. Prest’s touch returned to my scalp. I swallowed a moan as he once again stroked me. The way he fondled me wasn’t like a man with a woman. More like a hunter with its prey; a ruler with its defeated quarry.


    “You offered to share her. You said I could do whatever I wanted.” Gathering more of my hair, he tugged a little, forcing my body to rise from the floor and sit up straight for the first time in months. My ribcage decorated the tight dress like a xylophone as my nipples hardened beneath the fabric.


    He held me there like a statue. “I want to take you up on the offer.”


    Master A’s temper swirled hotter, thicker, crazier with every second. “That part of the deal is no longer on offer—”


    “It is if you want it to continue.” Mr. Prest’s voice resembled an axe, hacking through the air. “I want her all to myself. And I want her for an entire night.”


    An entire night?


    Air vanished in the room. I entered some vortex where panic ruled with cymbals and hurricanes.


    I’m…Oh, I can’t breathe.


    My unbroken hand soared to my throat, clutching at the tight muscles as they prevented me from sucking oxygen. Another panic attack swooped from nowhere as my eyes bugged with disbelief.


    He can’t be serious.


    I expected one hour. A request to fuck me then leave.


    Not an entire night.


    Black spots danced as I fell deeper and deeper into hysteria.


    Mr. Prest didn’t offer any condolences, merely held me by my hair. His attention was on Master A, waiting for approval.


    What will he do to me?


    As my fingernails scrabbled at my aching throat, I did my best to settle my drum set bashing heart. It didn’t matter. It would never happen. Master A would never let him claim me for a full night.


    No one had done that.


    No one.


    I was borrowed for brief interludes. Not rented for negotiated periods.


    He won’t let it happen.


    I’m okay…I’ll be okay.


    I had no explanation for the swirling attack I suffered. I’d endured so much worse than Mr. Prest. Yes, he was the devil dressed in angel wings, but he had a refined venom that other monsters lacked.


    He was terrifying.


    “No fucking deal. I’ll find someone else to build what I want.”


    “No one else has the contacts, and you know it.”


    Master A snarled, “You’re not fucking my slave.”


    “She’s a slave for that reason.” Mr. Prest’s voice never rose, staying royally calm and melodic. “And I will have her…if you want what I have to give.”


    My body spasmed as I sucked in a noisy breath, hating the way my skin heated at being fought over. I never thought I’d be so wanted, so desired—even though it was for terrible reasons, I was priceless for a fleeting second.


    “I’ve paid you a fucking fortune!”


    “And I want something more.”


    “No way.”


    Mr. Prest’s fingers clamped around my nape, hoisting me unceremoniously to my feet. I couldn’t fight the pressure of his strong grip, shackled entirely to his mercy.


    Standing didn’t help my impending panic attack. I wobbled in place as Mr. Prest forced me to look at him. My watering eyes wrenched up, drinking in his face as if he held the future not the end.


    His hair glossed so blue-black and thick, it looked like tar pits—ready to snuff out my life. His gaze flashed with ebony rage. “Yes. And I’ll tell you why.” His voice dropped to a hiss. “I know you’re the one who beat her. I know her hand didn’t break from falling down the goddamn stairs. And I know you punished her for things I did last time I was here. I want her. You treat her like shit. The least you can do is give her to me so I can do the same.”


    My knees buckled.


    My girlish whimsy of actually being treated cordially pulverised.


    He wanted…not to sleep with me…but to hurt me?


    That was how he got his kicks? By beating already beaten women?


    My anger pushed back my panic attack, giving me a pillar to hold onto while dragging air into unwilling lungs.


    How dare he!


    How damn dare he barter for my body, knowing full well he’d ruin it more than it already was.


    Fuck you!


    Master A straightened his shoulders, still fighting an already lost battle. “Are you forgetting what she is? She isn’t human. She’s a possession. My possession. I paid for her. She’s mine to do what I want with—including loaning her to those I approve and denying her to those I don’t.”


    “I suggest you change your mind about denying me. Just because she’s yours doesn’t mean I won’t take her if you won’t give her to me.”


    Dragging me forward, he encroached on Master A. “I’m a thief, Alrik, before I’m a deliverer of war. I could steal her, and you’d never know. But I won’t out of respect for our agreement.” He narrowed his eyes. “Deal or no deal. Either way, I’m not leaving without tasting her.”


    Tasting me?


    Master A knew he was beat. His gaze fell on me, turbulent and possessive. “You’re not leaving the premises with her.”


    “Fine. I’ll stay the night here.”


    “Where?”


    “Does she have a room?”


    Master A sighed. “Yes.”


    “Private?”


    He shrugged. “There’s no door but yes, private enough.”


    “Put the door on, give me the key so we won’t be disturbed, and you have your agreement.”


    I wanted to shout and demand they see me as a human. A woman. Not a transaction to be beaten for the night.


    They wanted to hurt me.


    That was all I was to them.


    They both deserved to die.


    Keeping my lips pressed tight, I curled my arms around myself, protecting my brittle chest and broken hand.


    I’d be having sex tonight.


    I’d be hurt tonight.


    By Master A or Mr. Prest.


    It no longer made any shred of difference.
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    “FUCKING FINE.” Alrik glared with all the hate he could conjure.


    He had an obsession with his slave. Unhealthy. Dangerous. An obsession that deleted rationality.


    And I’d just directed that possessive idiocy onto myself by demanding the one thing I swore I wouldn’t.


    You weren’t strong enough.


    I’d come here promising myself I wouldn’t fucking do this.


    I’d vowed over and over again that I wouldn’t look at her, talk to her, even notice her. For the first part of the meeting, I’d succeeded.


    But then my mind wandered to the quiet bruised mouse in the corner. Her silence tugged me, forcing my attention to wander back to her every time I yanked it away.


    Now, I’d done something I already regretted.


    What the fuck am I doing?


    This would not end well. I was supposed to get the final paper copies signed, Selix to post to my lawyer, and set sail in a few hours.


    I wasn’t supposed to be spending the night with a girl who almost hyperventilated herself into a coma because I’d claimed her for a few hours. I couldn’t trust myself. I’d already gone too far by touching her.


    A man like me had rules for a fucking reason.


    My fingers pressed together. I forced myself to forget about the silky strands of her hair against my skin. Her skull had been so small beneath my touch, imprisoned by claws that’d murdered men for my gain and stolen from those who’d wronged me.


    Scrubbing his face with both hands, Alrik muttered, “Give me twenty minutes to find the door. It’s up to you to reattach it. I won’t fucking help.”


    “I can manage.” I swallowed my temper. “And don’t bother searching. I don’t want you to claim you can’t find it and for us to battle again.” Looking at Pim, I smiled thinly. “Tell me where it is and Pimlico will help.”


    The slave girl stiffened, her shoulders stark and sharp.


    Once again, her silence was full of sound. If I closed my eyes and listened with every sense rather than just my ears, I might be able to pick up the general curse words she no doubt hurled and the pleas for compassion she tried to hide even from herself.


    Pleas didn’t work on me.


    Never had.


    Never would.


    Alrik huffed, pulling a few keys on a silver ring from his back pocket. “You don’t give up, do you? You want a night with her? Fine. Get it fucking over with.” Tossing the jangle of metal at me, he snarled, “She knows where the door is. It’s in safe keeping with a whole bunch of stuff she’s lost the privilege to use.”


    Closing the distance between himself and Pimlico—still swaying in my grip—he grabbed her cheeks, pinching hard.


    Her lips formed an innocent bow as he glared into her eyes. “Now, sweet little Pim. Mr. Prest is gonna have his fun with you. Just like all our other friends, got it? I don’t want this to happen, and neither do you. So think of me, and don’t you dare fucking enjoy it.”


    Her body jerked as she fought the instinct to bolt and obedience to stay.


    I looked away in disgust.


    Why the fuck had I argued for one night with this girl? She’d been abused far too much to want me. It didn’t matter I would treat her better than the assholes who’d ruined her. In her mind, I was just the same: someone to tolerate, fantasise about their death, and turn off her soul while they thrust between her legs.


    Nothing was sexy about stealing from her.


    Nothing was right about what I was about to do.


    So fucking stop it and just go.


    I ignored the thought because that was impossible.


    I had to get her behind closed doors. I had to remove her from my thoughts if I was to find peace again.


    Already, I felt the corruption inside me clawing for more. One taste, one touch, one kiss, one fuck.


    One was all I was permitted.


    And if I wanted to use my allotment tonight, that could happen. Because I had no plans on ever setting eyes on her again.


    Alrik pecked her forehead like a father would his daughter heading to something she feared. “Behave but don’t make me jealous. Otherwise…remember my previous promise about the past few nights being easy.”


    My gut clenched.


    He was so fucking deluded; he didn’t even try to hide that her multi-coloured bruises were from his fists. Some, however, were from other wounds…a shoe, perhaps?


    My gaze dropped to my own ludicrously expensive footwear. What colour would her skin paint if I used such craftsmanship in the same way? Would her bruises be pretty or uglier? Would I be kinder or more brutal?


    So many things to find out.


    If I let myself be a monster like him.


    Which I wouldn’t.


    I think.


    I’d hurt many people before but never for selfish pleasure. Would punching her feel different from punching a man trying to hurt me? Would sleeping with her be any better than paying a high-class escort who generally enjoyed her job when treated right?


    So many questions that I needed answers to so I could move the fuck on with my life. And once I’d gained those answers, I’d end it for her.


    Death would be the kindest gift I could give.


    However, could I take her final fight, knowing I’d kill her in return? Was I that cold-hearted? Or was I a selfish fucking bastard who would use her without the stomach to murder her afterward?


    I guess time will tell.


    Alrik clapped his hands. “Go get the door, Pim. Don’t make me ask twice.”


    The girl immediately shot from my hold, dashing from the lounge and into the corridor where I’d given her my jacket and seen her mistreated tits for the first time.


    “I suggest you follow her.” Alrik smirked. “She’s small, but she moves fast. You don’t want to lose her. Lots of rooms in this place to get lost.”


    My eyes narrowed, hearing the threat but not taking the bait.


    Without a backward glance, I strode after the slave I’d bartered to spend the night with. I’d been interested in this girl since the second I noticed her. I only grew more curious the longer I followed.


    Heading down the corridor, she turned left before entering an internal garage, darting around a white Porsche, and moving toward the back of the space.


    There she waited with her eyes downcast, her body facing a locked cage where three doors, knickknacks, cardboard boxes, and other paraphernalia rested in the gloom.


    “That’s the door?” I asked, passing her the keys to undo the padlock. My question hung unbelonging, dangling unanswered.


    I didn’t get a reply.


    Not that I expected one.


    Hesitantly, she took the offered keychain, careful not to touch me.


    Turning her back, she tried a few before finding the right one and cranking open the gate. Her eerie silence was even more pronounced in the lifeless garage.


    No sound came from her bare feet, no rush of breath, no rustle of clothing. It was as if I stood there by myself.


    If I couldn’t reach out and touch her—to make sure she was flesh and bone—I would’ve juggled with the idea of her being a ghost.


    My mother would fucking love her.


    Not because of her beaten, broken aura but because it was so rare for someone to be utterly silent.


    My cock hardened as the girl strode toward the three doors resting like retired guards by the wall. I didn’t know what the other two were from, but she stood beside a white lacquered thing with axe marks and scrapes along both sides—most likely from her barricading from the inside and her master doing his best to get to her.


    Images of what that experience must’ve been like swarmed me. Had she huddled and screamed as Alrik fought his way to her? Or had she waited on the bed already dead from terror?


    Fuck this.


    I stalked forward.


    My hand came up.


    The urge to soothe her catapulted my fingers to her cheek. My skin erupted from her delicate heat. I’d already had my single touch when I’d petted her hair. I wasn’t permitted a second.


    But it didn’t stop me.


    One moment, she stood close, arching her chin at the door.


    The next, she was across the cage, flying into a stack of boxes that tumbled in a clatter of butcher knives, butter knives, and sharp forks.


    Her eyes turned luminous in the gloom, locking on mine with rage.


    Shit.


    I’d forgotten myself by feeling sorry for this beaten wraith, but she hadn’t forgotten her overwhelming hatred of men.


    I didn’t look away. But I didn’t explain myself, either.


    I’d borrowed her for the night. If I wanted to touch her, I could. The fact that she’d leapt away meant I could report her to her master and have her punished.


    Or you could punish her instead.


    The distance between us grew thicker as we breathed.


    I waited…wanting to know just how deep her education in pleasure flowed.


    Tearing her gaze from mine, she swallowed hard. Piece by piece, she hid her loathing, replacing it with reluctant acceptance.


    Inching closer, her toes nudged aside sharp blades as she made her way to me and fell to her knees on the cold concrete.


    Half of me jolted with insane lust. Most of me shied away with repulsion as her straggly hair covered her face but not before I saw the twisted disgust and echoing despair.


    “Get up,” I murmured. Even though my voice was low, the cavern of the garage amplified it, layering it with bite.


    Instantly, she swooped up. The crackle of her joints and misused cartilage in her bones sounded like tiny gunfire.


    “Don’t kneel. Not in here.”


    Her chin bowed as she swayed in place. Awkwardness fell between us. I wasn’t used to this. I hadn’t bought a slave before. I was used to people doing what I wanted without me telling them. I was too fucking busy to micromanage.


    Having this girl linger for a command—any command—showed me I wasn’t as much of a devil as I thought. I didn’t want to give her a task that she had no choice but to obey. I wanted her to use her free will and choose me, regardless of other options given.


    Sighing heavily, I broke the tension by raising an eyebrow at the scattered utensils by her feet. I didn’t care about the mess. I only cared about this crazy girl and the livid rage in her gaze.


    She did fear me. It stank the cage we stood in.


    But she hated me more.


    Did she think I would do to her what Alrik had done?


    She was right to think that.


    I still wasn’t sure why I’d requested the night with her.


    Her eyes landed on the large butcher’s knife by her foot.


    My lips curled, following her thoughts. “Have you ever tried?”


    Her shoulders stiffened.


    “Have you ever tried to kill him?”


    An audible gasp fell from her lips. Her face tilted to look, but she kept her eyes down.


    Ducking, I picked up the knife, holding it by the blade rather than the hilt. Pressing the wooden handle into her stomach, I whispered, “Touch it. Go on. Have it for all I care. Hide it and do whatever you want with it.” My other hand wrapped around her neck. “Use it on him but don’t you dare fucking use it on me.”


    Her unbroken hand didn’t claim the weapon. I snatched her fingers, wrapped them around the hilt, and let go. The moment the weight transferred from me to her, I turned and grabbed the damaged door. Not saying another word, I carried it from the cage.


    Pimlico sucked in a deep breath, trembling where I’d left her. Lust showed on her features—not for me or sex but for the knife. A few footsteps guided her forward before whatever discipline she’d endured overrode her desire.


    A single tear rolled down her cheek as she turned to pick up the scattered knives and forks, tucking the one I’d given her into the box. When the space was tidy, she padded toward me, fumbling with the padlock.


    Goddammit.


    Of course, she wouldn’t take the knife. Who would after years of abuse, knowing full well what would happen if she was caught? Was it kinder to ignore the fact she was too weak to take it or accept that she was strong enough not to steal it? No doubt logistics had filled her head. She had no way of hiding it. No way of carrying it unseen into her bedroom. We were probably on camera in every place we went.


    She was right to leave it.


    But my voice sharpened in a command anyway. “Wait.” Placing the door against the cage, I strolled back and plucked the knife from the box. Shoving it down my back waistband, I ensured my blazer covered the shape before grabbing the door again. “Now, you can lock up.”


    Her eyes bugged, but she turned around and secured the padlock.


    I wanted to hear her thoughts. What was she thinking? Was she worried I planned to use the knife on her? Was she hopeful I’d use the knife on Alrik?


    Her silence was wielded far too well, leaving me grasping angrily for answers.


    Turning, I carried the door while Pimlico trailed after me. The soft jingling of keys twisted my lips.


    The keys sounded like a bell.


    A bell around the neck of an innocent sheep heading to slaughter.


    I just didn’t know if I was the heartless executioner or rescuing shepherd.
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    WE WERE ALONE.


    My bedroom had a door.


    For the first time in over a year.


    My bathroom still didn’t have one, and the shower glittered from where I kneeled on the floor at the end of my bed, but at least, the corridor was hidden and peace fell, if only briefly, in my room.


    Mr. Prest had pointed at the white rug with a raised eyebrow once I’d shown him which abode was mine. He’d glanced around the nondescript space with furious disappointment.


    I didn’t know why he was angry. The décor was so bland and stark, no one could take offense from garish decoration.


    The moment I took my kneeling position on the floor, Mr. Prest turned his back on me and set about fixing the door. He couldn’t do a perfect job without the tools required to secure the hinges, but the wood blocked us from visitors, and he scooted the sideboard in front of it, giving us an element of privacy.


    Privacy.


    Well…not really.


    My eyes slipped to the corners of the room where I was sure cameras lurked.


    I’d never been able to find them—even though I’d looked and knew they were there—I’d never spotted a flash of a lens. I should tell Mr. Prest—warn him, inform him that everything we did was on show.


    But how could I when I refused to communicate?


    The terror that Master A had made me live with for so long slithered over my body. I’d stupidly given in to a small second of relaxation when Mr. Prest secured the door. I’d finally turned insane, believing this stranger and a flimsy barrier would somehow keep me safe.


    Stupid, Pim. You’re no more protected here than you were running free-range around the mansion.


    I’m probably in more danger.


    I was in more peril because I knew Master A. I could picture him pacing downstairs, punching a wall or two, glaring at the ceiling as if he could penetrate the floor and see into my room. He would not take my being used privately well.


    He’d been banished.


    He’ll do something…and soon.


    I gulped as Mr. Prest turned to face me.


    Did he taste how dangerous this liaison was? How flimsy and volatile and terrifying? The moment he’d negotiated a night with me, he’d taken a match to a fuse and lit it, smoking and hissing, chewing up speed until a bomb exploded.


    Why, oh why, didn’t you take the knife when you had the chance?


    For the hundredth time since standing in the garage, holding the keys to so many things that’d been taken away, I cursed myself. Yes, I had nowhere to hide the knife. Yes, Master A would know the moment I took it, where I put it, and most likely use it on me as a lesson that nothing was mine to covet.


    But at least when he barged in (once his temper overflowed from watching us), I might have something to defend myself with.


    I would be punished for everything—not just the small hiccup in the garage.


    I should be horrified, fearful, tearful.


    Only, I’d been waiting for a day to be free for so long. If I stood on the eve of it, then so be it. Tonight, I would either walk free or die free.


    Both were as appealing as the other.


    My attention switched to Mr. Prest. I’d hated him for what happened to me but the longer we were together, the more my plotting evolved.


    He’d asked for a night with me because he felt what I did.


    He wanted to explore whatever this crackling awareness was between us.


    Before, I’d planned to ignore him, shut down, and avoid what he would do to me. But what if I could manipulate him into helping me? Yes, he had a multi-millionaire dollar contract with Master A that I doubted I could ruin…but it was worth the chance.


    I was worth the chance.


    Besides, I couldn’t stop my curiosity toward the man who’d risked everything.


    Mr. Prest wiped his hands on his trousers from touching the dusty door. My attention lingered as he removed the stolen knife and placed it on the sideboard blocking the entrance.


    He thought he had me to himself.


    He thought he was safe.


    He’s wrong.


    Taking a deep breath, Mr. Prest ran his palm over his jaw. His head cocked, eyes trailing over my white dress and the position I huddled in. Humble and submissive. The perfect well-trained toy.


    The longer Mr. Prest stared, the more the room charged with the same electricity from before. I shivered, cursing the goosebumps decorating my arms.


    I wasn’t used to someone using the same tool I did.


    I was silent, but Master A was not. He filled my void with nonsense and threats, constantly telling me what would happen if I didn’t obey. His regular chatter allowed me safe haven to be quiet. He enforced my vow to remain mute.


    But Mr. Prest was not my master.


    And he understood the power of sound all too well.


    Like an assassin, he moved toward my bed to sit on the hard mattress.


    My bed was the only place I had sheets to cover myself with. But like everything, Master A ensured I didn’t have enough to fully warm for a good night’s rest. Not that I slept unmolested in my own space often—only at my time of the month or if Master A was sick.


    I found it surprising that he’d suffered the flu twice, including three colds and two stomach fevers (that he blamed on me), but I hadn’t been ill once.


    Even in my malnourished state.


    Hoisting himself up the bed, leaning against the white headboard where I’d stuffed my notes to No One, Mr. Prest patted the space beside him. “Come.”


    The training I’d been given excelled past a diploma in obedience. I might not be at university like my friends, but it didn’t mean I hadn’t earned a doctorate in complying.


    However, it wasn’t docility that made me obey…it was cunning.


    I needed to learn this man so I could trick him, win him, and find a way to use him.


    You’ll give me what I want.


    You’ll see.


    Keeping my eyes down, I climbed up (being careful with my broken hand) and once again kneeled with my chin downcast. I was never permitted to lie down or stretch. My body was used to being wound and bound, contorted into whatever pleasure bastards wanted.


    Jealousy filled me as my gaze landed on his outstretched legs, long and lithe, crossed at the ankles with nonchalant confidence.


    He hadn’t kicked off his shoes and the black leather soaked up meagre light. They weren’t glossy or ostentatious, matching his all-midnight wardrobe—deepening the grottos of his ebony eyes and matching jet hair.


    Shifting a little, he held out his palm where a pile of tarnished pennies rested.


    What the hell is with this guy and coins?


    Tipping his hand, a cascade of copper tumbled onto the sheet by my knee.


    He didn’t speak as the jingling money settled in the creases, resting against my skin as if I were a magnet.


    “I won’t ask you again because I see now your thoughts are worth more than mere pennies.” Picking up a coin that’d bounced back toward him, he flicked it with his thumb, making it spin in the air. “So I’ll ask without giving a reward. And you’ll answer because you want to.”


    I’ll never want to speak; to you or anyone.


    “Tell me what I want to know. You’re here with me, away from that bastard—safe for the time being…so speak.”


    No way.


    My hackles went up, tasting the trap, already feeling the cold pincers of a snare around my neck.


    “You want to talk to me.”


    No, I don’t.


    “Yes, you do, girl.”


    Girl, ugh.


    Why didn’t he use my name? Even though it wasn’t my given one.


    Was I so nondescript not to earn a proper address? Did he prefer I wasn’t given an owning noun but rather remained an adjective or verb?


    I didn’t move.


    No shoulder shrug or head flick. My body was on gag orders as well as my mouth.


    Mr. Prest’s voice hovered in the space far longer than usual. The words wisped like smoke from a blown out candle, still visible but slowly fading the more time passed.


    When the final syllable was extinguished, he murmured, “You don’t like that, do you?”


    Like what?


    “That I didn’t use your name.”


    My eyes widened until the delicate skin around them tightened with shock. What the hell?


    He smirked. “What is your name?”


    You know my name.


    “Let me rephrase that…what is your true name.”


    I turned to stone. You’ll never know.


    “Where do you come from?”


    None of your business.


    I stared harder; his eyes narrowed in frustration. “How old are you?”


    Too old. Too young.


    The novelty of being asked questions threatened to fissure my nightmarish world. They were dangerous but also the most inane and common. If I’d been on more dates, boys would’ve asked me the exact same things.


    And back then, I would’ve answered.


    But not here.


    Not now.


    Chuckling under his breath, he leaned forward. His legs bent to support his raised torso; the mattress rocked a little beneath his weight.


    “You know, I’ve been around many people who don’t talk.” He danced another penny over his knuckles with effortless grace. “It didn’t bother me then, and it doesn’t bother me now.” Snatching the coin in his fist, he growled, “I’ll get my answers from you, Pim.”


    You can try.


    His smile turned cold. “Before we’re through, I’ll know more than some superficial bullshit. I’ll know who you are—” He shot forward, stabbing a finger in my chest. “—in there.”


    I flinched beneath his hold. He’d found a previous bruise, amplifying the punishment. Not that that was hard with most of me covered in some injury or other.


    His eyes locked on mine.


    I wanted to scream. ‘You think you’ll understand me? I’ll know you better. How about a trade?’


    He could have my secrets if he smuggled me out of here. There was something about this man. Something unknown and intrinsic and needed. So, so needed.


    I was naïve to his monster, but that didn’t mean a thing as I stared into endless eyes daring to go to war with him.


    The longer we stared, the deeper whatever linked us became. That damn electricity was back, flowing with no limits, hissing in my blood.


    Never looking away, his finger became two, then three, then four until his entire hand pressed against my sternum.


    I didn’t move. I couldn’t move as he leaned closer, his nostrils flaring as his grip dropped to cup my breast.


    Tears welled. Partly due to the invasion of being touched so tenderly but mostly due to the weight of his gaze pushing me deep, deep into the mattress. My heart didn’t stand a chance—it gave up trying to beat and just flopped over and played possum instead.


    “Do you like that?”


    His whisper jerked me from his spell.


    No.


    Not at all.


    Biting his bottom lip, he looked younger and more reckless at the same time. I’d never met anyone like him. No boys in my past or men in my present. He was alien and fascinating and entirely too frightening.


    Mr. Prest skated his eyes to where he held me. His thumb grazed my nipple. The damn thing budded for him.


    Pearl flashes of his teeth sent more pinwheels over my skin as he bit his lip harder. I never thought a man biting his lip would be hot.


    But by God, it was.


    Somehow, he made me forget that I wasn’t there of my own accord—that we weren’t on a date and there wasn’t a mad owner about to burst through the door the moment Mr. Prest tried to sleep with me.


    The memory froze my spine, stopping it from turning supple with desire. The flow of connection from his flesh to mine ceased as suddenly as if I’d executed him.


    Pulling back, I kept my chin high. His hand slid from my breast, falling heavily into his lap. Silence was an enemy rather than a friend as our breathing fell into a slow, tattered rhythm.


    “You’re different to what I thought you’d be.” His voice licked where his touch had been.


    And you’re different to who I thought you were.


    He ran his tongue over his lip where his teeth had nipped. “Do you know why I asked for one night with you?”


    I curled my good hand around my broken one, meaning to protect it but squeezing a tad too hard. No.


    He looked at the ceiling, reclining against the bed head again. “Neither do I.” Tossing another penny, he caught it like a cat would a mouse, swatting it with his fist. “But we have all night to find out.”


    No, we don’t.


    We have until Master A loses his mind and comes for you.


    I watched him beneath my lashes. He sprawled on my bed as if he owned everything in the room and not just me. The same exotic aftershave he wore plaited with the cool air and his very attitude was confident and powerful, chasing away terror of Master A appearing any moment.


    Abandoning the penny, he shot me a look.


    I dropped my vision, angry that I’d been caught looking.


    With a slight grin, he opened his blazer and pulled out a slim cell-phone from the breast pocket. “Almost forgot.”


    Unlocking the device, he dialled a number, his eyes glued on me as whoever he called picked up. “Selix, I won’t need the car tonight.”


    The tinny reply sounded, but I couldn’t make out the words.


    “Yes, I’m sure. I’m staying the night. We’ll leave at first light.”


    Leave? Where is he going?


    I wanted him to go. Now. Before I could forsake myself further. But I wanted him to take me with him.


    Just break me out.


    You can leave me on the streets for all I care.


    Just…get me out of here.


    “Okay, fine. Stay outside. I don’t expect you to, but if you want to sleep in the car, so be it. I’ll be out at dawn.” Cutting the call, he tossed the phone to the bottom of the bed.


    My eyes tracked it.


    A phone.


    Within touching distance.


    A few seconds ticked past as I gawked.


    “I take it you’re not allowed access to such things.” Mr. Prest laughed softly. “It’s not going to bite.”


    No, but it could call my mother, my friends…the police.


    Once again, his unnerving ability to read my body language gave me away. “Ah, you’re thinking about calling your family.” Using the toe of one foot, he tossed off his shoe, followed by the other, kicking them both off the bed and revealing black socked feet. “By all means, try. I’ll give you one chance to ring whoever you want. The password is 88098.”


    I jolted.


    You mean…you wouldn’t stop me?


    Who the hell was this man? And what was his agenda?


    Linking his arms behind his head, he whispered, “I won’t tell.” Closing his eyes, in some strange way giving me privacy, he rested his skull in cradling hands.


    For an endless minute, I glowered at the phone. All it would take was a simple crawl and scoop and dial. I could talk to my mother after so long. I could finally inform someone what happened to me, beg them to come, and have this horror end.


    “Of course, in order to use it, you’ll have to speak.” Mr. Prest’s voice put roadblocks in my way. “Your call, Pimlico. Speak and earn your freedom. Don’t and the phone remains unused.”


    My lungs expanded with anger. That was his game all along. Damn him. He’d almost won. Yet…if he let me call, and I spoke to my mother…who truly won? Me or him?


    Both of us.


    My body decided before my mind. My good hand speared out, snatched the device, and curled around it like a tiger would her cub.


    Mr. Prest never opened his eyes, but his smirk became a smile. “I look forward to hearing your voice.”


    Ignoring his taunt, I swiped on the screen and input his password. The code glowed in my head, never to be forgotten. The moment the call menu came up, I stabbed my old home number, making three mistakes because of severely shaking hands.


    I had a phone.


    I was seconds away from talking to the mother who’d landed me in this mess.


    My throat closed at the image of Mr. Prest seizing his mobile and laughing. Or that Master A would choose this exact moment to burst in. Panic swirled. What I would say to the woman who I’d blamed for so long?


    I waited and waited for the line to connect.


    Mother...


    Help.


    Ring-ring, ring-ring.


    With each bell, my spine rolled further until I crouched on the bed with my elbows digging into the mattress. I couldn’t control my trembling, nor the shattered gasp as an automated message answered instead of the woman who’d given me this half-life.


    “I’m sorry, the number you have dialled has been disconnected. No forwarding contact has been given. Please refer to other means or call your local directory for more information.”


    No.


    No.


    No!


    The phone fell from my hand, thudding softly as my forehead pressed hard on the bed.


    She’d not only forgotten about me, she’d moved on with her existence. She’d had experiences without me, built an empire without me by her side.


    I was nothing.


    Why didn’t you call the police?


    You had one chance!


    The stabbing question ransacked me as Mr. Prest grabbed his phone and ended the communication.


    My one opportunity to ring for help and I’d been an idiotic little girl desperate to speak to her mother.


    I wanted to slap myself.


    For a fleeting second, Mr. Prest stroked my shoulder before he settled back against the headboard. “Well, shit. I guess I won’t hear you talk, after all.”
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    WELL THAT FUCKING backfired.


    I hadn’t planned to give her the option to speak to her past, it just sort of happened. One moment, my phone was something so common, a tool I used every hour, of every day. The next, it was the holy fucking elixir for this delicate creature who trembled as if it could turn into a portal and carry her far away.


    My hands curled into tight fists. “Who did you call?”


    Her head bowed deeper into the mattress. The hard as a bloody rock mattress. Not only was she beaten—shadows marking her face and every inch of her body—but her one place of comfort would grant yet more torture.


    My mind ran riot with who she called. Her father? Brother? Boyfriend? Who the fuck hadn’t been there for her when she finally had the opportunity to ask for help?


    Don’t be such a fucking hypocrite.


    I had no right to despise her past loved ones for not saving her when I was about to do exactly what all the men in her present had done. I should give her another chance—let her ring the police.


    Be better than those who imprisoned her.


    That thought ought to stop me.


    But it wouldn’t.


    Not after I’d touched her breast and my skin had detonated like the weapons I dealt in. I knew myself, and I knew my limits. I could walk away from other temptations before it grew too strong to be ignored. But I doubted I could walk away from her without taking what I needed.


    “Sit up…,gir—Pim.” I fixed my mistake. When I’d called her ‘girl’ before, her ripple of indignation had given me a clue. She hated being owned but wanted to belong to a name.


    An interesting contradiction, layering her with yet more secrets I needed to steal.


    I held my breath, waiting to see if her despair would override my command.


    It didn’t.


    Slowly, her spine unfurled like a fucking tempting flower, raising her shoulders, bending her neck, followed by her rageful, sorrowful face.


    I hadn’t lied about being around other silent ones in order to gain talents elsewhere. I’d been initiated into such a sanction.


    From the day I arrived to the day I left in disgrace, the masters never spoke, expecting us to know exactly what they wanted. I’d learned another language, becoming more than bilingual but multilingual, understanding the nuances of eyebrows, reading hints from muscle shadows. I called on those skills the longer I was in her presence.


    Clearing my throat, I glanced around the room. It hadn’t slipped my attention that she’d stared at the corners as I fastened the door. This entire fucking house was rigged up to its window panes in security feeds and cameras.


    I might have bartered for an uninterrupted night, but I wouldn’t get it. Alrik wouldn’t stay true to his word. And the thought of being naked and balls deep in his slave—vulnerable and surprised—wasn’t something I planned to let happen.


    The moment Pimlico rested upright on her knees, I said, “Forget the phone. No one else exists but us.”


    Her eyes flickered but she stopped her inner thoughts from shading her completely.


    “In this room, there is no past or future, just the present. All you need to do is behave, and I’ll treat you better than the others.”


    Her jaw tightened.


    “Don’t believe me?”


    The twitch of her chin gave her reply.


    “You don’t have to believe me. I’ll prove it.” Shifting onto my knees, I mimicked her position. Unlike her, my joints didn’t pop with reluctance. My body was honed, trained, and treated like a priceless tool because that was what it was.


    Yet you want to risk your health by fucking this girl.


    Well, that and I wanted something more.


    I wanted into her damn mind…and if I had to hurt her to achieve that.


    I would.
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    I FROZE AS Mr. Prest balanced on his kneecaps before me.


    His suit rustled as he reached out and placed large hands on my shoulders. His eyes dropped to my breasts as if the obstruction of the white dress didn’t hide what lay beneath.


    I tensed, waiting for him to touch me there again. However, his fingers tightened on my skeletal upper arms, adding pressure until I teetered unwillingly.


    I fought him, doing my best to ignore his push.


    What the hell is he doing?


    “First thing I want from you is…” He shoved me, smiling as I sprawled sideways with my hands splayed to catch my fall and legs locked together. “…stop sitting like that.”


    Like what?


    Like a woman who doesn’t have a choice?


    Almost as if he heard my snark, he once again put pressure on my shoulders, forcing me onto my back. “Relax.”


    No chance.


    I squirmed upright, wincing at the pain and the throbbing bones in my hand.


    I didn’t trust him not to punch me in the stomach or take advantage of my body when spread out.


    He didn’t let me clamber up, pinning me to the mattress with his fingers around my throat.


    Let me go.


    I stopped breathing.


    My muscles locked.


    The provocation of touching me there hurtled me into a whirlpool of horror.


    He’s touching my neck.


    My lips parted for breath, fighting so damn hard not to sink.


    He’s not Master A.


    Ignore the trigger.


    Ignore it!


    Our eyes met—mine wide, his narrowed as his body hovered close.


    Don’t.


    I didn’t know what I asked him not to do. But he stiffened with his mouth only millimetres from my lips. “Keep fighting me, Pimlico, and we’ll have a fucking problem.”


    His voice trapped me in a net, keeping me from floundering in the despicable dark.


    How could he tell I was fighting him?


    How could he hear my silent retorts?


    I had nowhere to hide with him.


    I hated it.


    Suddenly, he sat back, removing his hold on my neck and swiping a hand through his hair.


    I sucked in a lungful of relief.


    “Something you should know about me, girl.” He bared his teeth at the abhorrent word. “I’m not your master. Like I said before, I see more than he does. I know more than he knows. And I hear every refusal you think.”


    Remaining on his knees, towering over me, he murmured, “I know you fear I’ll hurt you like him and take advantage of you.”


    Won’t you, though? That’s what this is all about.


    I looked at the wall, cutting him off.


    Mr. Prest grabbed my wrist, tracing his thumb around the bony joint. “Look at me.”


    I didn’t.


    His voice dropped to a hiss. “Look at me.”


    We made eye contact.


    Something charged and grew and collided. The electricity became worse, humming with power.


    Shit.


    Drop your eyes.


    Do it!


    But I couldn’t.


    Like cement, his gaze kept me imprisoned, unable to break its hold.


    His lips spread over perfect white teeth. “Ah, finally…a response.” Smiling coldly, he said, “I guessed right, didn’t I?”


    No.


    “I did. You don’t have to refute it.” Shifting, he reclined alongside me, his body not touching mine but his heat scalding me all the same. His fingers never dropped from my wrist, stroking with tiny whirls of his thumb. “How about we start this again?”


    He brought my hand to his nose, inhaling my knuckles. “You can sit however you like, but whatever you do, I’ll do. And whatever I do, you do.” His thumb pressed hard into the delicate flesh between the bird-brittle bones of my wrist. “Deal?”


    No deal.


    His fingers pinched harder.


    He held me in such a non-sexual place but my skin burned beneath his touch. I stopped breathing as more electricity sprang hot and so difficult to ignore.


    “Do you want me to keep squeezing?” His eyes hooded as my fingertips turned white with blood loss. “Because I will if you don’t agree.”


    If I were half as obedient as I thought I was, I would nod and let him manipulate me into whatever he chose. But something about the way he held me made me think of things I’d never been given.


    I’d never enjoyed sex or kisses or caresses.


    I doubted—after the life I’d lived—I would ever find enjoyment in such activities. I knew that to the depths of my soul. But the way this foreign man held me made desperation and hunger for things I didn’t understand toil inside. Things not related to sex and domination but equality and friendship.


    God, I wanted a friend.


    No One had kept me company, but my scribbles weren’t enough.


    Nothing was enough anymore.


    He chuckled under his breath, his thumb pressing on the mismatch of bones where arteries and veins flowed. His pressure increased as he inched one, two, three centimetres up my arm, making me shiver.


    “You’re going to tell me what I want to know.”


    My body jerked as his fingers coiled around my elbow, sending another flood of goosebumps.


    “You’re going to speak to me.”


    Speak?


    My hazy eyes tracked to the ceiling, searching for where Master A would be spying. Did his cameras have listening capabilities, too? Did he see me lying beside Mr. Prest and believe I spoke in a way I’d never spoken to him?


    My heart opened a trapdoor and dove into an abyss.


    If he believed I conversed with a man he despised, he wouldn’t just kill me. He’d tear me into excruciating tiny pieces.


    Listening devices or not, I couldn’t afford to let any image hint that I answered questions.


    I shot upright, not caring my broken hand burrowed into the mattress. Not caring that my forehead cracked against Mr. Prest’s, granting agony and black popping stars. All I cared about was getting away from whatever he wanted because the thought of talking wasn’t awful in that fleeting tempting second.


    But nice.


    Groaning, he reared back, holding his forehead the same way I held mine. “Goddammit.”


    Ouch!


    I rode the wave of pain, slowly blocking it out.


    However, Mr. Prest beat me. Rubbing his skin, he shook his head. “I knew you’d be hazardous to my health, but I didn’t think you’d try to knock me unconscious.”


    I blinked, eradicating the final shower of stars.


    Serves you right.


    “I didn’t deserve that.” His black eyes narrowed. “I didn’t hurt you.”


    Yes, you did.


    Taking a deep breath, he repositioned himself into our original position of knees. His slacks tightened around powerful thighs, straining against the seams. The bulge between his legs seemed larger than Master A, which sent a horrifying cloud through me.


    Shedding whatever had just happened, he crooked his finger. “Get up. Seeing as you prefer sitting this way, do what I do.”


    What was he trying to achieve? How could I pre-empt his next mind game when he didn’t know himself what he’d make me do?


    I felt like a puppy following its leader as I copied his deep breath, sat on my knees, and recentred myself as much as possible. However, I couldn’t stop the jittery feeling he’d conjured inside. I wanted nothing to do with the throbbing interest that was as alien to me as regular meals and going outside.


    “Remember, Pim. New rules. What you do, I do. And what I do, you do.” With elegant fingers, he spread the expensive material of his blazer to the sides, revealing the black t-shirt clad torso beneath. Slowly, he shrugged out of it, tossing it off the bed as if it held no value, all while watching me as if I was a priceless seductress.


    What does he see in me to justify putting his life on the line?


    I ought to wrench my eyes away. To stop looking. But he wanted me to look.


    I can’t deny I want to look.


    It didn’t matter that I found him an oddity and confusing. It didn’t matter that he cornered my mind by forcing me to stay present. Master A just took. He gave me the grace to turn off my thoughts and abandon my body to do whatever he wanted.


    Mr. Prest did not.


    Along with rebellion, he brought life and awareness and even though that awareness made me focus on my smarting forehead from his hard skull and the unwanted tingle in my belly, I couldn’t switch off because the night was both long and short.


    Soon, it would be over.


    Thank God, it will be over.


    He’ll leave.


    He’d…leave.


    My shoulders slumped a little before I remembered I wanted him to leave. I hated him because of the consequences he lumped me with when he’d walked out the door.


    Master A would most likely kill me—that was all I had to look forward to. A clean death rather than endless punishment.


    Unless my plan works and Mr. Prest steals me.


    What did Mr. Prest have to look forward to? An empire he ruled, a kingdom I could only imagine, in a palace I could only dream.


    Tearing my eyes away, I did my best to silence unwanted thoughts and fall back into my lifeless position.


    “You can look,” he whispered. “I have full intention of looking at you.” His shoulders bunched as he reached over his head and grabbed the back of his t-shirt. With a dark glare, he wrenched the fabric off, undressing a torso I’d only seen in my fantasies.


    For a man with mixed authenticities, his body wasn’t confused as to what made him excel in this world. Long, lithe arms with perfectly proportioned biceps and tight forearms. Broad but not too broad chest with pectorals and obliques and a washboard stomach that seemed too strong for his skin.


    But none of that mattered as my eyes drifted toward the sweeping masterpiece.


    I sucked in an awed breath.


    His ribcage was visible. His flesh open, revealing a dragon hidden beneath the bones.


    That can’t be.


    But it was.


    My fingers itched to prove it, to insert my hand into the chamber of his chest and stroke the hissing reptile within.


    Somewhere inside me, I knew it wasn’t real, just excellent trickery. Whoever had done the ink had made it look so three dimensional, so realistic, I swore I looked into his body and witnessed his heart beating all while the slithering dragon exhaled smoke, protecting its master like the gatekeeper to his soul.


    Mr. Prest didn’t move. Sitting on his heels, he allowed my inspection as I swayed forward, fooled into thinking if I turned left or right, I’d see his spleen, liver, and kidneys. The tattoo was so lifelike, so deep in detail, I squirmed at the thought of real bones pressing against me rather than encased in human flesh.


    “It’s not real.” He ran his palm over his side that looked cavernous and gaping. His fingers whispered over his muscles with no blood from an exposed ribcage or being bitten by the hissing dragon in his cavity. “See?”


    Dropping his hand, he cocked his chin at my frozen form. “What I do, you must too.” His eyebrow rose, finishing his sentence. Remove yours.


    I stiffened.


    Being naked in front of him didn’t scare me. Nakedness was just another dress code. Master A had cured me of private places or secret spots on my body.


    But that was before I saw his beauty, both natural and adorned.


    All I had to offer were muddy bruises and sun-deprived skin.


    Mr. Prest lowered his jaw, his eyes darkening. “Obey.”


    The word rippled from his mouth to my ears. Making me angry and itchy and dazed.


    He wants to look?


    Fine.


    The longer I spent in his company, the more I sensed hesitation on his part. He wasn’t like others who would’ve spun me around and taken me over the bed the moment the door was in place.


    He wasn’t here to take me quickly.


    He wasn’t here to take something physical.


    What does he want?


    And what will happen if he gets it?


    Sitting upward on my knees, I cocked my chin at the corner of the room, searching once again for the portal where Master A watched. Gritting my teeth, expecting the door to soar open with shrapnel and cannon fire, I grabbed the hem of the white dress and jerked it over my head.


    The air-conditioned breeze licked around my flesh. I prickled with awareness as Mr. Prest sucked in a breath, his vision tracing paths from my lips to nipples to core.


    The way he watched me frothed my stomach.


    I wasn’t beautiful like him.


    But for some reason, he saw something in me that I’d lost so long ago.


    Leaning forward, he snatched the dress from my hands and threw it on the floor. “Fuck, it’s worse than I thought. So much bloody worse.”


    Worse?


    Any confidence he’d granted ripped into tear-filled bubbles.


    Worse!?


    How dare he say such a thing!


    With nothing to hide myself with, I wrapped my arms around my body, doing my best to shield my nakedness that he called the worst he’d ever seen.


    Anger swatted at my dismay. This wasn’t what I chose. I didn’t want to be this skinny and broken. How dare he destroy me so callously?


    I almost wanted Master A to appear. At least, no matter how ugly and beaten I was, he always wanted me.


    Mr. Prest shifted, his large hands cupping the bulge between his legs. “I’d planned on finding pleasure from you tonight.” He wasn’t subtle as his cupping turned to grasping—the outline of his cock a thick rod in his trousers. “I’d planned on fucking you because, despite your awful fashion sense and wild hair, you turned me on.”


    Turned me on.


    Not turn me on.


    I should be grateful his attraction was past tense. It meant whatever these mad few minutes had been, it was over before Master A stormed in.


    He glanced at what he stroked. “Does that scare you?”


    That you wanted me?


    No.


    I’d been pretty, once upon a time, but it didn’t mean my dark brown hair and mossy eyes were what all boys found attractive. However, in this environment, I could safely say all men wanted me. Because all the men I came into contact with were heathenous hounds, not seeing me for me but for what I represented: the freedom to fuck and hurt with no repercussions.


    Until him, of course.


    My head swam as confusion made me dizzy.


    “Unfortunately, now I’ve seen what he tried to hide beneath those awful clothes.” His upper lip curled with revulsion. “And it fucking changes everything.”


    I couldn’t look up—couldn’t bear to stare at a man who hired me and then fired me the moment I stripped.


    I was a slave.


    I had nothing of my own.


    My self-confidence was a battered, flimsy thing and he’d just taken the tiny scrap I had left and stomped all over it.


    Sucking in a huge gust of air, Mr. Prest scrubbed his face. “Drop your arms, let me see.”


    I obeyed immediately.


    He wanted to terrorise himself further by looking upon my grotesqueness?


    Be my guest.


    A few seconds ticked past as his eyes roamed over me. Finally, he whispered, “You’re more black than white and more blue than healthy pink, but you’re not shy about revealing it.”


    Shy?


    It wasn’t about shyness.


    It was about knowing my place and doing what I was told.


    I did what you requested!


    This man had no notion of the rules and laws I lived in. He didn’t have experience dealing with bought creatures.


    That soothed my rage a little, knowing I might be the worse he’d ever seen, but he wasn’t the worst I’d ever encountered.


    “What happened to you?” His voice dropped to arctic levels.


    My nipples stiffened at the chill while his scorching eyes heated me.


    Did he expect me to tell him when the answers were all around him?


    Stupid man.


    “Silence won’t save you from me, Pimlico.” Mr. Prest pushed off his knees, reclining on the bed again. His head rested against the headboard, his motions smooth and unhurried. Never taking his attention off me, he straightened his legs and with nimble fingers unbuckled his trousers.


    I swallowed hard.


    The soft clink of the metal buckle sounded loud as he tossed the ends of his belt to opposite sides and popped the button before the harsh rasp of a zipper being undone filled the room. “You think I won’t touch you just because I’ve seen your injuries?”


    My heart took control, bellowing my lungs like a blacksmith forging steel.


    “You think I’m a nice guy who will treat you with more respect than the men who marked you?” He pulled the waistband of black boxer-briefs from his tattooed stomach, inserting his right hand into their depths. His jaw clenched as his hips arched a little, granting some slack for his fingers to wrap around himself.


    The way his face etched with deep concentration and his teeth imprisoned his lip was the hottest thing I’d seen since I’d been murdered and sold.


    “I’m not.” His tongue swiped where his teeth had bitten. “I’m not someone you can fuck around. When I ask for something, I expect to get it. Immediately.”


    A sudden wash of fear and rebellion crashed over me as his hand shifted in his trousers.


    “You have a choice. Give me what I want or I’ll take what I want.” He smiled harshly, his eyes flicking around the room as if expecting company at any moment. “Your pick.”


    I blinked.


    I didn’t understand this new game. He’d already told me my bruises changed everything—that he no longer wanted me. He could’ve taken me the moment he’d stolen me, so why threaten me with sex when he would rather be in a different bed with a different girl?


    My chin pressed against my sternum, doing my best to delete such puzzlement.


    “Look at me.” His voice turned gruff as his hand moved, whispering with sin.


    Pinching my thighs to retain some sort of dignity, I did as he requested. This time, I couldn’t stop my fascination as I drank all of him. From the way his lips glittered, to his stomach rising and falling and his dragon twisting beneath the optical illusion of rib bones.


    “Remember, what I do, you do.”


    My mouth parted in shock.


    He…he wants me to touch myself?


    I’d never touched myself.


    First, because a strict mother, who barged into my room at all hours with no care for my privacy, raised me, and second, because I lived with a master who made me despise all nether regions.


    Why would I want to touch myself?


    Why molest that part of me when it was molested far too often already?


    He bit his lip again, this time sucking the wet flesh into his mouth as his arm bunched. “Do you want me to treat you like a whore? You’d rather obey demeaning demands than answer a few simple questions?” His voice gruffed to a growl. “You’ll learn to make better choices soon enough.”


    Our eyes locked before a panic attack latched onto my lungs like a parasite. I can’t believe I felt safer with this man—that I thought he was different.


    His face clenched with frustration as I dropped my eyes, letting him have authority.


    “Tell me where you came from. Tell me who stole you and how Alrik ended up with you. Give me that and I’ll wrap you in your bed sheet and protect you for the remaining hours we have together. Don’t answer and you’ll wish you had.”


    I trembled, hating the way my back rolled on its own accord, making me smaller, tighter—invisible.


    Time stretched onward.


    Finally, he sighed heavily. “Is talking worth that much to you?” He jerked his hand from his trousers. “In that case…let’s see how much your voice is worth when everything else is on the line.”
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    I WAS MANY things, but an abuser, rapist, and fucking bastard were not part of my abundant faults and flaws.


    Yes, I’d entered Alrik’s house ready to take what belonged to him.


    Yes, I’d had impure intentions of using her for my pleasure.


    I’d even convinced myself she wasn’t my problem—just a sweetener to our business deal.


    But then she’d taken off her dress.


    And I just couldn’t fucking do it.


    How could I get hard over a girl who had so much strength in her heart but so much abuse painted on her skin? Her silence wasn’t the defiance I believed. Her muteness wasn’t courage or guts. It was the only damn thing she had left.


    And I want to steal that over anything her body can give me.


    I’d threatened her with sex. I’d stuck my hand down my pants, forcing her to believe I’d fuck her anyway. Instead of terror and disgust, she watched me with cold resignation. She’d lived in a world of pain and forced sex for so long, it was boring to her. Something expected and extracted while she remained hidden in her silent fortress, giving up her body in order to keep her mind.


    Fuck, that earned my respect.


    But it also pissed me off.


    Broaching the moat of her thoughts wouldn’t be a simple attack but a full-on siege.


    Ignoring my open trousers and naked chest, I shot upright, once again mirroring her on her knees. The tightness of my boxer-briefs hurt my cock. I despised that, despite my repulsion of her bruises, I couldn’t ignore my lust.


    Or was it abhorrence?


    No…


    I knew what it was, and it tainted everything—every breath and glance.


    Shame.


    She filled me with fucking shame.


    Her eyes followed me, hiding whatever she thought. The only way to crack her was to confuse her. Turn her in circles, blindfold and enrage her. Then perhaps, she’d break her voiceless oath and give me what I wanted.


    “I requested one night with you because I believed you were like me.”


    She froze.


    Had she met someone who used honesty for his benefit all while hiding his past? Did she care that I tasted her thoughts of suicide and understood what that felt like? That I’d once been as hurt as her but won over those who’d ruined me?


    She didn’t deserve to know because she refused to share a single thing in return.


    Pim bowed tighter in her kneeling position. Ugly hair hung around her face, casting shadows over her eyes, preventing me from seeing her secrets.


    Not permitted.


    Life hadn’t always been so black and white. I’d justified my means even while committing a crime—just like I was doing now.


    It made me a shitty human being, but so what?


    When I was starving and living on the streets, no one gave me a jacket to keep away the snow or bought me a meal to ensure I survived another day.


    I was an inconvenience. An eyesore.


    She’s not an eyesore.


    Even malnourished and far too skinny, she had a certain beauty about her. Her green eyes were the largest I’d ever seen. Her dark hair hung limp and lifeless, but the colour still spoke of a richness that hadn’t entirely dulled. However, that hair prevented my ability to read her.


    “Do you have a rubber-band?” Leaning forward, I scooped her dark strands and tugged them to her nape.


    She shivered—her skin breaking into goosebumps. I waited for a twitched eyebrow or slight twist of her lips. I wanted to know what she thought about me touching her this way.


    But no response.


    Not that it mattered.


    By the end of the night, I would know all I needed to.


    I’ll win, Pimlico.


    I always do.


    Keeping eye contact, my fingers separated parts of her hair. She sucked in a breath as I wrapped a smaller section around the larger pony and tucked it under.


    “There, nowhere else to hide.” Sitting back, I stared at her, finally able to see the angles of her cheekbones, the starkness of her jaw, and the sallowed hue of her mistreated skin.


    “You can’t stop me from getting my answers,” I murmured. “So I’d give up if I were you.”


    Her chin cocked with sharpness.


    “How are you still alive?” I chuckled. “When you’re so damn belligerent?”


    Her eyes narrowed.


    “You think you behave and do what’s expected of you, but I’ve been watching.” I dropped my voice. “I see you glare at him. I see your hatred. I feel it.”


    Her gaze darted to the corners of the room, her shoulders rolling.


    I followed her concern. “You expect an unwelcome visitor soon, don’t you?”


    She stiffened.


    “You’re right. He won’t permit my presence for long.” I glanced at the door. “I don’t know how much time we have, so I guess I’ll have to work fast.”


    Her body seized; her bruised stomach fluttered.


    “I don’t mean I need to fuck you fast.”


    Her eyes whipped to mine.


    “If I do enjoy you that way, it will be after I’ve learned your secrets. Not before.”


    A ghost of a smile lit her lips.


    I laughed softly. “Do you think keeping your secrets will protect you from me?”


    Her huff pleased me as I dragged a hand through my hair and slowly relaxed into this strange inquisition. “Secrets have a way of coming out with the right people asking, Pimlico.”


    In a way, I was glad she didn’t speak. My own history was safe. She wouldn’t find out the reasons I was drawn to her. She wouldn’t know that I couldn’t walk away yet because I saw my past in her eyes.


    She was a minor hiccup in my world. My interest in her had nothing to do with her damaged beauty or immense courage. Nothing at all to do with the silhouette of what lay hidden between her legs or her tight pink nipples.


    Don’t be fucking ridiculous.


    I had self-control.


    I’ll prove it.


    Pointing at her bandage, I whispered, “I was the reason for that.”


    She didn’t move, but her violence-artwork skin turned white.


    Not letting her drown in whatever thoughts she swam in, I gently took her broken hand. “I know I caused this by touching you that night. And I know that, once I leave, you’ll be subjected to more.” My fingers stroked hers. “But don’t think I’ll suffer guilt knowing that. The world is a fucked-up place, and we all have our demons to bear. You won’t get compassion from me, but you will get respect.”


    Letting her hand go, I pushed her shoulder. “Lie down.”


    She swayed in impudence, but I increased my pressure, giving her no choice. Tumbling backward, her legs stayed locked together, hiding what I wanted to see. Her small breasts bounced making my mouth water.


    Fuck, why was I taking it slow with her?


    She was mine to do anything I wanted. Torturing myself wasn’t my idea of a good time.


    Her eyes imprisoned mine, wide but unafraid.


    She fascinated me, even though she wasn’t sexy with her skin and bones, I found her resilience such a fucking turn-on.


    I wanted her. I wanted to let myself loose and do what I’d dreamed about last night.


    But I wouldn’t…not yet.


    I had much more important things to claim. Plus, as much as my life was full of sin (and I asked for no apology for what I was), I refused to be like Alrik. She had enough assholes in her life. While she belonged to me, she’d learn that a bastard could still be a gentleman.


    Lying on my side, I propped myself up on my elbow and ran a fingertip up her naked side. Her hard nipples turned to pinpricks while her discoloured stomach panted for oxygen. I didn’t say a word as I trailed my touch over one rib, then two, creeping closer to her breast.


    With each inch, she shut down a little more. I sensed her pulling away, her mind leaving, whatever mechanisms she had in place to endure such torture tugging her into its safe haven.


    I stopped.


    She didn’t breathe.


    “Relax.”


    She shot tighter than a cello string.


    “I see you don’t like that word.”


    Her head turned, granting me turbulent but mutinous eyes.


    “Or maybe, you don’t trust that word.” I couldn’t fucking blame her. Holding my hand up, I deliberately placed it on the bed in the small gap between our bodies. “Okay, have it your way. No more touching. But you do owe me, Pim, and I never forget a debt.”


    Her forehead furrowed.


    I didn’t know in denial or confusion, but I enlightened her anyway. “The rule I gave you: what I do, you must do. And what you do, I must do.” I lowered my head, skimming my nose over her cheekbone. “Are you forgetting I touched myself?”


    The mattress rocked as she inched her hips away. It wasn’t much—barely noticeable—but I noticed.


    And I wasn’t fucking happy about it.


    If she thought she could avoid touching between her legs, she didn’t know my expectations for utmost obedience.


    “Do you always oppose the man in your bed or just me?” My hand lashed up, looping around her throat. “You just made me break the no touching rule so soon. Don’t make me break the other rules keeping me in line tonight.”


    Her eyes locked onto mine, pooling with panicked uncertainty.


    “Ah, that’s intrigued you.” Loosening my fingers, I didn’t threaten to throttle her, merely held softly, trapping her mind in her body rather than flying free. “I have many laws that run my life.” I bared my teeth. “Want to know a few?”


    I waited for her to nod, to blink—to do something that could be a signal for yes.


    But she was too good.


    Or too terrified.


    She’d gone iceberg white, her eyes as complex as snowflakes.


    “You don’t like your neck being touched?” I removed more of my weight but didn’t withdraw my fingers. “Does he strangle you…is that why you’re looking at me as if I’ve grown horns?”


    She didn’t respond in any way, but her pulse gushed like a riptide beneath my thumb. “Don’t focus on where I’m holding you. Focus on why I’m holding you.” My thumb caressed the side of her neck, tangling with the escaped hair I’d secured. “Focus on my questions.”


    Shadows formed below her eyes as she struggled to override whatever torture she associated with her throat.


    Keeping her mind active with other things, I asked, “How long have you been silent? I’m rather impressed. You avoided my question and ignored your body’s will to reply—even with the small slip showing your dread.”


    Her lips pursed, drawing every fucking attention directly to her mouth. Somehow, she transformed from frozen fear to strong stubbornness. Her skin coloured with fight again, burning beneath my touch.


    Heat swelled between us. Poisoning desire and consuming intoxication sucker-punched me in the chest.


    I wasn’t the only one who felt it.


    The zinging awareness grew heavier as we both tried to ignore its presence.


    Whatever inhuman part of me she intrigued turned drunk and crowded with complicated things.


    I hadn’t come here for a connection. I hadn’t claimed her to feel. I’d borrowed her to steal her secrets.


    That was all.


    And that’s exactly what I plan to do.


    “I’ll tell you what.” I licked my lips. “You answer one of my questions, and I’ll answer one of yours.”


    She swallowed, her neck working beneath my imprisoning fingers.


    “You don’t believe I can hear your questions?” Trailing my touch to her sternum, I pushed on a yellowed bruise. “I can. Just like I can tell you things about your master. Things I have no doubt you’ve wanted to know for a while. Do you know why he’s letting me use you, even when it angers him? Why he lets me claim his prized possession? It’s because you might be his favourite toy for now, but what I’m building for him is worth more than a girl, more than money, more than a life. It’s a ticket to power, and for men like Alrik—that’s the only thing he craves.”


    She jolted, unable to hide her shock. Wriggling away like a freshly caught fish, she shot up the bed. Locking her legs together, her arms lashed around her knees as her back slammed against the headboard.


    You really shouldn’t have done that, Pim.


    I pushed off my elbow, sitting upright. “That wasn’t very smart.” Grabbing her ankle, I squeezed the black-shadowed bones of her foot. “I didn’t say you could move. I won’t hurt you, so don’t fucking run.”


    Her jaw clenched, dragging me into deeper fascination with her.


    I’d exercised my self-control a lot tonight.


    She’d just pushed me to the edge.


    Pressing my thumb against the metacarpal leading to her big toe where badly healed bones showed injury, I said, “Just like he broke your hand, he broke your foot.”


    She sucked in a breath as my touch lingered on her toes then crept up her ankle to her calf. “Why? Is it to keep you in line? Are you rebellious and deserving of such cruelty? Or is he just a sick fuck who plays with you?”


    A rageful spark ignited in her gaze. For once, I couldn’t figure out if she was pissed I’d implied she deserved such punishment or relieved I saw exactly what Alrik was.


    “I’ll put your mind at rest. I know it’s not you. It’s him. You don’t deserve a single bruise he’s given you.”


    That damn connection spiralled thicker as she stopped breathing. Her eyes tore into mine and whatever enchantment she’d fucking weaved on me grew hotter, tighter, stronger.


    It couldn’t be permitted to continue.


    I only had one night. I only wanted one night.


    I wouldn’t hurt her, but I would steal from her, and then…I’d leave.


    Because I was fucking selfish and didn’t have the willpower to fight the addiction quickly building for her.


    My thumb stroked her gently as my constant battle for control won over my scattered thoughts. “I have many questions for you, Pimlico. Questions I didn’t really care about until now. However, by trying to dissuade my interest by refusing to obey me, it’s done the opposite.” I grinned. “It’s only made me more determined.”


    Bracing myself on my knees, I yanked her lower leg. I wasn’t gentle or kind. She swooped from reclining to spread, and the moment she was on her back, I locked my fingers around her throat again.


    The panic I’d witnessed in the stairwell when I’d given her my jacket unravelled. Her breathing picked up, unable to avoid the trigger whenever I touched her neck.


    If I was a nicer man, I would remove my hand and touch her elsewhere.


    But I’d already established I had my faults.


    She would have to live with them.


    I waited for her to erupt into an attack—to fight me off—but once again she inhaled and exhaled, taming her snarling pulse, locking everything from view.


    Fuck, she’s so much more than I thought. More warrior, more wounded, more woman.


    But none of that mattered.


    I would still earn my answers.


    “Three questions.” Shifting my body to lie back beside her, I whispered, “You get three questions. If you answer them, I’ll let you go. I won’t expect anything more.”


    Her gaze widened as my hand slipped from her throat to resume my position on her sternum. “However, if you don’t answer them, then I’ll expect everything. I’ll fuck you, just because I can. I’ll treat you like a slave because that’s all you’ll ever be if you don’t let me into your mind.”


    I locked eyes with her. My control snarled, begging to snap. But I had just enough discipline to ignore it. “First question, how long is it since you ate?”


    Her face went slack with surprise.


    I chuckled low in my chest. “Not something you expected me to ask?”


    Come on, shake your head.


    Answer me.


    The longer she was silent, the more my obsession increased.


    I will break you, Pim.


    Poking her stark ribcage, I said, “I want to know because I’ll ensure Alrik is starved the same way, once our deal is complete.”


    Her muscles tensed, her eyes flying to the ceiling, searching for cameras. I didn’t need to be quiet about what I intended to do. We had a contract. That contract would keep peace until delivery of his yacht.


    After that, he would try to kill me—like the fuckwits who bought my services always did. And he would fail—like the fuckwits always did. But at least I would’ve upheld my side of the business and my reputation remained intact.


    However, I wouldn’t kill Alrik so fast. I’d pay him back, like for like, let him live Pimlico’s life before ending his.


    What would she say if I admitted my plan? Would she rejoice or cower? I had a feeling if she had the power to make her master hurt, she would be the one to do the dirty work. She wouldn’t be satisfied with an outsider extracting tolls she herself had paid.


    Our mutual silence filled with thoughts of revenge and the slightest thawing in her gaze welcomed me to ask another question.


    She might not know it, but she’d just lost.


    She’d let me in.


    Stupid, stupid girl.


    “How long is it since you’ve been free?”


    Whatever openness she’d given me shut down with the clang of a steel gate. Her eyes closed as she swallowed.


    “Months or years?”


    She didn’t flinch.


    Studying her body, counting the breaks and kicks and bruises, I answered for her. “Just like a tree gives up its age when its trunk is revealed, your body answers without words.”


    Her forehead furrowed, keeping her eyes shut.


    “I’ll guess a few years.”


    Anger heated my blood—not because of her pain, but her refusal to reply. Such questions might’ve made a normal man care. Might’ve given them second thoughts about being here and doing his best to shoplift a girl’s secrets.


    But I wasn’t most men. I did care…somewhere inside me. But I’d been through my own trauma, and it’d tainted my view of others.


    I didn’t have a saviour when I’d needed one.


    I had no intention of being a saviour to someone else.


    Who cared about such generic questions? I’d earn her answers through other means. She owed me a debt. It was time to pay it.


    The thought of watching her finger herself thickened my cock.


    Alrik was right about one thing. Being at sea made it hard to find a fuckable companion—unless I supplemented my on-board staff or flew in an escort with my helicopter. However, both those options didn’t hold allure.


    Not like this creature.


    I didn’t have long before I returned to the ocean. I’d wasted enough time already.


    “Enough questions. Time to repay me, Pimlico.”


    Her eyes shot wide as my hand splayed on her lower belly, trailing up her ribcage, following the slight curve of her breast to the vivid collarbone sticking out with hunger.


    I didn’t stop touching her—up her throat, to her cheeks where I dug my thumb into one side and my fingers into the other, yanking her face to mine.


    She stopped breathing.


    I squeezed hard, forcing her to pay attention and listen to every instruction.


    “Open your legs.”


    Her teeth clenched beneath my hold.


    My hand tightened. “Do it.”


    For a moment, utmost detestation glowed then, ever so slowly, her legs switched from glued together to slightly spread. Not nearly wide enough for a hand or tongue but enough to glimpse what lay between them.


    My cock turned to stone.


    Shaking my head, ridding the pressuring lust and focusing on my control and never-fading shame, I growled, “I’m going to let you go, but you’re going to do everything I tell you. Got it?”


    Even now, I still expected a nod.


    However, Pimlico merely stared at me offering no acknowledgement or refusal. My eyes dropped to her lips, following the cracked pink skin and fighting the sudden diabolical desire to kiss her.


    I wanted so fucking much to kiss her. To force her lips to move even if they wouldn’t speak.


    But shit, that was way too personal.


    I was allowed to sample one of everything. One gasp, one night, one orgasm.


    But a kiss…I wouldn’t fucking do it.


    Trusting years of training by Alrik to force her to obey, I let her face go. The loose ponytail I’d formed with her hair fanned on the bed as she rolled completely onto her back and opened her legs a little farther.


    “Good girl,” I murmured, tracing the bruises on her flesh, almost like roses in different stages of bloom. Some spread and mostly colourless with fading beauty and others as bright and tight as new buds.


    Pressing a practically violent green one, I said, “Do you remember what each was caused by? Or do you prefer to forget?”


    She stared at the ceiling as I followed the petals of another as it faded into ochres and browns. “The more I study you, the more you remind me of a mouse.”


    The sharp intake of breath and sudden flinch was the most reaction I’d earned so far.


    I latched onto the word that’d unravelled her silence. “You don’t like being called a mouse or was it something else I said?”


    Her chin tilted. She shut down again.


    Too late.


    I’d unlocked something. I didn’t know what, but I’d find out.


    “I think I’ll call you that from now on…little mouse. You’re a silent mouse tormented in a cage. However, no matter how small and vulnerable a mouse is, they have the power to wreak havoc if they accept who they truly are.”


    “They also have incredibly sharp teeth.” Drifting my finger over her mouth, I inserted the tip past her lips to the warm wetness beyond. “Tell me, Pimlico, do you have sharp teeth?”


    She didn’t open or let me run my finger beneath her canines. But her heart picked up, siphoning through the visible vein in her neck.


    My silent one had become a silent mouse, and it suited her so fucking much.


    Her face snapped away as if a memory was too hard to handle.


    Nudging her chin with my knuckles, I guided her back to me forcibly. “You don’t know me, but you do need to know that if you’re in bed with me, you focus on me and only fucking me.”


    She glowered.


    I ran my hand down her right arm and looped my fingers with hers. “I trust you’re right-handed?” Glancing at her broken one, I smirked. “Because if you’re not, this isn’t going to go so well.”


    Her eyebrow twitched but I didn’t catch her retort. Either way, she would do what I wanted. She would touch herself. I didn’t care if it took her all night.


    Unthreading my fingers from hers, I wrapped them around her wrist, guiding her hand to her pussy.


    She stiffened as I placed her palm over herself, hiding what I wanted to see. “Your turn.”


    Propping my head into my palm, I stared down at her. “Go ahead. Touch yourself as you would when you’re alone. Let me see what you do, hear what you moan, watch you fuck your fingers.”


    She jerked, her hand flying from her pussy to clutch the bedding beneath her.


    Temper masked my thoughts. “Don’t disobey a direct order, silent mouse. You have to do what I do, remember?” Taking her hand again, I guided it back into position.


    Letting her go, I latched onto her knee, yanking her legs farther apart.


    The moment I had a full view of her, I swallowed my groan. I’d seen many women in my travels; I’d sampled some and avoided others, but never seen one as pretty as Pimlico.


    Could a woman be called pretty down there? Addictive and bare, yes, but pretty? I didn’t fucking know, but Pim was. Everything about her was delicate and petite, tucked away as if terrified of yet more abuse but still womanly enough to hold a hint of sex.


    Biting my lip, I curled my fist to stop myself from touching her. If I felt her…that would be it. There would be no tease or appetiser, just a fucking banquet as I took her over and over again.


    “Touch. Go on. I order you not to be shy.”


    How could a sex slave be shy? Every part of her was owned by someone else. I didn’t understand the sudden terror on her features.


    “Wait…” I paused. “You have come before, right?”


    She froze.


    Ah, fuck.


    “You’ve…never come?”


    What was I supposed to do with that?


    She squeezed her eyes, trembling as if preparing for a beating. Would Alrik hurt her for such a thing?


    Would I?


    I ran a hand over my face. “You’ve never orgasmed with another person? How about on your own in private?”


    Her entire body shot pink with embarrassment.


    Her answer was loud and fucking clear.


    Shit, how old is she?


    How old was she when she was fucked for the first time? Surely, at some point, a release would’ve found her? Or at the very least, curiosity would’ve forced her to find it on her own if not with another?


    My first orgasm was when I was twelve while I slept behind a dumpster. It’d been the only good thing in a sea of awful. After that, I’d become rather addicted to the brief but blistering bliss I could administer.


    If Pim had never been given such a tool, how had she survived this long? How had she not wasted away and willed herself into a coffin whenever Alrik summoned her?


    Goddammit, tonight just became far more complicated than I’d planned.


    At least, she hadn’t moved her hand this time.


    I shifted my body closer, wedging my dragon-tattooed chest against her nakedness and placing a trouser-clad leg over her thigh, holding her down. With our eyes tangled, I once again looped my fingers with hers directly over her pussy. “You have to do what I do. But for now, we’ll do it together.”


    Putting pressure on her middle finger, I forced her to stroke her clit. The warmth from her skin seeped into me, regardless that I wasn’t the one touching her.


    My cock hardened to the point of pain. Seeking salvation, I rocked against her hip.


    Her eyes flared.


    I rocked again, hating that her sharp hipbone dug so bloody right against my erection. “I’ll show you how. But to do so, I’m going to have to use you in other ways. Otherwise, I’ll go out of my fucking mind.”


    She shied away even as I forced her hand south, finding her entrance.


    “No, you’re not running. Not this time.”


    Breathing hard, I ordered my rapidly fading control to stay strong. This would test my limits. She would test my limits.


    “Get ready to touch yourself, silent mouse. I’m going to enjoy this.”
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    HOLY SHIT, WHAT is he doing?


    I stiffened as his hand forced mine, pressing my middle finger, giving me no option but to obey. My knuckles grew hot as his large palm smothered me.


    I couldn’t look away as his teeth clamped his bottom lip. He made it impossible to prevent every cell burning with the erotic way he thrust against my hip. He hadn't removed his trousers, but that didn’t stop the steel heat of his erection branding me.


    Too much was happening.


    Too many stimuli.


    I didn’t know what to focus on: his body sandwiched along mine, his hand ordering me to feel myself, or his cock taking pleasure from me in the strangest of ways.


    He made me claustrophobic and prickly.


    I want to run!


    But then, everything else faded as the tip of my finger entered me.


    Stop!


    I deplored it.


    I loathed it.


    I…hated, hated, hated it.


    My finger was so slim and small compared to what normally brutalised me. My nail was sharp as it slid inside me with the aid of Mr. Prest’s domination. My body stretched to accommodate the skinny digit and the strangest sensation of feeling myself made me shiver with wrongness.


    I’d never touched anything so weird in all my life.


    I wanted it over.


    Now!


    “Does it feel strange?” Mr. Prest angled my hand, pushing deeper.


    My face contorted as the pad of my finger found an odd ridge inside me—something not quite as flexible or as warm as the rest.


    Was it a scar from the mistreatment I’d endured? An injury that would never fully heal? Whatever it was vanished in importance as he forced me to sink further.


    His deep voice rumbled from his chest to mine. “Do you like it?”


    Like it?


    No, I don’t like it.


    I suffered guilt and shame and confusion.


    He chuckled softly. “You’ll grow to like it…just wait and see.”


    I doubt it.


    He laughed again, his wrist shifting to capture my first finger and dip inside me, too. This time, the pressure and stretching was greater. However, two of my fingers were still far narrower than Master A’s cock.


    I turned rigid as Mr. Prest's hot breath fluttered my hair, his erection jamming against my hip. “You need to come, Pim. I need to give you that so I’ve paid in some small measure for the things I’ll take from you.”


    No way.


    No chance.


    Mentally, physically, spiritually, there was no way I could do it.


    Come?


    Ha!


    I didn’t buy into such elusive make-believe. No way could I switch off my self-preservation, give into someone so completely, and trust that they wouldn’t hurt me at the pinnacle of my surrender.


    He was a damn comedian if he believed I could do such a thing.


    Let me go!


    I squirmed, glaring into his black gaze.


    Leave me the hell alone!


    “Close your eyes.”


    Fuck you.


    He cocked an eyebrow when I disobeyed him, keeping my gaze wide.


    “You want to watch?” He added more pressure, pulling my arm downward so my fingers disappeared entirely inside me. “I can get a mirror if you’d like? Talk you through it. Show you what your naughty hand is doing.”


    I desperately wanted to shake my head—in case he thought my silence was a request for such revolting things. But he just chuckled at my discomfort and pulled my fingers free. “Let’s see if you hate this as much.”


    Slowly, ever so slowly, he glided my touch upward until it brushed the one part of me that’d shed its protecting numbness and flared with foreign feeling.


    My clit.


    The moment my fingers slipped over the hard bud, I jolted.


    His smile was hell itself. “Ah, there you are, little mouse. Slowly coming alive.”


    Once again, the name ‘mouse’ tightened my muscles, revoking everything that I’d lived through. Any other name I could tolerate. Any other rodent noun or whore’s address—even a dreaded verb would be better.


    But mouse?


    How could he use that?


    How dare he use something that meant so much to me?


    Gritting my teeth, I shoved aside the memories doing their best to rise. I hadn’t let myself think about him in years. It was too damn hard. My mother wasn’t often in my thoughts, but at least she was still alive and blissfully unaware what had become of her daughter.


    My father, on the other hand, was dead.


    He was in heaven watching me from above, mourning my circumstances and seeing every foul activity I was made to do.


    Horror and self-pity sat so heavy, I couldn’t breathe. I fought to sit up, to remove my hand from Mr. Prest’s hold and unlock my leg from beneath his.


    I needed space.


    I needed to block certain memories before they drove me mad.


    But he didn’t let me go. His thigh merely tightened, his fingers forcing mine to swirl around my clit. “You hate that even more than when I call you girl.” His mouth moved, but his voice was soundless as a breath, almost apologetic while coaxing my secrets. “Tell me why.”


    How when I refuse to speak?


    Why when I don’t know you?


    Never because you don’t deserve to know.


    I hated how handsome he was reclining beside me, stealing my freedom with the artistry of his exposed torso and tattoo. His raven hair matched the opaque lines of the cavernous cavity where his organs ought to be, his lips so damn intoxicating.


    But beauty did not hide a beast, and I wouldn’t be fooled.


    I was done with this.


    “Close your eyes, Pim. It’s much easier to let go when you’re—”


    I bucked, breaking his sentence, determined to remove his control.


    I refused to do what he ordered—not when I didn’t trust him.


    Wait, you don’t trust Master A, but you obey.


    That was true, but I knew what would happen if I didn’t. I was smart enough to choose the least painful journey. With Mr. Prest, I didn’t know what he would do in retaliation.


    And it was worth risking agony in order to find out.


    He might not have the balls to hit me. He might let me get away with it, and I could avoid sleeping with him, which in turn would please Master A because he didn’t want to share me.


    It was a convoluted plan…but still a plan.


    My shoulders rose from the bed as I struggled harder than I’d struggled in years.


    His face darkened while surprise highlighted his eyes. “Keep fighting and your night will be ten times worse, silent mouse.”


    I jerked, but in my unwound state, I didn’t focus on the nickname. However, I gasped as his teeth clamped over my collarbone with no finesse. I flinched as his tongue lapped over the bite of his incisors.


    I couldn’t control my shiver.


    “You dare disobey me?”


    Yes, I dare!


    I’m so over all of this!


    The snout of his dragon hissed where his ribcage cracked open as he held my wriggling form. But it didn’t stop me. It didn’t scare me. The only thing that could was knowing no matter what Mr. Prest did it would never be as bad as what Master A would do.


    I had to use this man to help free me or prove to Master A I was loyal and submissive. If he saw me fighting…he might be kinder to me. If Mr. Prest saw my strength, he might break me out.


    Two scenarios from one brave, reckless move.


    He froze, following my gaze to his tattoo and where our bodies kissed. His face etched with temper, unable to hide his frustration. For his confidence at figuring my silent replies, he would never understand why ‘mouse’ was the one name he could never call me without me hating him for eternity.


    The impenetrable mask he wore (hiding everything that made him real), slipped for a second. He lost the uncouth businessman he projected and became someone riveting and unknown instead.


    He studied me just as hard as I studied him.


    I saw a man with control issues.


    A man so used to the world bowing at his expensive feet.


    But I also saw a man who knew what it was like to be me. To be the one without a choice, without a life…without hope.


    Then, as if remembering that I was nothing more than a whore who existed for his discretion, his mask refastened into place.


    His touch turned harsh.


    “You don’t get to direct this evening’s fun, Pimlico. That’s my job.”


    My breath caught as he forced my fingers to swirl harder on my clit, gathering yet more tingling electricity.


    “I’ll find out sooner rather than later. You will answer me. But for now, I refuse to waste any more time.”


    His cock wedged on my hip, throbbing beneath his trousers. “I want to be inside you, but for your sake, I’m going to wait until you’re dripping wet.” His nose skimmed mine. “Isn’t that fair of me? Nice of me?”


    Grabbing my broken hand with his free one, he slammed it above my head, restraining me. Pinned to the mattress by his fist, body, and hips, I was completely helpless, hopeless, and utterly at his mercy.


    I gulped as his throat worked hard, his hair falling over one eye as he pressed his forehead against my temple. “You’re going to feel something good, Pim. It’s all in your head.” His fingers manhandled mine to drift from clit to entrance and back again. The stroking felt different this time, less strange but just as appalling.


    I clamped my lips together as a betraying moan built in my chest. Not in pleasure but in a plea.


    He could hurt me, force me, demand me, but I wouldn’t come.


    I can’t.


    How could I do something that I’d never done before? How could I fix something that’d been broken from the start?


    I would never enjoy this.


    Ever.


    I would never want this.


    Ever.


    And if he’d become just like Alrik and only wanted to fuck me…so be it.


    I had a way to protect myself.


    I would leave while he ravaged my body.


    And I would never think of him again because he’d destroy any feelings I might’ve developed.


    Run…


    Taking a deep gulp, I tightened and relaxed all at once. I vibrated and tingled all at the same time as my sex clenched on its own accord and my sovereignty over my limbs vanished.


    I became floppy—exactly like a doll these bastards favoured.


    My muscles puddled into the bed, my legs fell open, and my mind…that was the best part.


    I escaped.


    I disappeared inside me, swirling faster and faster until I was too deep to be reached, too far to be beaten, too protected to be ruined any more than I already was.


    I didn’t care his dragon blew smoke in anger.


    I didn’t hear his tormented groan.


    I didn’t feel my fingers inside me.


    I


    was


    gone.
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    SHE WAS STILL here.


    Her hot body still lived beneath our joint fingers. Her breathing still tickled my chest. Her presence still made me hard.


    But everything that made her Pimlico disappeared.


    Her fight, her righteous anger, her confusion and strength and courage.


    All vanished.


    So that’s how she’s protected herself.


    She might not know pleasure. She might only understand pain. But she’d figured out how to garrison her mind. Fuck, if that didn’t intrigue me more. If I were any more interested in this woman, I wouldn’t be able to walk away when the moment came.


    Even now, we’d run out of time. I was shocked Alrik hadn’t barged in while I’d touched her. (Not that I’d touched her, merely guided her in self-exploration).


    The fact he hadn’t arrived yet set my teeth on edge and wariness living in my blood.


    But now, I’d fucked up and lost the girl and her secrets. The only thing I could do was coax her back to me before it was too late.


    Unlocking our joined fingers, I rearranged my cock so it didn’t fucking give me blue balls and sat up. The bed rocked, but Pimlico remained staring blank-gazed at the ceiling.


    She didn’t flinch when my shadow fell over her or curl into a ball when I reached out and cupped her cheek.


    She merely lay there, waiting.


    If I wanted to steal from this slave, I’d have to use her conditioning against her.


    I couldn’t ask questions anymore.


    I’d have to demand answers.


    It was the way she’d been taught.


    The only way she’d respond.


    Running both hands through my hair, I shed my need to give her some margin of enjoyment and sat taller.


    My lips parted to give her a command to return. To order her to snap out of it.


    But something stopped me.


    She looked so innocent and so damn tired. Shadows lived permanently beneath her eyes while exhaustion sat on her limbs.


    I’d pushed her too far.


    The least I could do was grant a moment’s rest. My impatience siphoned away as gentler memories of caring for another gave me the ability to be kind.


    “Roll onto your side,” I whispered, pushing her shoulder.


    She shifted obediently, but gave no recognition of listening.


    Once she faced away, I slid up the bed to recline against the headboard once again.


    My gaze locked on the door as I placed my hand on her naked back. She didn’t flinch—not because of trust and acceptance but because she’d left her body behind.


    She didn’t care what I did to it because she’d blocked me from affecting her mind.


    How long had it been since she’d slept safely? How long since she dreamed of happier times?


    My palm moved on its own accord, stroking her softly, granting comfort after I’d given nothing but hardship. “Rest, Pim. I’ll watch over you.”


    I couldn’t see her face, but her body remained tense and vacant.


    Placing one arm above my head, I looped it through the headboard and prepared to pet her until she gave into me. I frowned as my fingers touched something soft sticking from the slats of the frame.


    I tried to figure out what it was, but Pim suddenly jolted, heaving the heaviest sigh I’d ever heard. Her spine unwound, her muscles relaxed, and she sank into my caressing as if finally accepting my gift.


    Her willingness to give me that tore away any other thoughts and I settled into my task of protecting her all while touching her with kindness.


    The first few minutes, I was acutely aware of her every inhale and exhale. But as time ticked onward and our presence grew used to one another, I found her comforting.


    I hadn’t been with another person in this way for so long; I’d forgotten how rewarding it was to look after someone.


    It’s also hard and draining and demoralising.


    That was true.


    Caring for my mother and doing my best to fix what I’d fucked was the reason I carried so much shame.


    Family had expectations.


    Pimlico had none.


    She would accept what I gave her without dismissing my attempts at generosity. And in return, it made me want to give more.


    So much more.


    My mind wandered, and my free hand found its way to my pocket and the dollar bill tucked inside the money clip. I didn’t mind silence in people, but silence in my surroundings wasn’t a good thing.


    Memories had a way of finding me when things were too still. Memories that had too strong a hold as I smoothed the dollar bill with my left hand while never ceasing caresses with my right.


    She twitched now and again, falling deeper into sleep.


    As she slumbered beside me—not knowing the type of man I was, yet trusting I’d do what I’d promised and keep her safe—I folded the money in an age-old shape and let painful recollections and suicidal slaves sleep.
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    MY MINNIE MOUSE watch announced it was 12.33 a.m.


    My mother hated me wearing this thing—said I was too old for such childish baubles. But I loved its tatty face and time-worn strap. It was all I had left of him. The man who called me Mouse ever since I could remember.


    The memory of his nickname for me resonated with every tick of the hands over Minnie’s big ears. The pet name came from my true address and somehow morphed into a Disney character. Tasmin became Min, which became Minnie, which became Mouse. I had so many names, but only my dad called me Mouse while everyone else called me Tas.


    He died when I was seven.


    Which was why I would never take it off—no matter how juvenile.


    I would never grow up when it came to my father.


    It drove my mother bananas.


    According to my watch, I’d been at this party with her for five hours, and wanted to go home. My feet hurt, my tummy rumbled, and I was done being polite to people who didn’t deserve it.


    But then Mr. Kewet smiled and asked for my company on the balcony; I stupidly went with him, even though I recognised him for a wolf.


    I was a psychologist’s daughter. I was here to schmooze her clients and endorse her sponsorships. I wouldn’t let her down.


    The conversation was unremarkable. Mr. Kewet complimented my dress, my hair, my smile. Then his eyes dropped to my Minnie Mouse watch, and his smile turned cruel. He was no longer a wealthy man who carried the totem of worldly age over me but a killer licking his lips at his dinner.


    “Why is such a pretty girl like you wearing an ugly thing like that?”


    Warning shivers scattered down my spine as he inched closer. The urge to bolt fizzled in my legs but my drilled lessons to remain polite at all costs overruled. “It means a lot to me. It’s not just a watch.”


    “That so.” He laughed. “In that case, I’ll hold it for you for safe keeping.”


    My eyebrow rose. “Hold it?” I had no intention of giving this man my father’s final present. Cupping my fingers protectively around the red and white wristband, I shook my head. “I don’t plan on giving it to you.”


    “Oh, it’s not a matter of giving.” One second his hands were by his sides. The next they were on my throat. “It’s a matter of taking.”


    My fingers soared to scratch; my mouth opened to scream. But he didn’t strangle me softly—he didn’t work up to murder. He committed it with swiftness and strength.


    Vice-like hands blocked my windpipe. Tears spilled as my brain gave way to hypoxia and shock. My arms became useless paddles. My legs turned from kicking missiles to pointless sticks. My head roared, and it seemed only a second where I was alive and breathing and then dead and…not.


    Even when I came to in a garage below the party, with his vile lips on mine blowing air into my deflated corpse, all I noticed was my wrist was bare.


    My watch was gone.


    My childhood stripped away.


    He’d not only stolen my life but my nickname, father, and happiness, too.


    * * * * *


    I fell asleep with soft caresses into welcoming arms of memories. Good ones, bad ones…ones that reminded me I’d been a girl once and not this dying slave.


    I didn’t have heart palpations at the thought of yet another day in hell. I didn’t break out in a cold sweat wishing I could retreat into sleep and never wake again.


    However, that wasn’t how I woke.


    The reoccurring nightmare disturbed me first, heralding my fingers to my empty wrist, the common pang of loss lacerating my heart, and homesickness carving a hole in my soul.


    But none of that mattered as a sultry purr saved me from my heart stabbing itself over and over with the past, giving me an order I could hold onto.


    “Come back, Pimlico. Now.”


    Sleep swirled away, trading the night I lost my life with a hard mattress and contented relaxation even with a stranger in my bed.


    How long had I been away from this existence? How long had Mr. Prest let me rest? And how much longer before Master A bombed his patience and came for me?


    I blinked as Mr. Prest swung his legs to the floor, his hands balled beside him. “Stand up. Immediately.”


    Finally, a command I could obey without a second thought.


    I didn’t have to return to full awareness—merely the automation of a slave.


    Dropping my eyes from his hissing dragon, I sat up and prepared to slip to the carpet.


    However, his bark stopped me mid uncurl. “Don’t get on the floor. Stand on the bed. Hold the frame if you need to.”


    Okay…


    Unfolding, I planted my feet on the unstable ground and stood.


    He grunted as my full body opened to him.


    The bare pussy that Master A demanded I shave. The concave stomach of a starving girl. The small breasts of a woman with no spare fat or hips to be feminine. I wasn’t attractive. Not curvy or bootylicious like the pop singers I’d danced to a few years ago.


    I loved nothing about me when staring in the mirror. Including the discoloured purple, green, and blue decorating me from top to toe. My bandaged hand ached as I spread my fingers for balance as if the minor air displacement would help me soar.


    I dared look at him.


    No matter his odd way of hurting me and attempts at robbing my mind, I still feared he’d snap and be like all the rest. He’d been so oddly kind, letting me sleep when he could’ve used me for his pleasure.


    I don’t understand.


    To him, I was nothing more than a possession he was happy playing with. But what if he grew bored? What would he do then?


    Then again, maybe I was wrong. Maybe, he truly didn’t want to rape me and merely wanted to talk. Perhaps, he’d let me rest because, beneath his shady business and contracts of armoured yachts and warheads, he had some decency left.


    He paced my bedroom floor, rearranging his erection unabashedly, but he didn’t look at my bare form or mottled injuries. His eyes never wavered from my face, drinking in the way I watched him, biting his lip harder as I went against all my vows and sucked in an audible breath.


    We didn’t speak.


    Just stared.


    Me standing like some fallen from grace goddess and him like some devil worshipper doing his best to find the light.


    Time stretched on but he didn’t stop pacing. His jaw tensed, his throat worked, and his body twitched as he worked through whatever thoughts he chased.


    The longer we stared, the more awake I became.


    Whatever chemistry existed between us became tainted—different.


    My ideas of using him for freedom seemed ridiculous now I wasn’t so fuzzy headed and afraid.


    He should leave before Master A killed him. This charade has gone on long enough.


    “Fuck.” His head fell back as a low growl escaped his bitten lips. “I have no idea what I’m doing here.”


    I shivered with a mixture of disgust and enthrallment.


    Did he want me to care? Did he want me to sympathise with his confusion?


    I won’t.


    I was grateful for the small reprieve he’d given but I wouldn’t forget what he’d done before. He’d made me retreat to protect myself. He’d proven he didn’t understand the word no, even if I never verbally said it.


    I huffed, ignoring the urge to cross my arms and cock my chin at the door.


    You can leave whenever you want.


    “Is it screwed up that I find you stunning? Is it fucked up that I don’t care you’re not standing naked because you want to…only because I ordered you to.” He resumed his pacing. “Shit, this was a bad idea.”


    His eyes flew to his blazer thrown over the edge of the bed.


    Huh, he must’ve picked it up. It was on the floor when I’d fallen asleep.


    His face contorted as if battling the desire to get dressed and leave or stripping naked and finishing what he’d threatened.


    If I were any normal girl, I would’ve fallen to the mattress and covered myself from his lewd stare. To answer his dilemma and force him to choose the first option and leave.


    But I wasn’t and I hadn’t been given instruction to fold, so I remained standing, even when he paced away with his trousers and belt jangling, entering my bathroom to splash cold water on his brow.


    With no door hiding him, I continued staring.


    Not that he cared.


    What had he been thinking about while I slept? Whatever it was had put him on edge.


    Had Master A attempted to come in? Did Mr. Prest do something I didn’t know about?


    So many questions with no voice to ask.


    After swishing his face, he wiped back his hair and buckled his belt. His eyes found mine in the mirror, black with secrets. He didn’t turn away as he dried the final droplets on his hands using the small towel by the sink.


    Entering the bedroom, he sat on the stool that complemented the dressing table I never used. Linking his fingers between his thighs, he leaned forward, planting his feet on the white carpet. “Come here.”


    Rebellion shook its head, but I fought it down.


    These games he played were starting to intrigue me, despite myself. My desire to disappear and avoid him faded, forcing me to remain here with him…for better or for worse.


    “Pim, come.”


    His heavy timbre forced my limbs to move. I leapt off the bed, hiding my wince as my bruised body did its best to cushion such a stupid activity.


    He crooked his finger, summoning me closer. “Don’t be afraid.”


    I didn’t make a sound as I padded naked and barefoot to stand before him.


    My broken hand hung loosely by my side while my right tightened into a fist, forcing myself to let go of my confusion and questions, becoming mute in both thoughts and body.


    Mr. Prest looked up.


    With him sitting down, it gave me a few inches above him. But I didn’t for a second believe he’d given me any control over what would happen next.


    His voice was a seductive whisper. “I won’t force you to do something you don’t like if you promise you won’t vanish on me again. Deal?”


    No.


    Yes.


    Who the hell are you?


    “You’re confused by what we did together, but you didn’t mind it as much as you think you should.”


    Stop putting words in my mouth.


    My toes clutched the carpet as I dropped my gaze, hoping he wouldn’t be able to read me.


    “Seeing as you won’t tell me your thoughts, I’ll tell you mine.” He shifted a little on the stool. “I entered into this deal with Alrik because he has contacts I want. However, in my research, I found he’s a sick fuck who’s killed four other women he claimed were his lovers and has never been prosecuted. He’s also dispatched a few men, but that’s none of your concern. When I dove deeper into the autopsy reports, claims of long-term abuse were prevalent yet still not avenged.”


    His hand flashed out, curling around my hip. “He comes from three generations of money. His great-grandfather was in steel manufacturing, his grandfather gambled the stock market well, and his father died young, leaving all of it to him. He’s swindled most of it away, and I did my part in taking a fair chunk off him. However, I knew nothing of you. He kept you hidden. And fuck if that doesn’t piss me off. In my line of work, I need to know everything there is about a person. Now, I know more than enough just from spending time with you.”


    He looked at where he touched me.


    My skin crawled and heated, utterly confused if it should find some margin of joy from being touched or throw up at being held.


    “I came here tonight wanting to fuck you. But I see now that I’ve got all I can out of Alrik. I won’t screw you over too because as idiotic as it sounds, I feel something. I don’t understand it, and it doesn’t make a fucking difference, but there is something between us.”


    My nostrils flared.


    He felt it, too?


    Holding his palm away from my hip, he hovered a few millimetres from connecting. The longer he hovered there, the deeper the tingle from my flesh to his became.


    “Feel that?” His eyes captured mine. “Because I do. And it makes me so fucking mad because I can’t seem to resist you.” His hand clamped onto my side again, dragging me into the prison of his spread legs. “The moment I saw you and knew what you were, I wanted you. I don’t care that you’re locked here against your will. I don’t care that I should do the right thing and free you.” His fingers dug harder. “Know why?”


    Because you’re just like them.


    “Because I’ve lost everything that made me human a long time ago. I shamed myself. I have no fucking honour. I take and take and take. I steal. And when I steal, I find something worth living for. So you see, silent mouse, I’m not here to be the gentleman. I want my answers, and then I’ll leave and never look back.”


    His fingers bit into a swirling orange bruise from Master A’s shoe. “I want you out of my mind. Out of my head. Do I make myself clear?”


    Wait…you thought about me?


    Those three days since we met, I’d been in his mind like he’d been in mine?


    My lips twitched to think we’d both thought about each other, not with affection or desire, but with hate for different reasons. He hated the smidgen of power I had over his body. I hated him for the end he represented to my life.


    I fought a shiver as he brought me forward with biting pressure, pressing my bare pussy against his tattooed chest. “I’d planned on giving you something in return. So at least I wouldn’t have stolen everything; that I would’ve paid in some small measure. I wanted to give you an orgasm. But I see now…you won’t let me.”


    It’s not that I won’t…it’s that I can’t.


    The expensive material of his trousers tickled my legs as he tightened his knees, keeping me trapped. “You truly are the worst sort of woman, Pimlico.”


    What?


    I jerked back, fighting his grip.


    He chuckled. “Don’t be offended. I meant it as a compliment.”


    You suck at compliments.


    “Want to know why you’re the worst?”


    My forehead furrowed.


    No…


    Okay, fine.


    “You’re the worst because you’re an addiction. You have so many secrets that all I want to do is rip them out. You have secrets even you don’t know. It takes all my fucking willpower not to do what he does and hurt you to pry them free.”


    For all his pompous judgement of Master A’s murdering escapades, he was as bad, maybe worse, than the monster I belonged to.


    That hurt more than I thought.


    Men are all the same.


    “That surprises you, I see.”


    You saw nothing.


    “Are you more surprised that I have the urge to beat you, that I fight the desire to fuck you, but I’m going to walk out that door without laying a finger on you? Or are you more surprised that I’m honest and told you how obsessed I’ve already become with you?”


    His touch spread from my hip to my belly button. Never looking away, he pressed his fingertip into the indent in my stomach, pushing hard, somehow activating a thread of pleasure I never knew existed.


    I hated sex.


    I only knew pain when it came to fucking, and pain did not turn me on. Even the one instance where fumbling fingers and sloppy kisses had conjured any sort of desire was overshadowed by the fact that Scott (my first and only two-week boyfriend) had used me just like any man.


    He might not have sampled my body but he’d used my mind. Copying my answers on his homework, asking me to help him cheat his exams.


    Maybe all of this is my fault, and I just let men use me?


    Not just men.


    My mother had used me as her perfect daughter.


    A killer had used me as a convenient sale.


    Why should Mr. Prest be any different?


    He interrupted my dark thoughts. “The thing is, you’ll never understand me, just as I won’t understand you. I don’t talk much, either. I prefer silence. I find it grants more than takes away.”


    I tilted my chin in disagreement.


    You’re pretty talkative currently.


    His eyelids hooded as his arm wrapped around my back, dragging me forward. His nose skimmed my belly. “You’re right. For some reason, I talk enough for both of us when I’m around you. Let’s just say, I like to talk when in bed. Sex is where the truth comes out, regardless of what we try to hide.”


    We aren’t in bed…


    His excuse made no sense.


    “Fuck, what am I saying?” Launching from the stool, he paced toward the door. “I need to go.”


    Go?!


    But you can’t…not until I figure out how to use you to free me.


    The rigid outline of another erection showed in his slacks. He hadn’t put on his t-shirt and his tattoo was just as impressive with the dragon’s tail flickering with impatience over his liver as it was from the front protecting his heart.


    “Ah fuck, I can’t. Not until I’ve—” Yanking a hand through his hair, he exhaled heavily. “Shit, I shouldn’t—”


    Stopping by the mattress, he shook his head and once again crooked his finger. “Fuck it. Come here. There’s something I need to do.”


    My feet glued to the carpet.


    Do what, exactly?


    Did it matter? I was running out of chances to make him want me enough to steal me. He’d already admitted he wanted me in ways he shouldn’t. I needed gumption to use that addiction against him.


    I took a step forward.


    He smiled, sharp and as dangerous as his dragon. “Good girl. A little closer.”


    I narrowed my eyes, studying him as his hands opened and closed by his thighs. He looked back and forth between me and his blazer, once again guilt and bewilderment on his face.


    Whatever he wanted to do would pain him as well as me.


    What is he afraid of?


    Curiosity was stronger than my fear.


    I tiptoed toward him.
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    WHAT THE FUCK are you doing?


    I turned off my mind.


    I couldn’t control my body or its pounding lust as Pimlico padded closer, but I could switch off the berating questions of my sanity.


    I’d promised myself I wouldn’t do this. While she slept and the desire to take what I wanted snowballed, I’d chained myself with obedience.


    Fucking good my self-control turned out to be.


    I’m allowed one of everything.


    And I wanted one of this.


    So. Fucking. Much.


    But this goes against—


    I shut off my thoughts.


    Even if it was wrong, I’d never have it again. I needed to know what it felt like before I walked out the bloody door and never looked back. After this, I would leave. I wouldn’t wait for Alrik to bulldoze through our sanctuary and steal his slave.


    He could have her.


    She was too much for me.


    Too much work, too much temptation, far too much addiction. I was glad Selix had hung around with the car because the sooner I was out of here, the better for everyone.


    When Pim reached my side, I pointed at the bed. “Sit down.”


    Unlike her other fractiousness, she obeyed immediately.


    Her thighs hid the place she’d touched so unwilling, her ribcage pressed against her skin as she breathed faster with uncertainty.


    She looked so goddamn beautiful even while bordering broken.


    Looming over her, I paused.


    If I did this, I would be slaughtering more than one law in my world. I would pay for it for months afterward.


    But if I didn’t do this, I would forever wonder, and I didn’t like fucking wondering. It was a waste of time. Time I needed to dedicate to my empire. I’d take this one last thing from her and then…it was over.


    Never looking away, I slammed to my knees.


    She gasped as we became eye-level and every wildness inside me told me to flip her over and fuck her. Just take what I wanted.


    But she would shut down like before.


    She’d bury herself deep.


    And I didn’t want to claim her body.


    I wanted her mind.


    She was wily and adaptive and this was the only way I could harness a piece of her and make her stay.


    I just didn’t know how much of myself I would give up in the process.
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    HIS HANDS CAME up.


    I jerked away, but his strong fingers lashed around the back of my head, keeping me pinned. Familiar terror froze me as the button for pain doused my senses. I couldn’t stop it. I’d been brutalised too many times to override such an instinctual shutting down.


    “I won’t hurt you.” His breath kissed me first. His promise did nothing to calm my nerves. The way he kneeled before me twined barbwire through my heart, making it bleed. In that one small position, he gave me more power, more respect than I’d ever been given.


    It gutted me.


    But then his lips landed on mine.


    And the world slammed to a stop before spinning wildly in the wrong direction.


    I didn’t know what to do, how to act.


    Should I pull back?


    Bite him?


    Give in to him?


    I froze.


    Should I flee?


    Hide?


    Sink down where he couldn’t touch me?


    I shivered.


    I couldn’t do anything because his lips were the perfect collar, keeping me leashed tight and trembling.


    First, his questions had worn me down, and now, he’d finally taken something physical.


    A kiss.


    His tongue slipped into my mouth.


    My chin arched on its own accord, desperate for passion even when I didn’t know what it was. Bubbling, bulldozing heat whipped like horse-galloping chariots in my blood.


    Master A rarely kissed me, and if he did, it was wet and wrong. But this…there was nothing wrong about this. Peculiar, definitely. Astounding, absolutely. But wrong, not at all.


    My lips sparked for a different type of kiss from a different type of man, but for some reason, Mr. Prest stopped.


    His mouth feathered on mine as if testing to see how far he’d pushed me, how far he’d pushed himself. His eyes blazed with the need to stop. But his lips beckoned me to start and never cease.


    I wanted him to stop.


    I needed him to stop.


    But a small microscopic part of me denied my lies. My heart shook its head, reaching out for more tenderness, knowing without being told that this was the only time I would receive such a thing.


    If I didn’t let myself live in this second, while a handsome stranger gave me something I’d forever thought was lost, then I was an idiot.


    I did want this.


    I needed this.


    I deserve this.


    “Do you want me to kiss you? Will you let me take one thing from you?”


    Once again, his question was meant to trip me up and force me to reply.


    He was good.


    He’d befuddled my mind with dreams and kisses and now expected me to nod with permission.


    But I’d been silent for too long to slip.


    Instead of nodding or pulling away, I remained where I was. Our breaths mingling, our bodies tingling, and the chemistry that’d made us aware of each other from the beginning dragging us faster into its charm.


    He half-smiled, huffing in impatience. “You really won’t talk, even though you know I’m not like him.”


    I stared into his eyes, forcibly ignoring the call to answer.


    I expected him to end the kiss he’d bestowed, to stand up and stalk away. But his gaze dove deeper, tearing past my unruliness, finding something he accepted.


    “Fuck, you’re strong.” His lips landed on mine again.


    His fingers tightened around my face, holding me firm. His hold was both comforting and a shackle.


    Most of me wanted to run.


    But as his tongue once again teased my mouth, I let go of what I should and shouldn’t do. In two years, I’d never allowed myself to think I was broken. I wasn’t broken. I was still alive. But I knew something Mr. Prest did not.


    Master A wouldn’t care that his guest hadn’t slept with me. He wouldn’t care that nothing had truly happened between us. He would kill me anyway.


    I’d been his most expensive trophy, but tonight was the night another man tarnished me, and I’d slipped from mantel to box.


    To a coffin.


    My heart jangled as if trapped in a money jar, desperate to feel something good before more bad could find me. I leaned into the kiss, giving him a soundless reply that yes, I wanted him to kiss me, that yes, I was grateful for what he’d given me, even though I still loathed him for using my father’s nickname for me.


    The kiss changed from foreign to welcoming; our bodies fell together. His hands slipped from my face to my hair, yanking my head to kiss me harder. My fingers—both usable and broken—looped around his wrists, holding onto him rather than pushing away.


    I never thought I’d find something so singular and sweet.


    But I had.


    He’d found me.


    He’d given me one night of demands and acceptance, and this was goodbye.


    All control drained from my body as my head lolled in his hold. I gave up entirely. Whatever this was, I didn’t want it to end.


    His lips pressed mine harder, encouraging sparks as our mouths never stilled.


    I shifted restlessly, desperately as my attention riveted to his dexterous tongue and masterful manipulation.


    He forced me on a strange tide where I no longer listened to the outside world but my inner one.


    The one I’d lost touch with since I was murdered and bought. The one that was so much bigger than the universe I lived in.


    The slow incineration quickened as our mouths turned hungry and messy. There was no synchronisation anymore.


    “Do you feel it, Pim?” He panted between kisses. “Do you feel your body preparing for me?” His voice switched to a growl, his lips brutal on mine. “Shit, I want you.”


    My back bowed as he jerked me forward into his embrace.


    Something happened to me.


    I was no longer on the same path.


    I’d stepped off it.


    No, I’d been dragged off it. By this man.


    This sinful angel who’d somehow become my defender and liberator all in one.


    I didn’t know him.


    But I wanted to.


    He’d saved my life by giving me a second of happiness. I wanted him to remain in my life. But I knew that wasn’t possible.


    He practically hissed with heat. I couldn’t think while he looked at me like that, kissed me like that, stole everything from me like that.


    His tongue slid leisurely along my bottom lip, making me crave what he gave so recklessly. I wanted his tongue on me, inside me, consuming me. I wanted things I didn’t understand or ever thought I’d contemplate.


    His heavy-lidded glower was furious, angry, full of lust, lust, lust. He screamed sex. But not rape. Sex. Consensual sex—so far from the realm of everything I knew.


    His chest rippled as his hand cupped my cheek again. His belly tightened, making his dragon smoke and sizzle.


    “I’ve finally made you talk, Pim.” The glitter in his gaze danced with knowledge. “Your body likes me, even if you don’t.”


    The surge of complicated, unknown emotions battered me just as nastily as Master A’s fists. I didn’t know why, but in that second, I was devastated—not from the pleasure he’d given, but the low that would hit so damn hard once he left.


    I wanted to live in this moment for eternity.


    I wanted to find self-worth and happiness in this false togetherness. I wanted companionship but by wanting that, it made me weak because I wanted to lean on him after leaning on myself for so, so long.


    I liked him.


    He kissed me again, stopping my thoughts and forcing me to accept him on a deeper level than I ever intended.


    I was no longer a slave or imprisoned or trapped.


    I was kissed.


    Kissed.


    Mr. Prest slowly pulled away, taking his heat, warmth, and protection with him.


    That was…I didn’t have words.


    Exquisite?


    Devine?


    Terrifying?


    I hovered in the final bliss of the best thing I’d been given in so long, plummeting into lethargy so heavy and consuming, I struggled to keep my eyes open. What had he done to me? Why did I feel drugged and obsessed and so, so tired?


    He didn’t move.


    His gaze waged war with things far too deep and dangerous for just a kiss, and I was grateful when he shook his head, carefully masking whatever had happened.


    His lips arranged into a self-satisfied smirk. “I take it that was your first?”


    My cheeks heated.


    I closed my eyes, already coming down from the torrential high he’d shown me.


    His knuckles nudged my chin, startling my gaze to open.


    “How many other firsts have you been denied?”


    What…what do you mean?


    Standing from his kneeling position, he sat on the bed and ran a hand over his mouth.


    Something hot and needy sprang to life inside me. I didn’t know what it was, but it was tentative but strong, confused but focused.


    Twisting to face me, he pressed his fingertip against my forehead. “Has someone made you wet just by talking to you? Telling you what they’re about to do? Giving explicit detail of what they like about your body, what you sound like, taste like, beg like?” He bowed closer, his baritone making me drunk. “Whispering how fucking much they need to be inside you until you shatter the instant touch is given?”


    Wow…


    The shock and power of his voice almost made me forget my muteness. My head shifted slightly side to side in a very clear and none permitted no.


    He exhaled heavily. “I take it that’s another first. Finally answering a question.” His teeth flashed in the low-lights. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell.”


    The strange thing was, I believed him. He hated Master A almost as much as I did. He wouldn’t run to him and spill whatever we’d just done. It wouldn’t benefit him in any way.


    I stiffened as his finger dropped from my forehead, along my nose, to my lips. “How about this first?” His head lowered, his mouth landing on mine for another brief kiss. “Has anyone kissed you so fucking hard you’re bruised when you come up for air? Has anyone kissed you for fucking hours, tormenting you until you’re drenched for his cock?”


    God, stop.


    I pressed my lips together. A slight tenderness existed from his attentions.


    This time, I fought the urge to reply, but he read the way my tongue licked the redness he’d graced me with.


    I shivered as he swayed upward, removing the temptation of his kiss.


    The talk of firsts and the indescribable way he spoke about them shoved aside my circumstances and made me wish.


    Wish for a life to indulge in firsts. Rather than wish for death to end them.


    His finger moved again, leaving my mouth to trail along my chin, neck, to my breasts. Cupping one, he murmured, “What about here, Pim? Has anyone sucked so fucking hard on your nipple it swells and stings? Anyone bit until you cried for mercy or clamped toys on you, making you obey all commands?” His touch rolled my nipple, squeezing just a little.


    No…


    My breathing turned into a gasp as his fingertip followed the soft curve of my breast, to my ribcage, waist, finally tracing my belly button. His intense gaze hinted he wished to touch me between my legs, but he wouldn’t.


    Caught up in the insane web we’d woven, I trembled as he said, “I wanted to give you another first. I wanted to make you come. I see now it would’ve been impossible for you because you’ve never felt true pleasure.”


    His forehead furrowed. “There are so many firsts to explore with your pussy, Pim. Have you ever felt a man’s tongue inside you? His mouth on your clit? What about his fingers so fucking deep inside you, you forget how to be human and become an animal instead?”


    The tightening in my limbs layered me with yet more sultry seduction.


    “I want to give you so many firsts.” He leaned toward me, his eyes hooded, his mouth only millimetres from mine. “I want to—”


    Disaster struck.


    The door exploded inward.


    Shrapnel clattered as hinges buckled and wood panels splintered.


    No!


    Tony’s grunts ripped through the silence as he destroyed the entryway with a baseball bat—demolishing the one thing protecting us.


    Master A stood behind him, barking instructions.


    My heart sprinted from the tentative wandering in paradise and slammed back into its prison.


    No, no, no!


    That was why he’d given us so much time. Why Mr. Prest had the privilege of lying beside me unhurt.


    Master A called for backup.


    “What the fuck?” Mr. Prest launched himself upright, his body sprung and ready for a fight. “Get the hell out. I’m not done.”


    I shrivelled as Master A stalked into the room. In his hand, he held a gun.


    I’d never seen him with the black revolver, but the way he wielded it—with confidence and precision—said he wasn’t a stranger to such things.


    His gaze leapt between my nakedness and Mr. Prest's trouser-clad form. “Did you have fun fucking my slave?” He cocked his head condescendingly, glaring at me. “Did you behave, Pim?”


    I looked down, hiding behind sleep-tangled hair.


    Fuck off, you mutant!


    The usual proverbial sword and shield I fought with had been stupidly abandoned during Mr. Prest’s wicked kiss.


    I didn’t have the strength to fight anymore. To live in hatred and pain anymore.


    Nonsensical questions ran riot as I did my best to sink into mute protection.


    How long had Mr. Prest let me rest all while tracing the sweetest strokes on my back? How much time had we wasted that could’ve been spent kissing before Master A arrived to tear us apart?


    It doesn’t matter.


    It’s over.


    I was on my own again. Like always.


    Mr. Prest sucked in a breath. “Did you not hear me? I. Said. I’m. Not. Done.”


    “Oh, yes you fucking are.” Master A turned brick-red with rage as his hand trembled around the gun. “Get out. I want that yacht, Mr. Prest, but I’ve paid you more than enough. Leave!”


    My shoulders slumped as a crystal-clear conclusion hit me. My plans to use Mr. Prest to free me vanished. He would never free me. He had a contract with my owner, and that contract trumped whatever silly kiss we’d just enjoyed.


    Don’t ask him for more.


    It would be your fault if he died.


    Tears stung my eyes as Master A stalked forward. He barely looked at me, obsessed at kicking this trespasser from his house.


    The fact he’d waited for Tony to act as support reaffirmed what a spineless coward he was. He couldn’t stomach facing Mr. Prest on his own.


    The muzzle of the gun came up, pointing squarely at his dragon tattoo.


    Memories of Mr. Prest telling me the murder count of my cowardly owner sent catastrophic energy into my legs. I knew my fate. I accepted it. But I wouldn’t let another bleed for me—even if he wasn’t innocent of crime.


    Mr. Prest was the only man who’d been nice to me.


    I won’t watch him die.


    Instinct controlled my body. Impulse overrode sanity and submission. I did something I’d never done. And I didn’t do it for me.


    I did it for him.


    Dashing forward, I placed myself in front of the thief who’d kissed me. In front of the gun. In front of whatever would happen to me because of my bold stupidity.


    The room shot silent.


    I froze solid.


    Horror at what I’d just done compounded with lead weights, making me sink, sink, sink with fear.


    Tony’s mouth gaped as his watery gaze gawked. “Holy shit.”


    Master A’s eyes literally popped from his head. He spluttered in livid disgust, “Get the fuck out of the way, Pim. I’ll deal with you later.”


    My shoulders squared, not caring my naked form would offer no protection. There’d been no one to stand up for me. I would die. But at least the sad cycle would be over.


    The terror at what I’d live through rolled my spine as I fought the urge to step away and obey. I didn’t know why I stood up for a man twice my size with so many more skills at staying alive than me.


    But I did.


    It was my last attempt at being Tasmin before Pimlico was gone.


    Don’t shoot him.


    Let him go.


    Mr. Prest yanked me back and behind him, wrapping his naked arm around me. “She’s confused. I ordered her to protect me if you fucking barged in.” His fingers dug into my skin. “Don’t hurt her for a command I gave.”


    You’re lying.


    He’s trying to protect you.


    “Oh, she’ll be hurt all right. Don’t you worry about that. All you need to worry about is getting your fucking ass out of my house. Right now!” Master A’s finger teased the trigger, pointing directly at Mr. Prest’s tattoo. Cocking his head at the mess Tony had made of the door, he yelled, “I want you out!”


    “It’s not dawn.”


    “Don’t care.”


    “She’s mine until I go.”


    “Wrong.” Master A’s hand whitened around the gun. “She’s mine, asshole. I won’t ask again.”


    Mr. Prest didn’t budge. He just crossed his arms.


    I tiptoed from behind him, wanting to be in position to either run or kneel—needing to do something to cease this tense situation.


    Master A changed tactics. His blue eyes smiled cruelly as he swung the gun’s muzzle from the interloper to me.


    I stiffened.


    “You have something I want, Mr. Prest. Count yourself fucking lucky because if you didn’t, I would’ve shot you the moment you took my Pimlico. However, wanting something is your issue, too.”


    I gasped as everything blackened with impending murder.


    The sinister hole where a bullet would fire hypnotised me. I couldn’t look away.


    If this were the most humane way it would end, so be it. I’d had my first proper kiss. I’d been treated well for the first time in years. If this was the epilogue on my awful, awful story, I was fine with that.


    My muscles relaxed, ready to accept the tearing, lacerating, excruciating lead.


    Please, let it be a clean shot.


    “You want this whore.” Master A waggled the weapon. “You want her enough to keep her alive. I’ll gladly fucking kill her if it makes you obey our deal.”


    Do it.


    Get it over with.


    Mr. Prest’s face turned monstrous. “You’d kill your own slave rather than give me a few more hours?”


    “Absolutely.” His reply was instantaneous. “So, what’s it gonna be? Her or you. I’ve been tolerant enough. She needs a fucking shower to rid your filth and then a reminder who she belongs to.”


    Just shoot me.


    I didn’t want a reminder. I didn’t want anyone touching me ever again.


    Mr. Prest glowered. “You’re a cunt.”


    Master A bared his teeth. “What’s it gonna be?”


    “You won’t do it.”


    “I won’t?” His forehead furrowed with rage. “You want me to fucking prove it?”


    He’ll do it.


    Maybe, that was Mr. Prest’s plan? To have me shot so he could walk away, knowing I wouldn’t suffer anymore? He said he wouldn’t care about my treatment—that we all had personal demons to bear.


    It was merciful to dispatch me this way.


    Master A stomped toward me and fisted my hair, jerking me close. “Let’s see how much she bleeds, shall we?”


    Mr. Prest took a step, forgetting himself as fury coated his features. “Get your hands off her.”


    The cool threat of death lodged against my temple as Master A grunted, “My patience is done.” He stabbed me harder with the gun.


    The tang of metal shot up my nose.


    “Say goodbye to the whore. Keep your fucking yacht, I don’t—”


    “Stop!” Mr. Prest dropped his arms, splaying his hands in surrender. “Don’t kill her.” His gaze locked on mine, full of livid acrimony and apology. “You’ve just made the worst mistake of your life, Alrik Åsbjörn.”


    The gun twisted against my head. The round bruise numbed my skull where a bullet would ricochet and end me.


    “Wrong, Elder. You did. Give me what I want—what I motherfucking paid for—and I’ll forget this ever happened.”


    Mr. Prest laughed. The sound landed aggressively on the floor, smoking with icy mirth and arctic promises. “Fourth time you used my name.” Storming forward, he snapped, “You’ve just fucked me off, Alrik and that is not a good thing to fucking do.”


    Swiping his blazer and t-shirt from the carpet, he gave me a look. “I thought I could do it. I thought I could watch you die. But I won’t. Your life is yours and I won’t meddle in it anymore.”


    He shook his head. “So much for more firsts, Pim. I’m sorry.”


    Master A’s red face flowed like lava as he harpooned the air with the gun. “Out!”


    “You’ll regret this.” Mr. Prest lowered his jaw, watching him from murderous eyes. “I’ll make you curse everything that you are.” Pointing a finger at me, he snarled, “Don’t fucking hurt her. It’s my fault—not hers. Let me fix my own mistakes.” Throwing me one last unreadable look, he vanished out the door.


    Wait, you can’t go!


    The moment he’d disappeared, Master A smirked. “I guess I won that, huh? Shit, that makes me hard.” He kissed my cheek. “Get in the shower. I have something special planned for you.” With the threat lingering in the air, he pushed me away and followed his unwanted guest, leaving me alone with Tony.


    Tony—the asshole who’d shared me too many times—blew me a heinous kiss. “Do what he says, sweetie. The games will begin as soon as that bastard is gone.” He turned to go, then paused. A loud cackle fell from his lips. Bending over, he scooped up the knife Mr. Prest had stolen from the garage.


    My heart sank even further into quicksand.


    Shit.


    Tony whipped around, tapping the blade against the baseball bat he’d beaten the door with. “Hiding contraband now, sweetness?” His chuckle sickened me. “We’ll just add that to the tally of your bad behaviour and make sure you learn your lesson.”


    He saluted me with the knife. “See you soon.”


    He left.


    His steps echoed as he skipped down the stairs, cracking the baseball bat on the banister.


    A panic attack swooped in on killing wings, suffocating me instantly.


    I can’t breathe.


    The room squeezed.


    Stagnant unhappiness rained.


    Tears ran backward down my throat as I forbid them to stream from my eyes.


    I was grateful Master A had gone.


    But I screamed at the hole Mr. Prest left behind. A hole that’d been warm and almost content for a few stolen hours now whistled with gales of cavernous fear.


    Did he really just walk out the door?


    Without a goodbye?


    Without a…


    What?


    A thank you?


    What did you expect? He gave you pleasure. He let you sleep peacefully. He gave you more gifts than anyone, and you expect more from him?


    I laughed soundlessly. I was an idiot. A dead idiot.


    I sucked air as my pulse two-stepped than four-stepped, desperately trying to calm.


    You don’t have time for this!


    Breathe!


    The moment Mr. Prest was kicked from the house, Master A would return. And he wouldn’t have the gun with him. He’d have much more inventive ways to kill me. Ways that gave him entertainment and pleasure.


    If only he’d left the weapon on the bed.


    I would’ve grabbed it, turned the muzzle on myself, wrapped my fingers around the trigger, and said goodbye.


    I would’ve traded any hope of heaven by committing suicide just for the tease of finally being free from this purgatory. I would welcome death with frost feathered wings, hoping I’d paid enough atonement for a better life.


    How will I survive this?


    As my mind ran riot, and my body continued to suffocate on terror, I compiled a last will and testament in my head.


    Not that I had anything to give.


    I flew back to the past and my room in London, reliving dinners with my mother at our window bay table and sneaking in trash TV when I was supposed to be doing homework. I went over my meagre childish belongings that, at the time, had felt so important and were now completely inconsequential.


    To my mother, I bequeath my rare collection of English stamps. To my friend, Amanda, I leave my DVD collection of Anne of Green Gables—


    Stop it, Mouse. Just…stop it.


    I winced.


    I’d called myself Mouse—just like Mr. Prest. I’d spent too long in my memories, too long with a man who made me remember another way of living.


    I collapsed in shock and horror, stumbling to the mattress but landing on my knees instead. My heart pulled out its drum set to crash on castanets and cymbals.


    Don’t let him hurt me. Not again.


    I would’ve preferred to be shot.


    A hundred times over.


    I wanted my first kiss to be my final memory. I wanted to go into a never-ending sleep where I found my father and he had my Minnie Mouse watch. I wanted so many things that I would never earn.


    But as much as my heart ached, and I wished to hate Mr. Prest for making me live if only for a moment before death, I couldn’t despise him. He’d done what he said and got me out of his system. He’d kissed me to rid any hold I had over him.


    He’d given me no other promises. In fact, his only oath was that he would use me and then leave me.


    He’d upheld that oath.


    I wasn’t his.


    I was Master A’s, and the rental agreement was up.


    Fighting back abandonment and foolishness far, far painful than any abusive wounds I’d suffered, my world once again went dark as I closed my eyes and prepared to meet my end.


    I grabbed the sheet, yanking it to cover myself. However, something crinkly fluttered with the whiteness, landing on the floor beside me.


    The shock of something unknown interrupted my panic attack.


    What on earth?


    Hiccupping, I sat upright. My hands shook as I picked up the dollar bill.


    An American dollar bill.


    But it wasn’t folded like normal money. It wasn’t flat or creased in half like other well-transacted currency. This was in the shape of a tiny butterfly complete with wings and delicate feelers.


    The light green of the note gave the illusion the wings were made of thread and ink while its body cocooned with the numerical value of paper wealth.


    It’s so pretty.


    But where did it come from?


    The answer was obvious.


    Him.


    But why?


    Fingering the linen parchment, I flashed with anger. My panic attack faded, finding strength once again. Was this Mr. Prest’s way of paying me for what we’d done? Was I only worth a dollar to him?


    Instead of pretty origami, all I saw was something cheap. Something that made me cheap.


    Was our kiss that worthless?


    Tossing it away, the flash of black writing begged me to unfold it.


    I didn’t relish the notion of destroying the creation—even if it was demeaning—but curiosity itched too hard. I scooped up the little butterfly, then tugged on the folded lines to reveal the note inside.


    Scrawled with masculine penmanship the letter read:


    I came here to get you out of my thoughts. But you fell asleep, and I’m beginning to doubt I will ever achieve that. For a man like me, that is an issue. Therefore, I’m leaving the moment you wake up.


    Goodbye, silent one.


    That was it.


    No odes of promises to come back or hints that he’d request to share me again. He’d had his one night and been honest enough that I wasn’t enough to capture his attention.


    His words sharpened until they glittered with stinging barbs, delivering venom into my heart.


    Don’t hate him.


    Don’t die with hatred.


    If that was the only pleasure I had, at least I knew what it felt like.


    I have to tell No One.


    I have to write it down so I never forget.


    Mr. Prest would become a figment of my imagination, locked forever in my toilet paper novel.


    I wouldn’t tell anyone about him.


    I wouldn’t grow to know him or care for him.


    Just one more reason why I would remain silent forever, holding my secrets.


    Until the end.
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    HOW DARE HE fucking throw me out!


    Did he think our deal would proceed as planned after such bloody rudeness? Did he honestly think I wouldn’t rip him into motherfucking pieces for the lack of respect he’d shown?


    I’d hurt him for what he’d done to Pim, but I’d kill him for what he’d done to me. No one was permitted such intolerable insolence.


    If he’d given me a few more minutes, I would’ve walked out the damn door on my own accord.


    I would’ve run because of his slave.


    That kiss…shit.


    I should never have done that.


    Big mistake.


    Huge fucking mistake.


    And now, Alrik had committed his own.


    Dawn had only just broken, but I wanted out of that white hellhole. Touching her? Tasting her? Fuck me, it was more than I could handle. I had no intention of being alone with her again because I knew my issues and I knew what would happen if I did.


    I was glad she belonged to another.


    This way, I had no way of going back for seconds.


    For an awful moment, I’d wanted him to shoot her. I pictured the bullet tearing into her brain and the light in her eyes snuffing out. She’d be gone and I’d be granted absolution.


    If she was dead, she was free from me and Alrik.


    I was so fucking close to letting him pull the trigger.


    But even though the right thing to do was put her out of her misery, I didn’t have the balls to have her death on my conscience.


    I already had enough shame to devour me.


    I couldn’t handle anymore.


    No, I left because she wasn’t my problem.


    Her life—no matter if it was full of hell or happiness—was not my issue.


    She’s. Not. Mine.


    I had to believe that and accept it if I had any chance of being somewhat sane.


    I’d had my fill.


    Done.


    Over.


    “Sir?” Selix leapt from the car as I stalked toward him, slinging my jacket on. The pockets crunched with things I’d pillaged as I did up the middle button. The poor guy (true to his word) had spent the night waiting. He knew I preferred to do business on my own. I could handle my safety if a double cross went down—I didn’t need him for that. But I was grateful he was here to get me as far as fucking possible from this place and Pim.


    She’ll be hurt.


    Not my problem.


    He might kill her.


    Not my problem.


    When I’d taken her upstairs, I’d done so with the promise to kill her afterward.


    I hadn’t kept that promise.


    What did it matter if it was me or Alrik who finally did it? Who cared if I was there to watch or back on the ocean where I belonged?


    Fuck!


    Selix cleared his throat. “Everything okay?”


    Nothing’s okay.


    “I want to leave. Immediately.” I jerked hands through my hair. “Is the yacht ready?”


    He opened the rear door. “Yes. All prepped and ready for sail.”


    “Good. I want to leave this shitty country as soon as I can.”


    “I’ll call ahead. Make sure we leave the moment you step on board.” He closed the door, encasing me in the black sedan before dashing to the driver’s side.


    Taking one last look at Pim’s prison, I muttered, “Take me to Phantom. Now.”
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    DEAR NO ONE,


    I don’t know what happened.


    All my notes and confessions to you…they’ve vanished. Did you take them? Please, tell me you took them. I can handle that. Tell me you’re sick of me writing to you, and you flushed them down the toilet, or burned them, or tossed them out the window.


    Tell me anything as long as it isn’t that Master A found you.


    Don’t tell me that!


    They were there before breakfast yesterday. I checked.


    I didn’t check last night as Mr. Prest kept me company.


    But now, I’ve lost you.


    I don’t want to lose you!


    Oh, no. I hear him coming.


    Shit, No One…what if he—


    


    “You damn little bitch.” Master A shot across the room, snatched up my letter, and shredded it into confetti.


    No!


    My heart screamed as if he’d murdered a living, breathing friend.


    “All this time, you’ve been writing and hiding it from me!”


    Stop!


    I cowered, slipping off the bed to bow on the floor. Any humanity and self-awareness I’d earned thanks to a few hours with Mr. Prest disappeared. I slithered back into my role as slave, pressing my forehead against the carpet.


    Don’t hurt me.


    Just kill me.


    I wished for freedom. I begged for happiness. But I wouldn’t find either of those here, especially now my notes to No One had vanished and Mr. Prest was gone.


    He’d left, knowing what I’d suffer—understanding how severe my punishment would be from him touching me.


    It’s not fair!


    None of this is right.


    “You fucking hid these from me!” He held out his hand even as shredded words dripped from his fingers. “Give me the rest. Now!”


    Tears slipped over my nose, seeping into the white strands beneath me. I ought to be relieved. Master A hadn’t been the one to take them.


    He wasn’t a good liar. He preferred to gloat too much.


    That meant the thief was Mr. Prest.


    Why?


    How could he?


    A slap painted my cheek. “Give me the other pages, Pim. Don’t make me ask again.”


    I don’t have them, you asshole!


    How could Mr. Prest take my last possessions? Not after he stole everything with his kiss…


    How had he found them?


    While you slept. While you trusted.


    That isn’t possible.


    Is it?


    “Silence won’t keep your secrets this time.” Master A paced, his body hyped on adrenaline. “Don’t tell me where they are. I’ll tear your room apart and find them myself.” Ducking to his haunches, he hissed, “And when I do, the punishment will be the second most painful thing you’ll live through.”


    Wait, second?


    What’s the first?


    What a stupid question!


    My nostrils flared as my mind tried to untangle the puzzle.


    Confusion kept me befuddled, prone for his fist as it sailed through the air, connecting with an awful thunk on the side of my skull.


    Oh, God…


    The agony. The pressure. The throb.


    Wrapping my hands over my head, I toppled sideways, biting my tongue to stop from crying.


    “You can avoid that, if you tell me where the rest are. I’ll give you one last chance.”


    I blinked back stars as my eyes shot around my room, doing my best to spot the pages before he could.


    If Mr. Prest had found them, why did he take them? Maybe he didn’t know what the paper was and left them on my dresser or abandoned on the floor? Was that what the dollar butterfly was for? As payment for my darkest, deepest innermost thoughts?


    He’s a thief.


    He took my first kiss.


    Just like he took my novel.


    But why?


    “Answer me!” Master A punched me again.


    Stars became sunbursts, obliterating my vision completely.


    Every inch of me wanted to crawl, run, sprint away. I couldn’t stop my mind racing.


    Why did he steal my treasured words?


    To read my emotions and laugh? Laugh at my stupidity and slavery?


    He said he would forget about me.


    Why take something to remember me by?


    My hands scrabbled at the carpet as I rode through the current wave of agony. The unfolded dollar butterfly brushed my fingers—just as broken as I’d become.


    Snatching it, I used it as a talisman of hope. As long as I held it, I would survive.


    I hoisted myself forward, doing my best to move away from abuse.


    Squatting by my head, he chuckled. “Trying to crawl from me, sweet Pim? Stupid girl. You know there’s nowhere to go; nowhere to hide. A few hours with that son of a bitch and you’re already ruined.”


    My stomach roiled with nausea as he stood up again.


    “But don’t worry. I’ll make sure you remember who your master is and what happens when you forget.”


    My lips parted for sour oxygen as he strode from the room, his cold laughter trailing after him.


    What will he do?


    I don’t want to know.


    In the few minutes I was alone, I didn’t bother trying to sit up. I stayed curled on my side, nursing my dizzy, pounding head, and clutching my single dollar.


    He came back.


    I managed to suffocate my sob as my gaze fell on what rested in his hands. He’d swapped the black revolver for the thing I hated the most.


    The noose.


    The noose he used to hang me like a four-pointed star off his ceiling. The noose he used as a leash, a collar, and disciplinary tool.


    My most hated enemy.


    I scrambled backward as he grabbed my hair, twisting it around his wrist. “You’re going to learn, Pim. You don’t want to talk? Fine. Don’t fucking talk. Write your stupid notes to a diary that doesn’t give a shit about you. Even lie to me and hide it. All of that is forgivable because you’re mine, sweet little Pimlico, and being mine means I’m possessive of your mind but lenient, too.”


    His fingers tightened, tearing a few strands from my scalp. “But if you think you can spend the night with a fucking stranger, lay beside him, fantasise about having his fucking cock inside you, and keep what you said to him a secret, think again.”


    Wrapping the coarse rope around my neck, he tugged hard. “You’re going to tell me what happened. You’re going to fucking spill, Pim. I’ve been patient enough. You talked to him, didn’t you?” Spittle flew from his mouth as he dragged me from my room and down the corridor. “You want him to be your master and not me. You can’t deny it.”


    Carpet burned my hands and knees as I did my best to keep up but failed.


    My teeth clacked together as he wrenched me down the staircase. I lost my footing, bouncing downward as he clutched the noose, choking me as I came to a stop in a jumble of body parts at the bottom. My joints bellowed but I never let go of my dollar butterfly.


    “Get the fuck up.” Tugging the rope, he forced me to my knees.


    I flicked through the almanac of my pain, seeing if there were new entries to fear. My broken hand screamed, but nothing else seemed to be shattered.


    “I’m going to teach you—”


    Bing bong.


    He froze as the doorbell tore through the house.


    I panted, unable to stop the torrent of tears now they’d begun.


    He came back!


    Thank everything that’s holy, he came back.


    However, while I celebrated with relief, Master A grinned with depravity. “Ah, perfect timing.”


    Wait, what timing?


    Who’s at the door?


    Panic hissed through my blood as more terror than I’d ever known befell me.


    No!


    Stop!


    My fingers flew to my neck (broken hand and all), clawing at the tight coarseness.


    Get it off!


    I can’t do this anymore!


    Master A jerked the rope hard as if I were an unruly horse tethered with reins. “Stop that!” He headed into the lounge, dragging me behind him—cutting off my air supply as the noose grew tighter and tighter.


    My eyes bugged as pressure built in my already throbbing head.


    Wrenching me into the middle of the space with tight little jerks, he tied me to the coffee table leg. “Stay.”


    I couldn’t stop my satanic hope as he disappeared to answer the front door.


    Please, let it be him.


    Every click of his shoes, I begged for it to be Mr. Prest.


    Was it wrong that I’d given up hoping for freedom and would settle for a new master instead? Freedom was unattainable, but a new owner might be feasible.


    If he returned for me, he could keep me. I wouldn’t try to run or kill him.


    Just save me and I’m yours.


    But I was stupid.


    Instincts knew the truth. Master A was happy not furious.


    Tony lurked in the kitchen, watching me with nefarious eyes. “You ready for some fun, Pim?”


    I clutched my folded dollar as male voices sailed to my ears, echoing with two sets of footfalls.


    “I’m glad you’re here.” Master A appeared, smiling at his friend.


    Every last hope and stupid notion of a pain-free end evaporated.


    Darryl.


    “Hey, mate.” Tony slithered toward him, slapping Darryl on the back.


    “Gonna have us a party, huh?” Darryl grinned. “Where is the little fiend?”


    “Right there.” Master A pointed in my direction.


    Darryl’s gaze fell on me, his fingers tightening around the black duffel he carried. “Hello, Pimlico. Been a bad girl, I hear.” His dirty blond hair matched Master A’s, making them brothers in sin if not in blood.


    “Very bad, I’m afraid,” Master A muttered. “The minute that bastard delivers what I paid for, he’s dead. If I didn’t need his product so much, I would’ve killed him the second he entered my house.”


    “What’s so good about what he can make, anyway?” Tony wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “It’s just a boat.”


    Master A snarled, “It’s not just a boat. It’s a floating city. No, it’s more than that. It’s an ark, you idiot. And I need fucking protection.”


    Darryl smirked. “You finally run out of money, A? Loan-sharks gonna come knocking?”


    “None of your damn business.” Master A suddenly laughed. “Let’s just say, the only sharks I want around me are the ones beneath my fully armoured yacht where I can nuke the shit out of them.”


    “Good one.” Tony guffawed.


    Their voices were as nauseating as razors on glass.


    I hated this part. The anticipation of what they’d do. The ease of conversation between friends before they hurt me just for fun.


    I looked behind them, tensing for Monty to join in. But there were no more visitors.


    I should be glad. Today, I only had to entertain three instead of four.


    You can do this.


    You’ve done it a hundred times before.


    So why did this feel so much worse?


    “Right, enough chit-chat. Let’s get started.” Undoing the rope from around the coffee table leg, Master A hoisted me upright with a yank and a well-placed kick to my thigh. The moment I went from ball to straight, he let the rope dangle between my naked breasts. “I can’t believe that bastard. He touched Pim. He touched my Pim. He was about to fuck her, the cunt.”


    That’s not true.


    And I couldn’t unscramble why I was frustrated with that. Why did he threaten me with sex but never follow through? Had I failed in some way? Did he decide I was too high risk to sleep with?


    If he was wary of sleeping with a slave girl because of diseases, he didn’t have to worry. I’d lost my virginity to this ogre and his friends all underwent tests before Master A let them near me.


    “He’s gone now. It’s time for her to pay.” Darryl licked his lips, pacing away with Master A and Tony, their heads bowed together, discussing my punishment.


    They loved this part—making me stew, building my terror.


    They muttered and cursed too low for comprehension. Occasionally, a loud swear rent through the room, widening my eyes. Finally, when the itch of the coarse rope around my neck became too much to bear, and my fingers turned white protecting my dollar butterfly, Master A slapped Darryl on the back. “Yes, you’re right. I didn’t want to, but I’m sick of giving her so many chances.” His gaze met mine, dark and depthless. “She doesn’t want to talk? Let’s give her that wish.”


    What?


    What does that mean?


    Tony stood back, crossing his arms as Darryl smirked. “Hear that, girl?” Pacing to the couch where he’d placed his black duffel, he unzipped it. “How cool is that?” Tugging something free, he kept it hidden as he moved toward me. “You’re the one who decided we’re not worthy of your voice. I think it’s only fair others aren’t privy to it, either.”


    Master A stuck his face in mine. “You spoke to him last night, didn’t you? You whispered to that fucker as he thrust his fingers inside you. You begged for more and pleaded for him to rescue you.” His hand shot into my hair, tearing a few more stands in his outrage. “Answer me, Pim. You’ll speak to him but not to me!?” A maniacal laugh fell from his lips. “Well, not for long. That Prest bastard is gone. Our contract is signed. And he’ll never see you again and for sure never hear you again.”


    Cackling like a mad beast, he snapped his fingers.


    Darryl came forward instantly.


    I jerked, looking between the two men and the horrendous item in Darryl’s hand.


    Large shears.


    The kind to cut bolts of fabric or slice through pieces of metal.


    I gulped.


    No…


    Squirming, I tried to wriggle away, but Master A punched the side of my head already swollen and tender. I fell to my knees, clutching the carpet as the room yawed and swayed. While my kneecaps hollered and my skull fought against cracking, I was helpless to prevent anything else.


    I was hopelessly lost as hands rolled me onto my back.


    Knees pinned my hips.


    And cold laughter filled my ears as rancid fingers pried open my mouth and pinched my tongue.


    Master A’s voice whispered around me. “You refuse to talk, my dear sweet Pim? Now, you’ll never talk again.”
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    DEAR NO ONE,


    Is it wrong that I still hate her?


    After a year of being someone’s toy, I should harbour no ill feelings to those who never hurt me. I should be grateful to my mother for giving me life—even if I hate it.


    I was lucky before I was sold. I had smiles and school and safety.


    But that’s gone now. And I hate that I didn’t appreciate what I had before it was stolen.


    He took my virginity without any pre-sex whispers with my mother or giggles over silly boyfriends. Not that she would’ve indulged me in such things. But now, we will never speak again. She doesn’t know me anymore. She has no idea what I’ve lived through. I hate that she isn’t there for me. I hate that she hasn’t searched and found me.


    I hate that I’m no longer her daughter.


    I’m his.


    I hate that I’m gone to her, but I’m still here.


    I’m still here, No One.


    Fading, crumbling, decaying.


    But still here.


    


    *


    


    DEAR NO ONE,


    Today, he broke a bone for the first time. You’d think I would be more afraid, more in pain. But I’m not.


    I expected this the moment Mr. Kewet killed me only metres away from my mother. The minute his fingers went around my throat and he stole my watch, I wasn’t living anymore—merely a corpse brought back to life to serve.


    He might have given me CPR, No One, and saved a few years of heartbeats, but I died that day and didn’t get back up.


    So what is a broken bone next to death?


    It’s nothing.


    I’m nothing.


    I just want it all to stop.


    *


    


    “Stop the car.”


    What the fuck am I doing?


    That question was getting bloody old.


    My fingers shook as I ripped through toilet paper scribbles, one after another. When I’d pushed my hands through the headboard last night, trying to get comfortable on Pimlico’s hard mattress, I’d found something soft sticking from a crack in the wood.


    Pimlico had distracted me from that first touch, and I’d kept busy writing a note and folding her the small origami gift. However, once the butterfly was formed, I couldn’t stop my fingers trailing back to what they’d found.


    I’d tugged.


    And a fucking storybook spewed into my hands.


    I should’ve stuffed it back where it belonged. I should’ve respected her privacy. But as the mute girl slept beside me, her breathing just as silent as everything else about her, I read a few lines.


    And I couldn’t fucking stop.


    I learned about her time in the trafficking hotel and a market-place called the QMB. I learned she’d lost her virginity to that raping bastard, Alrik. I learned about her hatred for her mother, her homesickness for her past, and just how desperate her world had become.


    My heart (that’d long ago calcified to the hardship of others) thudded for the pain she’d endured. She’d lived through more than anyone ought to face.


    However, it didn’t change facts.


    I’d bartered for one night with her. That was all I wanted. All I could have.


    So when she’d stirred, and guilt infested me for reading her private thoughts, I’d resumed stroking her skinny back. I’d shoved fistfuls of her pages into my blazer pocket because I had no other choice. It wasn’t right to take the only possession she had in a world where she had nothing—but that was who I was.


    A thief.


    With deeper issues I couldn’t control.


    I stole because I loved it.


    But also for another reason.


    Her story was mine now.


    I justified the robbery by tracing my fingers over the beads of her spine, following contusions and blurs, giving her sweetness after so long of none. I expected her to flinch and wake, but she’d burrowed into the sheets, murmuring unconsciously and giving me so much fucking trust.


    I’d found such reward in that. That she sought comfort in my touch even though I’d borrowed her from a master who treated her like shit.


    The partition between Selix and me slid down with a soft whir. “Sir? Did you just say turn around?”


    My fingers tightened over the soft papyrus where Pim had spilled her darkest confessions. “Yes. Now.”


    “But…you’ll miss—”


    “I don’t fucking care. Do it.”


    Every inch of me craved to go home. To feel the sea beneath my feet and put this shitty debacle, including the night I spent with Pim, in my wake. But I also couldn’t ignore that she would die because of me.


    She might already be dead.


    He could’ve shot her.


    It would’ve been kinder than other things he might do.


    I’d accepted her death, believing it was the best thing for everyone. But she’d paid too much. She was owed something better before dying so damn young.


    She was worth more than a bloody grave.


    So fucking what no one was there for me when I’d been at my lowest? So what no one had helped me?


    I could help her.


    I could do the right thing…for the first time in my godforsaken life.


    Her imaginary friend, No One, had cared for her up till now. And if I couldn’t protect her better than a fucking fictional entity, what sort of man did that make me?


    A coward?


    Cold-hearted?


    Honest about the fucked-up nature of the world?


    You could have her for yourself.


    The thought wasn’t new. She was a slave, after all. And I was a rich bloody bastard. I could buy her from him. I could keep her locked away to use whenever I wanted with no distractions from my company.


    The idea was far too appealing.


    She’d be a pet.


    An unseen, unknown pet. I wouldn’t have to take her for walks or give special treats. As long as she had food and a place to rest, she would have a much better quality of life with me than she ever would with Alrik.


    But why would I buy her when I could take her?


    I shouldn’t.


    I should leave before I hurt her more than Alrik ever could. But I’d lied when I’d folded the origami butterfly with my note inside.


    I couldn’t forget her until I’d taken what I needed from her. And what I needed wasn’t fulfilled yet.


    I want to fuck her.


    Once.


    A single time.


    Then, I could either sell her or free her. One thing was for sure, I wouldn’t keep her for long. It wasn’t possible for a man like me.


    But for a short while…


    “Yes, I’m sure. Turn around.”


    “Right away, sir.”


    Screw keeping business separate from pleasure.


    I was a thief.


    And I would steal the silent girl and make her talk.
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    MY HEART RELOCATED into my mouth, bouncing on my tongue like it was a damn trampoline, uncaring that the sharp shears would soon cut off the one piece I desperately wanted to keep.


    Was it odd that I wanted my tongue over a finger or toe?


    Was it wrong that thoughts of bargaining and offering up other parts ran riot in my mind?


    Take my pinkie.


    No, my index finger.


    Wait…take my big toe.


    Just don’t touch my tongue!


    I thrashed beneath Darryl’s weight as Master A moved over my head to hold me down. Wedging my skull between his knees, he stared at me, his face upside down.


    His lips moved, melding with the agony inside me.


    “I promised you what would happen if you didn’t talk to me one day, Pim. This is what will happen.”


    My broken hand flared as I pounded the floor and tried my hardest to squirm away. The dollar in my other palm wasn’t enough to bribe my way free.


    My struggles turned violent. But there were two men and one of me—men who’d eaten in the past twenty-four hours and had muscles that weren’t atrophied from malnutrition.


    I didn’t stand a chance.


    Darryl grinned as he opened and closed the shears with a flourish. The blades scraped together in a sinister hiss. “You ready?”


    No, no, no!


    His nails cut into my tongue as he held it firm, not letting my saliva lubricate his fingers. The piece of muscle grew dry the longer he kept it from my mouth.


    Don’t!


    The part of me I hadn’t used in so long was on death row. My silent curse would become reality.


    Even if I wanted, I’d never be able to speak again.


    I’d gone into this as silence being my weapon. A choice not to talk.


    Now that choice would be forever taken away.


    How could I tell the police what’d been done to me if I couldn’t speak? How could I beg another to help?


    My body quaked as I silently sobbed, tossing my head as much as I could in the confines of Master A’s knees.


    For a few hours, I’d been in the safety of another man’s control. A man who put even Master A in his place. Why, oh why, didn’t I talk to him when I had the chance? Why was I so damn stubborn? So afraid?


    I deserved this.


    I’d been so stupid.


    And now, I would never utter another word for the rest of my life.


    At least I still had my fingers. I could write. I could tell my tale.


    But my tale has vanished!


    Years of stolen memories.


    Perhaps this, right here, was the point where I gave up. Where I admitted I was broken and done. Maybe once they cut out my tongue, I would die from blood loss, and it would finally be over.


    Please, be finally over.


    It might not be as painless as the gun, but it would give the desired result.


    The fight in my limbs faded. Not from accepting the inevitable, but because I literally had nothing left. I couldn’t win. I’d never been able to win. All I could do was stop and accept.


    Finally accept that Tasmin was dead and Pimlico would be, too.


    The moment I ceased thrashing, Darryl laughed. “Finally realised you can’t stop this, huh, pretty whore?”


    You’ll rot in Hell.


    My eyes narrowed as he yanked on my tongue, pulling it further from my lips.


    He smirked. “How about one word for your master? One little word…”


    Master A chuckled. “Yes, go on, Pim. One word and I’ll reconsider not cutting out your tongue.” He bent and kissed my forehead, his hair tickling my nose. “If I like your voice, I’ll let you keep it.”


    The dilemma sat heavy.


    If I did this, he’d finally won. My imprisonment would include willingly screaming or answering his torturing questions. If he broke me down to utter one word, he could do two and three and four.


    He would never let me be silent again.


    Or I could take my self-imposed silence for real. Like a devout religious follower denouncing all monetary wealth and entering a nunnery, no longer just practicing their faith but becoming their faith.


    I would be mute no longer by choice but by disability.


    Was I vain enough to hate the thought of not being perfect anymore? Or strong enough to accept that it was the price I had to pay to win?


    Master A’s fingers pinched my cheeks. “Make up your mind, Pimlico. You have ten seconds to decide.” He looked at Darryl. “Cut on one. If she tries to speak, let her have her tongue to do so.”


    “Got it, A.”


    My heart started a countdown, marking each second with dynamite as Master A said, “Ten…”


    Should I speak?


    “Nine...”


    What should I say?


    “Eight…”


    What word will keep me safe?


    “Seven…”


    Do I truly want him to win this way?


    “Six…”


    How quickly will I die if I refuse?


    “Five...”


    Will I drown in my own blood?


    “Four…”


    Make a decision!


    Darryl’s fingers tightened, the faint taint of copper filled my mouth as his nail dug deeper, pulling my tongue out as far as possible.


    Do it!


    One word.


    How about: Help. Or mercy. Or please.


    “Three.”


    I saturated my lungs with oxygen, inhaling hard for the first time, knowing I would finally transform air into sound waves through the magic of human engineering.


    “Two…”


    I shook my head, eyes wild with promise that I’d talk.


    The men paused, eyebrows arched, but Darryl didn’t release my tongue. “Go on, Pim…one little noise. Show us you’ll obey before you get your tongue back.”


    A noise was easier than a word. He’d torn worse from me before.


    I obeyed.


    The tattered moan rose with rust and misuse, vibrating strangely in my chest.


    Master A smeared terror-soaked sweat from my skin. “Good girl. You finally obeyed.” Kissing my forehead, he whispered, “Pity for you…I don’t really like the sound of your voice.”


    Slapping my cheek, he nodded at Darryl. “One.”


    He cut.
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    THE CAR STOPPED.


    I climbed out.


    The front door was locked.


    I used my skills as a burglar to gain entry within seconds.


    The instant I entered, the alarm shredded my eardrums with a shrill alert.


    I ignored it, stalking forward through despicable corridors.


    The white house mocked me as I erupted from foyer to lounge.


    And then suddenly, I no longer saw white.


    But red.


    Lots and lots of red.


    I didn’t pause to think. I didn’t second-guess. I let the instincts I’d spent years trying to dull rage into being; muscle memory took over.


    Along with my sordid past, I’d done things that’d evolved me from thief to killer, from killer to assassin, from assassin to heartless stealer of souls. Fighting had always been more than just a hobby. It’d been in my past for generations. And because of my unique personality flaws, I’d become a master at it.


    My hand formed a blade, my fingers tight and long, locked together like a machete. I brought the weapon in a swinging arc right onto the juggler of the man sitting on top of Pimlico.


    He toppled sideways, unconscious from the single blow.


    Pimlico didn’t move as blood poured down her front, drenching her nakedness. A pair of large scissors fell from the unconscious man’s hand, clattering to the floor.


    “What the fuck!?” Alrik shot to his feet, leaving his girl to bleed all over the carpet. Moving away, he gave me the opportunity to get closer to her.


    The man who’d hacked down the bedroom door with a baseball bat lunged at me, swinging the same knife I’d taken from the garage. “You freak! You’re dead meat.”


    Normally, I would have fun with such an idiot. I would parry and feint, slowly wearing the assailant down until he begged for the fight to end.


    But Pim needed me.


    It took one tiny thought.


    One second, the man stabbed air, doing his best to gut me. The next, the knife was twisted from his hand into mine and the hilt buried in his stomach.


    He screamed as I slashed his insides before yanking out the knife and impaling it in his heart.


    His gaze lost focus the moment I tore through the muscle keeping him alive. However, it didn’t stop his body pumping blood and unspooling intestines as he collapsed onto the carpet.


    Pimlico scrambled back, her eyes as large as twin moons.


    The man was dead. He was no longer worth my time.


    Her gaze met mine, wild and agonised. Blood rivered from her mouth.


    What had they done to her? What fucking monster did such a thing?


    You’ve done worse.


    Yes, I had. I wouldn’t deny it.


    But never to a woman.


    Never to an innocent woman.


    Dropping to my haunches, I pulled her into a sitting position, cradling her against my chest.


    I didn’t care about the blood.


    All I cared about was making sure she’d survive longer than a few minutes so I could do what I should’ve done at the beginning when this asshole contacted me.


    Kill him.


    Screw the contract.


    Screw the fucking money.


    He’s dead.


    Alrik gaped like a koi carp at his dead friend with his guts coiled on the floor. His other friend remained unconscious beside him. “You bastard!” Shaking his head in denial, he back-stepped into the kitchen.


    I let him go.


    Most likely he had another gun stashed somewhere. He thought he had power over me with such a useless weapon.


    Idiotic asshole.


    Wielding a pistol wouldn’t save him from me. Bullets didn’t stand a chance with the methods of killing I'd been taught.


    Discounting him, I pried open Pimlico’s mouth.


    Blood made everything slippery and slick.


    She winced, tears mixing with her bloody mouth as I forced her to show me what they’d done.


    From previous experience, I knew what bled so copiously.


    The tongue.


    And because I wasn't stupid, I understood why they’d do such a thing. She refused to talk. I’d made suspicions bellow that she spoke to me instead of him.


    Why hadn’t she talked to me?


    Was this the reason? Because she knew I would leave and did her best to avoid the upcoming brutality?


    This was my fault.


    I’d done this.


    But at least, I’d come back to fucking fix it.


    Pimlico struggled in my arms as I traced the damage to her tongue. I expected to find a severed piece of meat, but I hadn’t been too late.


    A huge slice had cut her a third of the way through the muscle.


    It would hurt. It would continue bleeding. But she wouldn’t lose the power of speech. And she wouldn’t die…hopefully.


    “You’ll be okay.” Picking her up, I laid her on the white couch, taking supreme satisfaction as dark crimson rained over the pristine surfaces. “Stay there. I have to finish a few things.”


    Alrik had vanished, but banging came from the pantry as he grabbed whatever he could to make him safe.


    I let him. I didn’t chase him to start the war before he was armed.


    I wasn’t that type of person.


    He wanted a fight.


    I'd fight.


    However, the asshole who’d cut Pimlico’s tongue didn’t deserve such respect.


    Pim’s eyes locked onto mine as I strode toward the unconscious man and grabbed the scissors from beside him. My thumb smeared the still warm blood from the girl I couldn’t stop thinking about and fisted the bronze handles.


    Pim gasped, holding her mouth, doing her best to contain morbid ruby streams.


    I shook my head. “Don’t swallow. Just let it flow. I’ve got you. Just a few more minutes, then we’ll leave.”


    Leave to go where?


    My yacht?


    A hospital?


    I’d decide when it was time. For now, I had other things on my mind.


    She didn’t relax. How could she with such an injury? But her eyes dropped from mine to the shears in my fist.


    She didn’t speak, but I heard her question through the arch of her eyebrow and shimmering hate in her gaze.


    What are you going to do?


    I lowered my jaw, watching her beneath my brow. “I’m going to kill him.”


    That was the only warning I gave her. Dropping to my knee, I jammed the heavy blades through the throat of the man who’d hurt the woman I’d steal.


    The shears were sharp.


    His neck was supple.


    The two met and did what supple and sharp did.


    His throat sliced open, revealing the innards of gristle and esophagus before blood welled and joined the mess of Pimlico’s in an avalanche of red.


    A gunshot exploded above my head, whistling past and embedding in the large oval window behind me.


    The glass shattered, raining outward, letting sea breezes enter the otherwise calm space.


    “Get the fuck out of my house and I won’t kill you.” Alrik shuffled from the kitchen, both hands on his pistol, his fingers shaking on the trigger.


    He still thought I’d deliver what he’d paid for.


    Even after this.


    I laughed. “If you were half the man you think you are, you would’ve shot me.”


    He scowled. “I’m a better man because I didn’t.”


    “No, you’re just a greedy bastard who still thinks our deal will go through.”


    He blanched. “I paid. You agreed. Of course, it will go through. I need that fucking yacht!”


    “Need and deserve are two entirely different things.” Moving around the couch, I trailed my fingers briefly over Pimlico’s blood-soaked cheek. “Our deal was void the moment you mutilated a young girl.”


    “She’s mine to do with as—”


    “As you please.” Raising my hand, I painted her red, red life-force on my cheekbone, dousing myself in the pain of the person I was protecting—just like those of my lineage. We’d fought for empresses and queens. We’d given our lives in the service of others and avenged those who’d wronged us.


    This was no different.


    The many lessons I’d indulged in came back, flowing like magical memories through my veins. I missed my sword, but my hands would do in this case.


    “You went too far this time, Alrik.”


    “You have no authority to tell me what I can and cannot do.”


    “Yes.” I moved closer to him. “I do.”


    His arms trembled. “Think again.”


    The flinch of his muscles gave me all the warning I needed. He pulled the trigger and another bullet did its best to break the fabric of air and speed.


    I ducked effortlessly then charged forward, ploughing into him with my shoulder, crunching him against the kitchen bench.


    All the oxygen in his lungs exploded. The solid thud of his spine hitting marble had a good probability of leaving him disabled.


    He dropped to his knees, only to scramble breathlessly back to his feet.


    Didn’t disable him, after all.


    Oh well, no loss.


    My brain turned off as I reached forward and plucked the nuisance gun from his grip. I tossed it onto the couch beside Pimlico.


    Immediately, she crawled for it, holding her mouth with one hand and doing her best to support the heavy weight of the black pistol with the other.


    I wanted to tell her I’d protect her, help her, but my intentions weren’t that of a kind man. I’d come to steal not free.


    She didn’t need to know that. Not until I had her exactly where I wanted her. Not until she was healed.


    Alrik swung at my face now he’d been stripped of his weapon.


    His fist connected only because I let it.


    Pain was used as power in my training, giving animalistic instincts ammunition when bodily harm threatened.


    I could kill him fast or slow.


    If I had my way, it would be slow.


    But Pimlico wouldn’t last for the hours I’d like to torture. I didn’t have the time to starve him for years with mental and physical abuse. He was getting off fucking easy.


    For now, for her sake, it had to be quick.


    My hand soared forward; my fingers jammed into his larynx.


    He choked.


    While he buckled over, doing his best to suck in a breath, I grabbed his shoulders and crunched his face onto my knee.


    With killing hands, I seized his chin, ready to snap his spine.


    I was disappointed how fast three lives had been snuffed out. This cold dispatching did not satisfy me.


    But this wasn’t about me.


    It’s about her.


    A feral sound warbled behind me.


    I froze, looking over my shoulder.


    Pimlico draped over the back of the couch, blood everywhere, both hands holding the gun. She shook her head—the most response I’d ever earned—as her eyes dropped to Alrik scrambling in my hold.


    “You want to do it?”


    She nodded.


    Her shaking was too much. She wouldn’t be able to aim.


    But I wouldn’t deny the only thing she’d ever asked of me.


    “Fine.” Moving around Alrik’s body, I hoisted him up using his jaw and nape, threatening to break his neck. “Stand, you worthless sack of shit.”


    His feet slipped on the tiles, but he did his best to obey. “You don’t have to do this. You want more money? Have it all. You want her, take her. I don’t fucking care.”


    “It isn’t about that anymore.” I smiled. “It’s about karma and paying for what you’ve done. If it were up to me, you’d suffer for decades—just like you made Pim and countless other girls suffer. But we don’t have that luxury, so consider yourself fucking lucky.”


    Pimlico never took her eyes off him, her finger feathering the trigger. She gagged as more blood flowed, forcing her to vomit red over the back of the couch. Wiping tears away, the gun wobbled as she tensed to shoot.


    “Wait,” I ordered.


    Dragging Alrik toward her, I nodded as I kicked his leg to make him kneel and pressed his sweaty head against the muzzle of the gun. “Now, you can kill him.”


    She sucked in a gasp, scarlet rivulets staining her naked breasts. The look she gave me—so full of thanks and relief and vicious, vicious victory—clutched my gut. She was insidious in her hate; after two years of torture she’d won.


    My cock hardened, recognising the conqueror inside her. That was why I couldn’t forget her. Why I had to steal her.


    She was unique.


    My equal.


    Even though I’d never admit such things.


    “Do it, Pimlico. Slaughter him.” My voice ruffed with impatience and greed. “Finish it.”


    Alrik locked his hands in prayer. “Wait! Pim…sweet little Pim. Don’t do this. I love you!”


    She spat another wad of blood, splattering it all over his face. Her loathing told him exactly what she thought of his so-called love.


    Alrik squirmed, his temper once again getting him into trouble. “Why, you little bitch! I’ll whip you so fucking—”


    My fists clenched to punch the bastard. But hot rage settled over Pim, giving me a split-second warning to get out of the damn way.


    Dropping Alrik, I sidestepped to avoid an incorrect aim or ricochet. I jolted as the gun exploded.


    The scent of sulphur hit my nose as the boom of a bullet tore around the white lounge.


    For a second, Alrik stayed swaying where I’d placed him.


    Then, he fell.


    Dazed and confused, he stumbled as his hands came up to hold a newly formed hole in his belly.


    Pim stared. Shock merged with disbelief that she’d finally repaid him with pain.


    He screamed, “Fuck, you shot me! You sho—shot me.”


    She did but it’s not enough.


    It wasn’t a mortal wound.


    I had no intention of leaving here with any chance of him being found by paramedics.


    Taking a step forward, my fingers ached to finish it.


    But once again, Pim surprised me.


    She smiled with a gruesome red grin, pulling the trigger for a second time.


    Boom!


    The shot went into his cheekbone.


    Two holes but still alive.


    She’d missed his brain and heart.


    Alrik screamed harder, no longer stringing concise words together but howling for his life.


    Sobs wracked her body as adrenaline quickly switched to stupefaction.


    She’d pass out any second—I was shocked she hadn’t dropped already—but I didn’t want her to black out without seeing him dead.


    She needed to see that.


    I refused to let him haunt her.


    Moving around the couch, I kneeled beside her and took her trembling hands in mine.


    “Here, I’ll help you.”


    Alrik garbled, “No! Do—don’t!” Blood spewed from his cheek as he did his best to hold both wounds.


    His pleas didn’t register as I guided Pim’s rapidly failing strength and pointed the gun directly at his forehead. “Go ahead, silent mouse.”


    Her body jerked at my nickname for her, but her finger latched onto the trigger for a third time.


    Bang!


    Thrice was the charm.


    There were no screams, no begs—nothing but throbbing silence and the steady drip, drip, drip of her blood raining on the couch.


    Alrik turned from rapist to corpse, doing the world a favour by no longer breathing.


    She didn’t gloat over her kill.


    She didn’t cry or question.


    And I didn’t let her wallow in what she’d done.


    I had more important things to worry about—not about police or witnesses or other trivial things. No, much more important than that.


    The woman I’d come to claim was dying.


    I couldn’t permit that until I’d taken what I needed.


    Almost as if on cue, Pim dropped the gun by Alrik’s cadaver, toppling spent and fading over the settee.


    “Shit.” I caught her, bundling her into my arms and climbing from the furniture.


    Her skin no longer held pigment, looking blue and bloodless as I strode from the room. I gave no heed to the three men turning the lounge into a lake of gore. I only focused on the tiny but formidable woman in my embrace.


    “Stay with me, Pim. I’ve got you.”


    She didn’t respond as I marched through her prison and carried her over the threshold, stealing her from the white mansion into freedom.
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    IT HURT.


    So much.


    It was all I could think about. The only thing I could focus on.


    I washed in and out of blackness.


    My body wanted to sink and sink…to shut out the pain. But my willpower had waited too damn long for this.


    He’s dead.


    I killed him!


    I couldn’t sleep now.


    I’m free!


    But, oh my God, the agony.


    Mr. Prest’s arms around me couldn’t compete with the excruciating stinging of my tongue. Fresh air after two years of being locked away went unnoticed. The world and everyone in it were nothing as I lived in a torturous hell of warm oozing blood choking me and more pain than I thought possible.


    I couldn’t understand what was going on.


    I was outside!


    Away from the white mansion for the first time since Master A outbid my one million to buy myself.


    The crunch of pebbles beneath Mr. Prest’s shoes were muffled. The view of Master A’s house perched high on the cliff with ultimate sea views was hazy. I wanted to kiss the concrete of the driveway and dance in the soil where bright green bushes slept.


    The breeze. The salt. The screech of seabirds. So much chaos after so much silence.


    And I was too swaddled in agony to enjoy it.


    He’s dead.


    Darryl, too.


    Tony.


    All dead.


    Mr. Prest did what I’d dreamed of for years.


    Even that knowledge was muted and not quite real. I needed my tongue to stop drowning me in blood, so I could focus on this new reality.


    I just witnessed a murder. A gruesome, awful murder.


    I just committed murder. A cold-blooded revengeful kill.


    And I rejoiced!


    I didn’t suffer sadness for the deaths they endured. It was their karma. If anything, they didn’t endure enough. However, I couldn’t figure out what came next. Would Mr. Prest slay me, too? Why had he returned? What plans did he have for me to pay him back for his rescue?


    Should I run, scream, beg?


    I couldn’t do any of those things with my body quickly dying, but I needed to know, to prepare…what is my new fate?


    Along with a constant wash of copper, I struggled to breathe. My tongue had swollen to the size of a cruise liner. It didn’t listen to my commands to move. It merely sat, partially severed and agonising, distracting me from everything.


    Mr. Prest carried me to his car, ignoring the shocked look from a man with dark hair standing motionless, his eyes dancing up and down the driveway as if expecting law enforcement to appear at any moment.


    “Sir…”


    “No questions.” Mr. Prest waited until the man opened the vehicle then jumped inside. He didn’t speak again as he manhandled me, sitting down all while keeping me in his arms. My blood decorated his cheekbone where he’d smeared it as war paint, daubing him as the devil I suspected while fresh crimson soaked like oil into his clothing.


    I shivered from pain and cold.


    Understanding without asking, Mr. Prest slid me across the black leather (no longer white and white and more white) and wrenched off his blazer. Draping it around me, he tucked in my arms, not caring my blood saturated his clothes and car.


    How much had I lost?


    How much could I afford to lose before I died?


    Already, I was light headed and wispy. My tongue continued to swell, blocking ability to swallow.


    For so long, I’d begged for death.


    And now that I was only heartbeats away from it, I didn’t want to go.


    I was free.


    I was in a world of colour rather than monochrome.


    I don’t want to die.


    If I wasn’t so confused and wracked with pain, I might’ve cared that this rescuer, this dark angel, saw me drooling and glassy eyed. He watched me fade in and out of unconsciousness.


    “Drive, Selix.”


    The muffled sound of a door closing happened a nanosecond before the car tore off with tyres screaming.


    “Where to, sir?”


    “Phantom. Call ahead. Tell Michaels to be ready.”


    “Right.”


    The sliding partition rose as Mr. Prest dragged my woozy form back into his arms. He kept me tight, acting as a seat-belt as the vehicle soared around corners and squealed down roads I’d never seen before.


    Breathing hard, he ran a death-dirty hand over his face, smearing blood over his brow and chin.


    I huddled in his embrace, trying to turn invisible all while gagging on flowing metallic.


    Oh, God, please let the pain stop.


    Please, don’t let me die.


    Not now.


    Mr. Prest looked down, catching my out of focus vision.


    Close your eyes.


    You’re safer that way.


    It was a stupid trick, pretending he couldn’t reach me when I couldn’t see him. But my loss of blood and strange vaporous agony gave whimsical fancy solid reasoning.


    Curling tighter in his arms, my skin prickled with intensity as Mr. Prest bowed his head, his hot breath skating over my bloody face. For the longest time, he sat there, still and silent, waiting for me to open my eyes.


    But I couldn’t.


    I can’t.


    I wished I was blind as well as mute. Deaf too, so I would never hear the squelching sound of my tongue being cut or the crunching of bones as he threw Master A against the kitchen bench.


    Finally, his patience ran out. Taking my chin, he guided my face upward.


    I was weak and queasy and had no choice, but I obeyed because I’d just witnessed what happened to those who angered him. He killed so quickly, so easily—it was nothing to him.


    I didn’t want to be nothing.


    I wanted to remain in his good graces. There, I might find a kind word or gentle stroke. I didn’t want more violence. I’d had enough to last me a lifetime.


    Mr. Prest cupped my jaw, his fingers slipping in sticky blood. “He deserved to die for what he did.”


    I agree.


    He deserved to die in a hundred ways.


    I didn’t move. No nod, no twitch. Nothing.


    He frowned. “I know you understand. What are you afraid of? You’re safe now.”


    Afraid?


    I’m afraid of you.


    I don’t know what’s worse, you or death. And I don’t know how to get answers before it’s too late.


    My eyelids fluttered as icy blackness stole over me, blanketing everything for a moment. Was that death? Or merely shock?


    I was vaguely aware of Mr. Prest growling at his chauffeur, “Drive faster, Selix.”


    The car lurched at his command, engine snarling.


    A few minutes passed.


    I danced between awake and unconscious.


    His voice dragged me back; his question made me open my eyes.


    “Are you grateful? That I saved you?”


    Tired, so, so tired.


    I stared.


    No.


    Yes.


    Thank you.


    He stared back, unable to stop waiting for an answer that would never come. Finally, he huffed. “Well, you shouldn’t be.”


    My heart tap-danced.


    The car bounced over a bump, pressing our bodies closer. His fingers dropped from my jaw to lash around my floppy wrist forming a new bridle, a new master, a new life in servitude. “I’m not the hero in this story, Pimlico. I’m another villain. You’d do best to remember that.”


    Looking down at the mess I’d made and the shackles of his touch, my eyes fell on the dollar bill he’d given me. I’d somehow managed to hold it while my tongue was severed and three lives were taken.


    He noticed too, stealing it from my tight grip. The green money now resembled a macabre tie-die with threads of dirty crimson. “You found my origami.”


    It’s mine.


    I couldn’t take my eyes off the one thing I had left.


    I didn’t care that it was money. I only cared that it was a gift and I wanted it more than anything.


    Sensing I needed it back like a child needed its favourite toy for comfort, he opened his palm.


    I snatched it.


    “It’s yours. I’ll fold you another when we’re home.”


    Home.


    Where was home?


    What was Phantom?


    Dark clouds stuffed my head with cotton wool and thunder storms. My eyelids drooped as I skidded into blackness again. However, as my vision stuttered and I clung to lucidity, something flashed white inside the breast pocket of the jacket I wore.


    Instantly, the fog lifted.


    I know that corner.


    My eyes shot to Mr. Prest.


    You did take them.


    My letters to No One.


    How dare you!


    Tucking bloody hair behind my ear, he smiled. “Yes, I stole them. But now, I’ve stolen you, so you can have them back.”


    Did you read them?


    Did you laugh at them?


    Is that why you returned—because you felt sorry for me?


    I shuddered, liking and loathing him. Grateful and confused. Shocked and shivering.


    His smile was rough. “You have every right to look at me like that. I took something you treasured but I won’t apologise.” His legs bunched beneath me. “I won’t apologise because I’ve just taken you and that is not a good thing.”


    I sucked in a breath, choking on blood.


    Why?


    Why is it not good?


    He’d rescued me. I was alive because of him. If he wanted me dead, he didn’t have to return.


    His voice hushed to a whisper as he cupped my cheek. “I will say I’m sorry for one thing.”


    I trembled as his thumb stroked me sweetly.


    “I’m sorry for what I’m about to do. I’m sorry for what I am. You’re worth pennies, but I’ll make you worth fucking millions. However, what I expect in return will be unpayable.”


    His face softened just a little, unable hide the ferocity he wielded. The sleekness he harnessed. The threats he promised. “We’re leaving this place and you’ll never be found. You belong to me.”


    His lips touched mine, smearing my blood between us. “Oh, and seeing as you’re mine now, you might as well call me Elder.”
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  Dollars Blurb


  


  


  Pimlico was stolen and sold all before her twenty-first birthday. 


  Two years with a master who almost killed her is over. 


  She has a new master now. 


  A master who demands everything, expects everything, and requires ultimate access to her mind. 


  


  Elder broke countless rules when he took the girl who wasn’t his. 


  She confuses and bewitches him, but his fascination won’t save her from his desires. 


  


  He wants to know her.


  She wants to forget. 


  Together…they’re doomed. 
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  THERE COMES A point in life where determination supersedes circumstance. Where willpower wins over what should be done.


  I’d lived in that point for two years. 


  I fought my battles silently. I lived in a war zone without a word. I didn’t do it consciously; I did it because I had no other choice. 


  My idiotic will to survive kept me living, even when I wanted to die. It kept me hoping, even when none existed. And every day granted punishment, especially when the dragon-tattooed stranger entered my prison. 


  He made it worse. 


  So, so much worse.


  But then he came back. 


  He stole me. 


  Just in time. 
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  ARRIVING AT THE dock relaxed me a little. 


  Not that I was tense. 


  Killing didn’t faze me. Stealing a bleeding, dying woman didn’t increase my heart rate. I’d done worse, seen worse, lived through worse. 


  It was just another day in my world.


  However, during the last few kilometres through downtown Crete, Pimlico had passed out again—either from pain or shock or loss of blood. 


  Most likely all three.


  I didn’t intend for my hard work to be for nothing. I wanted her. I wanted to keep her—for the time being—regardless of what it would do to me and the hourly struggle I would endure. 


  The second I’d set eyes on her, this was the path I’d chosen. It was inevitable for a man like me. 


  Her strength, her bruises…everything about her screamed for it to end, yet she still clung to hope. That blind faith, tolerance for forgiveness, and stupid belief she could win latched onto the obsessions inside me and made me care.


  I didn’t want to fucking care. About anyone anymore. It hurt too damn much. But Pimlico…she’d been given a shitty life and somehow still glowed with expectation that somehow, someway, she’d be free. 


  Free.


  I scoffed. 


  I’d stolen her with the intention of keeping her, not freeing her. 


  Her blood and silence forced me to answer that misplaced hope in her gaze but only to prove I could keep her alive and deliver a better kind of life, even while still belonging to someone.


  Me.


  She belongs to me now. 


  And that complicated my existence a shit ton. 


  Stalking up the large gangway, I left the dealing of the car to Selix (it had its own berth in the hold below) and strode aboard the luxury yacht valued in excess of two-hundred million dollars. The expensive gleam and untouchable power of such a vessel didn’t hold my attention nearly as much as the wraith in my arms. 


  Her blood soaked through my blazer, dousing me in crimson-wet violence, even as the rigging glittered with fresh white ropes and the timber balustrades gleamed with nautical speed. 


  Pimlico roused, blinking at the turquoise sea and the sudden flurry of white dressed staff as they flew around deck to cast off. Before, I’d liked their uniforms and how smart they made my home. Now, I hated all things fucking white. Lies and sins and abuse all hid in the achromatic palate. Alrik and his colour preference had ensured I’d change the dress code as soon as possible. 


  Pimlico flopped unconscious again, the bleeding from her mouth never ceasing. 


  Taking her to a mainland hospital was not an option. All the doctors in Crete were butchers. I didn’t live on the land for a reason. I hated conceited assholes and brain-dead morons who believed their opinion mattered to those around them. 


  Instead, I’d claimed the sea as my home. 


  I’d lived on her waves and swam in her belly every day for the past four years. Even when I was on earth, my feet still swayed to the current of the ocean. Being back on the gentle roll stole my escalating worry over what I’d sentenced myself to and allowed me to breathe fully for the first time since I’d disembarked five days ago.


  Five days was far too fucking long. 


  I needed to be far away from here. I needed empty horizons and lonely expanses. 


  Ignoring the staff who glanced my way then did a double take at the girl leaving ruby droplets in my wake, I entered the first-floor deck and pressed the silver button for the elevator.


  It yawned wide as if waiting for such a task and closed silently, descending the moment I touched button nine. 


  The mirrors on all four walls bounced my reflection back, showing a man who’d stepped over his boundaries of survivable circumstances. Already, the clawing inside me began. The repetitive thoughts of what I would expect from her in return for this. I’d fucked up my own life to save hers. 


  She owes me more than she can ever repay. 


  As the lift slowed and the doors opened, Michaels met me. 


  “Selix called ahead, told me to prep surgery. Give me the scoop.” He glanced at the stolen slave in my embrace. He didn’t flinch at the blood or look at me with accusation. Mainly because he knew me. He knew I inflicted violence to those who deserved it but did my best to prevent those who didn’t.


  Selix had once again proven his excessive salary was worth it by streamlining Pimlico’s arrival. “Her tongue is partially severed.”


  “But not fully?” Michaels narrowed his eyes, tipping her chin up with a gentle finger. “That’s workable.”


  His no-nonsense manner was appreciated. I’d headhunted the English doctor from a sabbatical in India. He was one of the best in his field, and his field included most surgeries and other complicated care. I trusted him—especially after what he’d done for me two years ago when my own fucking arrogance almost got me killed. 


  I clutched the unconscious girl tighter. “Severe blood loss. Multiple injuries—some old, some new. Doubt she’s seen a doctor in years.” 


  Michaels nodded. “Right-o. The surgery is all prepped. I’ll concentrate on her tongue before doing a full assessment.” Snapping his fingers, two nurses rolled a gurney forward, waiting until I’d placed Pimlico on the green material ready for the operating theatre. 


  My arms ached from carrying her, but I also ached for a different reason. I didn’t like that she was in so much pain. 


  Fuck, get your head together.


  If I let sympathy and protectiveness gather so soon into owning her, I wouldn’t last a week.


  “How long before you’ve fixed her?”


  Michaels scowled, his red hair and white complexion hinting at his Anglo-Saxon roots. “Hard to say until I’ve assessed what needs to be done. Come back in a few hours, and I’ll let you know.”


  Impatience snarled, but I fought it back. A few hours to halt death and keep her in my world? It was a small price to pay.


  With a curt nod, I left the sterile deck of medicine, heading back up to fresh air. It was a ritual I never broke. I had to be at the bow when leaving port. 


  My hands were slippery with Pim’s blood as I strode over an immaculate deck of oak, cherry, and teak. My mind raced with things I should be doing. The urge to take precautions –so I didn’t slip backward into my own personal hell—berated me. 


  Now Pimlico was mine, I had no way of ignoring my desires. She was close. She was on my boat. The sooner I accepted that I had access to her whenever I damn well wanted and put rules in place so I didn’t destroy us both, the better. 


  Not caring her blood stained my fingers, I dragged them through my hair as I stood at the front of the yacht. Engines growled below, propellers chopped the tide into sushi, slowly pushing the big beast into motion. 


  I looked over my shoulder at the bridge where my captain and his team handled my vessel with expert ministrations. Leaving port on such a big ship was never easy, and my heart thudded as Phantom nudged away from her mooring then leisurely opened up, heading toward the open seas. 


  As salty air replaced smog and the rock of a movable world deleted the landlocked mundane, I closed my eyes and forced myself to relax.


  The stickiness of Pim’s blood dried on my skin the faster Phantom flew. I would’ve given away my entire ill-gotten fortune to leap into the ocean and wash away the gore sticking to my flesh. However, I would have to be patient.


  Once we were far, far away, I’d get my wish. For now, I was happy saying goodbye to Crete.


  My thoughts turned inward to the dirt I’d climbed from, the mud I’d flung off my back, and the filth I’d invited into my world to survive.


  A few years ago, I’d found refuge in alleys, wielding a knife to protect the one person I cared about. Now, I stood on multimillion dollars’ worth of prestige with its silken decks, seamless windows, and bullet-shaped hull while glaring at the same mocking sun that’d watched me transform from penniless to prince. 


  Up until today, I’d accepted the man I’d become to make that happen. I was happy with the man I’d become. But Pimlico refused to leave my conscience—taunting me with memories of hardship, hunger, and helplessness. 


  She forced me to remember things I had no desire to recall all because she suffered the same way I had. Her prison included a home with a monster. My prison had included the streets with gangs. 


  Our similarities ended there. 


  Unlike her, who’d begged the devil for death and lived a half-life in a world she couldn’t escape, I’d cheated and stolen and built a bridge from destitution to untouchable. 


  Like her, I’d killed those who wronged me.


  I was fucking proud of her for that. 


  She’d surprised and impressed me when she’d pulled the trigger without any remorse.


  She was so bloody strong. 


  I wanted to see how deep that strength went. 


  It would be a little while before land fully disappeared, but by the time Pimlico woke up, she wouldn’t belong to terra firma anymore. 


  Not to Alrik or assholes or death. 


  No.


  By the time she woke up, she’d belong to me and the sea. 


  And there was no escape with water as her new prison and me as her new jailer.


  I’m sorry for what I’m about to do to you, Pim. 


  But you’re mine now. 
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  MY FIRST THOUGHT was of water and drinking and thirst. 


  My second thought was pain. 


  Pain. 


  Pain. 


  My hands flew up to hug my mouth. I wanted to cradle my butchered tongue. But someone grabbed my wrist, keeping me restrained. 


  “Ah, no touching. You need to keep all foreign items—including unwashed fingers—away from the wound.”


  My eyes widened as I blinked into focus a man with shaggy ginger-red hair. His eyes were the first I’d seen in so long that didn’t harbour sin or evil sickness. His handsome face was normal. He was normal. Not an ogre or troll. 


  He isn’t Mr. Prest.


  Where am I? 


  My gaze drifted down his doctor’s gown, searching for a nametag. 


  Nothing. 


  Not even a stethoscope around his neck or a thermometer peeking from his breast pocket. The only thing marring his clinical uniform was a horrendous splash of blood right over his chest. 


  He followed my glance. “Yes, you, eh, threw up on the operating table before I could administer anaesthetic.” He frowned. “Do you remember the events leading up to now?”


  Wait, did Mr. Prest drop me off at a hospital? 


  Am I free?


  My heart bounced in a cheerleading outfit to celebrate. 


  Taking my wrist, he counted my pulse, not looking at the bruises or rope-bracelets I’d long since grown used to. “You’ll feel a bit sluggish over the next few hours, but I’ll keep your pain managed with morphine. If you feel any discomfort, let me know, and I’ll do my best to help.”


  Discomfort?


  He thought whatever drugs he pumped into the IV piercing the back of my hand muted the agony?


  He’s obviously never had a partially severed tongue before. 


  The sensation was worse than any boot or fist. Stranger than any abuse I’d suffered. The muscle was swollen and thick and so different to what a tongue should feel like. 


  Inhaling through my nose, I instructed the damaged thing to move. I winced in agony as pulls of pressure from the sharp knots of stitches hit me hard. 


  Will it ever be more than a useless lump in my mouth? 


  Am I a bona fide mute, after all?


  He stood watching, shifting uncomfortably as the silence lingered. Once again, my power over quietness prevailed. I found sanctuary in the pause; I could live in its peace forever. 


  The only man who turned silence against me was Mr. Prest. 


  And he’s not here. 


  I didn’t know why my pulse quickened with anticipation then slowed with a thread of disappointment.


  Why is he not here?


  The doctor cleared his throat. “My name is Andrew Michaels. I’m the onboard surgeon. I oversee the small medical team here on the Phantom.”


  Onboard? So I’m not at a hospital? Not…free?


  Instead of worrying about my captivity, I focused on the name that’d sprung up before. 


  What is Phantom? 


  I stared harder into his eyes, ignoring the padding wedged beneath my chin to catch any drool and the awful steady throb in my mouth.


  Not noticing my mute request for more information, Michaels stepped around my recovery bed and pulled open a drawer to my right by the IV. 


  His hand disappeared inside, yanking free a pad of paper with the crest of some smoky ghostly design. His fingers vanished again; rustling sounded, followed by the appearance of a pen. Holding both, he turned to me then awkwardly tried to place them in my possession. 


  I didn’t move.


  Not because my body ached and cried for all the abuse it’d suffered, but because I honestly didn’t remember how to accept a gift that wasn’t going to hurt me the moment I reached for it. 


  “This is so you can talk. I’m sure you have questions.” He tried again to pass me the notepad and pen. 


  I gritted my teeth, amplifying my swollen tongue. The sensation was foreign and so, so wrong. The tickle of stitches itched my palate as I swallowed a rank metallic taste of old blood. 


  I shuddered.


  A panic attack billowed just out of calming distance…a tempest growing with forked lightning and gales.


  My soul grew claustrophobic, as if it could shed this old carcass and find a newer, less broken one. I felt dirty and used and useless and not just because I hadn’t showered in forever. The past few years clung to me even though Master A was dead.


  The memory jolted me. 


  He’s dead.


  I killed him. 


  The quickly forming panic attack paused, swirling with knowledge that I’d finally won. I hadn’t had to die to be free of him.


  He died.


  Goosebumps careened down my spine as I remembered the heavy squeeze of the trigger and the splash of red. If I was strong enough to kill the man who’d done this to me, then I was strong enough to remain brave and figure out what this new future meant.


  Wait…


  A new memory superseded the murder—something about an ocean and a boat and him. Mr. Prest. 


  Well, that answers that question. 


  I wasn’t free. I was still in the custody of the man who held my life in his palm. 


  Elder Prest was a lot of things, but he’d taken care of me, given me medical support, and left me in the care of a normal human being who didn’t expect sex or screams. 


  That was enough for now.


  I’m lucky to be where I am.


  If a half-severed tongue was the price I had to pay for it, then fine. 


  I reached out and took the notepad and pen. The needle in the back of my hand stung as I curled my fingers around the first ordinary things I’d been allowed in so long. 


  There was no strike or fist. No laugh or threat. Just a kind smile and nod of encouragement. 


  The moment the welcoming papyrus filled my touch, I had an unbearable desire to write to No One. To reveal what’d happened and why my future notes would be on paper and not toilet tissue. 


  He still has my other letters.


  My eyes flew around the small, nondescript room with no windows and artificial light feathering up the walls to make it seem day rather than luminescent bulbs. Where had Mr. Prest put his blazer with my stolen stories? 


  Elder.


  He told you to call him Elder. 


  But why? 


  He’d been so adamant about Master A not using his first name, yet he’d given me carte blanche to use it how I wanted. 


  I didn’t understand. 


  “You do know how to write, don’t you?” Andrew Michaels cleared his throat. “Judging by your injuries, you’ve been mistreated for a long time. Did anyone teach you to read? To use a pen?” He cocked his head at the door. “I can get a female to help if you’d prefer? Just occurred to me you might not want a man around.”


  I let him prattle on all while my fingers stroked my pen and paper gift. 


  “I was the surgeon who worked on you. I ensured your tongue was repositioned correctly and sutured with internal and external stitches—don’t worry, they’ll dissolve on their own in a week or so.”


  A week? 


  That wasn’t long enough, was it?


  “Tongues are the fastest part of our bodies to heal. You should have full mobility back very soon. The pain and swelling will decrease every day. However, I can’t guarantee you’ll have full use of your taste buds and heat sensitivity. That is out of the realms of my expertise, I’m afraid.”


  My mind whirled with information and questions.


  Will I be able to talk? 


  Will I be allowed to go home once I’m better? 


  “I also took the liberty to ensure your other injuries were tended to while you were unconscious.” He pointed at my plastic cast and bandaged hand and another bandage that tightened around my ribcage every time I breathed. “You had a few heavily bruised ribs, and obviously, you knew the bones in your hand were broken.” His smile was gentle but full of authority—just like other doctors in my past. “I did my best to tend to you, but you have my oath, I didn’t touch you anywhere else.”


  If I wasn’t so shocked to have a man doing his utmost to assure me no untoward attention was given when I wasn’t awake to even notice, I might’ve smiled. 


  I might’ve reached out willingly for the first time and patted his arm with gratitude. 


  But all this attention—kind, healing attention—made me nervous. I couldn’t stop searching for the underlying hellion who would make me pay for such kindness by beating me bloody. 


  I dropped my gaze. I wanted solitude so I could investigate my body and patch together the missing pieces of the past few hours.


  All I could think about was Elder as he held me tight in his car. He hadn’t cared about the blood or the fact he’d committed a crime for me. He’d just given me permission to use his name and then deposited me here.


  What does he expect in return?


  Nothing was free and killing to give me life was the biggest debt of all.


  Dr. Michaels didn’t look away as I opened the notebook and clicked the pen to reveal the nib. My brain hurt with unanswered questions and fears. No One was my outlet for such worries. The only one I could turn to. 


  My fingers itched to write; to scribble as fast as I could and demand freedom and food and fantastical things like my mother to find me and my friends to welcome me back to life. But all I could do was stroke the pristine lined paper and sniff silently as tears slowly spilled from my eyes. 


  I didn’t mean to cry—I didn’t even realise liquid had formed until tears tracked unpermitted down my cheeks. I couldn’t stop the droplets, just as I couldn’t stop the throbbing of my tongue or the battering memories of what I’d endured at the hands of that sadistic bastard.


  Long minutes passed where I forgot about the doctor and spiralled into myself. The silence grew too much for him; he cleared his throat again. “I’ll leave you to rest. I have no doubt you’ve been through a lot.”


  He lowered his voice. “Whatever happened is over now. Don’t let the memories haunt you, okay? You’re safe.”


  Patting my hand, he smiled softly. “As long as you’re on the Phantom, Mr. Prest will take care of you.”
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  “SIR, THE GIRL is awake.”


  My head wrenched up from the glowing screen of my laptop. Selix stood over the threshold in a fresh suit with his long hair neatly tied. Whether it was a casual day at sea doing office work or tearing through the city with a dying girl in the backseat, his look didn’t change. It never had—even our days on the streets he’d been the same. Perhaps, not in a suit, but identical in calculating intelligence and uncut hair.


  I respected him for that. 


  I just wished I exuded the same calm he did. My insides were a tangled mess. My temper harsh with crippling need to tear apart those animals again and again, then force Pim to speak to me as payment. 


  I’ve earned it, goddammit.


  The silent treatment wouldn’t work now she was in my domain. It couldn’t. I’d claimed her. My requirements would only get stronger and harder to ignore—only her voice would offer temporary relief. 


  Reclining in my chair, I gave Selix my full attention. Ever since we left port, I’d used the satellite internet to check the police scanners and crime network for any hint of the blood-bath at Alrik’s home. 


  It bothered me that nothing had been reported even six hours after the incident; and it fucked me off that the third friend who’d been at dinner that first night hadn’t turned up to be murdered, too.


  He was still out there. 


  Raping and hurting—polluting the world with his defilement.


  I’d track him down eventually and put him out of his misery, but for now, more pressing things needed my attention.


  “Was Michaels able to save her tongue?” My voice resembled scratchy granite. I hadn’t spoken for hours, and the effects of no sleep made me rough. 


  “I believe he wanted to give you the report himself.” Selix stood to the side, welcoming the onboard doctor into my office. The moment Michaels appeared, Selix nodded and vanished through the door, closing it quietly. 


  “I trust you’re relaxing now you’re back home?” Michaels came forward. 


  “It’s preferable to the squalor on land.” I jumped to the true reason for his visit; I didn’t have time for chit-chat. “So? Tell me the girl’s status.” I closed the laptop, hiding the software I used to hack my way to illegal answers. I trusted my staff, but they didn’t need to know anything more about me than I paid their salaries and expected exemplary service in return. 


  Michaels clasped his hands over his fresh black shirt and slacks. He must’ve changed after dealing with Pimlico. “She’s awake and lucid. She obviously can’t talk, but I’ve given her a notepad and pen to communicate if she wishes.”


  “And has she?”


  “Has she what?”


  What did he think? Flew? “Communicated?”


  He rubbed the back of his neck. “Ah, no. Not as such. She accepted the paper but hasn’t written anything yet.” He coughed. “I don’t know where you found her, but the abuse her body has been through has aged her considerably. Her spine is that of a forty-year-old, not a girl in her early twenties. Her teeth need care, and some of the bruises have caused internal damage, not just surface discolouration.”


  “Will she survive?”


  “It's hard to say. She’s survived this long. She’ll have help and nutritious food and medicine, but she’ll never be able to do rigorous sports or strenuous exercise without discomfort. She’ll most likely endure early-onset arthritis from her injuries; she’ll need to be monitored for any signs of stiffening and bone heat.”


  Fuck. 


  Not only had years of her freedom and happiness been stolen but she’d suffer long-term damage, too. Hadn’t she paid enough? 


  Shit, life isn’t fair. 


  “And that isn’t the worst thing,” Michaels added. 


  I froze. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean…how old was she when she was taken into captivity?” He held up a hand to signal he wasn’t done talking. “And you don’t need to confirm or deny if I’m right. I’ve seen enough cases like this to know she’s been a slave.”


  My breathing turned shallow. I’d enlisted Michaels because he was the best. But being the best meant he was smart. And he was too fucking smart for his own good. 


  “It’s not your business.” I crossed my arms. “Let it go.”


  “I know it’s not my business, but I’m aware you’ve made it yours. It would be wise to know her history, her family—hell, it would be better if you dropped her off at the nearest cop shop.” 


  Not even Selix would dare be so presumptuous with suggestions. 


  My hands locked into fists. “Like I just suggested, let it go. She’s none of your concern.”


  “Wrong. She is my concern. Her health, at least.” His face darkened with curiosity. “Do you know anything about her? The way she stared at the notepad makes me think she can’t read and write. She’s a starved, broken thing who has no tools for life or much of a future.”


  My vision hazed red. “She’s not broken.”


  “Well, I beg to differ. She has a few bones—”


  “Bones don’t make her broken.”


  “Yes, but…”


  “And she’s not illiterate.”


  Michaels paused. “How do you know?”


  Because I’ve read her letters—glimpsed her secrets.


  “Again—seeing as you’re making me repeat myself—none of your goddamn business.” 


  My temper didn’t scare him. He’d worked for me for years and knew how far to push. Cocky bastard. 


  He continued. “Okay, so at least we know she can talk—or at least write—when she is ready. However, I think it might be best if—”


  I swallowed my growl. “If what?”


  He sighed, cringing a little as my ire thickened. “If we drop her off at the next port and be done with her—like I said, drop her off at a cop shop. Her body can heal, sure. I’ll do everything in my power to ensure she’s as healthy as possible, but even cured there’s still the matter of her mind.”


  My hands curled into fists. My patience waned. I had too much shit to do before I could visit my newest Phantom guest, and Michaels was pissing me off by assuming things about Pim he didn’t know. 


  You don’t know her, either. 


  Yes, but at least I planned to. I owed her for reasons I couldn’t untangle yet. I didn’t intend to throw her overboard just because she might be mentally unstable.


  Fuck, all of us were mentally unstable to a degree. I wouldn’t be a hypocrite and deny otherwise. 


  She was one of the strongest women I’d come across, and she hadn’t spoken a word. That sort of strength…it did things to men like me. It made me want to break her and shelter her in equal measure. It set a war in motion between the devil and angel on my shoulders, and only time would tell what part of me would win.


  My gaze narrowed. “There is nothing to discuss about her mind.”


  “But she needs someone to talk to—”


  “If she ever talks.”


  Michaels straightened, as if I’d offended his medical expertise. “I sewed her back up. She will be able to talk. It’s a matter of if her mind is capable of speech, not her body.”


  Swiping a hand over my face, I smiled tightly. “And for that, I’m grateful. Thank you for your commendable care once again. However, you do not need to concern yourself with her mental healing.”


  “Do you intend to do it?” He crossed his arms.


  His audacity set my blood hissing. “And if I said yes?”


  “I’d say you’d be setting her and yourself up for failure.” His head bowed. “No offense, of course.”


  I glowered at his apologetic stance. “Some taken but not enough to fire you.”


  We shared a smile. 


  The tension dispersed. 


  He said, “I won’t tell you how to care for her. It’s not my business—like you keep reminding me—but I do know you. I know what you struggle with, and I know what we do in order to manage that. This girl…” He paused, before forcing himself to speak honestly even if I might not want to hear it. “This girl is damaged. And rightfully so. Whatever trick you think you can use to fix a lifetime of abuse? Well, I’m just warning you…it won’t be easy. It might not work. And you need to be prepared to get rid of her if her vulnerability makes you relapse.”


  I stood. 


  This meeting was over. 


  Michaels wouldn’t get near her again unless it was for strict medical reasons. I didn’t tolerate others being close to those I deemed vulnerable. Especially when I grew protective of someone. I’d already doomed Pimlico by deciding her rehabilitation was my burden. 


  She was mine in both possession and obligation, which meant her health and wellbeing was my concern, no one else’s. 


  No One.


  The title of her notes squeezed my gut. Each tissue-square remained safely tucked in my desk. In the six hours since we’d set sail, I’d read each and every one. 


  Two years’ worth of thoughts and pleas.


  Two years’ worth of research that I would use to break, restore, and ultimately get what I wanted from her.


  Her notes made me privy to her secrets, delivering questions I had no way to ask. Yet more complications in the complex restoration of her mind.


  “Thank you, Michaels. Despite your concerns, I appreciate your expertise.”


  He nodded, knowing when to give in. “You’re welcome.” Moving toward the exit, he placed his hand on the doorknob. “She’s been through a lot. Regardless of what I said, I’m glad you found her. You saved her from a tragic situation, and I have no doubt she’ll be incredibly grateful.”


  My schooled features remained calm as he smiled once again and left, latching the door behind him. The moment I was alone, I let my true thoughts paint my face.


  Frustration, anticipation…but most of all, disgust. Not at the implied gratefulness Pimlico would feel toward me. But at the reasons Michaels urged me not to do this. 


  He’s right.


  I should heal her and let her go. 


  I should hand her back to the life she’d been stolen from. 


  Then again, what I should and shouldn’t do had always been my biggest downfall. 


  I wasn’t qualified to cure a mind, and I sure as fuck wasn’t capable of keeping my own desires from clashing with what was acceptable. 


  She’d been lucky I saved her from that hellhole. Although, she wasn’t lucky I’d been the one to steal her. 


  Pim was no longer in a tragic situation with Alrik. 


  She’s in one with me. 
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  DEAR NO ONE, 


  I’ll rip this up the moment I’ve finished as I have no safe place to hide you, but I had to tell you what happened.


  I have to give you the good news.


  The best news. 


  The news I hoped to write for two very long years.


  He’s dead.


  He’s dead.


  Oh, God, I’ll never get tired of the thrill and pleasure of writing those two words. 


  He’s dead.


  They’re dead. 


  Every single bastard (apart from Monty) is dead.


  I pulled the trigger on Master A.


  Are you proud of me? Happy for me? 


  I want to keep talking to you, but I don’t know how much longer they’ll leave me on my own. I don’t want to be caught. He stole our previous conversations, but he won’t steal anymore.


  Perhaps, in a few weeks when I heal, I’ll be able to whisper my confessions to you instead of scribe. 


  Maybe then, life will be normal. 


  


  I’d just finished shredding my latest note into tiny fragments and scattering them in the drawer when the door opened. I hadn’t budged from the single mattress with its overly starched white sheets and the drip feeding drugs and who knew what else into my system.


  I expected the doctor again.


  I wanted it to be the doctor again. I wanted more time on my own before I had to face my new future.


  I didn’t get what I wanted. 


  My first peace in so long vanished the moment he prowled into the room. 


  Our eyes met. 


  The world once again stopped spinning and flipped upside down. Whatever power he’d held over me in my white room still lingered—stronger and more intoxicating now I was in his home and under his authority. 


  Elder paused a few metres away, his gaze dropping from my eyes to my chapped and sore lips then to my stark skeleton beneath the yellow nightdress someone had dressed me in. 


  The cheery buttercup fabric ought to bring light into my dark existence, but it only amplified the greens and browns of my ugly, ugly bruises. 


  I wanted to be free. 


  And if I couldn’t be free, then I wanted to be naked. Like normal. I didn’t like the confines or the mind-twisting conditioning I’d been subjected to where clothes were my nemesis and not to be trusted. 


  Plucking at the yellow gown, I did my best not to wrinkle my nose. I looked juvenile in lemon while he looked distinguished in midnight. If I had to wear clothes, I craved to don black like him. Black would hide my discoloration and give me a refined power that nakedness and white could not. 


  His black eyes, almond shaped and regal, trapped mine. His body exuded tightly reined power with simmering lethalness. His strong jaw clenched as I studied him the way he studied me. 


  My lips tingled, remembering the way he—with all his masculine violence—had slammed to his knees, cupped my face, and kissed me as if whatever drew me to him drew him to me with equal strength. 


  A shadow fell over his eyes as he crossed his arms, highlighting ropey muscles and hands ready to inflict danger or death. “I see you’re just as opinionated here as you were there.”


  My eyes flared; my jaw jutting out in question.


  What the hell does that mean?


  “Don’t cock your chin at me, silent mouse.” 


  Don’t use my dad’s nickname. 


  The name Mouse did not belong to him, even if my body did for the time being. 


  He didn’t notice my annoyance. 


  His graphite dress shoes clicked on the white tiled floor as he strode forward. His dark grey t-shirt and faded jeans didn’t match the formal footwear. 


  My eyes drifted to his muscular legs then to the floor where the grout lines and colour were a little too reminiscent to Master A’s. I knew it was due to sanitation rather than personal preference, but it still made me queasy. 


  “I feel the same way about white as you do.” His voice borrowed whatever power his body had over mine, slipping through my ears. “It’s a disgusting colour and will be abolished from my home.” 


  Hating the persuasiveness he had over my eardrums, I hunched into myself. 


  He thinks he can read my body language so easily. 


  It only made me want to hide deep, deep inside when only minutes ago I wanted to look him in the eyes and thank him for all that he’d done. To grab his hand and squeeze so hard with a thousand appreciations. 


  “How is your tongue?”


  The urge to press the agonising muscle onto my palate to see if it was still intact made me wince. The past hour on my own, I’d struggled not to touch it, inspect it. I wanted a mirror to see how close I’d come to being disabled for life.


  “I take it it’s uncomfortable.”


  You make me uncomfortable. 


  I had no way to ask him to leave. But I wanted him gone. I wasn’t emotionally or mentally equipped for him, his questions, or whatever future he’d already planned for me. 


  Can you go? For just a little while?


  I stiffened at my rudeness and silently added, I’m grateful. Truly. But I’d also be grateful if you left me to rest in peace. 


  He chuckled, not seeing my message this time. “At least you still have a tongue.”


  That’s true. 


  My annoyance at his high-handedness faded a little. 


  I pursed my lips, flinching as the bottom one cracked from whatever implements they’d used in surgery to keep my mouth open.


  I’d grown used to tolerating men in my space even when I screamed for a moment alone—which was good seeing as Elder had no intention of leaving. If he was here to learn about me, to interrogate me for his pleasure, then I would do the same. I would catalogue and pay attention. I would try to figure out what he wanted before his lips opened to say it. 


  The smug way he crossed his arms antagonised me. “Do you intend to use it? Now you’re free?”


  I’m free?


  I shuffled higher in my pillows.


  You mean you’ll let me heal and then take me back to London, to my mother, to university and cafes and the mundane normalness of everything I’ve missed? 


  He ran a hand through his hair. The sharpness of his jaw, depth of his eyes, and achingly dangerous presence intimidated me. He was the epitome of calculated and gorgeous. A man not to mess with. A killer never to disrespect. “I misspoke. I meant, now you’re free from him.” He towered over me, his shadow kissing every inch of my skin. “Not free in the general sense. You owe me, Pimlico. I told you I wasn’t the hero.”


  Yes, but you did rescue me against your promise to forget me. 


  That was progress—if only small. 


  “Do you need anything?” He paced around the end of my bed, his gaze landing on everything in an assessing distrustful way, as if monitoring an unseen threat. 


  If I did, I wouldn’t ask you.


  Not because I had a grudge against being stolen (again), but because he’d already done too much. 


  He’d given me back my life. What more could I ask?


  To free you, of course.


  That had always been my end goal. For now though, I had to be satisfied with this change of events and contemplate whether I should fight him, submit to him, or bide my time and kill him.


  I didn’t know what path I’d choose, but…he was right. I did owe him. And I didn’t want to owe him any more than I already did. 


  You could just end it—like the original plan.


  The flutter of final freedom washed over me. Elder Prest might’ve changed my circumstances, but he was still a monster I had to survive. Would it be considered weak to take my own life now or still strong to prevent him from having it? 


  I’d existed with the idea of death for far too long to relinquish the whisper of everlasting sleep. Suicide was never a spineless option to me but my final hurrah. I wouldn’t give that up. Not yet. 


  “Are you tired? We’ve been at sea for a while; it’s almost dawn.” His eyes turned to sharp flint. “Are you hungry?”


  His questions went unanswered. 


  The drip gave my body whatever sustenance it needed—keeping any tummy pangs at bay. Even if I were hungry, how would I eat? My tongue refused to move, and Michaels had warned me not to insert foreign objects into my mouth. No doubt that rule included food for the time being. 


  I glanced away, clicking the pen open and closed as Elder stopped pacing at the foot of my bed. “I suppose Michaels has already thought about the hunger and hydration issue.” He rubbed his jaw, his fingers scratching day old stubble. Indecision etched his handsome face. “In that case, I’ll let you sleep. I have a big day tomorrow and need to rest, too.”


  Striding to the door, he narrowed his eyes in my direction. “I suggest you relax and let me take care of you. You’ll need your energy.”


  My heart stopped siphoning blood, filling my veins with igloos. 


  What do you mean? 


  Energy for what?


  The sudden tension in my muscles signalled another problem I’d become mildly aware of but was suddenly desperately uncomfortable.


  My bladder. 


  Oh, no. 


  My gaze darted around the room, looking for a bathroom. 


  You might have a catheter. 


  My arms flinched to lift the sheets and inspect below. The thought of peeing while in bed horrified me, but I had been unconscious for a long time. When I’d had my tonsils out at fifteen, the operation had endured a complication. They’d kept me overnight with a catheter so I didn’t move from a lying position and disrupt the seared wound at the back of my throat. 


  Is this like that?


  How could I tell? 


  I could pee and find out the messy way, or I could struggle out of bed and somehow manhandle the drip until I found the facilities.


  Either option, I had to wait for Elder to leave before embarrassing myself. 


  I waited for him to go.


  Only, he didn’t.


  Cocking his chin, he stared at the tension in my shoulders and my bunched hands on the sheets. Slowly, he moved away from the door back toward me. “Are you okay?”


  My head didn’t bobble; I didn’t answer his question—it wasn’t insolence, just a lifetime of self-preservation. 


  He sighed angrily. “You can give me clues, Pimlico.” 


  Not about this, I can’t.


  It was too embarrassing. 


  Leave.


  If Michaels returned, I’d write a request for a female nurse to help, or I’d manage myself. I felt strong enough to clamber out of bed. I’d be wobbly from the operation, but I would make do.


  Like I always do. 


  Arching my jaw, I stared at the door. 


  I owed him my utmost thanks, and he would get it. I would pay him back. I would find a way (even if that way was abhorrent to me) but not now. 


  Elder growled. “Goddammit, you don’t have to be silent with me.”


  In case you’ve forgotten, my tongue isn’t operational. 


  A dark smile twisted his lips once again following my train of thought. “I know your tongue prevents you from speaking for now, but your body isn’t damaged.”


  My eyes fell to the ugly bruises and scars.


  Not damaged? How can you say that? 


  How did he look past the grotesque marks on my skin and see someone I’d long since forgotten?


  He chuckled harshly. “I didn’t mean that you’re not injured and that fucking bastard didn’t do a number on you. I meant you can wave your arms and shake your head. You can reply to me now you’re safe.”


  Am I safe? 


  He glowered, lowering his jaw. “Don’t look at me like that. If I say you’re safe, you’re safe. Understand?”


  The urge to nod was stronger this time. I ignored it. 


  Safe from Master A but am I safe from you? 


  The unspoken question hung like cinnamon smoke, matching the rich spice of his aftershave. 


  He knew where my thoughts had trailed but didn’t answer. Giving me a piece of my own medicine.


  Fair enough.


  I could empathize with how frustrating it was to converse with someone who didn’t reply. I’d been the receiver of that frustration from Master A long enough. 


  Alrik.


  His name was Alrik.


  He’s not your master anymore. 


  I jolted as Elder suddenly strode to the side of my bed and touched my forearm.


  My skin tightened and heated beneath his touch. 


  “You’re not telling me something.”


  I’m not telling you many things.


  “I think I know what it is.”


  I doubt it. 


  I squirmed a little as his fingers clenched my wrist. The tension in my body squeezed my bladder, reminding me I’d better remove him from my presence soon or risk wetting the bed. 


  “I didn’t let them put one in.”


  My eyes flared.


  One what?


  “After everything you’ve been through and the molestation you’ve suffered, I didn’t want you to feel taken advantage of.”


  I frowned. I had no idea what he meant.


  He huffed, letting my wrist go. He ripped back the sheet covering my yellow nightgown and mottled legs. “A catheter. I didn’t let him insert one. And it’s been hours since you were in surgery. I know why you’re tense and keep staring at the door.”


  Shit, how does he do that?


  “You need to go to the bathroom.”


  My cheeks instantly scalded. I dropped my gaze, scrabbling for the sheet he’d just torn off me. 


  Leave. Then I can fix my problem on my own. 


  “If you think I’m going to let you stand up without support, you’re a fucking idiot as well as a mute.” With fierceness and impatience, he placed one arm around my back, dislodging the softest pillows I’d had for years, and slid the other beneath my knees. 


  “Hold onto my neck.” 


  His command came a split second before he hoisted me from the bed and into his strong, terrifying arms. 


  I gasped—or as much as I could with padding and gauze stuffed around my mouth—and instinctually slung my arm over his shoulders. The drip cord swooped over his head, stinging my hand where the needle pierced my vein. 


  “Grab the IV and wheel it with us.” Elder pointed at the medication with his chin. 


  I did as I was told. I had no intention of letting the wheeled contraption scurry behind us with its only anchor in my flesh. 


  The moment I grabbed the cold steel, he moved.


  The only sound was Elder’s shoes on the floor and the pound-pound of his heart hidden beneath his t-shirt and the impressive sizzling dragon I knew resided on his skin. 


  It took two seconds to cross the room and another two for him to rearrange me in his embrace to bend and open the door, revealing a small bathroom with a stand-up shower, shallow separate bath, and toilet with vanity. 


  The sight of porcelain made me shiver with anticipation. 


  Without saying a word, Elder very carefully placed me from horizontal to vertical. He let my weight shift ever so slowly back to my legs, never looking away from my face.


  He made me self-conscious, frustrated, itchy—all manner of things—but not afraid. Having a male touch me made my heart grab its rape whistle and prepare to blow like it always did when Master—no, Alrik—came for me. However, no sexual interest was present in his gaze, merely assessment about my health. 


  His breathing came hot and deep as he took a step away but didn’t unlatch his hands from around my shoulders. 


  When I didn’t wobble or black out—even though lightheadedness made my head swim—he grunted, “Once again, I underestimated your strength.” Almost reluctantly, he let me go, moving another step. “Even after a long operation and even longer imprisonment, you can stand without support.”


  The statement was more than just truth but an analogy for all I’d lived through. 


  “I’ll wait outside. Call me—” He smirked, catching himself. “Bang on the wall when you’re done, or I’ll just barge in when I hear the flush.” Pushing a finger in my face, he growled. “Don’t get any ideas of heading back to bed on your own. I’m not leaving.”


  Oh, God, he was going to stand outside and wait? Listen? I spun around in mortification, trading lightheadedness for wooziness. 


  Backing through the door, Elder looked over my shoulder at the small mirror above the silver sink. Our eyes met in the reflection. His shadow lurked behind me, black and sinful with harsh secrets in his gaze, while I stood in sad (not cheery) yellow and random bandages. 


  We were worlds apart, yet for some reason, he’d not only invited me into his but stolen me to share it. I didn’t know why I deserved such an invitation, but I needed him to know just because I wasn’t ready to talk, I wasn’t ungrateful.


  I’d kissed this man.


  I’d felt something for this man. 


  He needed to know I didn’t take him for granted. 


  Blinking purposely in the mirror, I bowed my chin with utmost respect.


  He sucked in a breath as he stepped from the bathroom, pulling the door closed. I barely heard his whisper as he said, “You’re welcome.”


  I shuffled painfully to the toilet and prepared to do my business. His scent and lingering presence kept me grounded while my body found comfort once again. Once finished, I stood (wobbling on legs far too weak) to flush. 


  I tensed for an unwanted visitor. I needed a bit more time to get my thoughts in order and feel somewhat sane. 


  When he didn’t barge in, I used the extra seconds to wash my hands and scrub my face as best I could—avoiding my sore mouth. I couldn’t stop the apprehension that I still belonged to Alrik and any moment he would be back to hurt me. 


  Once I’d slicked back my wild, dirty hair, I turned with full intention of knocking on the wall for him to escort me back. 


  However, the spin upset the tiny balance I had, and I stumbled. 


  Falling like a paper building, my knees gave out, crumpling me from proud skyscraper to rubble on the floor. 


  Bones and muscles protested. A guttural groan escaped, sounding nothing like a girl and more like a severely mistreated dog. 


  Ouch.


  The door smashed inward. 


  Elder stood vibrating with livid impatience. “I told you to fucking bang on the wall.”


  I was…I tried…


  I hung my head. 


  He strode forward, towering over me. 


  Every instinct tensed for a kick, a wallop—something I was used to for disobeying. Instead, he sank to his haunches and tipped my chin up with his finger. “You’re mine now, Pimlico, and I’ll take much better care of you than he ever did, but if you continue to defy me, if you fight me at every turn, we’ll have a fucking war on our hands, and I’ll win. Got it?”


  I closed my eyes, but he shook my jaw until I reopened them. 


  “Understand?”


  There was no urge to nod this time; it seemed anger elicited the opposite of me. Be nice and ask softly, and the need to reply became almost unbearable. Yell and scream, and I shut down—no longer able to hear questions…just rage. 


  Elder breathed heavily. “You’ll learn soon enough. You’ll see.”


  Scooping me up, he carried me back to bed. 


  My heart hyperventilated, intensely aware of his bulk trapping me. Placing me back into the sheets, he removed his touch as soon as my weight shifted, as if he couldn’t stand to hold me any longer than necessary. 


  I smarted at the rebuttal even while my body breathed a sigh of relief. 


  Once I settled, sleepiness crept like poisonous fog over me. Turned out, I didn’t have as much energy as I thought. 


  His voice lost its bite, slipping into molasses. “You’d better get used to invasion of privacy, Pim. I stole you because I want to know you. I want to uncover what you keep hidden. Give me what I want, and this will be a lot easier on you. Don’t, and you’ll rue the day you refused.”


  Without a backward glance, he strode away. 
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  TWENTY-NINE HOURS had passed since I’d brought aboard a stowaway. 


  In that time, I’d washed away the death of two more victims and did my best to justify the shame compounding deep inside. 


  For twenty-nine hours, I’d stayed away because I had no choice. 


  At Alrik’s, I’d been allowed one of everything. One kiss, one taste, one touch. For an addict like me, it was the only thing that helped. 


  I was allowed to sample the vintage, so I didn’t consume the bottle. 


  Pim didn’t work that way. 


  Every sip left me wanting more and more and fucking more. Her silent strength undermined my hard-earned calmness, hurtling me back to the days when I first stepped from the sewer and claimed my stolen throne. 


  Focus. 


  Work. 


  Don’t let your thoughts stray. 


  The instructions I religiously followed were easily whispered but hard to follow. I turned to another method (one I seldom used) to quarantine my wayward thoughts. However, nothing could prevent the repetition of how warm her fragile form had been when I’d carried her to the bathroom. How my heart coughed in panic and salvation from having her so close and dependant.


  She’d almost cracked my self-control. 


  Michaels is right. 


  I shouldn’t have brought her here, regardless of what I wanted. She wasn’t good for me. I wasn’t good for her. She was better off under the quiet care of Michaels and his small medical staff—even if he pissed me off. 


  I would get my answers…soon enough.


  I would ensure she paid me back…after she healed. 


  And once I’d satisfied my ever driving demand, I’d get rid of her so I could find peace once again.


  For now, the doctor would be my link to her. He’d given me updates on her wellbeing, and would start her on soft foods at lunchtime. 


  Yesterday, I’d asked again how soon she would be able to talk. 


  All I’d earned was an angry scowl. In terms of conversing timeframe, that was up to his patient. I just hoped his patient understood how reckless her presence was in my life, and the sooner she could give me what I wanted, the safer she would be. 


  Then again, I was afraid she would never talk—even once healed. She’d spent two years silent. Two years of notes to a fictional entity, all dated and delivered in utmost silence. 


  I wanted a timeline of when she would be physically cured so I could force her to talk if she overspent my generosity. 


  I’d give her two weeks. 


  If she hadn’t said a word by then, I’d force her.


  The captain looked up as I marched onto the bridge. The Phantom was second to none. I’d designed this ship the year my fate changed and put no restrictions on my requirements. 


  Once the vessel was completed and sailed elegantly out to sea, people took notice. Enquiries flittered around, asking where I’d bought it and how they could acquire such a fine craft. 


  When they found out I’d designed the one-of-a-kind super yacht and bought the firm who built it for me, orders came swiftly with no marketing or request for their business.


  I sort of fell into the trade. 


  “Good morning, Mr. Prest.” Jolfer Scott came highly recommend—not just as a sea captain but also as an ex-military commander with an exemplary track record of sniper shooting and weaponry. 


  Being at sea was the safest and most dangerous place to live. Safest because humans were few and far between—peace existed in the vast blue beauty and uninterrupted sunshine. 


  However, Mother Nature could drown us all with a simple storm if she so pleased. Even without a tyrant like Mother Nature as our landlord, living at sea was treacherous because out here, no rules applied. A neighbouring craft could very well be a kind traveller wishing to share a drink and adventures, or a killer wanting to board, loot, and rape. 


  In the years the ocean had been my postcode, war had found us twice. Both times, the Phantom had been sandwiched by two yachts rigged with antennas and men with machine guns. 


  They hadn’t won. 


  My death toll had steadily grown. 


  And the sharks enjoyed a good feast that night as we tossed the pirates overboard, leaving them to sink into the briny depths. 


  “Anything to report, Jolfer?” I clasped my hands around the old-fashioned helm. That was a design I’d wanted—not because of practicality, but because the kid inside me never grew up. 


  I’d ruined my childhood and my brother’s. 


  But before that, when life was simpler, I’d loved my brother’s schooner that we’d played with in the bath. I loved the steering wheel where we’d place one-legged Lego Black Beard to steer the endless horizons. 


  That toy schooner was gone now, just like Kade. And even though I held the real thing, this helm wasn’t in control. 


  Computers were. 


  Jolfer steered my home with a fully automatic system. Decorating the entire front wall of the bridge was a mirage of blinking lights, buttons, and dials. 


  “Nothing, sir.” Jolfer wiped his hands on pressed navy trousers. His light blue t-shirt was casual but ironed, just like all his navigational team. “Still on course for Morocco. The report for weather on the Med is clear for the next few days with a minor squall coming on the weekend but nothing to concern us.”


  I scratched my chin. “Good.”


  Morocco was my next point of call. A Moroccan royal who was the second cousin to the king had a love of water after living in a desert-prone country and had enlisted my help to build him a moderate sized eight-bedroom yacht to entertain his close family and friends. 


  His requests were the opposite of Alrik's. 


  Instead of weapons and torpedoes, he wanted sun umbrellas and priceless chandeliers. He also wanted a detachable submarine—which was fairly new to the market and well over half a million dollars—just for a tiny four-person bubble to explore the depths.


  I would normally roll my eyes at such extravagance. 


  If I didn’t have one myself. 


  I’d used it a grand total of zero. I would never admit it, but I didn’t install it for recreational use but for the hope of one day finding my family and having gifts to bribe affection. 


  It was a fucking ridiculous idea. 


  Selix arrived, squinting at the ten a.m. sunshine streaming into the bridge. “Sir, the girl is showered and prepared as you requested.”


  Finally. 


  It’s time we discuss a few things. 


  “Thank you.” Giving him a look, I paced toward the exit. “When is our meeting with His Highness?”


  Selix pulled out his phone, tapping on the diary where he recorded every deal, open contract, and agenda so I didn’t have to. “In six days. We’re meeting him in Asilah at a local beachfront restaurant he co-owns.”


  My mind raced. 


  Ideally, I would’ve liked to stop off in Monaco where my boat builders were based and visit the small house where I stored pieces of my past. It was the only place on land where I had a resemblance of home. 


  But we didn’t have time. 


  The Mediterranean was a busy path of waterways and cruising congestion. We didn’t have the luxury to detour. 


  “I can arrange a small stay in Monaco once we’ve finished the meeting if you’d like?” Selix asked, reading my hesitation to swing into port. 


  I bit my lip, contemplating. What would I have done with Pim by then? Would I have earned the answers I needed? Would I have already sold her or would she still be my ward? 


  Either way, I needed to touch base with my managers. It’d been a few months. And I wanted to visit the things I constantly ran from—the memories I studiously avoided. 


  “Yes, arrange it. Give us a few days in Monaco after this.” 


  Trusting he would make it happen, I left the bridge and headed below deck to see my silent stowaway. 
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  “GOOD MORNING.”


  Him again. 


  My head wrenched up. I tucked the bloody dollar with its scribbled note that Elder had folded into a butterfly beneath the sheets. I’d held onto it all while my tongue was sliced. I’d woken from surgery with it gone. Dr. Michaels had placed the ruined money into the bedside drawer, letting the unfolded butterfly wings breathe with past pain and everything I’d overcome. 


  It was morbid to clutch such a thing; stupid to try to find comfort in something that had no power to grant any, especially when Elder’s penmanship inked with the truth: that he’d been willing to forget me but for some reason went against his promise.


  Knowing he would’ve willingly left me didn’t grant comfort in my current circumstances. 


  Why did he return for me? What made him change his mind? 


  It added yet another question to the bubbling cauldron already taking up every nook and cranny of my thoughts. 


  I gritted my teeth, wishing this episode of my life was over and I was healed and strong and could demand my freedom before I went insane with questions. 


  Now that he’s here…I need all the strength I can find. 


  My breath caught as he strode into the room, nonchalant and unruffled in a black t-shirt and scuffed jeans.


  Even in casual clothes, he reeked of power and money.


  His dark eyes caught mine. “Time to go.” 


  Go? 


  Go where?


  I had no idea where we were. Where we were sailing. Why. The only thing I’d been able to gather was I was on a ship. The gentle rock caused mild seasickness, but with no window to look out from, I couldn’t tell if we were close to land or in the middle of nowhere. 


  Elder stalked closer, his left hand in his pocket as if preventing himself from reaching for me. “Come.”


  Beneath the covers, I scrunched up the dollar bill so he wouldn’t see and cocked my head. I could take the notepad and write a question. I could finally communicate and ask where he wanted me to go. But old habits were so damn hard to break. 


  A harsh sigh escaped his lips, answering me anyway. “You’re moving.”


  My eyes flashed around the room I’d grown accustomed to. In this small, sterile space, I’d slept alone for the first time in so long. I’d been warm and comfortable, if not sore and healing. I didn’t sleep bound on the floor or collared at the foot of a bed. 


  This was heaven. 


  I hunched.


  “You don’t want to go?” Elder raised an eyebrow. “You’d rather stay in the hospital wing?”


  If it means I stay safe, then yes.


  My chin rose defiantly. 


  He rolled his eyes. “Fuck, you push me.” Ripping off the sheet like he did yesterday, he muttered, “You can either walk, or I carry you. Your choice.”


  I shot upright. 


  The thought of his arms around me again—protecting me while threatening me—was too much to deal with so soon.


  I’ll walk.


  My legs swung out of bed as I glowered. 


  He smirked. “That’s what I thought.”


  What was his deal? He was so gruff, so pissed off—as if I’d done something to annoy him. It was his fault he felt that way. I didn’t ask him to come back for me.


  You sort of did. 


  You begged him—remember? When he kissed you, you gave in. You willingly submitted for the first time…


  I scoffed, shutting down those memories. I didn’t submit. I dove into pleasure I’d never had before. I gave in because I fully believed I was about to die and wanted to enjoy a splinter of normalcy between a man and a woman before I did. 


  What was so wrong with that?


  Nothing. Just admit you liked him enough to kiss him back. 


  Never. 


  This man had intrigued me, but he’d extinguished any affection when he admitted I was his to do with as he pleased. He was just like the rest. He’d killed so easily. What was to prevent him from killing me once the novelty had worn off? 


  Taking my elbow, Elder helped me stand. 


  Air hissed through my nostrils as I struggled in his grip. 


  “Don’t fight me, Pim.” His features sharpened. “You won’t win.”


  His fingers bit into painted bruises, reactivating the obedience Alrik had instilled in me. 


  I allowed him to help me out of bed, wincing as my warm toes met chilled tiles. 


  I wobbled a little, doing my best to stay standing. Elder didn’t let me go, but his touch turned gentle rather than commanding. 


  Dr. Michaels had removed my drip an hour or so ago, saying he’d give me real food once he knew the minor nausea I’d suffered wouldn’t make me throw up. He said stomach acid on my tongue’s wound would not be good for anyone. 


  I totally agreed. 


  I needed to be close to the doctor I felt marginally comfortable with. I didn’t want to move in with a man who made my heart gallop when it shouldn’t be galloping at all. Not in its current condition. 


  But he didn’t give me a choice. 


  “Come.” Dragging me forward, Elder’s grip once again changed from gentle to unyielding.


  I shuffled forward, stiff as a plank and uncoordinated. Seeing as I tried to obey but struggled, Elder slowed. 


  Cupping my elbow, he took some of my weight. “Each step will get easier. Another few weeks and your body will be able to move without pain.”


  I blinked at how wondrous that sounded. 


  To move without shin splints, throbbing knees, and radiating bruises. To be healthy enough to exercise and not just stumble in servitude. Even my swollen tongue couldn’t detract from that delicious promise. 


  I took another step. 


  A crooked smile danced on his lips, but he didn’t speak as he slowly guided me from the ward down a long corridor. He didn’t yank me forward but he did keep a firm pressure, giving me time but bending me to his will. 


  Together, we padded down the steel grey carpet with a white monogram of the same ghostly logo on the stationery I’d been given.


  Damn, I left the notepad behind. 


  The pen too.


  But not my dollar bill. 


  My fingers tightened, protecting my crimson-soaked secret.


  Coming to a stop, Elder pressed a silver button by a single set of elevator doors. He looked down, catching my gaze. “Pay attention. When you’re summoned for a check-up with the medical team, you’ll need to remember which deck to go to.” 


  You mean…I’ll be allowed to wander around unwatched? 


  The thought was mildly terrifying. 


  I’d had free roam of Alrik’s mansion, but the cameras kept me heeled tightly on my proverbial leash. I had no doubt Elder would have cameras too, but I didn’t mind him watching me nearly as much. 


  Why is that? 


  He’s still a man.


  Still a dominating bastard.


  But that kiss…


  My mind flittered back to the kiss as the elevator dinged, opened, and Elder stuffed us into the small mirrored box. 


  My lips sparked as he pressed the button for deck two, and we flew upward. The air in the lift intensified, crackling with awareness. 


  Would he kiss me like that again? Was that why he’d stolen me? To finish what he’d promised the night he’d let me sleep unmolested beside him?


  Even if he wanted to kiss me again, he couldn’t. I had stitches in my tongue. I was hurt. 


  That never stopped other men. 


  I glanced at him from the corner of my eye. Elder was a lot of things, but the more time I spent in his presence, the more I suspected he wasn’t like other men. And if he wasn’t like the others, how could I predict what he wanted? How could I ensure my survival if I couldn’t mentally and physically prepare for whatever would come next?


  The elevator doors opened, spewing us out onto a new deck. This one had rose-gold carpet with bronze accents glinting from subtle wallpaper and pretty sconces on the wall. It reeked of classical money and award-winning interior design. 


  Elder let me go, marching ahead, expecting me to follow. 


  My bare feet sank into welcoming carpet, whispering of happiness and a future so much better than my past. My pink nightgown that’d replaced the yellow from yesterday fluttered around my legs. 


  It was a conscious effort not to tear the material away. I didn’t find comfort in the softness, merely torture. 


  Elder finally stopped outside a rose-gold door and opened it. There was no key or barrier, just an ornate handle in the shape of a clamshell. 


  Striding into the space, my jaw fell open as I followed him. 


  A maid jumped as she turned around with a plump pillow in her arms. “Oh, excuse me, sir. I was just making final preparations for your guest.”


  Elder crossed his arms. “The room looks fine. You may go.” His head remained high; his gaze locked on the pretty servant with blonde hair and not the exquisite room with its double doors leading onto a small balcony and cascading sunlight.


  She bowed slightly, placing the pillow just so on top of a mountain of identical ones on the bed. The mattress was the biggest I’d ever seen. 


  “Right away, sir.” With a quick glance my way, she dashed from the room and closed the door. 


  Elder didn’t speak. Prowling forward, he opened the French doors and stepped into fresh sea air. 


  I craved to join him on the veranda and inhale freedom. To witness the rushing waves on the horizon and watch the gushing tide beneath my feet. But I didn’t know if he wanted me to follow—if it was an invitation or purely for him. 


  So, I lingered. 


  Pressing my stitched tongue against the roof of my mouth, cringing against the pain, I peered around the boudoir. 


  To my left was a sunken lounge where a couch big enough for eight people rested low enough to jump onto from floor level. An inbuilt coffee table had grooves for cups and racks for magazines to keep things in place regardless of how determined the ocean was at disrupting order. A large abstract painting hung on the wall, and the bed slumbered beneath a canopy of pale cream silk matching the elegant dark chocolate bedspread and ivory lace throw cushions. 


  Once again, the scent of money oozed from every fixture and fitting. A dining table sat beneath a window beside the French doors, and a bathroom was visible through a linking door to a full-sized Jacuzzi tub and a two-person shower in the same cream and chocolate décor.


  The richness of colour was not lost on me after an eternity of white, white, white. 


  “Are you going to stand in the middle of the room forever or will you come here?” Elder’s voice whipped to my ears with the aid of muggy sea air. 


  My feet moved of their own accord. My entire body tingled as I stepped outside. I wasn’t a mute with a butchered tongue. I wasn’t sold into a new nightmare. I was just a girl standing beside a boy in the middle of the ocean. 


  My shoulder brushed against his bicep as we stood watching the view. Sunshine tinkled like gold on turquoise glass. I’d never seen anything so beautiful. 


  A million questions unfolded like origami in my mind. 


  What is this ship? 


  Where are we going? 


  Why did you do this wondrous thing and bring me with you? 


  But the answers weren’t needed as much as the kiss of such warm beauty. I’d been denied the outdoors for so long that the slaps of water and the breeze as its fingers tangled in my hair was almost euphoric.


  “That’s the first time you’ve looked weightless and not drowning beneath horror since we met.”


  I jolted as Elder turned to face me. 


  “I like that look.”


  I had no snarky comeback. No inner comment. His gaze and the sublime view behind him mesmerized me. Gripping the balcony rail with my unbroken hand, I risked looking directly down at the churning sea froth as the sleek silver lines of his ship cut like a sword through the water. 


  “I wouldn’t get any ideas of jumping overboard if I were you. I’d be pretty pissed if you killed yourself after everything I’ve done to keep you alive.”


  My breathing stopped. 


  He knew about my desire to die? Did he plan to use that weakness against me or did he understand why I’d entertained such thoughts? 


  Turning on his heel, he murmured, “Come. The balcony is yours; you can stand on it whenever you want. I’ll show you around, then I have work to return to.”


  I trailed behind him. 


  While we’d admired the ocean, a servant had entered and vanished, leaving in his or her wake a tray full of soft noodles, fluffy rice, and steaming potato soup. A carbohydrate avoider’s nightmare, but to my suddenly greedy stomach, it was an oasis of delicacies. 


  “You’re only allowed soft food for now, but if you have a craving for something else, let the staff know, and Michaels will approve or deny.”


  His eyes fell to my hands.


  Between my fingers poked the butterfly gift he’d given me. 


  His forehead furrowed. “What the—”


  Before I could hide my bloody dollar, he’d stolen it once again. His fingers swift and stealthy. 


  “This isn’t sanitary. Why the hell do you still have it?” 


  I balled my fists. 


  Because it was a gift. 


  Elder shook his head slightly. “You want to keep it?” 


  My eyes locked on the dirty money. I desperately wanted to nod. But then he’d win. When he’d talked to me about first times back at Alrik’s and created magic in my blood, making me want those things, he’d done his best to make me answer him. 


  And I did. I’d replied. 


  I wouldn’t do it again…not when I didn’t know what he ultimately wanted. 


  “Well, you can’t have it.” With a vicious look, he pinched the note between both hands and tore it down the middle. 


  My heart blazed with frustrated flames. But I didn’t let him see—didn’t let on that the destruction of something worthless to him but so valuable to me was so damn easy and that terrified me. 


  His voice fell dark and low. “I told you you are worth more than pennies, yet you cling to a dollar as if it’s the sum of your value.” He tore the note into quarters with a sneer. “Blood stains everything these days. Even wealth.”


  My gaze followed the torn pieces as they fluttered to the floor. 


  “Was it the money you valued or the butterfly? It can’t have been the scribbled note.” He tilted his head. “I don’t understand you, silent one, but I will.” His hand lashed out, cupping my jaw. I froze as his thumb traced the bruises on my chin, his eyes lingering on my mouth. 


  “If it’s the money, I’ll give you a hundred more.”


  I exhaled in disgust, curling my lip. 


  Will that make you feel better? Instead of treating me like a slave, you’ll buy me like a whore?


  His eyes narrowed. “It’s not about the money. Is it?” 


  I tore my jaw from his hold even as his fingers loosened to let me go. 


  “If it’s the gift…” He cleared his throat. “If it’s the butterfly I folded, I can give you another.” 


  My heart plopped onto the pillow-laden bed. How did this man understand me when I’d never spoken a word to him? 


  He held my gaze as he reached into his jeans pocket, pulled out a money clip, and peeled off a note. 


  Swallowing was hard enough with a stitched tongue, but as his fingers tucked away the clip and stroked a fresh ten-dollar American bill, I struggled even more. 


  “I’ll allow the silent treatment for a little longer, Pimlico, but fair warning…it will get old very fast.” His face tightened. “Especially when I expect answers to questions that are suitable enough for polite conversation.” 


  I bristled. 


  I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the way he pinched the money and folded creases in preparation for whatever bewitchment he would create. The thought of another gift pacified me enough that I didn’t bother with the broken pieces on the carpet nor sniff in indignation at his threat. 


  Leaving me standing alone in the middle of the sumptuous suite, he moved toward the table where lunch waited. “Come.”


  He likes that word. How often has he ordered me to come like a poodle since I became his?


  His command licked down my spine, doing its best to hijack my control and force me to obey.


  I’d obeyed for two years without a choice. 


  Why would I want to trade one prison for another? Even if this prison was colour and sensation when the last had been monochrome and agony? 


  Fighting the urge, I straightened my shoulders. I didn’t mean to antagonise, but I was done being a toy for a man too rich and powerful to be governed by rules and decency. 


  If he wanted me to comply—if he wanted me to talk…well, politeness and civility was the price he had to pay. 


  Shaking his head, he swallowed a growl. It wasn’t anger percolating in his chest but a rare emotion I hadn’t seen in so long. 


  Pride. 


  He’s proud that I’m standing up to him? 


  “Please.” Hiding a roguish smile, he bowed his head, his fingers never stopping their folding. “That’s what you’re waiting for, isn’t it? Come here, please?”


  My chin rose even as I rewarded him with a step toward the table. 


  His gaze fell on my legs, his smile slipping into a sharp cough of approval. 


  Why did I get the distinct impression of an endless conversation happening when we’d barely interacted? Was this how animals introduced themselves? Body language and mutual respect? 


  Respect.


  Another emotion I was no longer acquainted with. Respect for another person or for myself. How many things had I forgotten? And how long would it take to relearn?


  Pulling out a chair, Elder watched with a predatory glare until I came close enough to sit. I did so as gracefully as I could with my bruised body and waged war with what to look at. 


  Delicious food or dangerous man. 


  The soup curled with flavour; the noodles steaming with savoury tease. But then there was Elder and his sensuous fingers creating a gift for me because…


  Wait, why is he making me another gift? 


  The first he’d given me as payment for the night together. A night that’d ended in horrendous ways. But he’d still earned something from me to warrant his origami present. 


  That wasn’t the case today. Not only had he returned for me. Stolen me. Healed me. Protected me. He now gave me rooms of my own, nourishing food, and most of all, the courtesy of letting me rest with no undertones of evil or malicious expectation. 


  Is it right I accept another gift when he’s already given so much?


  The faint whispering of folding linen paper hushed my questions as his fingers flew. Sitting elegantly, he didn’t look up from his creation, but his lips twitched. “You eat. I’ll fold.” His voice flirted with a sensual bargain. “Do we have a deal?”


  My tongue ached in upcoming agony even as my mouth watered. 


  His fingers stopped folding when I didn’t move. 


  “Well?” He raised an eyebrow, looking from me to the food. 


  Never glancing away, I carefully pulled the bowl of soup closer and picked up a spoon. It didn’t go unnoticed that there were no dog bowls or forbidden use of utensils. Here I was human…a girl. Here, I was someone not something. 


  I just hoped it was the beginning of how my future would unfurl and not a cruel game he was playing while waiting for me to heal enough for his requirements. 


  Dipping the silver spoon into the creamy potato soup, I raised my own eyebrow. 


  Keep being a gentleman and you’ve got yourself a deal. 


  He licked his lips as I inserted the spoon into my mouth and struggled with the lack of robust taste or warning if the liquid was too hot. The doctor was right when he said he didn’t know if he’d been able to save those senses. It took a second to remind my body how to swallow and winced as the food slid down my throat. 


  Elder paused his folding. “Hurt?”


  I wanted to shake my head. To give him some sign that I was willing to work with him while he was being so kind, but once again, the safety mechanism of my past forbid me.


  Tilting my chin, I focused on gathering more soup and swallowing another spoonful. 


  He didn’t ask again, taking my willingness to keep eating as answer enough. Silence fell as he crimped and creased, and I ate slowly, trying to blow on the hot liquid but unable to position my swollen tongue enough to purse my lips. 


  After a few minutes, Elder spoke calmly but with a cold undertone. “You know why I came back for you, don’t you?”


  I didn’t look up, keeping my gaze resolutely on the soup. He wanted to talk? I wouldn’t stop him. But if he was looking for conversation, he hadn’t earned that yet. 


  Taking another sip, I kept my head down but my body relaxed, hoping he understood that I was willing to listen if not participate. 


  Sighing heavily, he continued in his cool timbre. “I returned because no one should have to live in such a fucking hellhole. I hope you know you’ll never be subjected to those conditions again.”


  My muscles tensed. 


  But what will you do to me? 


  Do you intend to keep me, free me…sell me? 


  My current position didn’t petrify me, but the unknown future did. How long would he tolerate his boat being a convalescent home? How soon would he expect me to pay him back?


  And how? 


  How will I be made to pay you back? 


  Because everything in this world had a price tag. 


  “Just because I’ve taken you for my own doesn’t mean I’m like him. I do expect things—the main one being your past and present. I want to know who you are. I want to know your real name, where you’re from, and what you would do if you were free. I need to master you, Pim…but in a different way to what you expect.” 


  I jolted. 


  I ignored the mastering part, entirely focused on the word free.


  If I was free.


  Not when I was free. 


  I didn’t realise how much I was holding onto hope that his intentions were honourable and wherever we were sailing to might’ve ended with a journey home. 


  Stupid Pim. 


  I’d been given safety and sanctuary. I should know by now not to expect anything more—especially my freedom. 


  That had been stolen, and it would remain stolen. I doubted it would ever be returned. I would be forever lost and go from master to master until I was too old, ugly, and broken to be of value.


  Elder didn’t notice the way I huddled over my soup, doing my best to ignore the crushing disappointment and focus on how lucky I was. I refused to lament over things I didn’t have when I’d been given so much.


  Biting his lip as he curled an intricate fold, Elder finished the origami then looked up. “All of that can wait. For now, all I expect is for you to heal quickly. I want you to eat when required, sleep when your body tells you, and forget what he did to you.”


  Those commandments were doable. 


  I took another sip before my stomach decided it’d had enough and tiredness settled like a cloak instead. 


  Elder stood in silent reproach. 


  I sat taller in my chair, trying to seem stronger than I was. 


  “Don’t fear me, silent one, but don’t push me either. When I know what I want from you—other than who you are—I’ll let you know. And I’ll expect you to do what I want. But until then…” His fingers uncurled, depositing an impeccable sailboat origami by my broken hand. “I won’t touch you. You have my word.”


  Striding to the door, he added, almost too low to hear as if it was purely for him. “I won’t touch you for my sake rather than yours.”


  I spun in the chair as quickly as my bruised ribs would allow. 


  What do you mean by that?


  Pausing on the threshold, Elder said, “I have work to do. Have a bath, a nap, write—whatever you want. I’ll summon you when I’m done.” Giving me a cool smile, he pointed at the coffee table in the sunken lounge where a black box with a grey ribbon rested. “Your notes to the person you call No One are all there. When you’re ready to talk, you can’t lie to me. Not after I’ve had the privilege of reading your darkest thoughts.”


  I swallowed hard.


  Those weren’t for you, you bastard.


  My unbroken hand balled as he bowed slightly. “Until we meet again.” Then he was gone, slipping like a shadow from the room. 


  His presence lingered, giving me no peace. My anger that he’d invaded my privacy and read my letters boiled over as I clutched the origami boat. The urge to crush it was strong, but the memory of why he’d made it made me pause. 


  He’d sat beside me and created this gift because he understood what it meant. He’d given me something of value. Yet, he’d also taken something of value away. 


  He’d robbed me of my confessions. He’d read what wasn’t his to read.


  Stroking the fine creases of such an intricate little boat, I marvelled at how his brutal fingers had made something so delicate. If he could hold something so gently and twist common into beauty…then perhaps he wasn’t like Alrik, after all. 


  Maybe, just maybe, he spoke the truth when he said he wouldn’t hurt me. And if that was the case, then whatever payments he expected in return would be paid, if not willingly, at least less painfully than before. 


  As the sea rolled beneath my feet and the horizon welcomed with turquoise water, I forced myself to admit that this was just another prison, and he was just another puppeteer, but at least, I was still alive. 


  I would survive. 


  Because that was what I was born to do.
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  “SURELY, YOU MUST have a forwarding number.”


  The woman on the other end of the phone was less than fucking helpful. “No. The home line was disconnected after multiple non-payments. We requested the bill payer contact us on three occasions and never received any answer.” Her huff echoed loud in my ear. “That’s normal protocol. And like I told you many times, we don’t have any forwarding details or reasons why the invoices went unpaid with no further communication.”


  That was what worried me. Where had Pimlico’s mother vanished to? In my experience, if someone disappeared, it was usually from bad situations. Either from committing a crime and running from the law (was she involved with Pim’s abduction?) or becoming the victim of such an incident (like her daughter).


  Ever since Pimlico entered her home number into my phone at Alrik’s, I’d bided my time to use it against her. The digits were as good as a treasure map to who Pim was. And if I could figure out who she was before I lost myself to whatever urges she manifested, the better for both of us. 


  I wasn’t good with secrets. I wasn’t good with things I wanted but couldn’t have. I wouldn’t rest until I’d turned an inconsequential phone number into the truth.


  “At least let me know the bill payer’s full name. I’ll do my own research seeing as you’re determined not to help.”


  “Can’t give out personal information.”


  “It’s an old account and of no value to you. If not the name, give me the address.”


  She sighed dramatically. “Listen, like I just said. No can do.”


  Goddammit, I hated technology. If I was in front of her, I could’ve subtly bribed her to give me what I wanted. With miles of ocean between us and a crackly phone line, I had no way of changing her mind. “Is there anything you can tell me?”


  She chirped smugly, “Nope. Have a nice day.”


  The dial tone buzzed in my ear as she hung up. That just fucked me off. I respected her doing her job but being rude was not permitted under any circumstances. 


  Bitch. 


  I slammed my satellite phone onto my desk and swiped over a holder of pens. “Fuck.”


  It wasn’t often I came up against brick walls, but Pimlico was buried beneath them. I didn’t know her real name. I didn’t know the town she grew up in or any other details of her life. She’d poured her heart into her notes to No One but focused only on her time with Alrik. She never once mentioned a high school location or favourite club or activity. In fact, the only thing she did give a name to was Anne of Green Gables and her love of the show. I’d never seen it, but if it gave me clues…perhaps, I should? 


  Fuck, I don’t have time for this. 


  And who the hell cared? She was just a girl. A slave. What drew me to her so damn much? 


  You know why. She reminds you of—


  I clutched my head, tugging on black hair to rid such stupid thoughts. I would find out who Pimlico was, and when I did, I’d figure out who was responsible for her capture and treatment. And if it turned out her mother was involved in her captivity, she would pay. Slowly. Painfully. I would make her feel every blow and kick Pimlico had endured.


  I couldn’t find redemption for myself. But perhaps, I could find it for Pim. 


  But why?


  There was that fucking question again. 


  Why do you care? 


  Why bother when I intended to keep her in the same role she’d been groomed for so many years? It wasn’t as if I would free her. I couldn’t. She knew too much about me already. The longer she was mine, the more incriminating knowledge she would have. 


  So once she’s fulfilled her purpose, you’ll trade her for something else that benefits you? 


  Why chase down her family and find out the truth if I had no intention of returning her to the life she’d been abducted from? 


  The answers danced on the back of my mind, elusive but teasing, letting me know I was more human than I wanted to admit. More in tune with broken things than I ever wanted to believe after what I’d done to my own family and the circumstances that followed. 


  Falling from grace and trading a home for homelessness had shaped me from kind to heartless. Ever since then, I didn’t give a shit about anyone else. Why should I? I was the cause of contamination. 


  Looking at my hands—the same hands that’d touched Pim and stolen her from her dead master—I snorted at how wealth had given me freedom but imprisoned my skills with more money than I could ever spend. 


  What the fuck was I supposed to do with that?


  Where had the fun gone from stealing when I had everything I ever needed? 


  Not everything.


  Growling under my breath, I shoved aside yet more traitorous thoughts. 


  Maybe that was why I wanted Pimlico’s secrets. Because if she turned out to be as bad as me, if she harboured some awful confession that meant she deserved her fate…then that would grant me peace.


  Peace to stop butchering myself with guilt.


  Relief that even a girl in torment wasn’t innocent. 


  Because if she wasn’t innocent, then it didn’t matter what I’d become.


  And I could forget the shame that I could never shake.
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  CAWING OF SEABIRDS was my alarm clock, wrenching my gaze open to a scene I didn’t recognise.


  Where am I?


  Instantly, my heart buckled its running shoes and prepared to sprint, to hide. Where was the white? Where was the mansion where my blood was spilled daily? Where was Master—


  He’s gone.


  Dead. 


  You’re Elder’s now.


  That knowledge scattered goosebumps over my arms, injecting me with adrenaline. Sitting up in the softest bed with the warmest blankets, I clutched the sheet to my naked chest as sunlight dappled the inviting space. Chocolate, cream, and lace were decadent reminders of who owned me now. 


  The gentle swaying spoke of a warm body of water beneath me rather than a cold mountain of dirt. 


  “Morning, miss.” A maid popped from the bathroom to my right, her arms full of the towels I’d used last night. I didn’t want her picking up my laundry. That was my task. Who was I to deserve to be waited on? 


  She gave me a gentle smile, scooping up my discarded nightgown from the floor. 


  The moment Elder left last night, I’d done what he’d suggested. I’d drawn a bath, and while the tub filled with lazy bubbles, I’d gazed out to sea, clutching my origami boat, wishing I could somehow turn it into a larger vessel and sail far, far away. 


  The kind generosity in which Elder treated me with weighed on me more and more. The kiss we’d shared. The way he’d watched me. His tattoo. His temper. 


  Every snippet of interaction layered me with fearful hesitation. I couldn’t stop worrying as I’d wriggled from the cotton nightgown. Up until now, I hadn’t attempted to shed the gown even though the itch to fling it far away grew more intolerable every hour. I didn’t because Dr. Michaels expected a woman who needed to cover up after her ordeal. To camouflage her scars and pretend it never happened. 


  The opposite was true. 


  Nakedness had been used as a weapon against me. To strip me bare; to teach me I had nothing of my own—no value but the skin I lived in. My body was the only thing I would ever call mine, but in that simplicity I found power. I never had to suffer ropes or chains made out of silk or velvet. Never had to suffocate in elastic or zippers. 


  I was free.


  As the muggy air licked my skin and the warm bubbles of the bath crept up my legs as I gingerly lowered myself into it, I found some sense of normalcy after so much strangeness. 


  I wished Elder had told me at lunch what he expected. Was it sex? Entertaining his friends? What would he make me do to pay back the delicious meals, vanilla-scented bed sheets, and pretty maids bustling around keeping my room—the room he’d given me—clean. 


  “Breakfast is on the table.” The girl brushed aside a sable curl that’d stuck to her pink cheek. “Porridge with brown sugar, I believe.”


  I’d never had porridge in my life. The thought of opening my aching mouth and inserting food for my mangled tongue to push and swallow was too much. 


  I was hungry but not hungry enough to activate more pain. 


  Especially for porridge.


  However, the maid didn’t need to know that. I smiled. I didn’t nod as that would be overstepping my communication guidelines, but I ensured she understood I was grateful. 


  She moved toward the door. “By the way, your wardrobe has a few sundresses and other nightgowns inside. Once we dock, I’m sure Mr. Prest will send one of his assistants to buy you more if you wish.”


  One of his assistants? 


  How many does he have? 


  My gaze travelled to the walk-in wardrobe that I hadn’t ventured into. I smiled again, knowing full well I wouldn’t wear any of the given items while I was alone in this suite. If I explored the ship like Elder said I could, then perhaps I would cover myself for the sake of his staff, but the moment I was alone…


  I might’ve killed Alrik, but he’d killed any reminder of the girl I’d been before I was his. 


  Hoisting her armful of laundry, the girl grinned. “You’ll like living on the Phantom. It’s amazing to wake up every day to a new view, new ocean, new port.” Cocking her chin at the unenticing breakfast, she added, “He told me to warn you to eat. The doctor, too. He sent some more painkillers; I put them in the drawer beside your bed.” 


  My arms ached from clutching the sheet. The mention of a new view had impatience siphoning in my blood for the girl to leave. I wanted to look out the window and see. 


  Silence fell; the maid coughed self-consciously. “Is there anything you need before I go?”


  A question. 


  Those, I couldn’t answer. 


  However, despite myself, my chin moved left and right ever so slightly. 


  What the hell are you doing?


  Already the steely resolve to remain mute was fading. Was I truly so weak that a few hours of unmolested sleep and a kind face had me abandoning my crutches so fast?


  She beamed. “Okay, great. See you tomorrow morning!” She bustled out, leaving me in comforting silence and the freedom to kick off the covers and stride naked onto the balcony. 


  After living in an air-conditioned mansion for so long, the muggy heat was an aphrodisiac on my skin. I wasn’t cold. I wasn’t afraid. I wasn’t hurting from a fresh punch or kick. 


  The sensation was far too foreign and earned yet another lick of terror for what I would have to do to deserve such luxury. 


  Looping my fingers on the metal balustrade, I let the wind be my dress and the sun my shawl. The view of lolling swells and the occasional sequin of light glinting off the epic blueness granted my first unforced smile in years. 


  Payment for this would be astronomical.


  But I might as well enjoy it before that day came. 


  * * * * *


  Nine hours I was given. 


  Nine hours where I relaxed in my room, dozed in the sun, wrote a quick note to No One before tossing it into the swiftly passing sea, and did my best to ignore the swollen tongue pounding inside my mouth. 


  My other injuries took a backseat, barely noticeable after living so long with such agony. Even my broken hand didn’t bother me now it’d been properly strapped. I’d often wondered if I’d grown so used to pain that I would miss it. That if a time came when I had no black and blue contusions, I would no longer feel real. 


  I couldn’t remember a time when agony didn’t hunker inside like a gremlin ready to attack. Would Elder let me experience such a phenomenon or was he merely curing me of Alrik’s misdeeds so he could inflict his own? 


  The sun had set in a blaze of orange glory, setting fire to the ocean in a patchwork of golds and apricots just as a female staff member dressed in a smart navy dress entered my room. 


  It didn’t escape my notice the door had no lock and the staff attending to me were all women. Was that for Elder’s benefit or mine? Her gaze landed on my naked breasts where I sat curled up on a chair three times the size of me looking out to sea. 


  This suite was the epitome of luxury, yet there was no television, no laptop or key to the outside world.


  Just the view. 


  And I was addicted to it. Obsessed with the moving scenery after being chained to a hilltop for so long.


  “Oh, I’m so sorry!” The woman turned sharply, averting her eyes. 


  The long-forgotten urge to tell her not to worry—to be socially acceptable and put her at ease—made my lips part. My useless tongue spasmed, before remembering speech was not something it was used for these days. 


  With her gaze locked on the carpet, I couldn’t catch her eye. Grabbing a cushion from behind me, I positioned it over my front and kept my legs tucked up tight in modesty. I patted the arm of the chair, signalling she could look. 


  She did, slowly. 


  Her gaze landed on the cushion as her eyebrow rose, but she didn’t say anything. If she wondered why I sat here naked, she didn’t ask. 


  Moving forward, she held out a small envelope. “You’re summoned to dinner.”


  Our fingers grazed as I took it. I sucked in a sharp breath. Not because I was afraid of her, but because she was the first girl I’d touched since my mother. Tears dared to stab my eyes as I looked down and fought such idiotic hurts. 


  Elder had given me his first commandment. 


  I could curl into a ball and refuse to go. I could be the slave he thought I was and cower. Or I could remember how to stand straight, how to walk and talk and glower with confidence. I’d steal his secrets by watching his habits—learning him all the while he thought he was learning me. 


  This is just another test. I will not fail. 


  “Inside is a small map of the Phantom. He’s waiting for you on the main deck in the dining room.” She sucked on her bottom lip before blurting, “He didn’t mention a dress code, but can I suggest…at least, covering up a little?”


  I tore open the envelope and pulled out the laminated map of a super yacht. So this was Phantom. A boat big enough to house hundreds of people. 


  “He said he expects you there in fifteen minutes.” The girl took a step back as I stood and tossed the cushion onto the chair. She gulped, keeping her eyes on mine, forcing her chin high to avoid my nakedness. 


  If she wasn’t so nervous, I would’ve smiled. 


  All this time, I’d been the scared one, the one holding her breath whenever Alrik walked into the room, the one cowering in submission when he decided I overstepped my bounds. Here, in Elder’s world, there was innocence still. Innocence enough to turn bare skin into an uncomfortable situation for his well-trained staff. 


  Power that I’d done my best to cling to sprang to life. 


  Beneath my bruises and memories, I was still Tasmin. Still a girl who wanted to go home and hug her mother. Yet as I strode to the walk-in wardrobe and selected a black shift that tumbled over my head in a whisper of finery, I feared I teetered on a very unstable edge. 


  My vulnerability was twisting, changing. After two years of being someone else’s toy, the same evil I’d been hurt with had infected me. I was no longer soft or hopeful but hard and cynical. 


  If Elder wanted me, I couldn’t do anything to stop him. I just didn’t know if I would be able to remain the girl I’d been or if I’d evolve into a complete stranger when he did. 
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  “I’M IMPRESSED. YOU found me.” Elder cocked his head, holding a small glass of clear liquid. If I hadn’t watched him at Alrik’s and noticed he refused every drop of liquor, I might’ve thought it was vodka. Armed with the tiny piece I already knew of him, I suspected it was just water. 


  His black eyes slid over me with a lethal calm. “I see I’ll have to order dresses a few sizes smaller.”


  I didn’t stroke the black cotton encasing my body like a normal girl being inspected might. I’d had that stupidity beaten out of me. I stood military still, accepting his assessment. I didn’t let him know that I liked how big it was, how loose and floaty. The black straps barely clung to my shoulders as if apologetic to touch me while the size allowed air to provide a buffer between my skin and the material. 


  “You can come closer, you know.” Elder placed his glass on the wooden table. 


  My fingers fluttered over the small map of his home. I’d taken a few wrong turns down luxurious corridors and peeked into opulent drawing rooms and suites, but I’d made it in time. 


  Taking a small step toward him, I glanced at the decadent spread of fresh grapes, watermelon slices, and crisp green apples on a platter in the centre. Everything about this was the opposite of my previous world. 


  Walking had been tiring due to my healing body, but I wasn’t riddled with pain. The carpet beneath my toes was thick and springy, keeping me warm rather than padding on cool marble tiles. If I were made to kneel in this place, at least my bones wouldn’t splinter when the order came.


  He stood as I neared the table. I didn’t look away as he reached forward and plucked the map from my grip. My heart hissed like an adder as I tracked his large palm, hating that I tensed for a hit and was almost confused when it didn’t come. He just placed the map on the table and pulled out a chair for me. 


  I didn’t trust him. 


  I didn’t trust his calmness because I tasted the things he kept hidden. I remained stiff as I slipped into the offered seat, resting my hands on my lap. 


  Wordlessly, Elder moved back to his chair at the head of the table. He’d positioned me next to him. The rest of the long table was merely a runway for food, not offering any space between us. 


  Catching my gaze, he frowned. 


  What was this? A game before the true fun began?


  A door slid open from behind me as two staff members entered and placed a bowl of green soup in front of us. Nodding respectfully, the head waiter said, “Tonight, your entrée is cold pea and cucumber soup with saffron butter. Please, enjoy.” 


  Bowing, the staff retreated, leaving Elder and me to stare silently at each other. 


  Neither of us reached for a spoon, not prepared to be the one who looked away first. Slowly, Elder reached for his glass, raising the glittering crystal to take a sip. His powerful neck rippled as he swallowed then cocked his head, studying me harder. 


  “Something’s different about you.” 


  I stilled. 


  Was I not permitted to change? 


  I didn’t even understand what had changed. I just felt…off. Not myself. If I couldn’t describe it, how could Elder already see it? 


  Depositing his glass, he rubbed his jaw. The five o’clock shadow was darker, as if he hadn’t shaved since the day we met over a week ago. “Are you okay? Minus the injuries and your tongue, of course?”


  I picked up my spoon. 


  “I don’t understand it…” He trailed off, copying me as he pinched the delicate silver utensil. “But when you look at me, something’s disappeared.”


  Disappeared? 


  Was that what’d happened? Had my dependency on being abused been deleted? Had my fear vanished? 


  No, the fear’s still there. 


  I checked inside for the remnants of the girl who’d been a pet, a possession. I still struggled, but Elder made me brave enough to look at him rather than avoid him. 


  The fact he let me get away with it encouraged me to be bolder, brazen. Was that what was happening? Had I finally had enough of merely existing and begun the process to claim myself again?


  A headache looped around my temples, squeezing with heavy questions. 


  I don’t know anything anymore.


  I’m tired.


  I’m lost.


  I’m alone.


  Even No One can’t help me figure this out.


  Angry tears once again tickled my spine. I spindled tighter, a shrapnel detonation just looking for an outlet to explode. 


  I need…help.


  I need time.


  I need…


  I didn’t know what I needed. But it wasn’t him. It wasn’t this life. It wasn’t even kindness anymore.


  I’m past that.


  I’m screwed up.


  I’m angry. So damn angry.


  I wanted to take that anger out on someone. I wanted to rip and tear and scream at what I’d endured and what I’d become.


  My breathing escalated until my lungs burned and my entire body trembled. My spoon hovered over the soup (soup I didn’t want because it would add yet more pain), doing my best to stuff down the overwhelming insanity brewing like lava in my blood. 


  I need to leave.


  I need to be alone before I snap. 


  Gulping back the tsunami of messy rage, I clamped down on my shaking and waited for him to say something—anything—to distract me from my rapidly twitching madness. 


  But he didn’t.


  He merely watched me with that deadly poise—noticing my shaking, my breathing—most likely seeing the fire incinerating my brokenness inside. 


  “Take it easy. Nothing can hurt you here.”


  Wrong!


  My eyes shot to his as the lava bubbled and popped. 


  You can. 


  And you will. 


  Stop lying to me. 


  Tell me what you mean to do with me. 


  Put me out of my goddamn misery.


  Elder stiffened, his body becoming ice-calm. “Whatever you’re thinking, it’s making you upset. I suggest you stop.”


  Stop?!


  When did that word ever mean anything? 


  When did Alrik stop?


  When did you stop?


  When will all of this fucking stop!


  A panic attack slithered around my ribcage, waking from its sleep to torment me. The soul-sucking terror licked its way up my throat, squeezing…clawing.


  My fingers latched around the spoon. The room etched with darkness as air became a much-needed commodity. 


  “Pim…stop. Relax.” 


  I couldn’t relax. Not now. Not now the itchy panic had multiplied in size and dribbled into my belly as well as my throat. 


  I flinched as Elder leaned toward me. 


  I gasped as he narrowed his eyes. 


  “Talk to me. Tell me what you’re dealing with.”


  My spine shot stiff. 


  Tell you? 


  Speak to you? 


  Why? 


  You won’t understand. 


  You won’t help. 


  Stampeding tears blurred the world, making him dance and jig. 


  “Okay, if you’re determined not to talk, what do you need? I’ve given you food and clothing. I’ve given you a bed and peace. What more do you fucking want from me?”


  His roar hacked through my whirlpool of hysteria, dragging me back from the suffocating clouds. 


  Pointing at my quaking body, he snarled, “You’re acting as if this is a torture session. It’s not. It’s just dinner. Remember those? When people talk over food and answer questions when asked? Fuck, Pim. Stop looking at me as if I’m him. I’m not fucking him. Got it?!”


  My gaze turned sniper sharp. Contorted snowflakes filled the holes left by my panic attack. 


  Excuse me if I’m not comfortable.


  Excuse me if I struggle to see only dinner and not a game to play.


  Excuse me if I’m not eloquent and your perfect guest!


  Elder rolled his eyes. “While we’re on the topic of normal behaviour, let’s talk about that dress. It’s a goddamn sack on you. You need to eat, and I’ll buy you better fitting clothes. Just because you were a slave doesn’t mean you have to look like one.”


  Air hissed through my nose. Snowflakes turned to ice picks, dying to stab him over and over again.


  How dare you!


  My skinniness is abhorrent to you? 


  Why fucking rescue me then?


  Elder continued, his own anger blind to mine. “He might’ve starved and beaten you, silent one, but I expect you to resemble a woman, not an animal. Next time we’re in port, I’ll arrange for underwear and other clothing. But in the meantime, I expect you to trust what I goddamn say and stop flinching whenever I raise my arm and speak to me. Fucking get over your silence and grow up.”


  My back locked in revulsion. 


  I’m an animal now?


  My panic attack switched to an erupting volcano of hate. 


  I’ll show you what an animal I am. I won’t grow up. I am grown up. I’m older than you’ll ever be. And if you try to make me wear underwire and tight lace after a lifetime of scars and bruises, I’ll kill you.


  My teeth ground together. 


  You hear me? 


  You want me to wear tight clothing? You want to destroy me? 


  No! 


  Rashness overrode my brain. My hand soared up, yanking off the strap clinging loosely to my shoulder. It slid down and down. My fear-hardened nipple was the only thing keeping the weightless garment from revealing my full breast. 


  Elder froze, his gaze locking onto the bruised skin. “Christ, what are you doing?” 


  I bared my teeth. 


  Being an animal.


  “Fuck, you really don’t understand, do you?” Smooth as syrup, he leaned forward and plucked the strap from my elbow. His fingernails threatened my paper-thin skin, slipping the strap slowly, ever so slowly, up my arm to rest on the hollow of my neck and shoulder. 


  His face was obsidian with no sign of light or sanity. “Don’t push me. I warned you, Pim. I’m doing my best around you, but if you pull a fucking stunt like that again, I won’t be responsible for my actions.”


  His palm cupped my shoulder, his flesh kissing my flesh. His face came millimetres from mine. “Whatever issues you’re going through, don’t take them out on me. Otherwise, I’ll have to return the favour and take my issues out on you.” He chuckled with black undertones. “And if I do that, you’ll know the truth about me. You’ll know that Alrik was playing make believe while I’m the true villain.”


  Saliva dried up. My tongue swelled with pain. 


  For the first time, I believed what he said. For the first time, he didn’t hide whatever he battled. He let me look inside him, and I didn’t like what I saw.


  He wasn’t a gentleman. He wasn’t refined. 


  He was chaos and uncultured and dying to be free to invoke whatever calamity he needed to inflict. 


  No… 


  Goosebumps scattered as his fingers stroked my shoulder, reminding me he still held me, still owned me. Terror transformed to horror as my eyes flickered from his lips to his gaze. 


  He didn’t move, letting me draw my own conclusions—to read between the lines of what he would never say, but I felt. I felt every word, every threat, and it didn’t pacify me, it made me want to bolt from the room and throw myself into the sea. 


  Running his finger under the strap, he bent and kissed my shoulder. He’d touched me before. He’d kissed me before. Yet that simple readjustment of my clothes was more erotic than anything we’d ever done. 


  “You still want to go to war with me, silent mouse?” Elder leaned back in his chair, making the ornate wood creak with his large bulk. 


  Don’t call me mouse!


  “Are you so repulsed by me that you’re willing to push me until I push back? Is it so bad to be cared for when the entire time I give you sanctuary, I want to take so much more in return?”


  I stopped breathing. 


  He buffed his fingernails on his t-shirt. “I didn’t want to have to be so stern with you, but it seems I don’t have a choice.”


  My sniff made his black eyes sharpen. “All I ask of you is politeness, obedience, and eventually your voice. Three things that won’t hurt you or reduce you to something you’re not.” 


  I shivered at how easily he delivered his terms. How simple he made them sound when they were some of the hardest requests for me. 


  “You do that, and I’ll be able to keep my distance and treat you kindly. Don’t, and you’ll regret it.”


  You’re hiding behind obscurity. 


  Don’t threaten with vagueness. 


  Tell me what you’ll do. 


  Gritting my teeth, I plopped the spoon into the soup and swirled it around. I had no intention of eating. My tongue was a constant reminder of what I’d almost lost by being brave. Elder had made it his mission to heal and cure me. But for what?


  It was the not knowing that burrowed like a mole through my mind, bringing dark tunnels of recklessness. Bravery no longer had anything to do with it. 


  It was a matter of survival. 


  My previous questions came chugging back on a steam train, railroading me with coal smoke and speed. 


  What do you want? 


  Tell me.


  Right now. 


  Tell me you’ll sell me. Hurt me. Use me. 


  Tell me you’ll free me.


  Tell me what you’ll do if I disobey.


  Just tell me so I can decide if I want to fight you, obey you, or throw myself off the bow of your ship and end it once and for all. 


  I wasn’t aware my anger had overflowed physically until the spoon shot from my fingers, splashing green goo all over the pristine table. 


  My shoulders rolled as I hunched for a beating. It would be a good one. I’d never been allowed at the table for this exact reason. I wasn’t worthy of human tools because I was too dim-witted and merely an animal to be used when it suited its owner. 


  He called me an animal. 


  Whatever attraction or pride I thought I’d seen in his gaze was gone now we’d finally been honest.


  Elder didn’t move. 


  The gentle rustle of his black t-shirt was the only noise as he breathed deep and evenly, never taking his eyes off me. “What were you thinking about to warrant wasting your food? Food, I may add, that should be in your stomach to replace everything you’ve lost from being with him.”


  I dared to look up, staring, staring at the mess I’d made. 


  I couldn’t make myself care what would come next. I couldn’t bring myself to bow in apology or beg in forgiveness. The anger that I’d kept locked up so damn tight for years poured from the vault where I’d banished it. The foreign tightness—the strange daredevil baring its teeth inside me—it all embraced me as if to say ‘please never forget again.’ 


  Never let yourself merely exist. 


  Fight. 


  Or die. 


  No more surviving. 


  No more accepting.


  My fingers dug into my palm as my fists squeezed—even my broken hand did its best to curl with rage at how long I’d lived in hell and how much I hated myself for letting it continue.


  Why didn’t I kill myself sooner? Why didn’t I kill him sooner? 


  Because he took every option away! 


  You tried, remember?


  Time already clouded the past, making it seem like I had other options than the truth. It shattered me because it made me even weaker when I’d believed I’d been so strong. 


  There was nothing you could do.


  But now, now it is different, and you will not bow to another. 


  Not again.


  If Elder expected me to serve him, fuck him, and be at his beck and call. I would jump overboard tonight. Not because I had nothing left to give but because I was finally brave enough to say no. 


  Even if it meant saying no to any more tomorrows or yesterdays.


  No more! 


  Elder murmured, “What’s going on inside that mind of yours?”


  I snarled. 


  He stiffened. “You look as if you want to go back and kill him all over again.” He cocked his head, inspecting my every inhale, exhale, and twitch. “Are you angry that I came back for you? Do you wish I hadn’t, so you could’ve ended your life, rather than face something new?”


  You don’t know me. 


  Get out of my damn head!


  “So that’s what this is about. You’re angry.”


  I wanted to tear out his eyes at how condescending he made it sound. I was more than just angry. I was rage itself. I was the harbinger of vehemence. 


  You think you can scare and belittle me?


  Wrong.


  I’m done with these parlour tricks.


  He smiled coldly, no kindness left in his face. “Anger is expected after what you’ve lived through.” He leaned forward, whip sharp and brutal. “But if you think for one fucking moment you can take it out on me, you’ll be severely disappointed.” 


  My chest rose and fell as I breathed harder than I had in years. My bruised ribs bleated with agony. 


  “If I didn’t recognise that fire in your gaze, I would think you missed that godforsaken hellhole.”


  I froze.


  You think I liked being beaten?


  You think I enjoyed being a slave? 


  Elder pushed his fork with his index finger, sedate and sly. “You knew the rules there. You knew everything there was to know about the bastard who called himself Master. You knew what to expect and when.”


  His black eyes locked me against the hard chair. “You miss predictability even if that predictability would’ve killed you, either by his hand or yours.”


  Silence fell, littered with secrets.


  He didn’t speak for a few seconds. Running his hand through thick blue-black hair, he whispered, “You pulled the trigger. I watched you take his life happily. You threw off those invisible chains even while you bled out from the wound he inflicted.” His voice dropped to a murmur, “But that wasn’t the moment you ended predictability, Pimlico. You did that before becoming a murderer.” 


  I sucked in a breath as he stroked his lips with feather-soft fingers. “You did that the moment you kissed me back.” 


  My tongue twinged as I swallowed hard. 


  “You changed your future the moment you let me into your bed.” 


  I didn’t let you.


  I had no choice. 


  Licking his bottom lip, Elder smiled coldly. “I feel you trying to read me, silent mouse. I feel you probing me, watching me; don’t think I don’t. You want—no, you need—to know what I’m going to do to you. Your questions are so fucking loud they’re making me deaf.” 


  Standing, he pushed away from the table and paced, looking between me and the spilled soup. “But you won’t learn who I am until you give me what I want in return.” 


  Determination suddenly etched his face as he stalked toward a sideboard holding a massive candelabra with eight tapered candles and wrenched open a drawer. 


  Two seconds later, he slammed down a matching notepad and pen. Pushing aside my bowl, he stabbed his fingers at the fresh paper. “Speak to me.” 


  I cringed but didn’t hunch. I couldn’t keep track of my thoughts. Yesterday, I’d drowned in gratefulness for what he’d done for me. Today, I suffocated in suspicion of his true agenda. And anger. So. Much. Anger. Rage licked me faster and faster, turning my thoughts to ash. 


  “Talk to me, Pimlico. That’s the least you owe me for what I’ve done for you.”


  Done for me? 


  What are you going to do to me? 


  Let’s talk about that!


  My fingers itched for the pen but not to speak to him. To speak to No One. To ask my unknown, unseen friend what I should make of this new prison and master. Should I run? Should I kill? Should I do neither and submit instead? 


  The longer Elder kept me wrapped in safety, building my debt to him with every breath, the more I spiralled out of control. I’d lived with such fierce unbreakable boundaries for too long. I knew how to survive Alrik. I knew how to read him. I knew how to prepare for punishment. And I knew how to glue back my shattered pieces afterward. That was it. I didn’t know how to endure anyone else.


  And why should I have to persevere with another?


  I didn’t know how to be Pimlico in this new world. I had no idea who I’d end up becoming. How could I be something Elder wanted when I had no idea what that was? 


  Then don’t be Pim. 


  Be someone else. 


  But who?


  I needed to become someone who could outlast, outsmart Elder Prest.


  But I don’t know who he is! 


  Trembling began again. Swift and severe. 


  My body betrayed me as more and more confusion plaited with anger. I hated that I had a psychical reaction to Elder as he loomed over me, his hot breath fluttering my eyelashes, his demands crushing me. 


  “Write what it is that you want.” He took the pen, ripped the lid off, and grabbed my hand. 


  I didn’t flinch as he inserted the cool plastic between my fingers, making me grip it. “Write what you’re thinking. Write one fucking word, and that will be good enough for now.”


  He stepped back.


  I held the pen, but I didn’t attempt to obey. 


  Words flew from my head. Spelling no longer part of my education. The trembling grew and grew until my teeth chattered and bumped against my swollen tongue. The unfinished panic attack howled with fresh freedom. 


  I flinched as pain hit from sharp incisors followed by the faint taste of blood. 


  “Christ,” Elder hissed. “I’m not going to hurt you. How many times do I need to tell you that?”


  That’s a lie.


  You just admitted it! 


  I threw the pen down, steeling myself to look up at him. My teeth clamped again on my swollen tongue by accident. My gag reflex reacted as another wash of metallic made me grimace. A small trickle of blood escaped my cracked lips, staining my chin and splashing in accusation on the notepad. 


  He inhaled sharply, staring at the bright red droplet. 


  He wanted a reply? 


  He’d earned a reply.


  In blood. 


  “Stand,” he barked.


  I obeyed, pushing my chair back a little. Having his wrath finally unleashed was…not comforting but known. 


  This is what I’m used to. 


  I could handle his anger because I could predict what came next and could turn off my mind. Self-preservation kicked in, and soon, I’d be free. Soon, my soul would clamp down and vanish deep inside. 


  Thank God.


  It was the thinking that was making me change.


  The free time and questions making me worry. 


  This…I knew this. 


  Elder bristled, his hands curling into fists. “You think bleeding in my presence is appropriate? I’ve done all I can to stop you bleeding. Is that a slap in my fucking face, saying I’m not doing enough?” He prowled forward, his chest almost touching mine. 


  I sighed heavily as I gave into his power. 


  Down and down I swirled, blank safety beckoning. 


  I hated that I accepted his rage so much more easily than I ever could his kindness. That I went searching for his animosity because I would never trust his calmness. 


  Not looking up, I kept my eyes respectfully on his shoes. With my unbroken hand, I pushed off the black shoulder strap, followed by the other, and let the dress slither over my body until I stood naked before him. 


  The room howled with masculine rage as Elder whipped upright and took a staggering step back. “What the fuck are you doing?”


  What I’ve been taught. 


  My mind had retreated to where it couldn’t be touched. Hidden and protected, finally at peace after chasing its own tail with endless questions. 


  My body was in charge now, and my body was a creature of habit. 


  Falling to my stiff and gristly knees, I bowed at his feet. 


  He’d stolen me.


  He might as well start using me the way he intended. It was better for both of us to know our places so I could return to the shell I’d made my home.


  I thought I was strong enough to return to the real world. I thought I wasn’t broken enough that if I ever found freedom I could walk from the shadows and laugh and speak and love like any normal person.


  But I knew the truth now.


  Elder’s strange care had made me come to terms with something I never believed was possible. I was broken. All my inner speeches of being so strong and merely biding my time.


  They were fiction. 


  I’m a liar.


  My head bowed harder, my hair spilling over my shoulder. 


  And still, Elder didn’t move. 


  The door opened behind me, footsteps shuffling with the aromatic scents of the second course.


  Everything exploded. 


  “Get the fuck out!” Elder bellowed. 


  A plate smashed to the floor, followed by the thud of a rolling baked potato. Muttered apologies fell then the door clanged shut and silence once again reigned. 


  Elder took a step closer to me, his black boot nudging my naked knee. 


  I didn’t shrivel or back away. My mind had flown free, leaving whatever remained at his mercy. 


  I didn’t care. 


  His joints didn’t make a sound as he slid to his haunches and grabbed my chin. “Under no circumstances are you to do that again, do you hear me?”


  I looked blankly past him.


  He shook me. “Pay attention. Don’t disappear on me. Don’t treat me like that bastard. Don’t make me become something I’ve fought so fucking long to avoid. I won’t slip. Not for you. Not for anyone.” His fingers dug into my cheeks. “As much as you expect me to and as gratifying as it would be, I said I wouldn’t hurt you. And I meant it.”


  Words were cheap. 


  I knew how lies worked. 


  With a heavy growl, Elder stood.


  My stomach muscles clenched, waiting for his kick but nothing came. Instead, he scooped me into his arms and picked me up just like the day he’d carried me bleeding and mostly dead from the white mansion. 


  Kicking open the dining room door, he stalked through the boat, taking the stairs rather than waiting for the lift and carrying me gruffly back to my room. 


  Every step was a full stop to the confusing conversation we’d shared. Every breath was a bracket around the truths we’d revealed and then smothered just as fast with falsehoods. 


  I didn’t know what was real anymore: what threat was truth and what truth was a lie.


  The moment we were behind closed doors, Elder shoved me on the bed and paced away, jerking both hands over his face. “Goddammit, I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing.”


  I lay there, naked and waiting, knowing enough not to move. 


  He continued pacing, muttering to himself. Finally, he prowled back. His large hands landed on my hips, dragging my body to the edge of the bed where he wedged his jean clad legs between mine. “This is what you want? To be fucked against your will? To be used against your permission?” 


  His fingers left bruises. It was nothing new. 


  “Tell me why? Why do you want pain when I want to give you safety? When I’m doing my damn fucking hardest to be a better man—to protect you from myself just like I protected you from him.”


  I barely heard the question in my protective bubble. 


  I didn’t blink or swallow, merely stared back unaffected. 


  “You know what I think, Pimlico?” He used my name as if it was a witch’s curse. “I think you’re lost. For the first time, you have permission to rest and relax with no threat of agony on the horizon. You finally remember how life should be, and it fucking terrifies you how much you want it.”


  He squeezed me harder. “And when your mind started to accept that—that, yes you deserve this and, yes, this is how it could be from now on—you became fucking petrified.” He bowed over me, wedging his hot, hard muscle on top of my breakable body. 


  He didn’t hide the erection in his jeans, pressing it against me unashamedly. “You’re weak. For all the strength I saw in you, all the power and unbreakable courage, you let questions strip that away. You let the unknown steal who you truly are, and you’ve slipped back into the only role you know. I fucking pity you.” 


  His lips trailed over my cheekbone, his tongue tracing the shell of my ear. “I could fuck you right now. I could kiss you, hit you, string you up, and do all manner of disgusting things to you, and you wouldn’t fight me. Hell, you expect me to do it, and that’s what’s so bloody sick about this. I gave you my word that I wouldn’t touch you, and you didn’t listen.”


  His hips rocked, pressing against me. 


  It didn’t feel good or bad. It was just pressure. Pressure I’d long since grown used to while I curled into a nonreachable ball inside myself. 


  “Not only did you not listen but you didn’t believe, and I have a good mind to do exactly what you expect. I want to fuck you.” His hips thrust again. “I want to hurt you.” His teeth nipped at my ear. “Because then you might stop looking for the worst.”


  His heat made my skin prickle with sweat. 


  I couldn’t breathe with his weight, but I wouldn’t shift or beg. If he wanted to smother me, then that was one of the easier ways to welcome death. A kind way to go compared to so many others. 


  But then he was gone, folding off me, rearranging the steelness in his trousers. 


  “But that would be too easy. You think you can control me? Get me to do something I would never do? Become someone I’ve fought all my life never to be again? Well, fuck you. Fuck you and whatever conditioning that’s ruined you.”


  Striding to the door, he jerked a hand down his t-shirt as if preparing himself to enter a room full of well-dressed diplomats. “Until you have the balls to accept that I won’t lay a finger on you; until you’ve addressed what that cunt did to you, you won’t see me again. I don’t have time for broken things; especially slaves who I believed were so much stronger than what they turned out to be.”


  He turned and strode out the door without another look. 


  Silence fell like a guillotine as he slammed the wood into place. 


  For a second, I didn’t breathe. I remained locked inside and safe, able to ignore the smarting agony of what had just happened. Of the degradation of what I’d become, the shame of what I was, and the guilt that I wasn’t as good as I thought.


  And then rage came again, hurling me from my bubble, dragging me back into liveliness. 


  For so long, I’d tempered my anger so it curled around me but never exploded. There was nowhere for it to explode, no sobs I could shed, no screams I could utter.


  But here, as I lay naked and vulnerable with far too many wounds and far too little strength to rebuild myself, I let loose.


  I lost it. 


  It wasn’t sweet, obedient Tasmin who shot to her feet and snarled at the finery. It wasn’t timid, broken Pimlico whose claws latched onto the decorative cream silk from the ceiling and yanked. 


  It wasn’t me (whoever that was) as I hurled off the bed and threw cushions and pushed over chairs and smashed sea life figurines.


  I let two years’ worth of tears spew forth.


  I hiccupped and howled and gagged as my tongue pounded in agony. 


  I lost myself.


  And I no longer cared if I ever found my way back. 
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  WHAT THE FUCK am I doing?


  The question had run a track inside my mind for the past two days. 


  I should just pull up to shore, drop her off with a lump of cash, some clothes (which she would probably refuse to wear), and say good fucking riddance. 


  I didn’t have time for this. I didn’t have the luxury of going down a path that had taken me so long to run away from. 


  I had my own issues to deal with let alone shoulder hers. 


  Did you expect her to snap out of it the moment she was yours? 


  If I was honest, yes that was exactly what I bloody expected. I envisioned myself as the saviour and her smiling in gratitude and finally opening that bruised little mouth to say ‘Thank you, Elder, for saving my life. What would you like to know about me? I’m an open book for you, read my pages, pry away.’


  I dragged my hands through my hair, digging my elbows into the desk. 


  Nothing was going according to plan. And seeing her struggle only made me realise how much I fucking struggled. How much I shut down and pretended I had everything I wanted—that my business kept me whole, that I wanted for nothing more than wealth, my boat, and the sea.


  It was all a bloody lie. 


  I smothered myself with rules and trickery to prevent the addiction inside me from taking claim. She’d made me snap and admit some of my darkest truths at dinner.


  That wasn’t how it was supposed to go.


  I was supposed to crack her, not the other way around.


  Fucking woman.


  Even in her despair, she had the bravery to show me just how much I confused her. 


  Lying in bed after throwing her back in her room that night, sleep had refused to come. I recalled every word she’d written to No One, doing my best to put myself in her shoes and figure out how I would’ve coped.


  The thought of someone physically and mentally abusing me was too abhorrent; I couldn’t fully comprehend what it would be like to live with such a monster. I’d done my fair share of hardship, but it had been my own doing, not from some corrupt bastard who thought he could own another.


  Old memories sprung up, threatening to drag me under. 


  Digging my fingers into my skull, I held on.


  Don’t fucking—


  Too late. 


  I couldn’t stop the memory from stealing me, hurtling me back to a time I couldn’t run from—eighteen years ago where it all ended and begun. 


  My mother cried. 


  She’d been crying every night for four months. And because her tears were my fault, my heart drowned with every salty droplet. The shame wasn’t new. Guilt wasn’t, either. But I hadn’t meant to do what I did. If I could rewind time and fix the catastrophe I caused, I would.


  But I accepted my punishment: her disappointment in me, our removal from our home…I bowed beneath the penance because she needed me to suffer. She needed to know I felt the weight of my actions and accepted that I’d been the reason for everything. 


  And I did.


  Crap, how I did. 


  “Okaasan…please.” Glancing around the dirty alley we’d stumbled upon three nights ago, I ensured we were alone before dropping to my haunches beside her. “I’ll make it right. I promise.”


  She tore her body away as I placed my palm on her shoulder. Her rebuttal of my affection cut me but not as much as it had at the beginning. 


  Our first night on the streets had been the worst in my entire thirteen years. I missed my room, my cello, my comfortable, if not rich life. But it was all gone now. My brother was gone. My father. Our house. 


  The only thing I’d been able to save besides myself was my mother, who cursed the very ground I walked upon. 


  “How can you make it right? We have nothing! No one will take us in. We’re alone.” Her sobs crushed me deeper into the dirty concrete where I’d laid a few cabbage-stained cardboard boxes from the dumpster behind us. 


  “I’ll get a job. Someone will hire me. We’ll have a home again.” I swiped at a piece of torn newspaper as it blew down the wind tunnel that was our accommodation for the night.


  New York was not a kind innkeeper to those who found sanctuary on her streets—especially in fall. The leaves had switched from green to rust, and it was only a matter of time before the frigid mornings became frost and snow. 


  I have to fix this before then. 


  My mother cried harder into the crook of her elbow. Her black hair glistened in the faint lights of the cheery apartments above us. Craning my neck, I looked up the sides of the buildings we sat between, watching shadows of people cooking dinner and laughing with loved ones. 


  My stomach growled, tearing through the silence with empty ferocity. We hadn’t found decent food since yesterday morning. 


  What I’d done…it was unforgivable. 


  Overwhelming hatred for myself swirled with humiliation, thicker and thicker as my mother sobbed beside me. Her pretty blouse and jeans were now grubby and tattered. Her closet full of patterned kimonos and my father’s freshly ironed suits turned to ash and rubble. 


  My fingers flew over the newspaper I’d snatched from the wind. Folding it into a square, I tore off the ragged ends and set about transforming the crumpled inked page into something better. 


  As my mother cried herself into a catatonic coma like she did every night, I sat silently, turning rubbish into origami. My fingers shook as I smoothed the petals of a blooming rose before slipping it gently into my mother’s balled hands. 


  Wrapping her in a hug, I vowed, “I will fix this. I don’t care that I’m too young to get a job. I’ll find money and a way to fix what I’ve done.”


  My mother sucked in a shaky breath, not believing me but accepting my origami rose as a peace token. Her head rested on my shoulder as her tears slowly dried. 


  She didn’t speak, but she didn’t need to. Her doubt, disappointment, and despondency spoke loudly. 


  She didn’t believe me. 


  I didn’t believe me. 


  What could I do? A stupid boy trained in cello and origami? 


  As the moon crept over the sky and the temperature plummeted until our breaths became ghosts in the night and cardboard boxes became useless blankets, I stared at the talented hands that’d given me nothing but grief. 


  I’d been proud of my hands—of the skill they wielded. Now, I wanted nothing more than to cut them off. 


  But…


  Wait. 


  Holding two palms and ten digits in the New York City gloom, a plan began to form. 


  I could strum a cord before I could run. I could curl the finest crease of paper before I could write. If I had such agility in my fingers…perhaps they could learn another trade?


  A better trade?


  One that would ensure our survival and drag us back to where we belonged.


  I’d brought badness into our life. It was time to become bad to free ourselves from it. I wouldn’t be a useless brat who only thought of himself. 


  No.


  I’d be a pickpocket.


  A thief. 


  And I’d steal every damn thing from every damn person to ensure my family forgave me. 


  I shuddered as the memory finally let me go. Cold sweat drenched my spine. 


  When my life had changed, giving me food instead of starvation and tailored clothes instead of tatty dumpster rags, I’d thought I’d be forgiven. That I’d erase the shame I’d brought on our name and be welcomed back. 


  I wasn’t. 


  I wasn’t just shunned—I was given the worst kind of punishment. I was called a ghost. Doomed to be familyless and disowned for the rest of my days. 


  I’d become lost, just like Pimlico. 


  And I turned to the only thing that had saved me—accepted me. 


  Crime. 


  Petty theft turned to illegal enterprises, and no matter how I tried to untangle myself, I only sank deeper into the sticky webs, crawling further into the underworld. 


  Each dark step I took ensured I was one step closer to my ultimate goal. 


  And where I was going, there was no room for a mute prisoner—no matter how much she toyed with my emotions.


  Stop thinking about her. 


  The command echoed in my skull, heard but utterly ignored. 


  Closing my laptop, I stood and massaged my nape. I needed a good session with Selix in the ship’s ring or a long swim in the ocean. Then, whatever thoughts about Pimlico would vanish, and I could refocus on who I was and what the fuck I was trying to do with my life. 


  Striding from my office, I undid my shirt as I went. It wasn’t far to the bridge and at this time of the evening, Jolfer, the captain, would’ve signed off, and Martin would be in charge. 


  He was a safe navigator and obedient. 


  I wasn’t in the mood for a martial art fight with Selix, but fuck me, I needed a swim. 


  Heading over the expanse of deck, I peered at the stars above in velvet black. Only the flaming galaxy lit up this place. No city lights, no houses, no cars. 


  Just the Phantom and her pretty windows dancing on the calm tide. 


  Yanking open the door, I strolled in and immediately spotted the man I needed. “Martin, stop all engines. Hold position.”


  Martin was older than Jolfer and his snow-white hair was almost as bright as the stars. Even at sixty, his face was barely lined; somehow avoiding the crags and furrows that a life spent in salt and sun tended to cause. 


  “How long for this time, sir?” Martin asked, already pressing buttons and radioing down to the engine room to reverse direction and hold. 


  “Two hours. I don’t want to rush.”


  “No problem. Take all the time you need.” He smiled, knowing exactly what I was about to do. All the crew knew because their boss liked to go swimming at odd times and strange places. 


  Middle of the Pacific? Sure, why fucking not.


  An hour before sunrise when the world still slept? Shit, yes. 


  I’d swum with humpbacks, dolphins, even a whale shark or two. I wasn’t afraid. I’d hover on my back, cradled by seawater, and watch the sun blink awake. 


  That was the beauty of sailing. 


  “I’ll visit again once I’m done.” I turned to leave. 


  “No need, sir. I’ll send up a lackey to make sure you’re safely onboard. It’s too deep, so we won’t set anchor but will hold position with the engines.”


  I understood what he was telling me. “I won’t go to the back. I’ll use the side ladders and avoid any chance of a riptide caused by the propellers.”


  Martin chuckled. “I know you know that, sir, but it’s force of habit to warn, I’m afraid.”


  I threw him a tight smile. “Nice to know you take your job and my life seriously.” I headed back outside and didn’t bother going back to my quarters to change. 


  My black boxer-briefs would do. After all, in the pitch black yonder, who was there to see me? 


  Walking to the side of the vessel with its thirteen floors to the unforgiving blue glass below, I unbuckled my belt, kicked off my shoes, and tore off my shirt.


  The moment I was free from human costume, I opened the railing and dove off the side. 
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  YESTERDAY WAS BRUTAL. 


  Once I let go—once I allowed my soul to take over and weep for everything I’d been through, I couldn’t stop. 


  All night, I sobbed.


  All day, I wept. 


  And by the time the sun rose and then set again, my face ached, my tongue throbbed, and my head howled with dehydration. 


  Staff members had tried to get me to eat, ignoring my naked form sitting on the floor amongst a destroyed suite to ply me with cake and feel-good food.


  I didn’t want a single crumb. 


  Feathers from the pillows fluttered around the space thanks to the sea breeze. Curtains hung haphazardly on their rails, side tables rattled on their sides as the boat rode gentle waves.


  I hadn’t been able to flip over most of the larger furniture—bolted in place for high seas or hungry storms—but the soft furnishings hadn’t escaped my wrath. 


  I knew I was only harming myself by exuding so much energy in tears and refusing to eat or drink. But I needed to hurt myself. For the first time, I was the one in charge of the pain and the discomfort suffocating me.


  I took ownership of that. I controlled that. It was liberating to be the brute for a change, even if it was me, myself, and I who I hurt. 


  Exactly forty-eight hours after Elder had left me, the only other male I was allowed contact with entered my annihilated room. 


  His kind eyes widened, taking in the destruction before pressing his lips together and crossing the space to the bed where I huddled beneath a salvaged sheet. 


  “Hello.”


  I squeezed my eyes, knowing exactly why he was here and ready, but not quite ready, to accept his help. 


  “I hear you’ve had a rough couple of days.” Standing close, he rubbed the mattress beside me. “May I?”


  I didn’t open my eyes or give him permission, but he sat anyway, carefully keeping his body from touching mine. “Do you want to talk about it?”


  Such a simple question but loaded with far too much. My gaze flew wide even as my tongue stung from where I’d bitten it by accident two nights ago. Even if I did want to talk to someone, to remember what it was like to hold a conversation and purge this filth inside me, I couldn’t. 


  Not yet. 


  Not until my tongue was knitted back together.


  Dr. Michaels nodded in understanding. Looking at the tumbled bedside table and the scattered items on the floor, he pointed at the notepad and pen strewn haphazardly. “I meant, do you want to write it down? We can discuss it that way?”


  I merely stared. 


  He cleared his throat after an uncomfortable minute. “Okay, we’ll leave therapy for another day, how about that?”


  Therapy? 


  I wrinkled my nose. Was that what he thought I needed? Was I mentally ill? A basket case who needed rehab from life? 


  Wouldn’t my mother love that? 


  She’d jump at the chance to be my psychologist. The more screwed up her patients, the better.


  He held up his hands. “Wrong word. Sorry, professional habit. You don’t need therapy in the normal sense. But I do think you need to talk to someone. You’ve been alone for so long—or at least I think you were alone.” His face whitened. “Were there others? Did Mr. Prest save more than just you?” 


  His questions fell on appreciative ears that he was willing to chit-chat, but I had no interest in replying. I hadn’t even had the energy to write to No One during my crying purge. The thought of others living what I had hollowed me with grief. I rolled over, tucking the sheet tighter against me. 


  What happened to the girls I was sold with at the Quarterly Market of Beauties? Were they still alive or mostly dead by now?


  “Okay, I know when a social call isn’t wanted.” Michaels rubbed his thighs. “However, before I go, I must ask you to sit up. I need to inspect your tongue and discuss a few other medical issues.”


  I looked over my shoulder. Now I’d stopped crying, all I wanted to do was sleep. Sleep for decades and wake up a better person, a saner person, and someone who had no aversion to speech so she could blurt out her story and move on. 


  “Please?” The doctor motioned for me to sit, even grabbed a pillow from the floor (only half unstuffed), and fluffed it against the ruined bedhead. “If you don’t mind, we’ll get it done as quickly as possible.”


  Not wanting to disappoint him, I slid upright and settled against the pillow. The sheet fell around my waist. I didn’t think anything of it. 


  Michael’s gaze flickered to my chest for the barest of seconds. He cleared his throat then resolutely locked eyes with me. Any sign of a normal hot-blooded man vanished under the authoritative presence of a doctor who had seen patients in all stages of undress. 


  “May I?” He scooted closer, hoisting a bag I hadn’t noticed onto the bed beside him. 


  I didn’t nod, but he must’ve seen approval in my eyes because he reached forward, running his hands over the glands in my neck and gently prying my mouth open.


  I allowed it, holding my breath as he inspected my stitched tongue.


  I watched his face carefully, wanting to catch any worry or concern he might have on the status of my healing. 


  His face tensed. 


  I stiffened in response. 


  “You have a cut on the left. Did you bite yourself while eating?”


  If there was a time when I should start answering questions, it should be now, but my body language remained silent. 


  He let me go, grabbed a pair of rubber gloves, and put them on. Once hygienic, he gently opened my jaw again and touched my tongue, running expert fingers over the hack job Alrik had done, and hopefully, the stitch job that would ensure it would be as if it’d never happened. 


  “The swelling has gone down but not as fast as I hoped.” Michaels drew back, his face softening. “Not coping is understandable after everything you've been through, and it’s best to get it out. I’m glad you gave yourself time to do that. If you want help sleeping, I can prescribe you something, and if you have intolerable pain, I can help with that too. However, what I can’t help with, and it’s entirely on you, is how fast you wish to recover by eating well and resting often.” 


  A fatherly scowl illustrated his face. “You need to eat if you’re to regain your strength.” His eyes tracked to my belly, ignoring my naked breasts. Black and purple painted my skin; bruises disappearing under the bandage still wrapped around my ribs. “You’re underweight, undernourished. To put it frankly, you’re dying.”


  I froze solid. 


  To hanker after death was one thing. To be told it was creeping over me without permission was entirely another. 


  “I didn’t mean it like that.” He tried to soothe. “I meant, you’re in a bad way and need to help yourself. I can only do so much. It’s up to you to decide if you want to stick around. And if that decision is yes, then you need to start taking better care of yourself.”


  I swallowed, tasting the faint rubber of his gloves. 


  But what if I don’t know what I want? What if I’m still afraid that if I accept life, Elder will steal it from me in some other way? 


  Michaels didn’t wait for me to answer him. He took my broken hand, inspecting the plastic splint and bandage, making sure it was still secure. “Now you’re coherent and not in a hospital bed straight out of surgery, I’m going to be honest with you. Do you think you can handle that?”


  A huge exhale exploded from me.


  Truth.


  Honesty.


  Yes, I want that.


  I need that.


  It was frank truth I was missing. Wrapped up and given my own space with no rules or expectations wasn’t good for me. 


  “That’s what you want? No matter if it’s scary? You want the truth?”


  Do I do it? 


  Yes, that question was worthy of breaking my silent oath.


  I nodded just briefly.


  Michaels beamed. “Okay, now we’re getting somewhere.” His face fell a second later. “Not that I should be happy to tell you bad news, of course.”


  Bad news?


  What bad news? 


  I shuffled forward, clutching the sheet in my lap. 


  He sighed. “I’m going to be frank and not sugar-coat it, okay?”


  What the hell? I’d nodded once. Another wouldn’t hurt.


  I tilted my chin down then up. 


  “All right then.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Your body has been through a lot. I don’t need to tell you that. Even with you eating and resting like you should be—” he gave me a commanding glare —“you’d still have months’ of recovery before you’re on the mend.” He pointed at my mouth. “Realistically, your tongue is the least of your worries. That will heal as long as you keep it clean and don’t bite it again. Your hand will heal now it’s bound, and your ribs will be fine as long as you don’t ransack your room every night.”


  His head turned to survey the damage but didn’t make a comment on the mess. “What won’t heal quickly are the injuries you never had tended to. Older broken bones that mended but incorrectly. Your feet, your fingers, your leg. The bumps and abnormalities will only become more troublesome as you get older.”


  I swallowed again, feeling smaller and smaller, more and more fragile. 


  “Some of your teeth are loose from being struck. Your blood-work shows a few vitamin deficiencies. You need your eyesight tested along with many other examinations to ensure you’ll be okay.”


  He patted my knee almost subconsciously over the sheet. “The body is a miraculous thing, and if you give it time and patience and the tools in order to knit itself back together, it will. Even with the other things I’ve mentioned. If you agree to let a dentist look at your teeth, and an optometrist to ensure your eyes are good, even a neurologist to check your nerves and brain function, then any future complications can be managed.”


  Silence fell. 


  Somehow, I knew that wasn’t the end of the lecture. Slowly, because I knew it made him uncomfortable, I raised the sheet, covering my breasts and tucking it under my arms. 


  He gave me a half smile. “You don’t have to do that. I’ve seen enough human forms not to be embarrassed. Although, you’ve just proven your biggest injury to overcome.”


  I waited for the awful verdict. A verdict I’d already realised after turning into mayhem and demolishing the lovely suite Elder had given me. 


  “Your mind,” Michaels murmured. “Your mind is going to be…messed up for a while.”


  Tears clawed the back of my eyes as someone finally acknowledged what I feared. It shouldn’t make me so relieved to have confirmation that I was going mad. Having him understand…God, it was as if I had permission to give into the psychotic breaking inside. That I could somehow swim to the other side and still be whole when I got there. 


  Michaels held out his hand, palm up, as an offering of support. 


  The urge to take it—to have someone squeeze me in comfort rather than in pain—was overwhelming. But I didn’t reach out. I hugged my sheet and myself, drawing comfort from my body the way I’d done for so long. 


  He nodded, linking his unwanted hand with his other. “I understand why you trashed your room. I understand why you haven’t eaten. I’m not saying I’ve ever been in your situation, but I’ve done papers on how the mind works and want to tell you whatever you’re feeling…the explosive anger, the deplorable rage, the unexpected grief, even the hopelessness and looking for a way out, let me tell you…it is normal. You’re allowed to be topsy-turvy. You’ve been through hell, and your brain is only now coming out of protection mode and starting to sort through the past, try to make sense of your present, and figure out if it should be afraid of your future.”


  Yes. Exactly.


  The tears I fought won.


  They spilled over my cheeks, stinging a little from old salt tracks from crying all night. To be told I wasn’t going insane—that I was allowed to feel this way…it helped. So much. Even though I’d known everything he’d said. I’d studied such conditions. I was a textbook case for people suffering an emotional breakdown.


  But he delivered the news in a way I could accept rather than run from.


  Michaels reached into his pocket and handed me a clean tissue. “Let it out. Don’t hold it in. I’m glad you gave the decorating team something to do. If it made you feel better, do it again. I’m relieved you cried and let yourself be sad. You should be sad. You should be in mourning. A part of you was stolen, and you might never get that back. But what you will get in return is someone so much stronger than the rest of us. Someone who has lived damnation and survived.”


  He grinned, almost vicious with conviction. “You, my girl, are a warrior, and even warriors are allowed to be afraid.”


  My neck bowed, tears splashing onto the sheet despite blotting them with his tissue. 


  “What you aren’t, though, is a girl who can afford not to eat. Okay? You need to give your body time to heal while your mind does, too. Will you promise me you’ll try?”


  When I didn’t look up, he nudged my knee. “Nod for yes. I’m not leaving until you do.”


  It hurt this time. The third time. 


  But I obeyed and nodded. 


  “Good.” Standing, he patted my head. It could’ve been condescending, but in an odd way, the weight of his hand on my scalp was…nice.


  Clutching his bag, Michaels added, “There is one more thing.”


  My jaw came up; my eyes making him fuzzy with tears. 


  “I know you’re afraid of him. That you expect him to be like the others who stole you.” He lowered his voice. “But don’t judge a man just because he has a past he can’t outrun. Don’t expect the worst because, by expecting the worst, you’re inviting it to come true.” 


  He took a breath, pondering how to phrase his parting wisdom. “You don’t need to know what the future holds. No one does. After all, no one can truly know or predict what their next day will include. All you need to know is right now. Can you survive right now? Can you survive today? If the answer is yes, then keep going. Who cares what other people’s agendas are? You can’t control that. You shouldn’t weaken yourself by worrying. Accept that you are strong enough to endure the present. The rest doesn’t matter.”
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  THE OCEAN WAS cool. 


  The water wet and welcoming. 


  For an hour, I powered through the gentle swell, circling the Phantom, giving the back end a wide birth. The low hum of the engines keeping her bulk in place added depth to the sea-silence, infiltrating the wave’s licks and laps against the hull. 


  My arms burned, my lungs shredded. 


  But I didn’t let up my pace. 


  I needed to feel the pain because it kept me centred, kept my thoughts on me rather than on her. Rather than on the manic, debilitating urges I constantly lived with. Urges I’d learned to control but had broken multiple times since I’d brought her aboard my home. 


  Just this morning, I’d found myself repeating the same thing over and over because I became fixated on an idea. The previous night, I’d returned to the dining room after leaving Pim in her suite, ignoring my unwanted erection by cleaning up the mess of pea soup and baked potato. 


  The staff had tried to help, but I’d turned them all away. The desire for cleanliness and order overrode my normal ability to let it go. 


  And it’s all her fucking fault.


  The reports of what she’d done to her room yesterday made me storm to her quarters. I’d wanted to punish her for bringing pandemonium into my world and force her to fix what she’d damaged. I was half-way there before I’d ordered myself to turn around. If I saw her again—before I got myself under control—it wouldn’t end well. Plus, I’d meant what I said. I didn’t want to see her again until she stopped watching me as if I was that fucking bastard. 


  Waiting for me to strike her. 


  Expecting me to kick and fuck her. 


  The fact she wasn’t wondering if I would but when fucking gutted me. I was many things. I wouldn’t deny I had impure urges when it came to her, but I would never hurt her as bad as that motherfucker did.


  My intentions were…different. 


  Slowing my stroke, I rolled onto my back and let the ocean cradle me. The engine hum echoed underwater louder than in the sky. A shooting star blazed overhead, bright and unapologetic, burning to death in its moment of absolute freedom. 


  Pim was a shooting star. She wasn’t free, but she was beautiful in her quest to find peace. I’d hoped once I’d stolen her, the thoughts of suicide would fade from her gaze, but they remained.


  What the hell was I doing that was so bad? Why did she cry for twenty-four hours straight when the only things I’d done were give her medical attention and a bedroom to call her own? 


  I clenched my hands in the salt, my heavy inhale breaking the water skin as my body became extra buoyant. 


  Something flickered to my right. Turning my head a little, careful not to roll too much, I looked up at the colossal beast of my floating home. Phantom poised on the sea like a swan ready to take flight. Its portals and twinkling lights so homely and welcoming. 


  I’d built a large boat, not because I needed to live in something monolithic, but because I’d hoped it wouldn’t just be me living on it. I’d sent invitations. None had come back. 


  The flicker came again.


  Kicking my legs, I turned from horizontal to vertical, treading the tide. In the distance above, Pimlico drifted between rigging lights, blocking them as she passed before their brightness illuminated the sky once again.


  Where the fuck is she going?


  I tracked her as she wandered along the deck. Moving toward the railing, she ran her fingers over the smooth mahogany, her face pensive as she peered into the darkness. 


  She wouldn’t see me down here, so I took the opportunity to study her. To assess the way she carried herself. The anger mixing with residual fear. 


  Perhaps, I was too hard on her. Expected too much, too soon. Our fight at dinner had been destructive at worst and juvenile at best. I’d said things I wished I could take back.


  I was supposed to be the saviour here, not the aggressor.


  Michaels had told me as such—warned me that incidents like this might never heal. The wounds on her body might fade…but her mind, that might never be fully complete. 


  My gaze danced down her figure.


  At least she’d worn another too-big-for-her dress and not wandered around naked. It fluttered in the night breeze, a soft lavender style one of my assistants had picked out. I didn’t want to admit it, but even from here, the colour set off Pimlico’s dark hair, making her seem otherworldly. 


  Pushing off from the railing, she disappeared past my line of sight. 


  Something tugged inside me, but I ignored it. I’d already let Pimlico affect me more than I should. I fucking refused to let her eat away at me. Not when she expected me to be a monster.


  I was a monster. 


  Just one she’d never come across before. 
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  THE COLD ALMOST made me turn back. 


  I hadn’t brought a cardigan (not that I’d probably wear one), and the chilliness reminded me too much of being constantly freezing in the white mansion. 


  However, something was infinite and majestically calming about the night sky. Instead of running, I commandeered a bollard where a massive rope—damp with sea and reeking of salt—coiled heavily, waiting to be used. 


  Perching on the top, I tugged the hated dress and wrapped it around my knees. 


  My ribs hurt to crunch up, but it was comforting sitting outside after two years locked in a house. 


  For a while, nothing moved. No stars. No birds. No life. 


  It was just me and the vast blackness both above and below. 


  I grew weary, lulled to relaxation by the sway of waves and whispers of night. The mania of the past few days finally calmed, and I was able to breathe without anger or confusion. 


  Other emotions that’d been hidden inside slowly crept into acknowledgement like woodland mice. Regret for the way I’d pushed Elder. Grief for the way I’d reacted—not because I’d wanted to but because my mind was so riddled with rot, I didn’t know any other way. 


  I needed to apologise to him and myself. Michaels had given me enough confidence to reach out with tentative fingers and take the first grasp of whatever Elder was offering without peeking beneath the kindness and searching for cruelty. 


  I need to live in the moment. 


  The future I cannot control. 


  I tipped my head back to the moon, allowing the silver light to recharge and forgive me. Forgive a woman who was still a girl even if she thought she was ancient. Forgive a slave who had no notion of pleasure or happiness in a man’s company. 


  My education in submission was not welcome here, and it hurt to have to shred up those lessons and be open to learning new things—especially when I didn’t know what things Elder would teach me. 


  I sighed again, expelling another windstorm of gathering questions, doing my best to stay calm. 


  A crack and small thud wrenched my eyes wide, waking me from my unsuccessful meditation. 


  I blinked as hands appeared on the railing followed by arms then dripping wet hair and dragon-tattooed torso.


  Just like the first time I’d seen his skin art, it stole the very breath from my lungs. The inked creature snarled and snapped, coming alive in every contour and muscle shadow. 


  Elder didn’t look up, climbing the last rungs of a ladder I hadn’t noticed and stepping onto the deck with endless authority and confidence. 


  Raking his hands through his hair, he threw his head back and exhaled. His stomach rippled, his dragon hissing with smoke. 


  For a second, I sat in the darkness, watching. Wishing I could tear away his secrets and understand who this man was.


  He had a temper. He had secrets.


  But that doesn’t make him evil…does it? 


  A breeze whistled down the deck, unlocking my dress from around my legs, sending it fluttering like a purple flag. 


  Elder froze. 


  His eyes narrowed on me. “I thought you’d gone in.”


  I stiffened. 


  You saw me? 


  My brain worked, trying to decide how I felt about being spied on just like I’d been spying on him. 


  Against my wishes, my eyes travelled south, taking in the way his black boxer-briefs glued to his body. The masculine bulge spiked my heart rate despite me hating that part of a man. Elder had done his best to switch some of my aversions the night he'd kissed me. Even two evenings ago when he’d pressed his erection against me, I hadn’t coiled in disgust.


  I hadn’t wanted him.


  But the thought of sleeping with him was marginally acceptable because at least he’d given me things in return. 


  Seawater continued to rivulet down his legs, catching in dark hair before pooling over his toes. Everything about him was exquisitely formed and perfect. Even his feet were in proportion to his height and build.


  “Have something to say to me?” Elder smirked, not caring my eyes stalked over him. “You can, you know. Say whatever you want. I won’t get mad.”


  I scowled. Was he going to bring up our fight or let it go? I was prepared to follow his lead, but once again, his wet body and chest tattoo drew my attention. The inked illusion hinted that the ocean had been allowed to swirl around his organs thanks to his ribs being exposed beneath his dragon.


  Does that smoking thing have a name? 


  Why a dragon? 


  And wait…what is he doing swimming at this time of night? 


  At least my questions were saner and related to less harmful topics. I didn’t know if I’d evolved or just been successful at focusing on easier to handle queries.


  When I didn’t respond, Elder strolled to another bollard holding yet more rigging and scooped up a towel wedged down the side. He never took his eyes off me, somehow stroking me with his vision in a way that evoked yet more goosebumps.


  It seemed my skin reacted whenever he was around. 


  I don’t like it. 


  I don’t like feeling this way.


  What way?


  Hugging my knees closer, I tried to answer that. 


  Like a girl with a boy and not a slave with a master? 


  No, that wasn’t quite right. Elder would never be a boy, and he was far too dangerous to drop my guard and allow whatever remnants of the kiss we shared to have an effect. He was just different. And different people, scenarios, and locations were all taking a toll on me. 


  “Did the darkness give you the answers you were looking for?” Rubbing his face with the towel, he dragged it down his torso, before tying it around his waist. “Or maybe you’ve decided to give me the benefit of the doubt and behave?”


  My teeth ground together. 


  Behave?


  He chuckled, a lot more carefree than I’d seen him. A rogue droplet trailed over his pec; his dragon licked it up. “I’m not going to apologise for the other night. And I don’t expect one from you. I pushed too hard. I’ll try to be more understanding.”


  I sat up in shock. 


  I’d expected a warning, not a vague admittance of equal guilt. 


  An uneasy silence fell, which for me was almost as foreign as the way my belly warmed while looking at his half-naked body. 


  Elder cleared his throat, his fingers twitching by his sides. “I hear Michaels came to see you this evening.”


  Does your staff report everything I do?


  “Not everything about you has to be such a bloody secret, Pim.” Rolling his eyes as I crossed my arms, he moved to shut the side of the ship and leaned against the railing. “I also heard you didn’t approve of my décor and decided to do a bit of home improvement. On an empty stomach, I might add.”


  My arms tightened around myself. 


  Is that a crime?


  I didn’t know why I antagonised him. If he hadn’t hurt me yet, why push and push, waiting for him to do the exact thing I didn’t want him to do? 


  What would a psychologist say? What would my mother? 


  It didn’t matter that I was raised with the matters of the mind. Sorting out another’s issues was easy, guessing their concerns wasn’t nearly as hard as diagnosing my own. 


  Elder looked me up and down. “I’m fully aware that your tongue isn’t healed and speech is still impossible. But you could give me what you gave Michaels.”


  My legs jerked, causing one of my feet to slip off the bollard. 


  He’d told Elder I nodded for him? What happened to patient confidentiality? 


  “He didn’t tell me what you discussed or even how you communicated. He just said you answered his questions.” He rubbed his head again, dispelling another shower of sea. “I want to know how you answered him and why you won’t answer me.”


  My shoulders hunched even as my swollen tongue itched. I’d done what Michaels had asked of me. After he’d gone, I’d eaten every mouthful of soup and bite of fluffy rice that a friendly faced maid had brought in. 


  I even sucked down a berry and banana smoothie and forced my very full stomach to tolerate the chocolate mousse. So much food. Much of it too sweet. But the range of savoury, sweet, and starch did wonders for my depleted system.


  Within an hour, I didn’t feel so jittery or teary-eyed. My sad confusion faded, leaving curiosity in its wake. Hence my hesitant exploration and expedition onto the deck of Elder’s prized yacht. 


  “Pimlico.” His growl echoed in the night. “I asked a question. Answer me.”


  My nostrils flared. 


  It didn’t work like that. Michaels had found me at my weakest. He’d been kind to me, and I respected that kindness. It wasn’t a weakness to answer him. 


  A curse fell from Elder’s lips. “I’d hoped not to see you again until your tongue was healed. Do you know why?” His gaze shot me with ebony arrows. 


  That question demanded a yes or no answer, but still, I remained mute. 


  “Because,” he snarled, “if I knew your tongue was better, I would force you to speak. You expect me to hurt you? Well, perhaps I will if it means you’ll finally tell me what I want.”


  You do, and it will make you just like him.


  I bared my teeth, showing more emotion than I meant. 


  You do, and I’ll clamp up and never utter a word to you. 


  He sighed, his face softening. “That would make me just like him, wouldn’t it?”


  I breathed hard as he battled for calmness. 


  “And then I wouldn’t deserve your voice.” Pushing off the rail, he came closer. The moon shone behind him, etching him in silver silhouette. “Fine, silent mouse. Keep your quietness a little longer; let me prove to you I do deserve your voice.”


  Ever so slowly, he took my hand, pulling it away from my knee with a sharp tug. I couldn’t fight him, even though I tried. 


  My suspicions about his intentions flared. Was this the first point of initiation? Did he hate that I’d trespassed on his time out here and would make me pay for it? 


  Only, his fingers slipped through mine—cool and slightly sticky from sea water. “This isn’t working…for either of us.”


  I sucked my bottom lip as he curled his hand tighter, holding it like any normal introduction—like the introduction I’d refused when Alrik had ordered me to shake his hand. 


  “I think we should start again, don’t you?” His fingers tightened around mine, activating the warmth inside me into a scalding heat. “I think you should stop doubting me. Learn to know me with no judgment clouding your mind.”


  I tugged, but he didn’t let me go.


  “In return, I’ll give you the time you need. I won’t force you. And I won’t get angry when you deny me my answers.” His lips pulled into half a smile. “For a short while, at least.”


  Our hands grew hot, searing together the longer we touched. Fire licked down my arm, tickling and foreign, hissing through my spine and into my already hot belly. 


  “Do we have a deal?”


  Just like the decision to nod for Michaels was hard, this was even harder. 


  Harder because there was no going back from this. It wasn’t just a nod but an oath to trust him, and I hadn’t trusted anyone in so long. Those I had trusted turned out to hurt me the most. 


  Don’t fear the future. 


  Only endure the present. 


  Michaels’ wisdom was what made me squeeze his hand in return and very reluctantly nod.


  Elder sucked in a breath, a sinful smile on his face. “Thank you. For finally agreeing to give me a chance.”


  Memories of him coming back for me, of his livid anger at my bleeding tongue, and tender strength as he carried me out of hell wrenched through my doubt. 


  In my twisted emotions, I’d forgotten one thing.


  How to be grateful. 


  He deserved my thanks, and I hadn’t given it to him. I’d been rude and distrustful and ruined his property. Yet, he hadn’t raised a hand to me. 


  Trust would be very hard to earn from me, but short-term thanks wouldn’t be. My mother had raised me better than that. I had manners…somewhere. I just had to remember how to use them. 


  Pulling my hand from his, I paused, then, ever so hesitantly, I placed my fingertips on his damp chest, right where the snout of his dragon protected his heart. 


  I let thanks fill my gaze. I tightened my fingers a little, sinking my fingernails into his skin. Not to draw blood but to show the depth of what I wanted to say. 


  Thank you…Elder.


  He shuddered beneath my touch, his black eyes an eclipse.


  He didn’t remove my touch, barrelling his way through our locked gaze as if he heard every syllable I didn’t utter. 


  Finally, his lips smiled in the darkness. His voice wrapped around me, promising a better tomorrow now we’d drawn battle lines. 


  “You’re welcome, Pimlico.”


  * * * * *


  Lying in bed that night, I couldn’t stop Elder from starring in my thoughts. 


  After we’d lingered under the moonlight and he’d accepted my gratitude, he grabbed my wrist and pulled my touch away. Without a word, he strolled down the deck and disappeared downstairs. 


  I followed a few minutes afterward, still lost and afraid but not quite as rageful as I’d been. 


  Unable to fall asleep, even after an emotionally draining few days, I pulled the notepad and pen toward me and poured my heart to the one friend who I trusted impeccably. 


  


  Dear No One,


  My life has changed. 


  How many times did I wish for that? 


  But what happens if the change wasn’t what I expected? What if I didn’t get to go home to my family? What if I now face yet another trial, another man, another ownership? 


  Was it stupid of me to admit that if Elder stole me to protect me from Alrik, I would be content to be his? Is it wrong of me to back out of such an admission so soon? 


  I have so many questions, No One, and nobody to ask. 


  Who am I anymore? Who do I want to be? What will become of me when my tongue heals and nothing but my stubbornness keeps me silent? 


  


  The moment I scrawled the last question mark, my eyes drooped as if my mind had only kept me awake to spew out the disease-like questions. 


  I didn’t even place the notepad and pen on the bedside table. I did the only thing I could. 


  I sprawled out on the pillows and fell into a deep, delicious sleep where Elder waited…promising not to hurt me. 
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  A TRUCE HAD formed.


  Too fucking bad I had to leave before making it solid. 


  After leaving Pimlico on the deck last night, I’d checked my emails before retiring and found an urgent one from my warehouses in Monaco. I was needed for an issue the manager did not wish to discuss via electronic correspondence. 


  So as any good CEO and leader would do, I replied saying I would be there first thing in the morning and made the arrangements with the pilot on staff to ready the helicopter.


  Anger curdled my stomach wondering if this was the moment my past caught up with me. I’d been hunted before. Had I been found again? 


  By nine a.m. we were airborne over the Mediterranean, flying to my ship builder empire and the port I’d wanted to stop in but didn’t have time between our commitments. 


  At least, I had wings this time. Wings were faster than sails, and it meant I could do both with no ill effects. 


  Knowing Pim was on an armoured yacht far away from whatever mess I was about to walk into, I disembarked the helicopter and stepped onto firm ground.


  A mixture of repulsion and relief flooded me. 


  I liked it here. In fact, Monaco was the only place on land where I genuinely felt at peace. However, I was never fully free without the undulating power of water beneath my toes—especially if my sins had finally caught up with me.


  What if you don’t return? 


  I shut that thought off immediately. 


  It didn’t matter that I’d left without a word. It didn’t matter if I never went back for her. Pim wasn’t my equal. She didn’t need to know my whereabouts or me to ask fucking permission. 


  But the truce... 


  The truce would stand. 


  In fact, the time away would only work to my advantage because her tongue would have another few hours of healing before we met again. 


  Nodding at my manager, Charlton Tommas, I strode from the helipad and into the huge warehouse where floating dreams were made. 


  “What seems to be the problem?”


  Charlton gnawed on his bottom lip, his eyes darting away in panic. All thoughts of Pimlico vanished as he whispered, “There’s been a murder.”
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  HE LEFT WITHOUT a word.


  He stayed away for two nights, three days. 


  In that time, I had good hours and bad. 


  I ate what was delivered, and each meal was slighter easier than the last. Dr. Michaels visited me again to ensure my tongue was healing, and the swelling continued to abate as my body rehabilitated. 


  I wrote notes to No One before tossing them out to sea, as if the ocean had become my own personal wishing well for things I could never have. 


  No matter the peace I was given or the safety in which I hovered, I still didn’t trust those around me. Even the girl who came to clean my room and dole out fresh towels was kept at a distance. However, if she didn’t like to natter while working—nerves caused by my silence—I would never have known Elder had left and wasn’t just sulking somewhere on his giant ship. 


  I’d never heard the helicopter take off (I didn’t even know there was one), and once the maid left that first morning, I’d sat on the balcony, staring at the sky, looking for a speck of the returning craft. 


  Thoughts of pillaging Elder’s office for clues on how to end my captivity taunted me. I remembered the password he’d had me type before calling my mother on his phone. I had a way to contact the outside world…I think. 


  I desperately wanted to know more about him. 


  The second afternoon, when I’d given into the stupid urge to snoop, I’d spent hours stalking the corridors for his work space. But I hadn’t found it thanks to locked doors and no skills at lock picking. 


  And even if I had managed to break into his domain and read his emails or understood what he kept hidden, what would that achieve?


  We were in the middle of the ocean.


  Apart from knocking out countless staff and learning how to fire a flare or call the Coast Guard, I wasn’t equipped to go to battle with him. 


  I wasn’t lazy or fearful…I liked to think it was smart to bide my time and let Elder grant more snippets of his life. Already, he’d given me clues in the way he acted and the respectful way his staff went about their chores even though he wasn’t here to oversee. 


  They worked diligently because he deserved it not because he commanded it. 


  A tyrant wouldn’t have such loyalty. And I was willing to give him more time before I made up my mind. Everyone was worthy of that, even men who owned another’s life—especially a man who’d saved another’s life. 


  I was aware my thoughts were a walking contradiction.


  By the third evening, when the Phantom had passed inlets and peninsulas and other yachts nowhere near as fine sailed through our wake, the faint whop-whop of flying machinery sounded. 


  As the sun set over the sea, a sleek helicopter appeared on the horizon, slowly growing larger the closer it came. 


  My heart did a weird pole vault dismount. I couldn’t decide if it was a death roll or a somersault of expectation. Either way, Elder had somehow gotten under my skin without even being here. 


  The helicopter hovering over the stern of the ship was deafening even with the constant hum of boat engines. Leaving my spot on the balcony, I padded naked across my bedroom to head upon deck and witness the arrival of the man who called me his.


  I cracked open my door and came eye to eye with a young steward vacuuming the corridor, I looked down at my state of undress. He gaped like a mouth-breathing idiot, and, as much as it amplified my discomfort to wear clothing, I had to start accepting the habit for other’s sake. 


  Closing the door, I headed to the wardrobe and selected the oversized black dress I’d worn to dinner. Holding my breath, I slipped it over my head. Fighting the disgust as the soft cotton cocooned me, I pulled out my hair and let it drape down my back, hopefully hiding some of the whip marks and heavy scars left there permanently. 


  Now suitable, I left my suite and headed down the corridor to the lift. Once the mirrored elevator arrived, I pressed the top button for the outside deck and waited impatiently, pressing my tongue on the roof of my mouth, activating a tiny sliver of sensation.


  A few levels higher, the lift spat me out on a glass-fronted walkway. I left springy carpet, and my toes kissed polished wood as I left inside for outside. 


  The helicopter was still winding down, its rotors barely still. 


  Crew dashed around, placing ropes and pulleys, strapping the machine to this mega water city. A few noticed me, one even waved, but no man with hair as black as nightmares and eyes as lethal as snipers appeared. 


  I waited to see if the cabin door would open, but squinting in the twilight, I saw only one person remaining: the pilot. 


  Elder had arrived and already vanished. 


  I didn’t let myself sigh with disappointment. Instead, I sucked in a breath and headed back the way I came. So what, I hadn’t seen him? What did I expect? That I’d welcome him home like some besotted lover? That he would want to see me after my desire to be left alone? 


  As the lift opened its maw, welcoming me into its belly, I changed my mind. I didn’t want walls and ceilings to swaddle me anymore. I wanted the wildness of the sea, the snap of the wind, and the freedom of air and sky. 
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  I WOKE TO the strangest smell. 


  Something that reminded me of bad decisions and stupid teenage recklessness. 


  Sweet and pungent and wrong.


  My eyes cracked as the caw of seabirds heading to roost echoed across the night sky.


  Night? 


  When had it become so dark? 


  Unfurling myself from where I’d napped in a wrapped up lifeboat, I stretched. The canvas covering the boat made a perfect hammock; I’d commandeered it after forgoing the lift and staying up on deck. It was only supposed to be for a few minutes, but it seemed tiredness had other ideas. 


  I don’t remember falling asleep. 


  Chills scattered over my arm, coldness heavy in my blood. 


  A noise made my ears twitch as my nose wrinkled against the familiar sweet stench. Holding my breath, I looked over the side of my twilight hideaway.


  There, haloed by deck lights and stars, was Elder. He stood with his elbows on the railing looking out to sea, one ankle cocked over the other. He wore black slacks and a cream shirt with the sleeves tugged to the middle of his forearms. 


  He looked powerful and refined, but all of that was a lie judging by the cigarette between his lips and the cloud of smoke dispersing overhead. 


  He smokes?


  Why had I never smelt tobacco on him? 


  Another whiff of earthy flavour hit my nostrils.


  Because it’s not tobacco. 


  Marijuana. 


  So he doesn’t drink, but he smokes pot? 


  Could there be any bigger contradiction? 


  “I know you’re there.” His voice was low but carried weighty on the breeze. “The captain informed me of a woman dressed in black sleeping in his lifeboat.” Turning around, he inhaled more smoke, grey fog slipping erotically through his lips. “I told him I’d check it out. Make sure we had no unwanted stowaways.” 


  I sat up, shifting to position myself on my knees. 


  My tongue was half the size it was the day he left but still tender as I fought a yawn and stared instead. 


  He followed my eyes. 


  “You can ask.” His face darkened. “In fact, if you open your mouth and ask me what I’m doing with marijuana, I’ll give you the honest to God’s truth. I’ll tell you more than I’ve ever told anyone just by asking that one question.”


  Silence was heavy and potent between us. 


  What was his truth? Why hadn’t he told anyone? What secrets could he possibly be harbouring? 


  Attraction that I’d ignored webbed tight around us. He breathed hard as if afraid I’d take him up on his offer while part of him begged me to. “Go on. No one knows what I am, what I’ve done. You ask, and you’ll be the first and only.” He pressed the joint against his lips, inhaling deep. “You hold all the power in this situation, Pim. One little word and all my fucking secrets are yours.”


  My lips stretched to form the words, but my tongue sat heavy and unwilling. Shaking my head slightly, I looked away, doing my best to ignore the way the curling smoke from his mouth made me feel. 


  I never thought of smoking as sexy. 


  I’d grown up in an age where every establishment banned cigarettes and the culture turned it into a nasty, awful habit that was killing, not only them, but also their loved ones.


  I agreed with it being a death stick, but Elder was smoking weed, a plant…he smoked it in such a way he looked like he needed it, not just used it for the sake of using. 


  His head cocked, waiting for me to find the balls or overcome the pain to ask. 


  I doubted he’d give me an opportunity like this one again. I had the power to skip ahead—to jump the superficial getting-to-know-each-other and steal his biggest confession. 


  After all, he owed me. He’d read my notes to No One. 


  He knew how I thought and reacted to pressure.


  I had no idea how his mind worked, and now, my curiosity was even worse because weed was a relaxant, a painkiller in the medical world—given to those who needed help to survive. 


  Was he in emotional or physical pain? 


  And why did I want to know so badly? 


  He said no one else knows. 


  No One.


  The fact he’d chosen to tempt me with the title of my salvation wasn’t lost on me. Was it a trick or the first honest to God raw reality he’d shown?


  Climbing from the lifeboat, my feet didn’t make a sound as I padded toward him and clutched the railing, my eyes locked on the empty blackness all around us. 


  He didn’t say a word, merely dragged deeper on his home-rolled cigarette, encouraging the end to flare red, before exhaling and clouding the moon with vapour. 


  We stood like that for moments, wrapped in quietness and for once not caring. 


  He never offered me a drag, and I never asked. I doubted Michaels would approve of smoke inhalation when my tongue was healing so well. However, I inhaled whenever Elder exhaled, stealing a little of the sickly sweet—willing it to numb me a little, to steal the questions driving me insane, to grant me a little of the syrupy calm. 


  Finally, when the joint had become too small to hold, Elder flicked the butt into the ocean. The small red dot twirled and twirled until it hit the water below. The second it extinguished, he turned to me, his eyes shredding mine. 


  “You wouldn’t break your silence to make me talk, yet you’re still here.” He licked his bottom lip. “Why is that?”


  I kept eye contact, not moving.


  “Did you miss me?”


  I gave him a tight smile. 


  “I take that as a no.”


  I blinked. 


  You’re wrong.


  No, you’re right.


  I had missed him in an odd way. My dreams had featured him, and my days had been fraught with thoughts of the way his fingers manipulated paper as I stroked his origami sailboat. I’d suffered unwanted questions of what it would be like to be touched by fingers that could conjure life from dollar bills. 


  My body repelled against the fleeting curiosity even as my heart put on its armour and prepared to do whatever it took to find out.


  I didn’t miss what you represent. But I did miss the fragments of the man behind the monster. 


  “Fuck, this is harder than I thought it would be.” His hands curled over the railing. “Look, I’ve had a rough few days. Normally, I wouldn’t smoke, but it’s the only thing that works around you.”


  Around me? 


  That admission made my belly clench. No man had ever admitted I’d made them weak just by existing. 


  His face tightened, the anger I’d witnessed at dinner returning. “Don’t think you can use that to your advantage, Pim. It only puts you in a precarious position.” Pinching the bridge of his nose, he muttered, “It’s only fair to warn you I won’t be good company tonight. In fact, you should go.”


  Go?


  Why?


  His jaw hardened, seeing my question in the jolt of my shoulders. “I can’t guarantee I’ll keep my promises if you don’t.”


  My heart stopped. 


  Promises to keep me safe? Promises not to touch me? 


  The moon cast his face in silver sin. His brow shadowed his eyes until all I saw was black matching the black around us. 


  “Leave, Pimlico. I wish to be alone.”


  My feet glued to the deck. Why did he want me to go? Because he had a tyrant inside him he couldn’t control? Would he snap and hurt me after he assured me he wouldn’t? If the demons I sensed inside him were closer to the surface tonight, I should run. I should hide.


  But that would only make the future worse. I might have agreed not to worry about what tomorrow would bring, but if I could find out the worst now—so I could stop fearing—then it would be better for my sanity.


  Puffing out my chest, I stood my ground. 


  He growled under his breath. “You truly are the most stubborn woman I’ve ever met.”


  Woman. Not slave. Not orphan or pet. 


  Woman. 


  “Have it your way.” Reaching for his shirt buttons, Elder undid them with dexterous fingers. The moment the cream material flapped around his sides—once again revealing that magical dragon protecting his bare ribs and internal organs—he dropped his hands to his belt. 


  He gave me a wicked look. “Fair warning, silent one. I’ve been away for three days. I only went prepared for one. Know what that means?”


  I swallowed as his fingers undid his belt, followed by his zipper. 


  The flash of skin was a shock after expecting underwear. 


  “I didn’t take spare boxers with me.” Holding his trousers with one hand, he kicked off his shoes and tugged off his socks. “Run now, unless you secretly want to see me like I’ve seen you? Do you want to see what I hide under clothes, see the true beast I am? Is that why you’re more comfortable naked? Because the truth can always be concealed in trousers and suits, and nakedness it can’t?”


  My heart plucked ancient glasses and put them on, ready, despite myself, to gawk. My gaze kept skittering from his face to the waistband he held up.


  “Fine. You won’t run? I won’t make you.” Without a care, he dropped his trousers, stepping out of them like a royal prince. 


  My mouth parted at his size. He wasn’t erect, but his cock hung heavy and dangerous, protected by a manicured area of black curls. 


  “Strange to be on the other end.” He smirked. “Odd that I’m naked and you’re dressed, and for some reason, I feel like I’m the one with all the power.” He lowered his head. “Perhaps that’s why you like to be naked. Because you enjoy the way people are distracted by you.”


  Striding past me, his scent and the cloying aroma of marijuana trailed after him as he unlocked the railing that revealed the ladder. 


  His ass didn’t have an inch of fat, firm and tight, graced with the rest of the dragon’s tail on his left cheek. 


  I expected him to turn to face me and climb down the ladder like a rational person from such a height. 


  He bared his teeth over his shoulder. “If you have any balls left, girl. Come join me.” 


  His arms spread, his legs bunched, he threw himself off the side. 


  I rushed over, just in time to see him somersault and dive into the black crystal below. 
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  FUCK YES. 


  The minute the cold slap of water splashed over my head, the tension of the past few days dissolved. The awful memory of hard asphalt and dirt receded as my body once again remembered the beat and rhythm of the sea. 


  Letting the depths cradle me, I held my breath until my lungs screeched for oxygen. Not for the first time, I wished I could dive and dive and never come back up. To somehow find a way to exist in the inky blackness and start a new world where no one knew what I’d done and no family disowned me. 


  My business on Monaco ought to have been, if not fun, then marginally enjoyable. But that was before I’d arrived to find a boat carver had died thanks to a slash to his neck with a rasp. 


  If the murder of one of my staff was retribution for my past, I wouldn’t rest until I’d killed or been killed. 


  My manager, Charlton, had been the one to find the corpse. He hadn’t informed the police or anyone but me. He’d done well. And I’d be the one to create another corpse in response to the crime. 


  The first day was spent with the dead man’s family, enquiring about grudges and enemies. The second was spent stalking a certain newcomer who was friends with the man’s son. He’d been caught stealing the dead man’s grocery money the week before. 


  It was a simple matter after that of giving the young murderer enough rope to hang himself.


  I didn’t know if I was grateful it was a simple greed attack or pissed off that it wasn’t in relation to me. I’d been waiting fucking years for this farce to be over and face them. 


  After an interrogation that started off cruel and ended in brutal, I learned that this minor disagreement was the cause of a spineless coward who thought he could take things that didn’t belong to him, including a life. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d done this before. But now I’d found him and he would never do it again. 


  I killed him. 


  The same way he killed my master boat builder.


  I ignored the similarities over him taking what he wanted and me taking Pim. I never said I was a saint, but at least I’d cleaned up my business before it became messy.


  Once I’d washed the blood from my hands and ensured my factory ran like clockwork, I boarded my helicopter and came home. 


  To her. 
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  DECIDE, PIM.


  Right here, right now.


  Elder had given me a choice as he plummeted into the abyss. He’d laid down a challenge that until a few days ago, I would never have risen to.


  But now…now, I was more Tasmin than Pimlico. More daring than afraid.


  It’s time for me to start believing in myself again. 


  My hands shook as I tore off the unwanted dress. My head fell back as freedom kissed my skin. And panic washed over my healing tongue and down my throat as I moved to the edge of the yacht.


  Right here, right now. 


  Decide.


  My toes inched over the edge of the deck.


  I took a deep breath.


  And leapt. 
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  A SPLASH WRENCHED me from the deep. 


  Kicking hard, I broke the surface, earning a face full of sea froth as something landed beside me. 


  What the—


  Moonlight and stars were a sorry excuse for lights, but the ghostly glow of the yacht gave just enough illumination as Pimlico erupted from the ocean, her dark hair now black, her skin white, and fading bruises marble and slate in the night. 


  My mouth opened, pouring uninvited salt into my lungs. 


  Holy fuck. 


  She jumped.


  She’d had the guts even from such a height. 


  This girl who battled me silently and somehow unravelled my level of control yet again surprised me. 


  I couldn’t take my eyes off her as she spat out a mouthful of ocean and spread her arms to stay afloat. 


  After everything she’d been through, she was still one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen. Her very injuries were what made her fucking stunning. 


  The delicate starkness of her collarbone. The arch of her chin and resolute distrust and unfailing strength in her blue gaze. 


  In the three days I’d left her, she’d eaten and rested. Her skin had taken on a porcelain glow, no longer sallow or unwell. She was healing—accepting my care, even if she did continuously search for what I would expect in return. 


  “You jumped.” My voice was thicker than I’d intended as my gaze travelled to her mottled chest where that fucking bastard had hurt her. 


  The dark water hid everything else, but my mind remembered how willowy she was when naked, even while on her knees or hunched for a reprimand. When she was nude, Pim was no longer a recovering slave but a goddess slowly learning to live again. 


  It fucking hurt that the obsession inside wanted to take that life and bend it to my will—to use her strength for my benefit. To master her power for my own.


  I’d hoped the joint I smoked would’ve taken the edge off tonight. Having yet more blood on my hands and the intolerable urge to rip Pimlico apart to learn her secrets drove me insane.


  I didn’t smoke often but the thick lethargy that normally came from inhaling cannabis was muted tonight. Yes, it affected me a little. I’d meant what I said about her not being safe around me. However, the slight buzz in my veins meant I could tolerate her being close without risking myself or her—for now. 


  Pimlico twirled in the water, facing the behemoth looming over us. Her lips parted as if shocked she’d actually done it. 


  Goddammit, I wished I hadn’t been underwater. I would’ve killed to see her standing there, naked and poised, battling her fear and winning. 


  Brushing away droplets from my eyes, I grinned. “Was it frightening? Or exhilarating?” 


  She turned back to face me, pride shining in her gaze. She obviously hadn’t thought what jumping would mean. That she’d be down here, swimming with a man she shouldn’t trust. 


  “What made you do it?” I treaded water, keeping a couple of metres between us. “Was it the thought that you’d survived worse than heights? Or the fact that if you landed wrong, the worst that could happen would be a broken back?” 


  Her eyes widened. 


  “Perhaps you hadn’t thought about the broken back.”


  Her lips pressed together. 


  I wanted to order her to open her mouth, to show me how her tongue looked. I’d done my own research on tongue injuries, and according to medical papers online, that particular muscle healed faster than others. 


  Her swelling should be mostly gone. She should be able to talk…soon. 


  The tide whipped us this way and that with gentle currents—some hot, some cool. Pimlico tired quickly, her arms waving in the water, fighting to stay buoyant. 


  “How long is it since you’ve swum?”


  Her eyes narrowed, but her blue gaze shot answers. Answers that signified a long time. 


  Other questions trailed on the back of that one, but I let them go. 


  I could interrogate her later—when she wasn’t using her energy to stay alive. 


  Kicking, I propelled myself forward, closing the couple of metres separating us. “Every day, you surprise me.”


  Her gaze widened, her eyes trailing from my nose, to my lips, to my chin. The way she watched me made my body harden beneath the waves. Perhaps, by admitting that, I’d surprised her in return. 


  “Are you feeling better?” A current pushed me forward, closing the final distance between us. 


  I’d been in her company enough now not to expect a reply. However, her barely noticeable nod overrode the pot in my system, making my heart race. 


  “I’m glad.” We stared at each other, neither of us looking away. 


  Either fate was working with us for once or Pimlico deliberately swam closer. So close, her body heat warmed me through the tide only centimetres away. 


  We both sucked in a breath as the ocean bumped us together. 


  Bare skin to bare skin. 


  Pim silently gasped, her arms spreading like wings to push away. 


  I didn’t know if it was the relaxant drug or my intolerable urge to know her, but my leg moved forward, wrapping around hers. 


  She jolted as I pulled her forward, my ankle curled around hers. My left arm came up, looping around her lower back. 


  She shuddered as the rest of the ocean was deleted, sandwiching our nakedness together. I gritted my teeth as her soft breasts and tiny form wedged against my bulk. “Fuck…”


  Her gaze glittered in the dark as her hands landed on my shoulders, pushing me down to keep herself above the waves, trying to break my embrace. 


  I just held on. 


  My legs worked harder to keep us afloat, but I had no intention of releasing her when she felt so goddamn good. 


  We didn’t say a word as we hovered in the water, glaring at each other, trying to decide what should come next. I’d toyed with her at Alrik’s. I’d asked for a night with her because I was fucking attracted to her—not to her skinny body and abuse, but to the soul inside. The soul that’d almost flickered out. 


  I wanted her.


  So fucking much.


  My heritage spoke of contradictory things. There were arranged marriages in my family and then there was true love. My great-grandparents had been an arranged marriage. But my mother and father…that had been kismet and the ideal on which my childhood fantasies about love were based. 


  They were born for each other. 


  No question. 


  Which was why I was cursed for what I did. 


  Pimlico wriggled in my grip. My dulled senses couldn’t prevent the exquisite sensation of her warm skin interspersing with cool liquid on my body. 


  I groaned. Loudly. 


  I was so bloody thankful I’d smoked before she’d found me. There was no way I could’ve tolerated holding her this close without losing my goddamn mind. 


  Even with the thick fog of calm, I still struggled to keep the addiction at bay. To avoid admitting that I’d wanted this girl since I met her and that desire wasn’t fading…it was only amplifying.


  The one kiss and touch I’d permitted myself were no longer enough.


  Not at all.


  She licked her lips, questions drowning her that I wanted her to ask so I could ask my own.


  “Is this another first for you, Pim?” I whispered, reminding her of the intimacy between us when I’d kissed her that night. How I’d touched her and painted erotic images in both our minds about delivering pleasure she’d never had. 


  “The first time a man has held you without sticking his cock inside you the moment he could?” 


  The sexually violent question made her muscles lock. She flinched, digging her fingers into my shoulders.


  I should let her go. I shouldn’t ask such things. 


  I couldn’t help myself. “You never answered me what other firsts you’ve been denied. I think it’s time we deleted a few.” My eyes locked onto her lips. “I brought you here for a reason. Perhaps that reason was to fuck you out of my system.”


  Her breathing caught.


  My cock hardened at the shock on her face, followed by a contorted mix of disgust, loathing, and fear. 


  I’d never had a woman look at me with such a recipe of hate. 


  Shit, it turned me on. 


  My leg tightened around hers, forcing my aching dick to press against her hollow stomach. 


  She gasped, turning rigid in my arms. 


  “Don’t worry. I won’t break another promise tonight.” I traced my fingertip over her forearm. “I’ve already broken a few by touching you. Best to keep the rest for another time.”


  Her foot kicked, doing its best to dislodge me. 


  “Doesn’t mean I won’t take other things from you, though.”


  I knew the right thing to do would be to let her go. She’d requested in her silent way to end this.


  And I would, just not quite yet. 


  Cupping her nape, I brought her forehead to nudge against mine. Nuzzling her with my nose, I let go of my self-control, allowing the intense intoxication I always lived with to escape. “Do you know what I’d do if your tongue was healed?”


  I didn’t know if it was her, the pot, or the night swim, but I was free for the first time in a very long time. 


  Her nostrils flared as if expecting me to request her voice again. 


  However, that wasn’t the reason I wished her tongue was cured. Not right now. 


  Sandwiching her breasts against my chest, I breathed, “I wish it was healed so I could kiss you.”


  Her gasp was audible this time, sending my heart bucking. 


  So she does have vocal cords. 


  She could speak. How had stubbornness and silence kept her alive for so long?


  She stared harder, fear, mistrust, hatred, even annoyance crossed her face. Her gaze darted to my lips as I deliberated kissing her despite her denial. 


  Some of her annoyance faded, replaced with feathery breathing, brushing her nipples against my chest. 


  I swallowed my groan as the same hint of vacancy overrode her mistrust. Shutters clamped down over her soul, protecting herself the same way she did with Alrik, while at the same time, sacrificing herself to whatever I wanted.


  It doesn’t work that way. 


  Not with me.


  My free arm cut angrily through the water. “You think you can compartmentalize your feelings? That you can give me your body but not your mind?”


  She bit her lip, her dark hair swirling in the tide. I didn’t like the judgmental way she watched me, already condemning me to hell. 


  Bringing her face closer, I whispered harshly, “When I kiss you again, you’ll want me to kiss you. You won’t look as if I’m taking something from you. You’ll beg me to give you something you desperately want.” Dragging my lips over her salty-cheekbone, I ordered my body to behave even as our legs bumped and my cock jerked to sink inside her—if only to prove a point. 


  To show her sex felt fucking awesome.


  Even if she hadn’t experienced such ecstasy yet. 


  She’s not ready.


  As much as I wanted to rush ahead and take her, I refused to damage her psyche when her thoughts were more valuable to me than her body. 


  My fingers looped around her seaweed hair, tightening just enough to wrench her head back. “I order you to forget everything that that bastard did to you. None of that was sex. That was abuse, and it won’t happen again. You’re a woman beneath whatever slave he turned you into, and when I fucking kiss you, I expect a woman to kiss me back not a slave to shut me out. Do you understand?”


  She flinched, her eyelashes sparkling with droplets. Her jaw worked, but beneath her rage, the mildest form of agreement glowed. She wanted to be normal. Despite her fighting me, she secretly hoped I’d smash her cage and teach her how to be free. 


  Well, I’d help her be normal.


  But not tonight. 


  Her body softened infinitesimally as she licked her lips. My cock immediately reacted, understanding her message. In some small part of her…she wanted me to kiss her. Tongue stitches, black ocean, and whatever chaos existed between us be damned. 


  Fuck. 


  It took all my strength to shove her away from me. “Goodnight. I trust you can find your own way back.” 


  She sucked in a breath as I relinquished her to the ocean. For a moment, she frowned, then shook her head with a scowl. 


  I chuckled. “Is that disappointment, silent one?”


  Her scowl turned into a snort. 


  “Despite what you think, you already look at me differently. You might hate the thought of what I’ll one day do to you. You might fear the thought of my cock inside you and my body smothering yours, but a small part of you wants me to do it.”


  She jolted; a small splash from her fingers decorated the blackness.


  I cocked my head. “Why is that? So you can stop wondering who I am and label me the same as your previous master? Or…” I rubbed my lips in promise. “Is it because you’re sick of pain and want pleasure instead?”


  She scoffed, her arms spreading wide to swim away. 


  I should shut my mouth and let her go, but I liked making her uncomfortable. Words wouldn’t leave scars, but they could slice open old ones. “Beware of what you wish for, Pim.” I lowered my voice, thick and heavy over the waves. “Next time I kiss you, you’ll be wet and feel pleasure you’ve long since been denied. You’ll come. I won’t tolerate otherwise.”


  Her head tilted up in defiance coupled with the tentative hope that I could achieve what I’d promised. That when I took her, it wouldn’t be rape but entirely consensual and mutually enjoyed. 


  Ducking underwater, she vanished.


  I didn’t panic, counting the wet thuds of my heart in the eardrum created by the sea. A few moments later her head broke the surface by the Phantom. 


  Grabbing the bottom ladder rung, she hauled herself from the depths and shimmied up the side of my yacht—broken hand and all.


  Fuck, what a woman. 


  Her naked ass as she climbed was as perfect and inviting as the moon. 
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  WHAT THE HELL is he doing? 


  What the hell am I doing? 


  What the hell happened to me last night? 


  First, I’d jumped off the damn yacht.


  Second, I didn’t shut down when he gathered me against his wet, naked body.


  Third, I didn’t blush when he spoke about sex and coming.


  And fourth…and this was the worst one…


  Fourth, when he’d pulled me close as if to kiss me, I’d wanted him to. For a split second, I forgot how much I hated sex and remembered how good he’d made me feel at the white mansion. 


  I wanted to feel that again. 


  I wanted to feel that way all the time because then I wouldn’t have to feel everything else. Every bruise. Every bone. I could…forget. 


  But then he’d pulled away and growled rules and regulations—warning me I wasn’t a slave he wanted, yet he wanted the woman I could become. 


  Only…I don’t know who that is. 


  All I knew was that while in his care, I’d had the gift of sunshine and travel and wind. I’d wished upon stars not hidden behind glass, and my skin became honey-kissed from being outside rather than pasty, sickly white. 


  I wasn’t stupid. 


  Every gift would have to be paid back. I just expected him to demand payment now—while I was still subservient and very aware of my place as a pleasure toy. Why would he want me to be any different?


  If he let me continue gluing my shattered pieces together, I’d be like normal women. 


  I’d have opinions and rules of my own. I might not let him sleep with me. Was that what he wanted? The challenge? The chase? A girl to fight him rather than a slave to submit? 


  But why? 


  If he wanted a relationship, why hadn’t he met someone in a bar, or however free people met these days? Why me? Why piss off my dead owner for one night with me—with the intention of fucking me with force, only to let me sleep unmolested then bring me back to life? 


  It doesn’t make any sense!


  I clutched my head. 


  Stop it. Focus on the present, remember. The future does not matter. It can’t matter. Not when you have no control over it. 


  Breathing hard, my fingers slipped from my skull to my lap. 


  Whatever Elder’s end game was, I had to admit, he’d started something between us that terrified me. Whenever he was around, my insides twisted and liquefied. Mostly from intense awareness in case he snapped, but partly due to that damn kiss between us. 


  What had he done? How did he switch the frigid ice in my blood to a cosy fire? 


  I didn’t know, and as much as I tugged on teenage memories of chatting with girlfriends about which pop stars got us wet and what fantasies made us hot, I still struggled with hating sex. 


  I shouldn’t want sex.


  I didn’t want sex.


  But Elder…he was different. 


  I want him. 


  Not in the physical sense, but his disappearance the past few days had shown me I wanted to be near him. He terrified me, yes. But he terrified other people too, and while he was around, I was safe. 


  Aren’t I? 


  Am I safe? 


  Oh, my God. Stop. 


  Maybe I should’ve kissed him last night? 


  Perhaps, I should’ve closed the distance between us and took what he wouldn’t. 


  But why would you do that? 


  Because I’d treated him with suspicion and rage? I didn’t trust him or his word but it didn’t mean I shouldn’t apologise.


  So your kiss would’ve been a charity?


  Yes.


  No.


  Ugh, I don’t know.


  It would’ve been a token of my gratitude. A kiss—no matter how chaste or half-hearted—was an agreement that I trusted him enough to get close, press my mouth to his, and let him hold me. 


  He could so easily have pulled my hair, forced me to speak—drowned me, for all he cared. 


  But he didn’t. 


  He’d held me safe with no pressure, even though his erection pressed against my belly, hard and throbbing with things I wasn’t strong enough to survive. 


  Unable to withstand my colliding thoughts, I whipped out the notepad and pen.


  


  Dear No One, 


  Is this my life now? Riddled with questions and doubt? 


  I thought the moment I was away from Alrik, things would be easier, not harder—


  


  A loud clunking noise wrenched my head up. 


  My heart donned her sneakers and took off sprinting. I dropped the pen as a lifetime of worry and self-preservation kicked in, expecting the worst. Whatever progress Elder had made with me was deleted with that one sharp bang.


  Alrik’s face sprang into my head, laughing and cruel. 


  It took all my willpower to stay seated on my bed and not hurl myself to the floor and my knees. 


  It came again—clunk, clunk, clunk.


  Clutching the sheet, doing my best not to slip into a panic attack, I glanced around the room. There was no tyrant ready to beat me, no werewolf in the shadows. 


  Wait…


  I tilted my head.


  I recognise that noise. 


  A chain.


  The metal links clinked together in an awful remembered time when something similar was used to string me up. Only, this wasn’t a small chain but massive and lots of it.


  The anchor maybe?


  Climbing out of bed, I darted to the door only to notice I was naked (like normal) and not suitable for gallivanting around in investigation. Jogging back to the haven I’d just climbed from, I grabbed the sheet, not caring my unfinished note to No One scattered on the floor, and wrapped it around me. 


  Racing back to the exit, ensuring my temporary clothing covered the right places and didn’t flutter open, I charged down the corridor and up the flight of stairs rather than take the lift. 


  I’d been on Elder’s ship for over a week. In that time, I’d battled against recovery then given into it. Once I rested and ate correctly, my body had taken full advantage. The bruises were still there, only now more green moss rather than purple thunderstorm. My broken hand was still bound with a plastic cast and bandage that I’d replaced after my swim last night. However, I hadn’t tethered my ribs again, and a minor twinge let me know I probably should have.


  My muscles had regained enough mobility to propel me upward—not just skin and bone anymore—but tentatively filling out as if afraid the slight curves would be punished for showing health. 


  I panted and puffed by the time I climbed onto the top deck and squinted in glorious early morning sunshine, but I didn’t collapse in a broken heap.


  I was getting stronger every day. 


  Thanks to him. 


  As if thinking about him, Elder materialized, standing on the deck with a cup of coffee in his hands. He wore faded jeans with a white t-shirt and casual linen blazer slung over his shoulders.


  My gaze drifted down to his feet where masculine toes were free thanks to thin black flip-flops. 


  He didn’t notice me. Or then again, maybe he did but enjoyed me staring at him as much as I enjoyed doing it. 


  What time had he woken to be showered and dressed and so damn immaculate? 


  Striding forward, my sheet billowed behind me, doing its best to snap and vanish in the warm breeze. 


  Stopping beside him, he glanced in my direction. “Morning.”


  I merely widened my eyes and gawked at the view. He was no longer the centre of my attention. The open sea had miraculously changed from open horizon to busy, dusty port. 


  “Morocco,” Elder said, offering me his coffee. 


  I held up my hand, automatically refusing his gift. My tongue was feeling much better, but I didn’t want to undo that healing with scalding coffee. 


  He smirked. “You’re getting more comfortable with me, Pimlico.” 


  I gulped. He’s right. I hadn’t thought twice about reacting. Breathing through my cymbal smashing heartbeat, I ignored him as the sun glittered on trucks and cranes and the mania of a working harbour. 


  He chuckled quietly. “First, you’re disappointed I didn’t kiss you last night, and now, your body language speaks before you can censor it.” Raising the mug to his lips, he deliberately licked them before sealing them around the porcelain. His throat contracted as he swallowed a mouthful of caffeine. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re beginning to trust my promise.” 


  I don’t know what you’re talking about. 


  I kept my eyes glued on a crane hauling a container into the sky. 


  It didn’t stop him from muttering, “My promise that I won’t hurt you.”


  I didn’t know if he’d ever hurt me, but with fresh energy came clear-headedness and confidence to face whatever came next. My anger had given me a backbone, but his peace had given me sanity. 


  I turned to face him. I didn’t know why. To finish what we started last night? To surprise him that maybe I was disappointed and ready to play his game.


  Elder’s gaze locked onto my mouth and every electrical spark between us fizzled with fireworks. I stopped breathing as my stomach became master of my body, clenching in answer to the dark question on his face. 


  I didn’t know what I wanted anymore. I didn’t know what he was doing to me. 


  Either kiss me or stop—


  A handsome older man interrupted our moment, his eyes crinkling against the sun’s brightness. “The anchor is in position. She’s all put to bed, sir.” 


  Our connection severed like taut twine cut with scissors. I sucked in my first inhale in so many heartbeats.


  Elder cleared his throat, tossing the remaining coffee overboard, an arc of brown liquid splashing in the small gap between the dock and the ship. He showed no sign of being affected by whatever had happened.


  A large gangway cracked open the shell of the Phantom a few decks below us, extending to the mainland, ready to disembark. 


  Elder said, “Excellent. Thank you, Jolfer.”


  “We’ll wait here until we hear from you. We have mooring rights for seventy-two hours.”


  “We won’t need that long.” Elder placed the coffee mug on a bolted-down table by the railing. “Tell Selix to drive out and meet us by the west warehouse.”


  “Us, sir?” Jolfer’s forehead furrowed. “You’re not going alone?”


  Elder turned to face me, his eyes black and guarded. “Not this time.” He held out his hand. “Pimlico this is your first choice of many.”


  I froze. 


  “Be my guest. Explore an exotic city. Come meet a member of the royal family and begin to live a little. Or stay. Simple.” 


  I jolted back a step. 


  Me? 


  Allowed to wander with strangers, inhale aromatic flavours, and…meet royalty? 


  I didn’t understand. 


  Wasn’t I his possession? Shouldn’t he keep me hidden on his ship, far away from the prying eyes of people who might see what I was and rescue me?


  Rescue you from what?


  Him, of course. 


  The thought of running the moment my feet touched land filled my heart with helium. I could vanish in this helter-skelter city and be gone.


  Elder laughed, his hair gleaming like a crow’s wing in the sun. “If you come with me, fair warning. I won’t put a leash on you; you’ll be treated like a human being who is there of her own accord. But if you run…I won’t stop you.”


  I sucked in a breath. 


  What? 


  “I won’t stop you because I don’t have time to chase an unappreciative brat.” He stepped forward. “You know enough to decide if you want to stay with the devil you know or sprint to one you don’t. Realistically, it would be better for me if you did run. You’d be off my ship and out of my life, and I could go back to the way things were.” 


  His eyes shone with a fury I rarely saw. “I miss my regimented existence, silent one. Don’t think you’re the only one struggling with this arrangement.”


  If you’re struggling why take me in the first place? 


  Elder rubbed his mouth with the same fingers that’d made me origami-gifts and stroked me in the sea. “For now, you’re my responsibility. And it’s up to you to decide. First, you make the choice to come with me. Yes or no. Then, if that choice is yes, you make another choice.” 


  His fingers looped sensually around my elbow, dragging me forward a step in a purely dominating move. “You come, and you agree to return. Running will only get you killed—especially in this country. You’re a white female with no money, passport, or voice. Do you honestly think you’ll find safety?”


  My chin came up.


  I might.


  Not all men are monsters.


  He pursed his lips. “Are you willing to risk what I’m offering with the hope that someone out there will take pity on you, buy you a plane ticket, track down your mother, and send you home?”


  My body froze as he stepped closer until his flip-flops brushed my bare feet. “People want to be good, silent one, but they’re lazy. The novelty of helping you would wear off quickly and then where would you be? Jumping at shadows and running for the rest of your life.” 


  My heart became a landmine, just waiting for one more push to explode. 


  “I’m willing to break your past and give you a future you deserve, not the world you were stolen from.” He let me go. “Remember that if you ever get the urge to leave.”


  Turning around, he stalked toward the lift. “Inform the chef I’ll return for dinner, Jolfer.” He didn’t give me a backward glance.


  His words rang like a gong inside my ears. I knew he’d read my notes to No One but having him talk about my mother…that hurt to the point of destruction. 


  Would Elder find her for me if I asked him? 


  I hadn’t even contemplated that he would want me gone eventually. I was the one who wanted to leave. The one who wanted this to be…temporary. 


  It messed with my mind to have him admit the same.


  Elder wrenched to a halt a few metres away, snapping his fingers in impatience. “Yes or no, Pim. Decide, right now.”


  Was there any correct answer? Was I doomed if I did and doomed if I didn’t? Either way, the thought of a day in Morocco after a lifetime of England and then white-captivity was no choice at all.


  Striding forward, the sheet rippled around my legs. 


  Elder smiled as I slowed beside him. “We’ll see if you made the right choice soon enough.” His strong arm wrapped around me, the hardness of his bicep pressing against my spine. With the tiniest pressure, he corralled me forward into the glassed area where the lift waited. 


  His fingers branded me through the fine cotton. My heart suffered its final push, and the landmine exploded with shrapnel. The pieces fed into my bloodstream making every breath, twitch, and awareness of Elder Prest agonising. 


  Whenever he touched me, it was more than just a touch. It was possession. In every sense of the word. But it was never a threat. And I couldn’t unscramble how he could be one without the other.


  Pressing the button to summon the elevator, he murmured, “I haven’t made a fuss of your lack of wardrobe while on Phantom. However, since you’re accompanying me on business, it’s time you grew accustomed to wearing clothes.”


  I blanched at the thought of tight clinging material in the Moroccan heat. He’d switched my life upside down—torn everything I’d known into shreds. The air conditioners that’d dried out my skin and kept me chilled no longer existed on his yacht. The heat was dispersed by natural breezes with open balconies and portals. 


  I’d never stopped to think about why that was. 


  And just how much Elder had studied me. How did he make my knees tremble when he was close? How did he take a normal touch and turn it so weighty and hot and…dare I admit, delicious and not disgusting?


  I tried to read him as he stared into my face, both of us seeking answers to whatever riddles the other caused. 


  Straightening my spine, I hugged the sheet tighter in delayed answer to his dressing command. 


  His eyes lingered on my collarbone, dipping to the small amount of visible cleavage. “Do you want to come?”


  I narrowed my eyes. 


  The way his voice feathered over the word come made it a sexual not innocent question. 


  He already knew I’d go with him. That despite myself, I was excited to see new things and be around people and adventures. 


  He didn’t need an answer to his question. Especially the sexual connotation. 


  He only wanted me to respond.


  Fine. 


  Cocking my chin, I sucked on my bottom lip. Two could play at this game. 


  I think.


  His muscles locked as his eyes became obsessed with my mouth. 


  The power he granted as lust filled his gaze allowed me to step outside my self-imposed rules and nod. 


  Just once. 


  Yes, I want to.


  He never looked away from the glisten left by my tongue on my lip. “See, replying wasn’t so hard, was it?”


  Hard physically? No. Hard psychologically? Yes. A thousand times yes, especially when he looked at me as if he was no longer a man but a ravenous beast with an appetite for mute prisoners...


  “I like it when you respond.” His voice was ash and rubble. He swallowed hard. “Let’s try another question. Do you want to come? Or do you want to come?”


  That isn’t a yes or no answer. 


  But I’d keep playing. I’d pretend I was mentally strong enough to flirt, even if the tangled heat he caused couldn’t retrain my brain from withdrawing in horror at the thought of his fingers on my breasts, his hands dropping down my body, his cock pushing inside my—


  I gulped, squeezing my eyes against the lewd picture in my head. 


  I thought I was strong enough.


  I’m not.


  Not yet. 


  Elder sighed heavily as I stiffened in his hold. “For a second, I saw someone I wanted—someone capable of withstanding what I need.” He let me go as the lift chimed and opened wide. “Pity she’s gone again.” 


  His words were visible things. Four words, four fingers swatted across my cheek. 


  He’d told me I was weak before. He told me I was broken. But that was to earn a reaction from me. This…it was just a statement of truth. 


  It ripped out my heart and threw it overboard as chum. 


  “Are you coming?” Elder stepped into the elevator, holding the doors as they tried to close. “Time to dress.” 


  Whatever heat he’d sparked simmered into smarting discord. I held my chin high and stalked into the lift. 


  The doors hissed closed, trapping every unsaid animosity and desire tight around us.


  Elder exhaled through his nose, his gaze bouncing from the mirrored door to mine.


  Don’t say anything.


  Let me go to my room without another figurative slap in the face.


  My request went unanswered. He lowered his jaw, watching me beneath his brow. The fact the mirror was a third party, linking our eyes while standing side by side didn’t stop the spiralling heat from rekindling and crackling all over again. 


  He breathed, “Last night was…interesting.”


  I swallowed as his gaze dropped to the sheerness of my sheet. “It erased a few of your walls. We should do it again sometime.”


  A strange intoxication filled my veins until I swore my blood had turned to wine, filtering through my heart, making it drunk. 


  My knees locked as he bit his lip, the mirror showing every etch of his face, every shadow of his throat and jaw. 


  How much longer would I have to stand in this electrifying torture chamber with him? 


  My nostrils flared as his hand moved to capture a corner of the sheet. He never turned to face me, but his face darkened. “Don’t hate me for what I said before. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”


  I bowed my head. Not out of respect or acceptance of his so-called apology but because I couldn’t look at him anymore.


  I couldn’t stare into ebony eyes and try to read what he kept hidden. It gave me a headache. 


  Agreeing to go to Morocco is a mistake.


  “Look at me, Pimlico.” His fingers tugged the sheet, forcing my fists to tighten to keep it in place. 


  My face pointed at the sky with fake bravado, but I refused to meet his eyes. 


  “Christ,” he muttered under his breath. 


  I shook with adrenaline but not fear. I’d been in his company long enough now not to expect a fist, but I couldn’t read him. I couldn’t pre-empt or stall whatever it was he was about to do. 


  What is he going to do?


  His grip on the sheet turned aggressive. Yanking hard, he caught me by surprise, spinning me on my feet like a carousel. The white cotton escaped my broken hand while I held on with my other as tight as I could. 


  But it was no use. 


  Half-naked with the sheet draped over one shoulder, I crashed into Elder’s arms only for him to turn around and slam me against the mirrored wall. 


  My spine screamed as the bite of coldness activated the humming sensitivity in my body. I gasped as his face twisted into a tortured mask. 


  He breathed hard and harsh, my inhales and exhales in total sync with his as our eyes locked in shock. 


  “Goddammit.” 


  Goosebumps broke all over me as his hands suddenly landed on my shoulders, kneading me like a cat. His nose brushed mine as he bowed closer. “What is it about you that I can’t ignore? Why do you have this power over me?”


  I daren’t move. Even though I couldn’t. 


  I didn’t know what he meant. The one with the power was him. Only him. 


  He bit his lip again as his fingers trailed from my shoulders to the hem of the sheet covering my left breast. My right was exposed, totally vulnerable to the brush of his chest just like our midnight swim. 


  I pursed my lips, fighting his control over the rest of my ill-conceived dress. 


  “Let go, Pim.” Ever so gentle but with a ruthless, lethal command, he tugged. 


  I fought, but he was stronger. 


  My fingers hurt as the rest of the cotton fell away, leaving me naked.


  I should be glad. I preferred this state. Normally, I felt nothing when the air caressed my flesh. Nothing but freedom from suffocation. Only this time…this time with his hungry eyes and the pinot noir replacing my blood, I was too hot, too alive, too damn conscious of everything a body could do and everything mine had been forced to endure.


  My bruises ached.


  My nipples pebbled.


  My bones throbbed.


  But it was nothing compared to my heart. She enlisted that damn traitorous emotion I thought had died the day I was sold. 


  Lust. 


  Damn rotten lust that I wasn’t acquainted with and would never, ever tolerate. It was a sick, sick emotion. It caused men to buy young girls and break them. It turned rationality into insanity. It ended the lives of so many. 


  Stark fear sprang like a hare as his large hand cupped my hipbone, dragging me forward until his cock bruised my belly. 


  He groaned long and low.


  I closed my eyes, waiting for the snap I knew would come. He’d spoken of giving me time—fixing me not raping me. 


  I’d begun to trust his promises.


  I was stupid. 


  This was payment for all he’d done for me. I would shut up, shut down, and deal with it. I could handle it. I’d handled worse.


  “Look at me,” he ordered.


  I merely squeezed my eyes tighter and cocked my chin. I kicked the pooled sheet off my feet, balling my hands. 


  “Fuck, you’re too brave for your own good.” His fingers curled around my chin, holding me tight, pressing my skull against the mirrors behind me. “Do you have any idea what you do to me standing there so regal and unbroken when your body tells a completely different story?”


  I clamped my lips together, ignoring the fresh throb in my tongue. 


  His mouth skated over mine in a barely there kiss, his breath hot and angry. “I’ve been able to restrain myself up till now, but every second with you, it gets harder and harder.”


  With a feral growl, he pushed away, pressing himself against the other side as the doors chimed merrily, announcing our arrival. 


  The lift swung open. 


  The corridor was empty. 


  Elder stepped out. “Get dressed. Meet me on deck seven in half an hour.” Before I could collapse under the colossal weight of just happened, the doors swung closed and trapped me. 


  Morocco suddenly wasn’t the playground I’d hoped to play in—it was more of an executioner’s holding pen. 


  For the first time, I craved white because white kept me focused on who I truly was. 


  I’d begun to forget.


  Elder had successfully just reminded me.


  I won’t forget again. 
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  YOU FUCKED UP.


  You fucked up.


  You fucked up. 


  The ceaseless mantra echoed in my head with every step. 


  I didn’t know why I’d slipped. Why that moment was the moment Pim drove me insane enough to contemplate taking her in the lift. It went against everything I thought I wanted. But fuck me, having her body wedged against mine had been far too bloody tempting. 


  I had blue balls from trying to be the perfect host. I layered frustration upon frustration trying to be her councillor, protector, and friend.


  Who was I kidding?


  I could never be her friend. 


  I couldn’t even be alone with her without doubting I’d have the power not to touch her. 


  Marching faster, dust kicked up around my dress shoes (I’d traded my flip-flops) as the sun did its best to turn us into jerky. Pim scurried beside me, never looking at me but exquisitely aware of every move I made.


  I didn’t think she even knew she did it. Knew how her body flowed in accordance to how fast I travelled, how it paused if I slowed, how it swayed to the side if I lifted an arm. It was as if strings connected her to me, and I had full control over making her dance. 


  Had she always been so in tune to others or had her captivity given her a sixth sense? An innate ability to duck an incoming blow or pre-empt a threatening kick? 


  Either way, she distracted me, which was not a good thing.


  I was here to work. 


  I should’ve left her on the fucking boat. 


  In the time I’d given her to dress, I’d done my best to get myself under control. It didn’t work. And when I’d met her on deck seven where the ramp rested to reach the dock, I had a headache and was in a sour mood. 


  It hadn’t improved when Pim arrived in yet another dress far too big for her. The baby blue material hung with navy panels on the contours of her hips—the same hips I’d clutched in the elevator. 


  On a curvy woman, the darker fabric would make her curves pop into an hourglass figure. On Pim, she just looked like a model that’d stepped off a runway and had forgotten to eat in decades. At least, she’d had the good sense to bring a large white hat that flopped over one side of her face, keeping her protected from the sun. 


  It also protected her from me.


  She kept me constantly in her awareness but never let me catch her eye. She’d returned to the girl I’d met at Alrik’s—the one with a shawl of icy protection beneath the guise of submission. The one who intrigued me so damn much that I’d practically begged for a night with her.


  This woman lived with me on my yacht. We slept a deck apart, and she wanted nothing to do with me. Why the fuck did I continue to torture myself? I should get rid of her before I did something I regretted. 


  The idea of removing her from my life (before it was too late) soothed my mind enough to find peace and concentrate. I ignored my silent guest and paid attention to the city of spices instead. It helped a little, concentrating on other people who didn’t have nearly as much power over me as she did.


  Morocco was exactly as I remembered. 


  Hot, dusty, archaic in its organised chaos. 


  My thoughts normally found sanctuary here away from its own internal jumble, but that was before I made the idiotic decision to steal Pimlico. 


  The entire drive to the arranged restaurant where we were to meet His Highness, Simo Riyad, she’d peered out the car window, studiously ignoring me. 


  Did she remember sprawling on my lap in that very vehicle as she choked on her blood? Did she remember me hugging her close, whispering I wouldn’t let her die and she was mine now? 


  If she did…there was no sign. 


  Thank God we weren’t in the car anymore because I might’ve done something I regretted. 


  Just to add to all the rest.


  Selix strolled in front of us, protecting me as he was paid to do. We followed a little alleyway to a quaint beachfront restaurant where bodyguards rested in shadow, leaving the royal family to eat in safety. 


  Entering the airy space with its windowless walls and earthen design, I slipped into Elder Prest—boat builder, millionaire, and ruthless businessman. 


  The moment Simo Riyad spotted us, he stood and waved. 


  Selix subtly put his hand on his torso where his concealed weapon rested before branching to the left, letting me know he had my back but wouldn’t interfere with business. 


  He caught my gaze, raising his eyebrow at Pimlico. 


  Did I want him to take her or did I want her near me? 


  I’d been trying to decide that since we left Phantom. 


  I was screwed either way.


  If Selix took her, I’d wonder if she’d call my bluff and run—if she’d vanish before I had a chance to interrogate and sample her. But if she sat beside me, questions would come and what answers could I give? 


  Who the fuck cares? 


  They’re business associates, not confidants. They don’t need to know. 


  Straightening my shoulders, I shook my head and took Pimlico’s elbow, guiding her away from Selix and toward the table where Simo, his wife, and two young children sat prim and proper. 


  Pim stiffened under my direction but didn’t pull away.


  Drawing up to the table, Simo’s wife smiled demurely, her attention flicking from me to Pim and back again. The kids smiled too—perfect manners for royal offspring. All of them had mocha skin and rich dark hair, reminding me of a culture different to the Western world where I’d grown up, even though I had ¼ exotic blood running in my veins. 


  “Ah, we finally meet.” Simo stood, holding out his hand to shake. His turban hid most of his head, and his cobalt three-piece suit was too stuffy for the sticky heat. 


  “It’s been a long time coming, Your Highness.” I placed mine in his, glad to finally meet the man who, on paper, I genuinely liked. Compared to the other assholes I dealt with, he was an innocent puppy dog.


  However, no one truly knew another—even when living together.


  I threw a scowl at Pim.


  Our hands unclasped as His Highness grinned. “Please, call me Simo. And in turn, I hope to call you Elder? Or do you prefer Mr. Prest?”


  I grinned, slipping back into the world I controlled. “Elder is fine.”


  Pim flinched beside me.


  Simo glanced at her before giving me his full attention again. “In that case, it is a pleasure to meet you, Elder. I hold much regard for a man who makes such exquisite things.” He motioned for me to take the seat next to him, clicking his fingers at a hidden guard to bring another chair for Pimlico. “And who is this stunning creature?” He held out his hand to Pim. “I’m so glad you brought your wife too, Elder. Mine was rather insistent on joining me. I hope you don’t mind.”


  I unbuttoned my blazer in preparation of sitting. “Not at all, such beauty should be shared.” I threw a respectful smile at his pretty partner. “Although, please excuse the confusion. This is not my wife. She is merely my travel companion, for the time being.”


  Pim caught my eye, her lips thinning.


  Not looking away, I murmured, “Her name is Pimlico.” 


  Her throat worked as she swallowed. A tight lasso of her energy and mine lashed us together. Would the unwanted connection between us ever go away? 


  Simo leaned forward and captured Pim’s unbroken hand.


  I stiffened with possessiveness, watching what she would do. She barely tolerated anyone touching her—let alone a strange man. 


  She shocked me stupid as she tipped her nose at me and dropped into an effortless curtsy for his Royal Highness. His lips grazed the back of her knuckles. 


  What the fuck?


  What sort of past had she lived to be more comfortable with men with titles than she was with the man who’d saved her? 


  “You are most welcome, my dear.” Simo breathed into the chaste kiss.


  Pim tucked her chin, a demure smile on her face, taking her hand back once the introduction was complete.


  My heart grabbed drumsticks and pounded on my ribcage.


  What the hell was that? 


  Simo motioned to his wife. “This is my beloved Dina.” He beamed with husband pride. “I’m sure she would be grateful for female company and conversation.”


  Pim’s eyes met the woman’s.


  I held my breath, wondering if this was the moment she spoke. She’d slapped me in the face by giving respect to a man she’d only just met, perhaps she’d claw out my heart by speaking to a woman she didn’t know. 


  To hear her voice was a tantalizing thought, even if it would fuck me off. How dare she give that gift to complete strangers rather than me? 


  When I’d told her she could come with me, I hadn’t contemplated the idea she would talk. That her tongue would be healed enough to spill my secrets and inform those who should never know that I’d stolen her. That it was fully within my power to free her, but I wouldn’t until I got what I wanted. 


  Instead of airing our sinful laundry, she glanced at me then dropped her gaze. 


  The drumsticks stopped playing death metal against my ribs—for the time being. 


  This meeting was already too long, and we’d only just begun.


  Taking a collected breath, I smiled at Simo and his family, answering on Pim’s behalf. “I’m afraid she doesn’t speak. She’s mute.”


  Not quite, but it was easier than the truth. Far simpler than to explain her half-severed tongue and the bruises only just beginning to fade beneath her dress. 


  Pim didn’t give any outward reaction to my delivery of her ‘condition.’ If anything, she looked mildly relieved that she could be a voyeur but not participate.


  Her eyes weren’t passive, though. She might be silent, but she wasn’t stupid. Her attention flickered between His Highness and his wife, drawing conclusions far too astute for a stolen slave. 


  Watching her watch them gave me a hint of how hard she would be to break. How everything I did, every vowel I uttered and every syllable I whispered was armament in her weaponry against me. 


  Christ, will I ever get what I want?


  Dina nodded at Pim, woman to woman. “I think that’s impressive—not to talk, I mean.” Her voice was sweet and respectful. “Men talk so much these days. I often feel like a mute myself.”


  Pim gave her a rare smile, letting it reach her eyes and transforming her from sad wraith to brilliant beauty. 


  Once again, she stole a heartbeat. I glowered at her for such sorcery. 


  Not once had she looked at me that way.


  Not once had she deemed me worthy of such a gift.


  My shoulders tensed as anger percolated like rich coffee in my blood. She wanted to punish me? Fucking fine. I’m willing to change the rules of this game.


  “Should we get down to business?” Simo asked. 


  I nodded as two waitresses brought over a tray of local beverages and finger food. 


  Forcing my mind away from Pim and ideas of how to earn a smile like the one she’d just bestowed, I rubbed at the unwanted tightness in my chest, pulled out my phone, and got to work. 


  * * * * *


  Three hours and multiple revisions to the yacht schematics later, we were done. My back ached from reaching across the table to reveal updated plans. Luckily, my phone had a self-designed software that made it easy to tweak frivolous requests while important things like water displacement and ballast were all mathematically checked in the background. 


  Pimlico obviously hadn’t said a word during the meeting, but she’d struck up a strange friendship with Dina.


  While Simo and I muttered about incandescent bulbs versus the merit of LED and argued over what wood would be best in the library, Pim never took her eyes off Dina or her children.


  The kids, sensing a willing victim, kept plying Pim with curried couscous on fresh pita, presented with fingers covered in sauce. 


  Not once did Pim refuse their offering, but she did struggle to eat. Shouldn’t her tongue be mostly healed by now? I’d already set a reminder to ask Michaels when we returned home.


  Home.


  What an odd concept. After this meeting, I would return home with a girl in tow who was still a total stranger.


  As the last round of drinks was delivered, Pim’s gaze trailed over her shoulder, looking for a washroom. 


  Dina noticed. “They’re toward the back.”


  Pim smiled, standing gracefully. Dina and Simo’s eyes tracked over her, noticing things they hadn’t when we’d first arrived—the fading bruises, the bandage on her hand, the skinniness of her arms and chest. 


  My hands fisted. Would they think I’d done that? That I was a psychopath who kept girls as pets?


  Dina narrowed her eyes, judging my relationship with Pim from the small distance between us. 


  Pissed off with her scrutiny, I cocked my head at Selix to escort Pim to the facilities—not to prevent her from running, but to guard her. In her notes to No One, she said she was sold at a shabby hotel with a masquerade ball. 


  But how was she originally kidnapped? Was the tale true that she was at a charity function with her mother or had she been stolen by less refined means? 


  Selix stepped forward to collect her, but Dina stood. “You know, I might go too.” 


  She and Pim shared a smile. 


  What is it with women and joint bathroom visits? 


  Selix caught my eye, asking if he should still follow. 


  I nodded subtly. He could protect from outside the bathroom while the two women protected each other inside. 


  Dina moved toward Pim then blew her husband a kiss. 


  Simo grinned before turning his attention to the latest amendment to his yacht. Meanwhile, I couldn’t tear my fucking eyes off Pim as she padded across the restaurant in her floaty dress and sandals. 


  It was no secret I found Pim bloody stunning. Her nose, her eyes, her chin, her strength—she equalled a beautiful woman. Having the luxury of gawking at her ass and the flamingo-like curve of her spine made me hard. 


  “Women, huh?” Simo chuckled. “They cause the worst pain and the best pleasure.”


  I gave half a smile. “I wouldn’t know.”


  “Oh?”


  “I’m only taking care of her from an unfortunate incident.”


  Simo took a sip of his wine. “I must admit, I was doing my best not to ask who marked her.”


  I snorted, taking his direction and throwing a mouthful of guava juice down my throat. Wine was not an option. Alcohol had the opposite effect on me than cannabis. “Would you continue to deal with me if I said I was the one?”


  “No.” His face locked into place. “But I don’t believe you did.”


  “Why?” My eyebrows rose, asking a dangerous question. “I already said we aren’t lovers, and you most likely have suspicions of my intentions with her.”


  Why am I having this conversation with a royal? 


  It wasn’t possible I wanted to clear my name rather than be sullied by his opinion. It didn’t matter to me. 


  Simo patted his son’s head who currently had crayon all over the tablecloth. “A man who glowers at a woman the way you do her…she’s the one hurting you. Not the other way around.”


  Words flew from my head. For the first time in forever, I was speechless. 


  Simo continued. “I believe there are many kinds of men. My second cousin, the king, is one type—a possession to his beloved country. I am another type—a possession to the woman I married. And then, there is you.” He looked up, stealing the crayon from his son. 


  I waited for him to continue, but he didn’t. 


  Clearing my throat, I asked, “And what kind am I?”


  He grinned wisely. “You, my friend, are homeless. You are neither owned by a country or a woman. It is a place not many men can survive in for long.”


  Fuck.


  Fuck.


  Fuck.


  My heart fell into my stomach, hissing with acid. Homeless. Familyless. Even Selix—after our years on the streets together—didn’t know the truth about me. How had this royal looked through my façade and understood?


  He waved his hand as if he hadn’t just torn apart my fucking life. “I have a question if I may. It doesn’t relate to boat building.” His face softened. “However, after the personal conversation we just had, I don’t think it’s too inappropriate to ask.”


  I ran a hand through my hair. I’d been in control of this meeting, and now, I was on the back foot. That had never happened to me. Ever. Part of me wanted to tell him to shove his question up his ass, but my lips moved with permission. “Ask.”


  “Great.” He opened his arms as his daughter grew tired and climbed onto his lap. “I’ve heard rumours about you.”


  My back instantly hardened. 


  There were too many rumours to know which one he’d heard. Some, I’d started. Some, I wanted to end. Most of them were terrible—designed to keep me feared and free. 


  “Oh?”


  “I heard you have a gift.”


  I choked on another mouthful of guava. “Excuse me?”


  “A gift. It’s why you build impeccable yachts. It’s why you’re so wealthy. It’s why you have many talents, I am sure.”


  “And what gift would that be?”


  His eyes sparkled with curiosity. “Some call it a curse.”


  Shit.


  “By the way you stiffened, I’m guessing you might call it a curse, too.”


  I smiled tightly. “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “I think you do.” Stroking his daughter’s black hair, he whispered, “Funny how our minds fixate on things, isn’t it?”


  Ice fell over me like a blizzard. “What are you saying?”


  He chuckled. “Depends. Show me your hands.”


  “What?”


  “You heard me. Show me your hands.” Simo looked pointedly at where I clutched my glass.


  I searched for a reason to say no but couldn’t find one. Slowly, I unwound my fingers and presented them palm up. I didn’t breathe as Simo reached across and stroked the pads of my fingers of my left hand. “You play.”


  I coughed.


  This meeting was over. What the fuck was he doing? 


  Simo held out his own left hand. “Go ahead. If it will make you feel easier.” My legs bunched to walk out of the restaurant, but my fingers disobeyed me, creeping across to touch this man in the same way he’d touched me.


  Calluses and thickened skin, just like mine. 


  “The cello?” My voice barely carried. 


  He nodded. “I’ve researched you, Elder. I hear you were a prodigy.”


  How the fuck did he hear that?


  Memories of a happier time with music, surrounded by my mother, father, and brother—memories that riddled me with bullets and made me bleed—tried to enter my mind. 


  I gritted my teeth, pushing them back. “Once. That’s over now.”


  “Yet you still play.” He leaned back, cuddling his daughter. “You know, Elder, in my country, we don’t label things like the western world. If one has the tendency to focus until perfection is created, we praise rather than worry. I think all great virtuosos have what you have, and you should not run from it.”


  “What I have?”


  “Sorry, it’s not what you have but what you are.” Changing the subject, Simo smiled. “I wasn’t going to tell you this as it has no reflection on our business together. However, I think, after learning what sort of man you are behind your reputations, it can’t hurt.”


  Once again, he put me on the back foot.


  I fucking hated it. 


  My brain scrambled to catch up from talking to a fellow cellist, finding out he understood what lurked inside me—now, he wanted to expose yet more revelations? 


  Liquor suddenly held allure as did the pull of a joint. 


  Doing my best to keep my voice calm and disinterested, I drawled, “Tell me what?”


  His gaze darted to the bathroom, obviously wanting to finish this heart to heart before the women returned. “I might not be the king, but I have access to everything my second cousin does—including the best private investigators. When my wife and I decided to purchase a yacht, we were meticulous in our research. Your company and product are second to none, but I would never have done business with you based on your reputation and dealings with men who are corrupt beyond comprehension.” 


  I smiled, but it wasn’t the cold boastful smile I’d perfected when dealing with criminals—it bordered the man I’d been. “Normally, that’s why business seeks me out.”


  “I figured as much.” He lowered his voice. “But that’s what turned us away. The royal family can’t be seen to be dealing with murderers and thieves.”


  I hid my scowl. 


  What would you say if you knew I was a thief? 


  “So what changed your mind?” I asked.


  “Your past.”


  “My past?” My voice snapped. “What about my past?”


  Rubbing his callused fingers together, he said, “We are about the same age. I started playing the cello when I was eight, and the music community was small. The world is not a large place when the love of something draws us together.”


  Once again, memories that had no right to hurt me tried to swarm. 


  My mother bought me my first cello lesson when I was four. I’d cried when it was over because I never wanted it to end. The next week, my father borrowed money from our neighbours to buy a second-hand cello, so I could play and play and never fucking stop.


  The strings. The frets. The music. 


  Shit, the notes I could create—it gave me purpose. I’d never been so drawn or so addicted. That was the beginning of the end for me. I’d cursed my entire family because of it.


  Simo’s voice blew away the recollection. “As I worked through my levels, a name kept being mentioned. A boy who played until his fingers bled. A boy who would strum for two days straight until he’d mastered a song he’d only just heard on the radio rather than sheet music given by a teacher.”


  I shot upright. “I’ve heard enough.”


  Simo didn’t stop. “My parents would use him as an example if I grew bored of practice. They would say ‘why can’t you be more like him?’ Whether he knew it or not, he became widely recognised for being the best. Until his ‘death,’ of course.”


  I bared my teeth like a cornered animal.


  Motherfucking shit.


  I paced away from the table, glaring at him. “Quit while you’re ahead. I’m done talking about this.”


  His shoulders tensed as if to blurt everything I’d tried to keep hidden, everything I’d covered up, but footsteps sounded behind me, signalling our time together was over.


  Thank Christ.


  Relaxing, he smiled. “I don’t know what happened or why that prodigy vanished, but I do know your true name, Elder Prest. I know the real man beneath the rumours. That is the man I hired to build my yacht. A man who has been called obsessive, a perfectionist. A man who can’t let something go until he rules it. I hired you because I want to keep my family safe, and no one will do a better job because you have no choice but to deliver excellence.” 


  He kissed his daughter’s head, standing upright with her small body in his arms. “That is the man worthy of being possessed by either country or woman—not someone who should be alone.”


  His voice rang in my head.


  He knows my true name?


  I hadn’t let myself remember for so long. As far as I was concerned, I had no other name. I had no other life—no other existence before this one. 


  My skin crawled to leave. 


  Dina appeared, heading to her husband and children. “The discussions are over so soon?” 


  “Yes.” I didn’t look at her, scooping my phone and notepad off the table and tucking them into my trouser pockets. “I’ve heard everything I need to hear.” I glowered at Simo. 


  He looked back with a respectful nod rather than taunting glint. He hadn’t told me he knew who I was to intimidate me. I didn’t know why he had. But stupidly, I trusted him not to blab. 


  If I didn’t trust him, he wouldn’t be walking out of this restaurant. Bodyguards or royal blood be damned.


  Pim drifted to my side, her gaze locked on my face. She tilted her head, sucking on her bottom lip as if she understood the turbulent anger corroding me. 


  She could fucking look. 


  But until she told me her secrets, she wouldn’t be earning mine. 


  Simo hoisted his daughter to his hip, holding out his hand. “It was nice talking to you, Elder. We should share our love of music again sometime.”


  I snorted, unwillingly shaking his palm. “There won’t be a next time.”


  “Perhaps.” He smiled. “But you will email over the new blueprints once the amendments have been drawn up?”


  I straightened my back. “After everything you just revealed about me, do you doubt it?”


  The little boy, jealous of his sister in his father’s arms, wrapped his arms around Dina’s leg, blinking sleepily. 


  Simo chuckled. “You are right, my friend. You will because I know who you are.” 


  Pim sucked in a breath beside me. No doubt reading into Simo’s sentence incorrectly. She thought she knew me. She thought all I wanted was to fuck her and dispose of her. 


  That’s what you want her to believe.


  And it was what she would continue to believe. 


  Because it’s the goddamn truth. 


  Bowing slightly at Dina, I murmured, “Pleasure meeting you. I promise your yacht will have everything you require and more.”


  “Thank you, Elder.” She hugged her son’s head to her thigh. “If you’re ever in Morocco again, please let us know, and we’ll arrange a tour of our wonderful city.”


  “You’re very kind.” Bracing myself, I grabbed Pim’s elbow and steered her away from the table. “We’ll remain in touch via email. Until then, have a good afternoon.” 


  “Goodbye, Elder.” The Royal Highness and his family exited through the back of the restaurant away from the public eye.


  Selix fell in step with me and Pim. She had no choice but to move as I guided her to the exit. Restaurant shadows steadily brightened as we traded fan-disturbed air for hot, sticky noon. 


  The doorway wasn’t wide enough for both of us to pass. I pushed her ahead of me, clenching my jaw against the mottled bruises still decorating the top of her shoulders. The beads of her spine were too pronounced beneath her dress, still too stark and crying of an unhappy tale. 


  My hands balled in rage. After the meeting from hell and knowledge that someone other than me and my mother knew who I truly was, I wasn’t in the mood to be gentle.


  I wished Alrik was still alive. I’d fucking kill him all over again for what he’d done to Pim and for my own black satisfaction. 


  Having his marks on her drove me insane. Seeing her malnourished and unhappy while belonging to me made me criticize the very reason why I’d got involved with her in the first place. 


  I need to do better.


  I was someone who cared about perfection. 


  When had I forgotten that and twisted perfection into an obsession I could no longer handle? 


  I needed her healthier, happier if I was to earn whatever it was I wanted. The hard part was I still didn’t know what I wanted. Or why I kept up this farce when she only complicated my life. 


  Pim raised her head to the cloudless sky, letting the sun decorate her face. She inhaled the scents of dust and dung from camels tethered nearby. 


  For a fleeting second, I saw the girl she’d been before she’d been sold. 


  I saw how she could look if I fucking let her go and—


  No, she would never be that innocent or happy again—no matter if she was with me or the mother I couldn’t track down. Such hardship and evil she’d endured marked someone forever. Sure, she’d find pockets of happiness tucked in the overalls of life, but most of the time, those memories would steal her back, reminding her time and time again what she could never run from.


  I knew because that was my life. And it fucking sucked. 


  Her head tilted until her eyes met mine. The rare freedom on her face vanished, smothered beneath distrust and wariness. Taking a step toward the black car that’d brought us here, Selix dashed in front to open the door for her. 


  I stalked behind, never removing my eyes as she gathered her long dress and slipped into the shaded leather interior. 


  The thought of returning to the ship so soon didn’t entice me. Even that rarity pissed me off. Normally, I couldn’t wait to run from crowds and chaos. However, nothing called to me to return. The only thing that did was locked in a secure box with its bow freshly strung ready to play. I hadn’t created music since Pim stepped on board. Solving a different problem in my stowaway had buried the itch.


  If we returned to the Phantom, Pim would vanish to her rooms. I would vanish to mine and we would be right back where we started before I dragged her outside. 


  No.


  What do I want from you, girl? And why can’t I decide how to take it?


  “Get out.” I marched forward, yanking the door from Selix as he moved to close it. Pim looked up in shock. “We’re walking back.”


  “But sir—” Selix cleared his throat. “It’s height of the day, the heat—”


  “Don’t care. It’s only a few kilometres to the port. I want some exercise.”


  Selix wisely kept his mouth shut and didn’t mention we’d exercised together just this morning in the marital arts gym a few decks below. He’d favoured crescent knives. I’d wielded a katakana sword. It had been fun. 


  Pim glanced from my bodyguard back to me, her eyes widening. 


  I held out my hand like a gentleman, battling the urge to yank her from the car and drag her to my side. If Pim was ever going to be strong enough to give me what I wanted, she had to start making decisions and take responsibilities for those decisions. 


  Perhaps that’s what’s missing? She’s never been given a choice. Not by me or Alrik. Chances are not even by her own mother. 


  I’d given her a choice this morning to come with me. 


  The least I could do was give her another. “I’m walking. You’re welcome to join me.” I closed my hand, dropping it to my side. “Or you can drive back with Selix.”


  Her mouth parted, searching for a trap. 


  Selix stood calmly, his black top knot glistening in the hot sun. 


  A few seconds ticked past. Sweat tickled my back beneath my jacket. Shrugging the linen off, I threw the blazer past Pim to sprawl on the backseat. The muggy air on my white t-shirt didn’t really help, but I couldn’t be assed wearing more clothes than what was needed.


  I suddenly had a small understanding for Pim and her aversion. If she’d been trained to accept nakedness as her uniform, how hard would it be to go back to confines of elastic and thread? 


  My patience stretched thin. “Are you coming or not?” Facing away from the car, I took a step toward the bustling street where street vendors hid under the shade of their cart sails and shopkeepers did their best to keep away flies and ragamuffins. 


  Pim bit her lip; her hands splayed on the car leather. The anxiety on her face from being forced to choose made my gut clench. “There is no right or wrong answer here, silent one. You return to the boat either with Selix or with me. I won’t hurt you for choosing.”


  Still, she didn’t decide. 


  “Fine. I’ll make it for you. Go back to the boat with Selix. You’re probably still too weak to walk that far anyway.”


  The moment I spoke, she leapt from the car, hiding her wince from sore knees. Keeping her head high, she came to my side as if daring me to call her weak again. I’d probably get my ass kicked by Michaels when we boarded in a few hours, berating me for dragging his patient through grungy streets, but I couldn’t hide my grin as I struck off with her glued to my shadow. 


  “Fair enough. Let’s walk.”
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  WHAT WAS THIS new game? 


  What were the rules? How should I act, behave, or respond? There were so many unfinished games between us, I was lost on how to continue. 


  For fifteen minutes, I kept pace with Elder’s long stride as we headed toward the dock. Cafes and shops bustling with people with families and loved ones, people who had their own burdens to bear, slowly blocked the sea view.


  Had one of them been kidnapped? Did they share a story similar to mine or was I an anomaly here, just like I would be if I ever returned home? 


  Elder kept glancing at me, but he didn’t speak, letting silence weave us together instead. If he was trying to use quietness against me, he wasn’t successful. 


  Ever since we’d walked into that restaurant, I’d been hyper-aware of everything about him. For three hours, he sat and answered every question with fluid intelligence and grace. He wasn’t just a business owner who barricaded himself in a seafaring tower and let minions do the work. He was the business. 


  My mouth had parted multiple times when technical terms and complex mathematical calculations were given in mere seconds of being asked. With his attention on Dina and her husband, I was free to watch, to listen, to understand. 


  Finally, I’d had enough time to use the meagre skills my mother had taught me on how to read body language and find out I’d been wrong about him.


  I’d seen him as a single dimensional arrogant bastard who pursued me for his own gain with just enough decorum to be respectful to those who worked for him. 


  Oh my God, I was so wrong. 


  He wasn’t just multifaceted; he was layers upon layers of hypocrisies. 


  The outer shell he wore—roguish and suave—had holes enough to glimpse into the veiled worlds beneath. And in those worlds were shadows holding such pain. 


  He thought he kept it hidden as he studied schematics and blueprints with His Highness, but I saw how he never took his eyes off the way Dina cuddled close to her husband or how the two children leaned together in sibling-bond. 


  He ached.


  It was a physical thing. 


  He craved.


  It was a visible thing.


  I saw so much while enjoying the luxury of sitting quiet and undisturbed. 


  But why did he covet a family when he was a bachelor of his own devices—surrounding himself in water and horizons? Why did he look at children, not as a man who was desperate for his own, but with nostalgia—heralding the ghosts of perhaps a brother or sister he missed. 


  Despite myself, I thawed toward him.


  But I didn’t fully let go of my dislike until the second course of our luncheon. The switch inside me happened when Elder sketched a third amendment to the drawings and laughed real and carefree when the little girl swatted her brother for snapping a crayon and gave her his expensive biro to replace it.


  The moment stretched a tad too long; he’d frozen, remembering a different time. He didn’t shutter his eyes enough to hide the agony resounding inside.


  He was no longer just Elder. My saviour and captor.


  He was so, so much more.


  And it hurt because I wanted to know how deep that more went. 


  It seemed I wasn’t the only one. 


  Whatever conversation occurred while Dina and I were in the bathroom had stripped Elder down to his bare defences. He no longer had a swagger or solid footing in whatever persona he’d created. He’d suffered a trip down memory lane and somehow left pieces of himself behind when he returned to the present. 


  I wished I’d been there to listen—a spider in its web, catching the puzzle pieces like fat juicy flies. However, I wouldn’t trade my own bathroom conversation because Dina had done for me what Simo had done for Elder. 


  She’d woken me up.


  Giving into the lull of walking in hot sunshine and enjoying the dusty grit on my feet after too long of being pristine and undirty, I recalled the first chat with a woman in two years. 


  “How are you enjoying our country, Pim?” Dina escorted me into the bathroom, her eyes warm and kind. The moment the door shut, blocking us from Selix standing guard, I tensed for those eyes to leave mine and lock onto my bruises. 


  Self-consciousness brought my arms up, wrapping tight around my waist. Did she know what I was? Did she come to the washroom to interrogate me and somehow get Elder into trouble? 


  For a brief second, I wondered if she might’ve started as a slave to His Royal Highness, but the idea was hilarious as well as preposterous. Anyone could see the love they shared. I certainly could, and Elder definitely could. 


  He hadn’t taken his gaze off them even when it looked as if he was sketching a quick design. 


  Being with a man joined only in the worst circumstances of captivity and death, it prickled my skin to be surrounded by a family who cherished each other. They were by far the richest people I’d ever met and not because they were a prince and princess (I think that’s their title being cousins to the crown) but because of what they shared. 


  No one cherished me.


  Or at least…not for the right reasons. 


  “I must admit, it’s weird to ask questions and not earn a response.” Dina placed her purse on the terracotta-coloured vanity. “Excuse me if I prattle on.” 


  I smiled and broke yet another of my rules. I shrugged, shaking my head to put her at ease.


  I hated how easy such a response was, how freeing communicating could be if I just stopped doubting everyone and began to trust again.


  “I’ll be right back.” Dina opened a stall and disappeared. 


  I followed suit, and after we’d done our business, we smiled at each other in the mirror as we washed our hands in the double sink. The tepid water wasn’t refreshing in such stagnant heat, but at least we were clean. 


  Fantasies of jumping in the ocean with Elder tonight made the bathroom splutter as if I could step through a veil of time and return to moonlight and salt rather than stay in a bathroom in the middle of the day. 


  “How long has it been?” Dina flicked remaining droplets off her fingers and reached for a towelette. “Since you’ve talked, I mean?”


  I tensed. 


  I could lift up two fingers and give her an answer. But I wasn’t ready. I shrugged again. I’d already broken that barrier. It was easy to repeat.


  “Do you miss it? Being able to converse and demand answers to whatever you’re thinking?”


  Turning off the tap, I swallowed and moved my tongue, testing how easy or how hard it would be to give this woman my voice and just get it over with. I’d forgotten what I sounded like, and how it felt to have sound resonate through my throat. 


  And if I did break my cardinal rule, what would I say to her? Would I tell her about Alrik? Would I ask her to help me? Would she laugh when I said Elder had saved me but at the same time prevented me from going home? Would she take me away from Elder and if she did…how would I feel about that?


  After watching him today, I was hesitant to speak badly of him. 


  “What am I saying!” She held up her hands. “I’m so sorry for being nosy. I don’t even know if you could ever talk. I never thought it might be a thing you’ve dealt with since birth. Forgive my ignorance.” Opening her purse, she pulled out dusky pink lipstick. 


  Painting her lips, she put the lid back on. “Changing the subject, let’s talk about that man out there.”


  I froze. 


  What about him?


  She smiled softly. “You do know he cares about you.”


  Frost worked on my freeze, turning me rigid. 


  He does? 


  No, you’re mistaken.


  He tolerates me, that’s all. 


  She couldn’t mean Elder. But there was no other man—apart from her husband. And technically, he did care. He’d saved me, killed for me, set me up with everything my body needed to heal. 


  She patted my hand, still locked on the tap. “You’re new to one another, aren’t you?”


  I blinked.


  “I remember those first days with Simo. It’s terrifying but thrilling, don’t you find?”


  Terrifying, yes.


  Thrilling…I hadn’t thought about it.


  Elder did thrill me, but it wasn’t a happy thrill from passing a feared exam or surviving a crazy rollercoaster. This thrill was entirely different. I just didn’t know if it was from adrenaline of wanting to run away or needing to run closer so I could understand. 


  “Treat that man right, and he’ll do the same in return.” Dina removed a comb from the side of her head and repositioned it to scoop a cascade of black hair from her face. “That’s what today’s society has forgotten.”


  Seeing her beautify an already beautiful face prompted me to stare hard at myself in the mirror. The shadows under my eyes were more grey than black, thanks to regular meals. My hair held a tentative shine as if wanting to return to glossiness but still afraid. And my collarbones still stuck out, but at least my arms weren’t as gaunt. 


  Was I pretty? 


  No, not really. 


  But I was a survivor, and I wholeheartedly accepted the girl before me because she was the first stepping-stone back to health. 


  Copying Dina, I combed my fingers through my hair and rubbed my skin to rid the heat shine on my forehead and chin. 


  Closing her purse, Dina said, “From a fifteen-year married woman to a girl in a new relationship, let me give you one word of advice.”


  I sucked in a breath, my hands twisting my hair and draping the coiled mess over my shoulder. 


  “Treat him right because men respond to praise. If they know they’ve done well, they want to try harder. If they see how happy they make you, they’ll do more to keep you that way. Don’t belittle them and never, ever blame them for things that aren’t their fault. Even the things that are their fault, give them some slack.”


  You make them sound like a dog. 


  She turned, giggling. “I didn’t exactly make that point eloquently—they aren’t an animal. Well, sometimes, they can be.” Her eyes twinkled. “Simo is the public speaker, not me. All I mean is I see the way he looks at you and the way you look at him. There is suspicion there but interest too.”


  She headed toward the door. “No matter what happens, never hold grudges. Grudges are the worst things in life. No matter if that grudge is justified, it’s the poison that kills entire cities.”


  Even if I could talk, I wouldn’t have known what to say to that.


  Instead, I trailed behind her and returned to the man she said cared for me.


  “Are you okay?” 


  Elder’s voice interrupted my daydreaming, wafting away Dina as if she were a whiff of incense. His exotic aftershave tantalized my nose, buying into the analogy. 


  I squinted at his height, vaguely making out the dragon tattoo on his chest beneath the white cotton wrapped around his torso. 


  He narrowed his eyes as if wondering where my mind had gone and dying to ask. But he wouldn’t. He knew by now he wouldn’t get an answer. 


  Pointing at my legs, he grumbled, “Are you tired? Do you hurt? Should I call for the car?”


  I hadn’t even noticed the slight ache in my hips from walking after so long of being huddled in a ball. I didn’t feel the burn of a freshly formed blister from the slightly too big gold sandals—even the throb in my knees and tongue couldn’t steal what this day meant to me. 


  The only thing I did notice was how bright the sun was and how I’d stupidly left the hat I’d commandeered this morning in the restaurant.


  Whoops. 


  Would he punish me for that? Would he even notice? 


  Today had started off terrifying with Elder stripping me in the lift. But it had ended in female company and sunshine, and he could never take that away from me. Whatever minor discomforts I suffered was nothing compared to the pricelessness of such an adventure. 


  However, the longer we were in public, the stronger Alrik hovered in my mind—his ghost doing its best to scare me by making me suspect the men walking close by. I jolted from raised voices and winced when shopkeepers raised their arm to tote their wares. 


  All mundane things but in them I saw a torturer, a scream, and abuse. 


  I was happy.


  I was nervous.


  It was a constant battle to stay in the moment. 


  But for the first time, I actually wanted to be present. Not in the future where I was safe with my mother and friends. Not in a police building about to inform the world of the QMB and begin the tirade on saving the women I’d been sold with. 


  I wanted to be here.


  With Elder. 


  He huffed when I didn’t respond, growling with impatience. “Michaels gave me a report on your healing last night.” He glanced away, his attention landing on a young boy running across the street with a scruffy dog on a piece of string. “He said the stitches will begin to dissolve soon. That your tongue is well on its way to normalcy.”


  I kept pace beside him, neither agreeing nor disagreeing. He was right, though. The swelling receded every day, and the sharpness from the stitches was already beginning to soften. Although eating couscous at lunch today had been tricky. The tiny granules had escaped into my cheeks, and I didn’t have the dexterity to find them. 


  His voice darkened. “Once I know you’re healed, there won’t be any more excuses, Pim.”


  I know.


  “I want what I deserve. I need things from you.”


  I know that, too.


  “I’ve been more than fair—”


  I skidded on a loose piece of gravel. 


  My arms flew out to catch my balance. My bruised bones bellowed against upcoming impact. 


  But I never fell. 


  One second, I was falling; the next, I was not. 


  As if we’d danced this dance before, Elder’s hands gripped my waist, his fingers digging protectively into me, keeping me upright. 


  The electricity when we’d first met licked like wildfire from him to me, crackling and spitting. Everything that’d happened on his yacht up until now was deleted. We were back to square one when he’d walked into the white mansion in his stain of black and demanded one night with me. 


  The penny he tried to give me for my thoughts.


  The way his pinkie grazed mine.


  The way his lips descended and his tongue captured and that damn kiss that ruined everything. All of it drugged us until we were lost.


  I shivered as things inside me sprang awake. Things that weren’t just dormant but had never had the chance to bloom. Things a woman felt, not just a girl. Desire I’d only just sampled but now ricocheted through me like a rocket.


  He sucked in a breath, his fingers pressing harder. Too hard. Not hard enough. Bruises tried to enlist a panic attack. Instinct tried to make me flee. But Elder…he was the anchor keeping me steady. I didn’t tremble from fear but interest. I didn’t gasp from terror but attraction.


  In the Moroccan sunshine, his skin turned a molten honey while his hair carried nightmares itself. His eyes, with its secrets and hidden windows, were wide and full of dazzling heat. 


  His head bowed as his hands dragged me forward. Without thinking, my body turned supple, bending into him as my chin tipped up. 


  Whatever this was, we didn’t choreograph it. Something else did. Something neither of us could ignore. 


  His hands slipped around my back, bracing me against his body. My belly hit his waistband and my spine arched as he pressed his hardening erection into me. 


  I didn’t think about where we were or who was watching. Nothing else existed but him and me and whatever this searing connection was. 


  “Fuck…” His eyes dropped to my lips. 


  I licked them, not in invitation but because my mouth watered for a kiss. His kiss. The kiss I wanted because his hands were on me in protection, not damnation. The kiss I wanted to build on the one he’d given back when my existence had been ripped apart. 


  One hand gripped my lower spine while the other crept up my back. He wasn’t gentle; he didn’t apologise for pressing bruises or gathering me so tight I couldn’t breathe. 


  I didn’t care. 


  For some reason, his violence was acceptable, not just accepted…wanted. Desperately wanted. 


  My fingers came up, clutching his biceps as he bent me deeper into him. His every muscle, his every breath and heat, fed into my body, making me wet for the first time since I could remember. 


  I didn’t know how to describe it as my body shed its hardened exterior and swelled and liquefied. It took back what had been stolen and lusted. Lusted after being taught lust was so awfully wrong.


  His breath scattered over my lips as he dragged me the final distance.


  My eyes fluttered to half mast, entirely drunk and willing and wanting and waiting and—


  “Shit.” Elder stumbled, pushing me away so I wouldn’t trip with him. His face etched in feral need, waging with anger at the interruption. 


  His head whipped to the side just in time to see the dog on the piece of string barrel down the road with the kid in tow. He must’ve run into us, locked unmovable in the street. 


  As suddenly as the moment had happened, it ended.


  Elder wrenched his hands from me.


  I sucked in a ragged breath, unable to control the leaping lemmings that’d replaced my blood. 


  What the hell was that? 


  And what would’ve happened if the dog hadn’t run into us? Would we have kissed? Would we have lost ourselves in the middle of a congested country where public displays of affection were a criminal offence? 


  Spinning on his heel, Elder clamped both hands on his head, staring at the sun. With his back to me, I didn’t catch what he said, but his curse curdled the perfumed air with untold frustration. 


  While away from the intensity of his stare, I wiped my lips, flinching at how sensitive they were. Dropping my hands down my front—trying to get myself under control—I shivered as my nipples tingled against the dress. 


  The foreign wetness remained slick on my inner thigh. Not wearing underwear made what’d happened unmistakable. A rainbow of pride filled me that even after two years of abuse, after promising I would never tolerate sex or lust, my body had found a way to heal just enough to accept a kiss. 


  From Elder at least.


  I picked at the scabs in my mind from everything Alrik had done, hoping to see if perhaps, one day, I could tolerate more than just a kiss from a man who hopefully might earn my trust. But the minute I thought of naked bodies and entwined thrusting, a cold sweat drenched me; a panic attack snaked through my desire, turning it into rancid sickness. 


  I gulped at the suddenness of how something so desirable could turn into something horrific. 


  Elder spun around, dropping his hands. “I didn’t mean—” His arm came up.


  All I saw was pain. I cringed, taking a step back. 


  He stiffened, looking from his me to his arm. Accusation and disappointment replaced whatever attraction remained in his eyes. “I wasn’t going to hit you.” His nostrils flared. “Fuck, what the hell happened between us? You fell, I caught you.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I told you I was doing my best around you, Pim, but Christ you felt good in my arms.” 


  A swarm of locals cascaded around us like a swiftly flowing river around a boulder in its path. 


  Elder didn’t notice. “You didn’t fight me.” His voice lowered. “You responded. You wanted me to kiss you. Are you going to stand there and fucking deny it?”


  I looked down, rubbing my arm as prickles raced over my skin. 


  “You wanted me, yet now you look as if I was about to bloody rape you. You’re still afraid I’ll hurt you, even now?”


  I couldn’t fill my lungs. My heart tightened itself in a rusty metal thumbscrew, making me hiss in pain. 


  I’m afraid of myself.


  Of what irreparable damage that bastard did to my body.


  His head lowered, blocking the sun and casting heavy shade over me. The symbolism of standing in the shadows wasn’t lost on me. I’d been in the shadows for years. How the hell did I think I could live in the sunshine without getting burned? 


  “Goddammit, you frustrate me.” Glowering as if he’d expected better from me—as if he could snap his fingers and have me sing for him and kiss him and be cured by him—he dragged a hand through his hair and stormed off. 
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  ONE WORD.


  Fuck.


  Two words.


  Motherfucking Christ.


  Three words.


  I’m fucking screwed.
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  THE DUST EDDIES left by his shoes captured my attention.


  He left.


  He stormed away without Selix to watch me, guards to corral me, or leashes to hold me. 


  The chemistry between us snapped away—partly buried by the brutal history I couldn’t shake but mainly due to the freedom that suddenly opened up all around me. 


  I’m alone. 


  My heart looked up with binoculars. 


  I could run. 


  My lungs shed its sticky fear, demanding oxygen, feeding my legs in preparation of a sprint. 


  I could vanish.


  I could hide.


  I should run in the opposite direction. 


  My eyes locked on Elder as he continued to stalk away. He didn’t look back. Did he want me to run? Was this a test? If I did run, would he chase me? And if he did chase me, how far would I get thanks to my battered body and ill health?


  But that wasn’t the point. 


  The point was to attempt to flee—to create a scene, to hopefully get the police involved.


  To let people know I’m still alive and ready to go home.


  Beneath the scintillating idea of running, guilt slowly bubbled. 


  Guilt at leaving without a thank you or explanation that it wasn’t him I ran from but the captivity he wanted to keep me in. Regret at leaving whatever connection had budded between us. 


  He freed you from agony. He killed Tony and broke Alrik into pieces ready for you to deliver the finishing bullet. 


  I bounced on the balls of my feet. 


  So what? 


  Yes, he’d helped me. Yes, I would always be grateful. But he’d done it for his own gain, not mine. When Tony had bashed in the door with a baseball bat and Alrik pressed a gun to my temple, he’d almost let them kill me.


  He’d contemplated it far longer than someone who didn’t have darkness in their soul would. 


  Strangers milled around me, their soft conversation threading with my thoughts in a wash of deliberation. 


  Go.


  You might not get another chance.


  But then Elder turned. 


  His elegant body twisted to face me, his eyes latching onto mine down the street. Enough metres separated us that I could still run. I’d get a decent head start. 


  Go…


  The command whispered with authority, surging down my leg. 


  Elder froze as my left foot moved backward, deciding it wanted to gamble on running, that it wanted freedom.


  His lips pressed into a thin line. He didn’t move, but he knew. He knew I was moments away from bolting. Instead of moving to face me fully, to prepare to chase, he merely rolled his shoulders and dug one hand into his jeans pocket. 


  The other, he brought up, rubbed his mouth, then splayed it open; encapsulating the busy market around us, the steaming sunshine, and the wide-open world I could disappear into.


  He gave me his approval.


  And then he waited to see what I would do. 


  My body swayed backward, taking pressure off my right foot to join my left in retreat. However, as the sandal disengaged from the hot concrete, I stumbled forward instead.


  Despite every instinct yanking me down the street and into the cobblestone alley to a sanctuary I didn’t know, I found myself walking to the beast I was beginning to understand. 


  Step after step, I waged war on my decision. Step after step, Elder’s face tightened as his arm fell to his side, patiently waiting. 


  It took a year and a day or perhaps only a second, but I reached his side, and my mind quietened all thoughts of running as he smiled. “Why didn’t you?”


  I don’t know.


  I dropped my head to our grimey feet. 


  His hand came up, then paused. His shadow on the pavement resembled the bat I’d so often been struck with; I couldn’t stop my body from cowering. My mind knew the chances of abuse were slimmer every moment I spent in Elder’s company. But my muscles didn’t speak the language of my heart and only saw a slayer ready to maim. 


  He hesitated with his hand outstretched between us. 


  Gritting my teeth, I forced myself to look up. The second my eyes met his, his hand connected with my chin, keeping my head high and at his mercy. 


  His jaw worked as he sorted through the words he wanted to spend. “I don’t know why you didn’t run. But I’ll tell you now, you made the right choice.” Stepping closer, his nostrils flared as my lips parted.


  The attraction and almost kiss of before sprang feverish and unrequited. His fingers tightened on my jaw. “I wanted to see what you would do. If you’d run, you wouldn’t have gone far. Do you believe me?” His eyes searched mine. “I lied this morning when I said I wouldn’t chase after you. I’d chase until you gave up. I can’t let you go yet, Pim. But today has been about choices for you, and you needed to make that for yourself. Run or come to me, the outcome would’ve been the same.” 


  He bowed his head, his mouth tickling my ear. “You would’ve been back on the Phantom whether you liked it or not. Don’t torture yourself wondering what could’ve happened if you had run. This is what would’ve happened because there is no other choice for us.”


  Letting me go, he growled. “The moment we met, our choices were stolen from us. Yours because I’ve decided to control your fate. And mine because you’ve decided to deny me what I want.” He bared his teeth. “One of these days, I’ll know who you are. You will answer my every question, and you will let me inside your mind. It’s an inevitability, not a choice, Pim. You might as well get used to that.”


  I sucked in a breath as he let me go.


  Berating me with his black gaze, he added, “In the meantime, let me return the favour. Allow me to show you who I am, so there is no doubt to what I expect.”


  My blood scurried faster. I didn’t know how he planned to show me, but tension glimmered in the air around us, pregnant with promise. 


  Squirming bodies of a Chinese tour group suddenly engulfed the busy streets. They descended on the sidewalk in matching baseball hats and named lanyards. 


  Elder dodged to the left, forcing me to go to my right to let the two-by-two crowd slip past. 


  He never took his eyes off me as if expecting me to run again.


  His voice kept repeating in my head, activating fear and the slightest hint of a threat. It had been a threat but unlike any I’d had before. 


  I’d chase until you gave up.


  At the core of that was a promise to never let me go. The primal part of me liked it more than loathed it.


  After tour-group-badge-twenty-two brushed by, Elder stepped toward me as I stepped toward him in perfect synchronicity. We snapped back together as if being far apart was unnatural.


  It made no sense to be so aware of him when only seconds ago I’d been so close to never looking back. 


  His lips spread into a smirk as he held up a black wallet with a wad of Yuan currency sticking from the top. “I’ll tell you a few secrets of my own, silent one. I steal because I’m good at it. I steal because I get pleasure from it. You are my possession, and once stolen, I don’t relinquish what is mine—to anyone. And this—” he waggled the wallet— “is how easy I take things that don’t belong to me.”


  My eyes widened as he opened the leather and thumbed nonchalantly through the cash. 


  Did he just steal that? 


  He didn’t care he was on a street in front of hundreds of people with property that didn’t belong to him. His body language didn’t change. He remained aloof and uncondemnable. 


  His thumb and forefinger pinched a colourful bill, rubbing it in a way that made my cheeks flare. Images of his fingers rubbing my nipple sprang from nowhere; only this time, it didn’t make me want to vomit. 


  He glanced up. “A few years ago, I would’ve stolen his money, thrown his identification and credit cards in the gutter, and run. I would’ve taken what was his because I believed I had every right to do what I needed to survive.”


  He moved closer, drawing to his full height. “Just like you think you’re doing everything you have the right to do to survive.” Tapping my nose with the wallet, he whispered, “But sometimes, what you think you have the right to do isn’t the right thing at all. Sometimes, it’s wrong, and others get hurt.”


  I ignored the condescending lesson he preached; my eyes darted from his, desperate to lock onto the man he’d pilfered from. Stealing me was one thing. Stealing someone’s hard earned cash just because he could was entirely another. 


  The babble of voices from the tour group wrenched me around. 


  Them. 


  He stole it from them. 


  Elder murmured in my ear. “Third man from the back. It was too easy. A small reach into his back pocket and goodbye holiday funds. What should we buy, Pimlico? Should we blow it on things we don’t deserve or donate it to another who has nothing? I could play Robin Hood, if you’re inclined.”


  How could he take from someone who might’ve saved their entire life for this trip? How could he just remove someone’s property without a flicker of culpability or empathy?


  You’re evil.


  Trying to snatch the wallet from his hand, I glowered. 


  Give it back to him.


  He chuckled, holding the cash out of reach. “Frustrating when the other doesn’t do what you want, isn’t it?”


  I pointed at the leather, narrowing my eyes in reproof then pointed at the tour group. I didn’t stop to think I’d broken a very clear rule not to communicate. The audacity of his theft put aside my own issues in order to battle for someone else’s. 


  It’s not yours to take. 


  “What is ours in this world? Is anything truly ours? You were a belonging for a long time…but you’re a woman. Are you for sale? Was your incarceration unacceptable or merely an inconvenience to you?”


  I had enough of this twisted conversation. 


  Shut up and give me that.


  I jumped, stretching as he held the money higher. My spine screamed as whatever shock absorbers I should have had no longer operated for such activities.


  Ignoring the pain, I tried to seize the wallet again, wishing I could scream to the group to halt and check their belongings. 


  Is this a worthy enough cause to speak? 


  To smear Elder with petty theft? Or could I fix this without giving up everything I had left?


  Elder narrowed his eyes before dropping his arm and pressing the bulging wallet into my hand. “I haven’t stolen in a very long time. Until you, of course.” He licked his bottom lip, his gaze burning with hell. “I’m a taker, Pim, but I’m done stealing from those who don’t deserve it.” His voice darkened. “Go give it back to him.”


  What?


  “Go on. Before it’s too late.” Without another word, he stuck his far too dextrous hands into his pockets and strolled down the road. 


  I stood on my own amongst chaos. 


  A dilemma slammed into me. 


  The same one as before, only this time…I had money. 


  I had dollars. 


  I had time.


  I had anonymity.


  I could run. Right now. 


  I could hide. Straight away. 


  The cash turned heavy in my hands offering salvation as well as condemnation. Was it wrong to use someone else’s money if I needed it? Who had the power to justify who deserved it most? 


  Taking a step to the curb to cross the road, all thoughts of doing the right thing vanished. All I could think about was disappearing so Elder with his sexual threats and men like Alrik with his fists could never touch me again.


  My heart wrenched tight on an invisible collar, yanking me to a stop.


  You’re better than that.


  Don’t become the criminal to justify a crime done to you.


  The wallet hissed with slurs, calling me a thief—weak to take and wrong to keep. 


  My shoulders slouched. 


  No, I couldn’t do it. 


  I couldn’t steal from another even if it meant my freedom. And Elder knew that. He’d made me face the truth by giving me yet another choice.


  Choices.


  I hate them!


  This was the fourth in a long day of directing my life rather than having it puppeteered for me. How different would it have been if I never said yes to coming into Morocco? Could I have sun-baked on the deck and people watched as the port went about its daily bustle? 


  I could’ve avoided the almost kiss, the conversation with Dina, and the awful awakening that’d been prodded to open its blurry eyes inside me.


  But I’d made those choices, and I had to live with them—just like I had to live with myself with whatever choice I made with the wallet.


  Dammit.


  Pirouetting, I broke into a jog, cursing the way my lungs wheezed and sweat rolled down my spine. I couldn’t call out for the tour group to pause and clambered back the way we’d come, trailing after them.


  Not only had Elder given me the choice to steal or not steal and then the task of chasing after a wronged man with his robbed dollars, but he now forced me to break my silence for the second time in a matter of minutes. 


  Not trusting my tongue to form cohesive words, I swallowed hard, gathered my courage, and tapped the third man from the end on his shoulder. 


  He turned around, blinking with his camera in his hands ready to capture another picturesque memory of Morocco. 


  I held up his wallet. 


  Immediately, rage filled his face. His eyes narrowed, his tanned skin pinking with anger. He shouted at me in a language I couldn’t understand. Snatching his money, he waved at his friends, blabbering in animation. 


  I held up my hands, saying in unknown sign language that I’d found it in the gutter and returned to him. 


  A lie. 


  My badly orchestrated articulation didn’t work. 


  His friends joined in, pointing fingers, getting louder with their blame. One reached for my shoulder, yelling for the tour leader to bring reinforcements. 


  Terror unlocked the preservation gates inside me. I did the only thing I could. 


  I turned and bolted.


  I ran, ducking around children and animals, weaving around women with shopping bags and men selling their wares. My knees bleated like massacred livestock; my tongue twinged from bouncing in my mouth.


  But I didn’t stop.


  Part of the tour group gave chase. Their foreign voices angry and whipping my back with memories of being punished. Of blood dripping, of tears falling, of silent screams shredding my throat. 


  My past blended with my present, and I didn’t just run from them; I ran from him.


  Alrik. 


  My heart yelped, grabbing bellows to force more oxygen into my almost crippled limbs. Stumbling, I never gave up until I skidded to a stop beside Elder. 


  He didn’t flinch, merely glanced at me as if I’d been there all along. 


  I was safe with him, but the chasing stampede continued. I looked over my shoulder, fear once again ransacking my stomach. 


  Elder stopped and spun in place, dragging me behind him with a firm grip.


  The men locked their knees, turning their jog into a standstill. They glanced from me to Elder who stiffened with frost then crossed his arms in predatory invitation. 


  For a second, they sized him up, their desire to punish me willing to earn a few bruises in a fight. But as Elder took a heavy step in their direction, they decided it wasn’t worth it and turned around. 


  A few pissed off glances sailed over their shoulders, interlaced with angry grumbles.


  As the distance between them and us widened, I gave into the residual pain and hugged myself, breathing hard. 


  Elder interrupted my recovery with a harsh snip. “How does it feel to be punished for doing the right thing?” 


  I threw him a withering look.


  He gave me a raised eyebrow.


  I glowered at him the entire way back to the Phantom. 
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  “SIR? YOU WANTED the car again?”


  I looked up from my email as Selix entered my office. 


  After returning to Phantom yesterday, I’d left Pimlico to her own devices. I had too much work to do to spend yet more energy on her. 


  I’d forced her to take responsibility for herself and her choices. I wouldn’t say my method of teaching had backfired, but she hadn’t forgiven me for stealing or for making her give it back. 


  As we’d boarded the yacht and gone our separate ways, her temper crackled so fierce it lashed my skin long after I’d said goodbye. 


  I’d witnessed her wrath hidden beneath servitude at Alrik’s, but this was the first time I’d seen it uncoil and silently rage against my actions. She wanted a fight—her tone of glances and language of harsh sniffs said as much. 


  And as much as I’d like to argue with her, to engage in a battle of wills—to prove once and for all she couldn’t fucking win, I couldn’t. 


  I had to keep my distance because, fuck me, that almost kiss.


  That moment of sheer insanity in the middle of a dirty street.


  The moment I caught her, I’d grown hard. The closer I’d dragged her, the harder I got. And the longer we played whatever bloody game we played, the more I craved a release. 


  She’d decimated the rickety foundation I’d created after losing everything. She had the power to make me lust far more than a master should his slave.


  She’s never been a slave. 


  That was true. But now was not the time to admit it.


  She wouldn’t push me so much if she knew how graphic my thoughts had become. How salacious and explicit. 


  I’d seen her naked often enough that my fantasies had become far too realistic. I’d done things to her that I could never do thanks to her history carving great scars into her.


  I kept my distance for both our sakes. 


  “Yes.” I closed my laptop. “His Royal Highness has been called away to a diplomatic meeting. He would like the original blueprints delivered in A5 before he leaves.”


  So much for never meeting him again.


  I doubted I’d ever be comfortable now he knew my true identity.


  “I can drop them off.” Selix straightened his black blazer. “It’s no hardship.”


  I shook my head. “I promised I’d do it personally. I’d planned on heading into the city again before we departed anyway.” Standing, I moved to the cabinet where the copies of the current yachts under construction rested in tight scrolls. Selecting the right one, I tapped it against my palm. “Tell Pim to meet me by the ramp. Yesterday, she did well—despite a few mishaps. Today, I’ll reward her.”


  Selix smiled tightly. “Fine. See you on the dock in five.”


  * * * * *


  “These plans don’t have the amendments we discussed but the minute they’re completed, I’ll email.” I passed Simo the silky pages of his soon-to-be-waterproof creation.


  Like yesterday, he wore a three-piece suit with a crisp white turban on his head. Unlike yesterday, his wife and children weren’t present. 


  He glanced around the park where we’d arranged to meet—half-way for me from the Phantom and half-way for him from his house before heading to the airport. Even for a sea lover like me, the park was perfect in its natural simplicity. 


  Simo sighed. “It’s times like this I don’t want to leave my home country.”


  I focused on the quaint quietness around us. Bird song and the occasional squeal of children playing tag in the rose bushes. It did have a sense of peace, but it was too still beneath my feet, too quiet without the dull roar of engines and ocean squalls. 


  But I smiled and agreed. “Your home is beautiful. I understand why.”


  Simo grinned. “And your home? Do you miss it?”


  I stiffened; very aware he could bring up my true identity and blab to Pim who stood beside me.


  She watched silently but not stupidly. Her gaze stole every twitch and motion, storing for future reference. She never stopped judging, trying to slip beneath my walls and loot my secrets. Her silence was deadly in that respect. How had Alrik never sensed the sleeping assassin inside her? The power hidden beneath survival just waiting to put everything she’d gleaned into practice? 


  “I have a home.” My hands clenched by my sides. “And soon, you will have one too and see how much better it is to float wherever the tide takes you rather than be locked to one continent.”


  Simo grinned. “An adventure every day.”


  I chuckled, indulging him. “Exactly. Your children will have a childhood every kid would kill for, and your wife will be able to travel with you on your engagements.”


  Simo’s body softened at the mention of his family. 


  What would it be like to have such strong emotions? To hand over your entire heart, never fearing it would be rejected? I’d known what that was like once upon a time. It’d been such a long time ago, I’d forgotten. Shared affection was as mythical to me now as breathing beneath the waves like a fish. 


  “Speaking of engagements, I really must be going.” Simo tapped his temple with the blueprint scroll. “Once again, thank you for meeting me here. I’ll look forward to catching up soon.” He held out his hand.


  I shook his. “Safe travels, Your Highness.” Stepping back, Pim moved with me, her dainty feet aligning with mine to avoid the four bodyguards shadowing Simo. 


  Her soft scent enticed my nose. My senses once again intensified as my lower belly tightened with desire. 


  The more she pissed me off and defied me, the more I wanted her.


  The more I pulled away and tried to guard myself, the more I wanted to trade her truth for mine. 


  Our connection made no sense. We’d never talked. We’d shared a single kiss and a string of profound relapses in judgment.


  She blistered my mind with a new curse—taking my previous obsession for perfection and twisting it, so every breath and heartbeat increased this stupid crush to delusional proportions.


  I knew I was being ridiculous.


  I just didn’t have the cure to stop it. 


  I’m Pim-sick and it’s not a good illness to have.


  We didn’t move as Simo crossed the park and slid into a black limousine. His driver pulled away in a thunder of expensive horsepower.


  Selix asked, “Are you ready to return?”


  I glanced around the park—at the dappled sunshine on the short dry grass and the rustling thirsty trees. I could stay a while in a place like this, but Pim was jumpy, and I meant what I said about giving her a reward.


  I’d caused her jumpiness. 


  I could erase it if I ignored my own dilemma and focused on her. 


  Unable to glance at Pim, in case I backed her against a tree and gave the world a big fuck you by molesting her in public, I muttered, “Not yet. Lunch is in order.” 


  Pim shifted beside me, no doubt wondering if I had another business meeting.


  Gritting my teeth, I turned to her, focusing on how skinny she was and how it was my job to feed her. Lunch was about nutrition, that was all. It wasn’t a date or had any romantic connotations. The moment she’d eaten, I’d escort her back to the yacht and take my medicine, so I could ignore my one-tracked brain. 


  Her eyes kissed mine, content to let me rule for once with no competition. 


  Maybe today she would finally talk. 


  If she’s forgiven me, of course. 


  She hadn’t been impressed with my pickpocketing skills yesterday. My lips curled at how easy stealing that wallet had been. It had taken no thought at all. If I was honest, I missed the rush, the power. What would she say if she knew all of this—my life, my wealth, my company—came down to a single robbery that’d changed my world forever? 


  Would she understand why I kept what I stole? Or would she hate me for being so fucking selfish?


  Not that it mattered. Whatever she’d felt for me when we’d almost kissed was drowned out by her strong barometer of right and wrong. 


  “I heard of a good restaurant half an hour from here,” Selix said. “If that sounds of interest, I’ll look up directions.”


  “By foot or car?”


  Selix frowned. “Car, of course.” His lips curled a little as if walking was for paupers, not businessmen. 


  Pim shuffled, the smoky grey dress hanging off her with no sexuality, which somehow only amplified hers. Her pretty face half-hidden by a sash of dark brown hair. 


  “I’m in the mood to walk again.” I pushed off, not looking back to see if Pim followed. “Leave the car. We’ll send a crew member to collect it. You’ll come with us.”


  It went without saying after the Chinese tour group incident and potential fight over the returned wallet, it was prudent to have Selix close by in case I did anything else idiotic.


  “Of course.” Selix fell into step with me. “Do you wish to dine alone? I can return the girl and escort you once she’s safe?”


  She’s not going anywhere without me. Pim would eat with me whether she wanted to or not. But just like yesterday, I would give her the illusion of choice and see how she fared. 


  “If she wants to join me, let her.” I turned to face her with a deliberate cold smile. “After all, it’s her life and decision.”


  She scowled as the grey dress licked around her legs. Her skin already pink from the sun.


  It seemed she’d already made her choice as she stepped forward with her chin high and gold sandals glinting in preparation for a hike. Michaels had warned me last night that making her do too much exercise could ruin her current healing.


  I shouldn’t have brought her. I did the opposite of the right thing.


  But I wouldn’t send her away.


  Not today. 


  I gave her a curt nod, and we all moved forward in uniform—a perfect triangle of travel. Me at the apex with Selix on my left and Pim on my right a few steps behind. Talking wasn’t on my agenda and neither was it on Pim’s. I’d thrown on a linen shirt this morning with black slacks, and already sweat stuck the material to my skin. I pitied Selix in his black suit walking in this intense heat, but that was why his salary was so damn good. 


  I paid for his discomfort and pain to keep me safe. 


  Leaving the park and entering the busy streets of Morocco, Pim’s tiny feet barely made a sound on the gravelled walkway. This time, we were on the other side of town where undisciplined children and the occasional squawking chicken congested the roads. Despite the lack of resident wealth, high-fashion glass-fronted stores glittered for tourists—two worlds so far apart but sandwiched together so tightly.


  Like Pim and me? 


  I didn’t know the answer because I didn’t know if Pim came from money or poverty. 


  Yet another question to add to the pyramid of all the others. 


  Selix kept his distance, dropping back a little more as Pim drew up to my side. We walked that way for a while, falling into a rhythm. 


  Half-way to the yacht, I still hadn’t seen a restaurant that didn’t look either unsanitary or too crowded. Every few hundred metres, I slowed enough for Pim to catch up. Whatever aches she suffered slowed her considerably more than yesterday. 


  I hated that I’d been the cause of some of her sprains and pain. But her presence didn’t relax me, so it was only fair we were both uncomfortable. 


  Even the manic world of Morocco couldn’t distract me from being all too aware of her soft breathing and sweat-gleaming skin. If the sun caught her shoulders just right, it painted her in a golden glow, hiding the remnants of bruises, making her seem ready for harsher manipulation to talk. 


  Her time is running out— 


  “Hey, Prest!”


  Shit. 


  I pulled to a stop, looking through the crowds for whoever had recognised me. Pim stiffened, drawing to a halt. 


  A man I vaguely recognised appeared in a rumpled maroon suit and black shirt. Glossy gel lacquered his dark blond hair, making him seem sleazy despite the expensive tailoring. 


  His hand speared out as he grinned. “Been wondering if I’d ever bump into you again.” He pumped my palm as if I was his long lost brother. 


  Who the fuck is this?


  “Do I know you?”


  The guy wrinkled his nose. His unkempt beard caught the light as his gaze flicked from me to Pim and back again. “Hong Kong, four years ago? We were at the same dinner party.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Remember?”


  My brain kicked into gear, sorting through memories I no longer had any urge to recall. And there, sulking at the very bottom covered in shame and guilt, was the dinner party in question. 


  I clenched my jaw. “Ah yes, Darren?”


  “Dafford.” The guy grinned. “Dafford Cartwright.” His attention slipped back to Pim.


  Livid acrimony and disgust filled me. A growl built from nowhere. I knew why he watched her—why he looked at her with carnivorous eyes and not that of a normal man. 


  That dinner party hadn’t just been a dinner. It had been a meal, yes. But on the tears and fears of women. Strippers had been hired to entertain, but they hadn’t signed up for the bonus activities the men decided were in order. 


  Force had been used. 


  I hadn’t done what they had, but I hadn’t tried to stop it either. I was there to step into the underworld. What was the point in showing my hand to the devils I was trying to play with by stopping their fun? 


  “New tricks, huh?” Dafford grinned. “How much did you spend?”


  My back snapped straight. “How much?” 


  “Oh, come on.” He lowered his voice, stepping closer. “I know a possession when I see one.” He slapped me on the back. “Good pickings. Pretty enough.”


  I struggled not to tear his motherfucking arm off. 


  My jaw locked, preventing me from tearing his ears a new asshole and rendering him deaf.


  “Had one of my own for a few years until…well.” He shrugged. “Things happen, I guess.”


  Pim sucked in a tattered gasp, understanding his vague insinuation of abusing a life and then fucking shrugging when that life was snuffed out. Brimstone boiled in her blood, tainting the air between us as if any second she’d launch at him, regardless she was still weak. 


  If she did, we’d have a full on brawl, most likely ending in death.


  His death.


  I took a subtle step toward her, pressing my side against hers. I assured myself it was for her benefit, when in reality…it was probably for mine.


  She trembled. Her heat scorching through my shirt, my skin, past my tattoo and right into my bloody heart.


  Her face lost all kindness or inquisitive awareness of the city. She stood taller, tighter, slamming doors to each partition that I’d finally cracked open, throwing locks home and shutting down into ice. 


  She glowered at Dafford as if he were Alrik reincarnated from the dead. 


  Dafford grinned at her silence, misreading her for meekness rather than trembling with vehemence. “Where did you buy her from?”


  I swallowed hard against my ever-growing hate. “I didn’t.”


  “You didn’t?” His eyes glittered. “Hand-me-down?” He raked his attention over her.


  I wanted to fucking stab out his eyeballs. I buffed my nails on my shirt, doing my best to remain above his cheap filth. “I suggest you shut the fuck up.” 


  How dare he look at her? I never wanted another fucking bastard looking at her that way again. 


  His eye twitched. “Aww, I get it. Sensitive subject in public.” He lowered his voice. “She’s well trained, though, judging by her condition. But you could work on her making eye contact. That’s a bit rude.”


  I ignored most of his sentence, temper hissing through my nose. 


  Well trained? What fucking condition? “You’re basing your conclusion on her behaviour by her bruises, am I correct?” 


  He laughed. “Yeah, they’re the signature of good control. Don’t you think?”


  My hands clenched until my knuckles popped.


  Selix crept up behind me. His solid power was comforting even if I didn’t need his help to kill a turd like this. He shifted slightly, moving to shadow Pim, placing himself unasked to protect the girl I’d stolen—the woman he couldn’t understand why I was fascinated with but wouldn’t say a word because he knew I didn’t need logic to do things. 


  Just as I didn’t need any more encouragement to hurt this prick.


  Pim trembled against me as Dafford leered at her. “Pick her up from Morocco? That’s why I’m here actually. Heard there’s a travelling company called the QMB that finds locals and prepares them in an auction. Heading there in two days.” He sighed dramatically. “Pity I don’t already have a replacement. We could’ve shared for the night.”


  Cunt.


  “I don’t share.”


  Pim’s feet scuffed the pavement. I didn’t know if she was preparing to attack or sprint far away. Either way, I was done listening to such garbage. 


  Already, our little tête-à-tête had garnered attention from locals. We were a novelty. With such attention, I didn’t want to cause a scene. Then again, I knew a thousand different ways to kill—seen and unseen. 


  Selix cleared his throat, a code for us to move or act but not to dally any longer.


  I wanted to flat out murder Dafford.


  But I had enough self-restraint to suck in a breath and convince myself he wasn’t fucking worth it.


  Straightening my back, I growled. “Well, as entertaining as this chat has been, we’ve got to go.” I gave Dafford a tight smile, keeping my temper and every other demon I battled locked tight.


  I gave him a lifeline even though he didn’t bloody deserve it.


  He didn’t take it. 


  Reaching out, he had the motherfucking audacity to touch Pimlico’s shoulder. She flinched, whiteness coating her face as she bared her teeth. 


  He gripped her hard in reproach. “No way to respond to a master touching you, girl.”


  And yep, I’d known this would happen. 


  I’d known the minute I stole her that Pim would be the cause of my unravelling, my undoing, my self-control. 


  Yanking her forward, he snarled, “Tell you what, Prest. If she’s a hand-me-down, you’re not doing a good job keeping up her training. I’ll buy her off you, right here, right now. Name your price.”


  Pim’s eyes doubled in size but instead of looking to me for help, she twisted and fought on her own. Always on her own. Never leaning, never seeking. 


  I’d been waiting for this opportunity. To offload her. To make her someone else’s problem. I didn’t have the willpower or the strength to live with her and not hurt her. 


  But to sell her knowing her fate? 


  Sell her after getting to know her in the small silent snippets she’d given.


  Fuck no. 


  Dafford laughed, still holding what was mine. “Come on, man, I hate this place. If I can leave sooner, I will. Tell you what, I’ll buy this one and you take my ticket to the auction and pick up a newer model.” His face romped with evil. “I’ve always liked the unbroken ones. More fun that way.”


  It didn’t take a thought. Nothing did when I reached such a dangerous calm. My arm shot out, my hand wrapped around his throat, and I squeezed. 


  Pimlico stood there, frozen as I squeezed and motherfucking squeezed. 


  Selix moved to the side, blocking my violence from those gawking as best he could. 


  It would be so easy to kill him. 


  To stop him hurting others and repair a little of my damaged karma, but this was too public, and I wouldn’t go to jail for him. 


  Letting Dafford go, he slammed to his knees, gasping for breath, holding his bruised neck. “You fucking—”


  I stepped closer, crowding him. “Finish that sentence, and I finish you. Get out of town. If I hear you went to the auction, I’ll find you and kill you. No more girls. Do you understand?”


  He sneered. “Always did think you were a pussy. Bet she’s not even yours.” He glared at Pim. “Bet you haven’t even fucked her.”


  I couldn’t stop my leg as it shot forward and connected solid and true on his chest. 


  He wheezed, doubling over.


  “She is mine. And she’s not for sale. If we cross paths again, asshole, you know what will happen.”


  Grabbing Pim’s arm, I dragged her with me as I stormed away.


  I needed to leave before I reneged and decided his death was worth more than my future tasks. I had too much to do before my journey was at an end—too many apologies to utter, too many wrongs to right. 


  Walking away was the only thing to do but fuck it pissed me off.


  Selix kept up closer than before, his gaze hopping over the gathered crowd. Men in tatty work clothes, women with blinking children. The public’s disapproval was readable, trying to conclude if I was the bad guy or if the man on his knees was. 


  Who to stop, who to question?


  Luckily, deliberation was our friend, and after a few glowers, the welldoers decided to leave well alone. 


  We continued down the road with no harassment. 


  Pim trotted beside me as my stride lengthened. 


  My thoughts were on home—of getting on the water regardless if we weren’t due to leave for another night. I wanted the empty horizon. I wanted freedom from the slime inhabiting the earth. 


  Ducking through a pop-up market selling bright fabrics and pungent curries, Pim stumbled on a crumpled water bottle. Her weight landed squarely in my hand where I held her, reminding me she wasn’t physically fit to tear through the streets with no pause. 


  Letting her go, I jerked both hands through my hair. “Sorry.” The shakes began—the energy my body conjured to pummel that bastard into smithereens had no violent outlet so it hijacked my nervous system. 


  If we weren’t so close to the port, I’d order Selix to run back and grab the car, but the welcoming sight of water glittered up ahead. The urge to sprint consumed me.


  Pim’s gaze fell on a shopping cart full of bronze figurines and touristy paraphernalia. 


  The haunted look was back in her eyes. The memory of what she’d been and what could happen again hounding her. 


  Screw lunch and mingling with likeminded diners. My appetite was nil. I was sure Pim felt the same. 


  Her fingers hovered over a small bronze lantern the size of her thumb. 


  The wrinkled shopkeeper smiled with capped teeth and a teal veil over her head. “It’s the genie lamp. Touch it. Rub it. Tell it your secrets.”


  Pim gave me a hesitant look as if she’d been caught breaking a rule. She snatched her hand away, backing from the stall. 


  The shopkeeper, sensing a losing sale, held up the figurine, plucking a small wooden bound notebook below it. “This is the wishing book that comes with it. You write in your wishes and rub the lamp, and it comes true.” She leaned across her wares. “Here, take it. All your dreams for only ten dollars.”


  Pimlico stepped away, keeping her head down and body wrapped low. The straightness of her spine from the past week or so together rolled, curving down and down into the question mark of her existence. I’d somehow managed to give her answers enough to trust life and not seek death. And that fucking cocksucker had undone my hard work. I hated that she’d come face-to-face with a man who would pay an exuberant amount of money to do exactly what Alrik had done. That her faith in humanity was once again shattered because where good lived evil did too, and sometimes, it cast a shadow over everything. 


  I couldn’t let that bastard undo everything I’d achieved. 


  She was mine.


  She owed me.


  Her time was almost up on repaying.


  Pulling out a fifty US dollar, I shoved it at the shopkeeper then scooped up the notebook and genie lamp. “Keep the change.”


  The bronze token was surprisingly heavy as I strode to Pim and captured her elbow. Taking a deep breath, I ignored the heat between us, banked like a small furnace waiting for more fuel. 


  “Whatever happened today doesn’t matter. It’s your choice to relive or forget. I can’t do that for you.” Pressing the gift into her hands, I added, “However, perhaps I’ll be your genie. Write down your wishes, silent one. Tell me what I can do to make it right.


  “Who knows what will come true.”
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  LIFE DIDN’T SUDDENLY change, even though my heart had.


  It’d slammed back the steel lock, flooded the moat, and cranked up the drawbridge after tentatively tiptoeing into the world Elder promised I would be safe in.


  For a moment, I was able to notice what others did—the sun, the wind, the shopping, the scents of a bustling city. 


  But then I’d been slapped in the face by rancid cruelty once again.


  He wanted to buy me.


  He wanted to hurt me like Alrik, Tony, and Monty.


  He has tickets to the same auction I was sold at.


  Bastard! 


  Would I never be free to just be me? To be a girl walking down a street without worry of being kidnapped and sold? 


  Clutching the bronze genie lamp, I glanced at the wooden book that accompanied it. A wishing book. 


  Don’t I already write wishes to No One?


  I sat cross-legged on my bed (even though it hurt my hips) and stroked the notepad to my imaginary friend while eyeing up the wood-bound gift Elder had purchased.


  You don’t write wishes, you write confessions.


  There’s a difference. 


  Ever since the awful incident where Elder almost killed yet another man to keep me safe, then brushed off the confrontation and bought me this innocuous figurine, we hadn’t spoken. He’d marched me back to the Phantom with both him and Selix glowering at every shopper and peering into every shadow.


  By the time we boarded, my nerves resembled chewed up spaghetti and Elder was no better. A grunted goodbye was all I earned before he vanished to his quarters, leaving me to dwindle off to mine. 


  For the past hour, I’d sat clicking my pen’s nib open and closed, open and closed, trying to decide if I should write a secret to No One or indulge in a wish to Elder. 


  Guilt sat heavy at the thought of using Elder’s gift over a lifetime of spilling my soul to No One. But it didn’t stop me from cracking open the wishing book. No One had been there for me in my darkest moments. Perhaps it was time to let Elder be there in my future. 


  He was going to kill him. 


  My heart wrapped itself up in warm blankets before I recalled his face when the offer of ownership was first discussed. 


  He’d contemplated giving me up. 


  He’d been both saint and sinner and I hated that. I needed him to be either good or bad, commendable or corrupt. How could I decide what I felt toward him if he was human? Humans weren’t perfect. But I expected Elder to be. 


  My pen came down, a whisper of a wish formed, but a loud clanking noise interrupted. 


  My head wrenched up, my nerves still shredded into strings thanks to that asshole in Morocco. 


  It’s the anchor. 


  My heart didn’t listen, whizz-banging in terror. 


  We’re leaving. 


  Abandoning the wishing book on the bed, I traded the pen for my genie lamp and headed across the suite. By the time I made it to the door and down the corridor to herald the lift, the clunking anchor chain had spindled, and the noise stopped. 


  A more familiar rumble followed—the cranking of massive engines waking from mechanical slumber to chug us far away. Away from men with penny-bulging pockets to buy a life to torment.


  Thank God.


  Stepping into the lift, I glowered as the mirrored walls reflected not me but the scene of Elder stripping me yesterday. Instead of the heated fear from him caressing me, my skin crawled.


  Had that been a test? 


  Had he pushed me to see if I was ready? For all his talk of not touching me…had he run out of patience? 


  When that man asked for my price tag—


  My insides hurt, remembering yet again the way Elder sighed before exploding. For a second, his body language relaxed in relief. 


  He lingered over the chance to be rid of me.


  And why shouldn’t he? I was a thorn in his unblemished kingdom, pricking holes into whatever peace he valued. 


  He should get rid of me.


  I wanted to get rid of me most of the time. Just because I was stuck fighting my way back to health, bound to fixing every fault before I could live again…it didn’t mean Elder was obligated.


  He can do what he wants with me. I’m completely at his mercy. 


  More nerves quaked at how flimsy my existence was as I stepped off the elevator onto the top deck and padded barefoot on the polished, silky wood. My fingers never let go of my genie lamp. Elder had bought me clothes and kept me fed, but it was the first thing I’d been given that was frivolous and unnecessary to survival—apart from my origami gifts.


  It’s mine.


  An intense need to keep it close enveloped me. It was such a new possession, but I was in love with it as much as I’d been with my Minnie Mouse watch my dad had given and my murderer had stolen. 


  Squinting in the russet aging sun, I spotted him. 


  He stood at the front of the yacht. The telltale sweet smoke wisped around his head as he faced out to sea. His back remained taut and tense, his shoulders locked in stress. He didn’t look around as I moved toward the side, drinking in the departing scene of Morocco at sunset.


  The dusty city changed from every-day colours to drenched in orange and sienna. People moved like ants in the distance, and even now, a faint smell of curry and exotic spices carried on the breeze. 


  I kept Elder locked in my peripheral, watching but pretending otherwise. I wanted to judge him—to read his thoughts, to understand my stability in his life. Was he rethinking keeping me? After saying no to Dafford, did he think about the possibility of selling me to another who he approved of?


  Navigating the harbour, the captain slowly opened up the engines, speeding us farther and farther from the man who’d reminded me that the world was no longer a safe place, no matter where I lived. 


  England, America, Morocco—each was tainted by evil running unrepentant over good. How did anyone stay decent when self-obsession and lawlessness seemed to favour the bold? 


  Was that what happened to Elder?


  Had he once been a normal son, brother, and friend—then lost sight of his goodness and embraced bad instead?


  I never moved from my spot on the railing, my fingers warming the genie lamp. Other vessels and tanker ships were our neighbours as we steadily made our way out to sea. As Morocco slowly turned from large cosmopolitan to toy city, I made my first wish. 


  I wish to no longer have a dollar value that people can bargain and buy.


  The universe offered no answer, and I placed my elbows on the railing, letting the water world put me in a trance. 


  * * * * *


  An hour or so later, stars blanketed the sky and my stomach rumbled for food. Elder’s weed cigarette had long since been smoked and he stalked past my resting spot without a word. 


  My skin tickled with rejection. He’d seen me but hadn’t stopped. 


  Why?


  What did he mean about being my genie? Did he think he could grant me happiness again? Could he somehow remove the torture and pain associated with sex and leave me normal—so I might run toward rather than away from the electricity between us? 


  Trapped by yet more questions, I headed below and entered my suite. There, I found dinner waiting for me on my dining table—pan-fried fish with couscous and a tagine full of roasted vegetables.


  Something inedible also waited, tucked carefully next to aromatic food: a folded masterpiece in the shape of an exquisite dollar rose. 


  An origami creation denoting my worth to the printed value of one hundred pennies. 


  The contorted money flipped my stomach and made me sad at the same time. 


  Whatever had happened between us yesterday—the almost kiss, pickpocketing, and meeting the prince and princess—today had ruined it. 


  Knowing without being told I would be undisturbed for the rest of the night, I pushed the dress off my shoulders, stepped from the puddle, and sat down to my meal with my dollar rose.


  Alone. 


  * * * * *


  Three days passed. 


  They were the worst since Elder had saved me. 


  Not because he was cruel or violent, not even because he avoided me and only graced me with tight glances and surly commands to eat, rest, and get out of his way so he could work in peace. 


  But because he pulled away from me.


  So much for his comment about being my genie. 


  No matter how much I rubbed that little lamp, I received no magical smoke or mystical being ready to listen and deliver. 


  He no longer made an effort to ask me questions. He didn’t command me to bring the wooden notebook to him and write replies to things he wanted to know.


  He just stopped caring. 


  As if…as if…the thought of doing yet more for me, when he’d seen how totally ruined my mind was, was no longer feasible but stupid—a total waste of time. 


  He’d been slapped with alternatives. I wasn’t what he wanted. I could no longer be his crucifix to bear. He might get off on bringing me back from the dead, but he’d never get me to sleep with him willingly. He’d never hear the secrets he wanted to hear. 


  Even the sizzling chemistry whenever we were near didn’t have the same pop and crackle. 


  His eyes were void of lust. Even though I hated those four letters and the word they depicted, lust was what hummed quietly between us—it was what gave us the glue to keep dancing this strange dance.


  But now…nothing. 


  And I knew why. 


  He’s going to sell me. 


  That’s why he’s waiting. That was why we’d left port—to travel to another city with better prospects for a deal. 


  That man had mentioned Hong Kong with connotations of women being used. 


  Is that where he’s taking me? 


  Elder had fattened me up, increased my strength, and repaired my bodily flaws not for him, but for another. Someone like Alrik who would continue my existence in hell. 


  I struggled to breathe.


  My awful, awful suspicions were confirmed when Michaels came to remove the bandage around my hand and checked on my tongue the third day at sea. 


  I was on the mend. A healed trinket for sale whenever Elder chose.


  “Your stitches are gone.” Michaels grinned as if this was good not disastrous. “How do you feel?”


  Answering his questions had become easy. Besides, I was distracted by uglier things.


  My body moved without thought. I shrugged. I wouldn’t tell him I physically felt better but mentally I’d stepped ten paces back. I’d locked myself in a doubt-filled cell I couldn’t escape from. 


  “You can test it out, you know. It won’t fall off if you speak.” He tilted his head, patience painting his softly freckled face.


  My tongue was no longer swollen. Tender and sore with certain movements but miraculous in how it’d reduced in injury. Being able to lick an ice cream or curl it to blow on hot soup was a blessing.


  Alrik hadn’t stolen my power of speech, after all. 


  Not that I would know. I hadn’t attempted to use it.


  I was afraid. 


  Petrified. 


  If I spoke now, how could I go back to being silent when all of this was gone and the Phantom dropped me in Elder’s wake never to be free again?


  I bowed my head, not looking at Michaels even though he breathed heavily with frustration. 


  He patted my healed hand, his eyes dancing over the fading bruises still lingering on my chest. Once again, I sat naked with just a sheet covering me. He’d grown used to my dislike of clothes; he made me feel accepted in a way Elder did not. 


  If I was ever going to speak, it would be to Michaels. To this man who understood the struggle I lived with, the struggle inside not outside. 


  But that first word would be so precious. I couldn’t just give it away. Give it to Elder to repay him for his generosity, regardless of his end intentions.


  I bit my lip at the thought. Would that stop him from getting rid of me? 


  Was it worth the cost?


  Yes.


  No.


  Yes.


  I don’t know.


  Around and around on the merry-go-round of my topsy-turvy thoughts.


  The conundrum kept me silent. The fear that he would sell me kept me mute.


  “You know where I am if you’re ever ready to talk.” Standing, Michaels collected his bag and headed to the door. “You know, if you won’t speak to me, then perhaps it’s time you spoke to him.” He didn’t wait for my nonverbal reply before disappearing out the door. 


  * * * * *


  That night, after another lonely dinner, I headed into the bathroom. 


  If Elder was going to get rid of me, shouldn’t I attempt to escape? Shouldn’t I do everything I could to change his mind? 


  Why was I wasting time doing nothing? Hadn’t I fought my entire life? 


  Why am I stopping now when freedom is closer than it’s ever been?


  My depression from the past seventy-two hours dispersed, incinerating under the quick blast of determination. I liked those questions. They didn’t drown me but gave me a ladder to put my head above the tide and think clearly.


  I’d allowed Elder to replace Alrik. I slipped into old patterns of letting him decide my fate.


  Not anymore.


  A terrifying, totally insane plan quickly unravelled in my head. 


  Could it work? 


  Can I do it? 


  My hands shook as I grabbed the genie lamp and squeezed, sending a quick wish. 


  I wish to change his mind by any means necessary. 


  Dina’s advice from our bathroom chat came back. She spoke of rewarding men for their good deeds. To lavish them with praise that kept them generous and kind because they felt noticed and appreciated.


  Perhaps, Elder needed to be lavished. To be told he meant a lot to me rather than barely tolerated.


  Do it then…


  Do what exactly?


  Sit him down and blurt out a mismatch of condescending praise like I would to a puppy that’d retrieved a saliva-soaked tennis ball? Pat his head and rub his nose and pitch my voice into sickly sweet, hoping such tribute would keep me by his side? 


  You have better skills. 


  My heart gasped, remembering those skills. Those disgusting talents I’d been forced to adapt to survive. 


  Use them. 


  Bribe him…


  Adrenaline filled me as I swallowed back foul memories, doing my best to envision using beaten-taught expertise to buy myself more time. 


  Do it. 


  It’s the only way. 


  Clamping down on doubt, I jogged into the bathroom.


  For a moment, I just stood there. 


  What am I thinking? 


  I shook my head. No, I couldn’t do it. 


  You can. 


  I hated it with Alrik. 


  I’ll hate it with Elder.


  But if it kept me safe…wasn’t the discomfort worth it? 


  Sucking in a breath, I stared at myself in the mirror. 


  A girl I no longer recognised stared back. I couldn’t believe I contemplated doing the one act I deplored above everything, all in the name of bartering for my freedom. Taking my own life was more preferable, more acceptable. 


  But I lived in a commerce world. People traded things all the time. Items that didn’t hold value for the current owner were priceless to another. 


  All it would cost me was dignity and self-worth. I’d given up such things the moment I was sold. It was the currency I’d been taught—the sum value I was willing to spend.


  It would bankrupt me, but to Elder, it would carry the weight of winning.


  And if he felt I’d finally accepted his terms…


  It’s worth a try. 


  Ignoring my trembles, I combed my hair until it shone glossy and thick. I pinched my cheeks until a healthy young girl stared back. I opened my mouth, touching the red line on my tongue where no black stitches remained, then sucked up every droplet of courage I had left. 


  Placing my hands on the marble either side of the sink, I leaned forward, braced, fidgeted, braced again, then parted my lips.


  My tongue shaped and tested silent words. My vocal cords tossed off grime and grit to obey. And my lungs inflated with the knowledge that here and now, I took back a piece of myself I’d locked away. 


  My first word was my own.


  I was the one who deserved it the most.


  Looking into my green-blue eyes, I whispered, “Stop being we—” Pain lacerated my throat. I stopped, coughing as tears formed and I massaged the abused larynx that was no longer on a sabbatical.


  The first vibration into understandable sounds was hard and painful and croaky.


  But to my ears, they were utterly sublime. 


  Smiling through tears, I tried again. “Stop being weak, you—” another cough, swallow, wince “—have to—to decide.”


  The stutter-hum of my voice sent goosebumps down my spine. I’d forgotten what I sounded like. My English accent was different to the many ethnicities Elder hired on board. 


  I sound like my mother. 


  Wetness spilled over my cheeks as I let questions flow. Where was she? Why hadn’t she picked up the phone that day? Did she ever think about me? 


  Pushing her away, I dug my fingernails into the marble and inhaled deep. I prepared to unlock the remaining snares and bear-traps around my throat. “No one else deser—deserved your first words but y—you. Stop being a vic—” Ouch, that word hurt more than the others. 


  Turning on the tap, I poured a little water into my palm and drank. Once the burn in my throat was dampened, I finished. “Stop being a vic—victim.”


  My eyes narrowed in reproach even as I continued to berate myself. “You have to decide, Min—Minnie Mouse.”


  I coughed, swallowed, took another drink of water. My father’s nickname sent more tears plopping against the sink. My voice wobbled from sadness as well as ill practice. “Run. Find a way to escape—”


  Another cough stopped me short. Hot pain overwhelmed me, and as much as I wanted to continue talking, my body was not ready. 


  Locking eyes to the mirrored reflection, my forehead furrowed with concentration. 


  Escape, Tasmin. Go home…even if there is no home to return to. Do whatever it takes. Or decide if you want him to keep you. The world is not safe out there. You saw first-hand how Elder steals and that man buys pleasure. Perhaps you were never meant to live amongst normal. Perhaps there is no more normal. 


  My fingertips pressed against the mirror. This isn’t so bad, is it? Sure, he’ll make you do things, sexual things, but he’s proven to be human beneath his monster.


  I couldn’t look deep enough inside myself to find answers. I didn’t know what I wanted. But I did know I didn’t want to be sold. 


  Not now. Not ever. 


  Never again. 


  You know what you must do then.


  I nodded at my reflection, dropping my fingers from the cool mirror and swiping at the streaks of salt on my cheeks. Each breath plugged up the holes inside with ideas and fears and wishes.


  Swallowing, I muttered two words before embracing my silence once again. Two words solidifying my commitment to doing whatever was necessary to keep myself alive, no matter what world I stayed alive in. 


  “I know.”


  Pushing off from the sink, I strode from the bathroom before I could change my mind. 
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  I HEARD HER before I saw her. 


  The gentle breathing of determination sneaking on silent feet. 


  My muscles locked.


  I’d deliberately kept my distance for three days, taking my issues out on Selix in the ring and swimming in the ocean. 


  I was exhausted. Not just physically but mentally, too. 


  Pim had dragged me back to a time when things were perfect. She’d reminded me of how I was before the catastrophe and showed me just how much I’d changed. The boy in my past would’ve taken her anywhere she wanted the moment I’d rescued her. I would’ve given her money to survive and professional help to thrive. Everything I’d stolen up to that point would’ve been shared because I knew what it was like to have no one.


  I was no longer that boy.


  I was a man who’d spent the last seventy-two hours obsessing over which choice was the lesser of two evils: keep her and destroy myself, or sell her and destroy whatever was left inside her. 


  Freeing her was not an option—not because I hadn’t been able to track down her mother—even though I’d tried again to trace her number—but because I hadn’t finished what I needed to do before my past came to light and I was incarcerated for life. 


  I didn’t know Pim’s name. I didn’t have an accent to go off, skin colouring to hint, habits to trace. I had no idea where she came from. She wrote to No One, but she was no one. Alone in the vast world of sin.


  Wait…that’s wrong.


  My fists clenched as my world imploded, crushing me with a new thought. 


  She’s not No One.


  …I am. 


  For years, I’d been adrift. I’d been forgotten, shunned, unwanted. I had no one to call my own, no home, no love. No one knew my true name (apart from three people). No one knew who I was anymore—including myself.


  I was the epitome of no one and nothing.


  Christ, had she been writing to me the entire time? 


  Goosebumps snarled over my flesh that it wasn’t Alrik and his desire to build an armoured yacht that’d brought me to her, but her notes to No One—all along addressed to me. 


  The determined footstep came again, smashing my stampeding thoughts into a singular one.


  Her.


  I stopped breathing. 


  Stepping into the moonlight, Pim moved with a white sheet haloed around her. She’d tied the ends behind her neck, creating a loose toga that turned her from human girl to Grecian goddess. 


  Every part of me stiffened. 


  Fuck. 


  How did she get even more beautiful in three days? 


  My sea-droplet covered chest warmed until I was sure I’d steam with heat. My heart, already darting wildly from my prior conclusion of being her No One, increased its tempo until I grew lightheaded with need. 


  Intensity arrowed down my belly, feeding my cock in a rush of lust. 


  My wet boxer-briefs couldn’t hide my reaction as I thickened and lengthened with how gracefully and brave she moved. 


  What are you up to, Pim?


  Why did you have to seek me out now, when I’m so fucking close to breaking every rule and claiming you?


  If I was a better man, I’d command her to go—to turn around and return to her rooms, far away from me. But I wasn’t a man.


  I was No One and as our eyes met, I fell completely under her spell. I did my best to slow my pulse from my late night swim. 


  It didn’t work. 


  My heart decided it wouldn’t calm, not now she’d bewitched me with her immortal strength and fragile hope and the way her damn eyes dove into mine. Not now I felt tethered to her in a way I never thought I would again.


  Tension poured into being, waking around our ankles, getting thicker the longer we stared.


  Pim stood there silently judging, waiting, watching. 


  I should put her on the helicopter and drop her off at the nearest police station. Fuck my past. I had the Phantom. I could outrun the law for long enough. 


  So why did the very thought of sending her away hurt something inside that I thought was long dead? 


  Tell her to go back to her fucking room. 


  Coming to a stop in front of me, Pimlico bowed her head and clasped her hands loosely. The goddess herself prayed before me—for what I didn’t know—but she looked celestial and chills ran over my skin, adding to my previous layer of goosebumps. 


  It was no longer about how beautiful or broken she was. My attraction for her had exceeded normal barriers; I didn’t know how to deal with that. 


  Get away from me, Pim. 


  Before I do something we’ll both regret.


  Her chest rose and fell as if she’d heard me, her hair silky and sensual, cascading over her shoulder. 


  My muscles tensed as she slowly reached up, her hands disappearing beneath her hair to tug at the loose knot holding the sheet. 


  My chair creaked as I tensed.


  The white cotton fell in a quicksilver cascade, puddling on the deck. 


  Christ.


  Her eyes met mine, her chin tilted in regal power.


  Her nakedness wasn’t vulnerability. It was her strength. The one thing she’d claimed as her weapon. She stood before me bare and unyielding and fucking decimated me with how much I wanted her.


  I sucked in a breath, my cock hardening to the point of agony. I should’ve stood up the moment she arrived. I should've slung a towel over my waist so she wouldn’t be appalled with the lust I had suffered when lust had been what hurt her. But sitting on the deck chair with my legs sprawled in front of me, there was no hiding my arousal. 


  Her gaze dropped to my crotch, her jaw tightening. Shadows crossed her eyes, faint lines etching her mouth as if she argued some internal debate. 


  And then, she thudded to her knees.


  She winced at the hard wood on already punished bones. 


  My stomach clenched to sit upright and pick her up, terrified she’d tripped. 


  But her hands shot forward, one landing on my chest to keep me reclined, the other grasping my waistband and pulling.


  My cock leapt free from its confinements, not caring about right or wrong. 


  What the—


  Before I could stop her, she inserted my length into her mouth. 


  Holy. 


  Fucking.


  Jesus. 


  My mind collapsed as her hot wet mouth sucked me hard. She didn’t tease. She didn’t toy. Her hands slipped over me as her lips followed, sucking me deep, turning me brain dead. 


  Instinct roared into control. Pent-up desire unleashing and taking ownership. My hips thrust up as my hand landed on her head. Somewhere in the back of sanity, I noticed how soft her hair felt. How she bobbed over me. How fucking good her tongue worked my crown.


  I didn’t think about her injury.


  I didn’t think about her past.


  All I thought about was how goddamn good she felt. What a magician she was with her tongue and fingers and mouth.


  Every blood cell relocated in my cock, throbbing for more. And she gave it to me as if she understood my body more than I did. 


  Her tongue swiped again, dancing around the tip, dragging a ragged groan from deep inside me. 


  I couldn’t fight.


  I couldn’t win. 


  My legs widened as she shuffled closer on her knees. Her hair blanketed my thighs as she kept my ocean-damp boxer-briefs pulled away while her other hand dropped over my stomach to cup my balls below.


  She drove me insane.


  I shivered with every touch and lick. 


  It’d been a age since I’d been with a woman. Been with a willing woman. 


  The word ‘willing’ shot into my head, tearing through my lust. 


  Pimlico was a woman, but was she willing?


  Why was her mouth on me? Her tongue tasting me; her hand superbly working me to come? 


  Why was she on her knees after a lifetime of hell with another man?


  Shit. 


  My teeth gritted as I dropped my hand from her scalp to her chin. It fucking killed me, but I summoned every decency I had left and tugged her away. 


  My body trembled. Pre-cum rippled as she sucked harder, refusing to move.


  I pulled harder, battling so many things at once. 


  I wanted to throw her down and fuck her beneath the open sky. I wanted to hit her to get her far away from me so I could gather my tattered thoughts and make sense of this. 


  I wanted her to stop. 


  “Pim.” I growled as her teeth scraped sensitive skin making another wave of pleasure shoot, begging for a release. 


  It would be so easy to let her go, to lean back and give in. To spurt inside her expert little mouth and let her take that from me.


  But that wasn’t how I worked.


  I didn’t take advantage of people—apart from their money. And I definitely didn’t give in. Ever. 


  “Stop!” Wrenching her mouth off me, I panted as my cock smacked against my bare stomach, glistening with her saliva, pulsating with the need to climb back inside her. 


  It would be so fucking easy to pull her head back down and tell her to finish what she started. 


  But the one question I couldn’t ignore gave me willpower. 


  Why had she started this in the first place?


  Sitting forward, not caring I remained exposed or she was naked between my thighs, I grabbed her chin again. Her skin was ice beneath my fingers. I refused to look at her breasts or pebbled nipples. I focused on one thing only. 


  “Why?”


  She didn’t meet my eyes. Her right hand crept forward and clutched my throbbing cock. 


  My head fell forward as her palm stroked me with the lubricant from her mouth, soaring up to squeeze my crown.


  “Fuuuck.”


  Keeping her chin firm in one hand, I grabbed both her wrists with the other, flinching as I yanked her touch away and the elastic of my underwear splatted my cock tight against my belly. 


  “Tell me why. You didn’t want to do this. You don’t even like to be in the same room as me, let alone touch me.” I shook her a little. “Have I made you feel like you have to repay me? I don’t need a pity blowjob.”


  Her teeth ground beneath my hold, rebellion and secrets in her gaze. 


  I tightened my fingers, bruising her but unable to stop the frustration leaking through my hand. “Don’t touch me, Pim. I don’t want that from you.”


  Her face crumpled before determination replaced her pain. 


  It was a cruel thing to say, but the truth. Only…not the complete truth. I didn’t want subservient sex. I didn’t know what I wanted, but fucking her against her will was not it. 


  Taking a deep breath, I amended, “I don’t want that from you unless you want it. Do you understand? I’m not going to take from you. Not like him.”


  She struggled in my hold. 


  I let her go.


  Instead of ducking for the sheet to wrap herself in, she stood seething with reckless calm. 


  I wished so damn much she’d talk to me, but her silence said everything I needed to hear. I cocked my head, disbelieving the reason I saw in her gaze.


  Wait…


  I narrowed my eyes, doing my best to see past her anger to the plan gleaming below. “You…you sucked me because you’re trying to bribe me…is that it?”


  She sniffed, her chin soaring high in the air. 


  “Why? If not for misplaced need to repay me…then why?” I stopped myself as the answer came. Of course. Fucking hell, why didn’t I realise her thoughts would go in that direction?


  Sitting forward, I glowered. “You think if I enjoy fucking you, I’ll keep you.” My voice lowered. “That I won’t sell you.”


  She locked in place, her kneecaps the only thing trembling when the rest of her was stoic. If I couldn’t read her body language, I wouldn’t have seen her terror.


  “That’s it, isn’t it? You thought whoring yourself out would make me want to keep you.”


  Her lips parted at the awful word. 


  I stood, tucking my pounding cock back into its prison of underwear. “Don’t like being called a whore?” I invaded her space, our chests touching, her nipples kissing my dragon’s belly. “Then don’t act like one.”


  I couldn’t be around her. 


  I’d do something I’d regret.


  This night was fucking over.


  “Next time you think you can bribe me to do something by offering sex, remember that I want other things from you. Your body is not my end goal, Pim. Your mind is.”


  I didn’t look back. 
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  A WEEK PASSED. 


  An awful, terrible week where Elder treated me like a member of his staff. We met occasionally on the deck where the sun shone bright and unhindered, glittering on the ocean all around us, but he merely nodded stiffly and ignored me. 


  There were no invitations to dinner.


  No origami boats or roses.


  The night I’d sucked him, I’d relapsed to the same brittle sadness I’d existed in for two years. The shame Elder smeared me with coated everything, and for all the awful attention Alrik bestowed upon me, I wished Elder would at least acknowledge my presence in some way. His temper and judgment over what I’d done drilled holes into me bigger and bigger as each day ticked past.


  Not once in two years had Alrik made me feel cheap. He made me wish for death, but he prided himself on telling me how much I was worth and why that value meant he would never kill me. 


  Elder didn’t value me at all. 


  Was it so wrong of me to use the only skills I had to barter for my safety? Did I deserve to be called a whore? 


  The moon hung heavy in the sky as I stood on my balcony and pondered just how much I was willing to let this man destroy my soul. I’d already let one destroy my body. I didn’t think I could do it again even if the scars weren’t visible this time. 


  The black ocean slipped silently beneath my feet as the Phantom sailed to whatever destination Elder had in mind. We’d been at sea for ten days, and the longer we were away from land and cities, the more he seemed to relax. 


  But only when I spied on him from the shadows.


  When he was aware of my presence, he spiralled tighter and tenser than a fighter ready to battle to the death. 


  Did I repulse him that much? Where was the man who’d found me intriguing enough, pretty enough, to threaten my owner for one night with me? Why now, that he had me to himself, couldn’t he even look at me, let alone talk to me? 


  Ugh!


  I grabbed my hair, rippling in the wind. I didn’t want to think anymore. 


  “Just jump.” The two words fell from my lips like a caress. The thought of ending it was no longer powerful but borderline weak. But the sewage inside my mind would never leave. My bones might be healing but would my soul? 


  My hands clenched the handrail, pulling my body forward. It would be so easy to switch my centre of gravity—push up, teeter, and let the ocean have me. 


  You survived. Don’t give up now.


  Sniffing back angry tears, I turned my back on the sea whispering its death-locker sanctuary and closed the door. Quiet descended in the suite, reminding me just how tired I was. 


  The night we’d set sail from Morocco after Dafford Carlton tried to buy me, the nightmares had begun. 


  Every time I closed my eyes, Alrik was waiting. He tormented me harder, faster, more brutal than ever before. I’d wake up in sweat-drenched sheets, my heart a chainsaw, and a silent scream lodged in my throat. 


  Seemed even in unconscious terror, I’d trained my voice not to speak. 


  Padding to the bathroom, I wrenched on the hot water and climbed into the shower. I did my best to distract my weary thoughts, but washing myself was foreign. My body didn’t feel like my own: ridgelines of scars and bumps of broken bones. If I stood too long, heat built in my spine and unwanted aches throbbed in my knees. 


  I wasn’t stupid to think those pains would cease. What I’d lived through had wrecked my young form. But then again, I’d been at war. Whoever returned from war in one piece? Body or mind? 


  Once I was clean, I dried myself with a fluffy towel and hung it up neatly. Despite the chill of being damp and tired, I didn’t dress and climbed into bed naked. 


  I exhaled heavily and closed my eyes. 


  * * * * *


  “You little bitch. You thought you could run away from me? You can never run away.” Master A struck with the chain, slapping it hard with a metal bite against my ass. I bit my lip to staunch my scream as I always did. But it only made him rage harder. 


  “Speak to me, sweet Pim. Yell. I want to hear you beg.”


  I tried to curl into a ball, but the ropes on my wrists and ankles prevented me. Tied face down on the bed, I couldn’t protect any part of me. 


  “I know what will make you scream.” His chuckle was pure evil. “I know how to break you, pet.” His feet thudded on the white carpet as he headed to a remote control on his bedside table. 


  No.


  No. Please.


  I squirmed. It only made him laugh. 


  “Ready for it?” He dramatically punched the play button. 


  Instantly, classical music rained from the overhead speakers, drenching me in violins and pianos and god-awful melodies. 


  Master A danced in a morbid sway. “Ah, don’t you just love Chopin at two a.m.?”


  I bit my lip hard as he came closer, the chain in his hands clinking with every waltz step. “Now are you ready to talk?”


  I pressed my face into the bedding, hating that I inhaled his scent but begging the mattress to suffocate me and let me go. 


  I could die like this. I could be free.


  But Master A pre-empted me. Dropping the heavy chain across my naked back, he wrapped a thin piece of rope around my throat. “Can’t have you trying to run from me now, can we?” Hoisting my neck up a little, my spine bellowed at the wrongness. The rope throttled me but not enough to kill me. Just enough to prevent my nose from pressing into the sheets.


  The minute he had my head in position, he tied the rope and picked up the chain again. 


  And this time, I knew he would break me. 


  Two long years but tonight was the night he would end me. 


  The music swelled louder, poignant and sad with cellos and drums. Master A’s determination became an instrument in the chorus pounding me. 


  He struck. 


  I tensed as best I could in my bindings. 


  “Speak, sweet little Pim.”


  Another strike, this one so cold and hard my skin split over my kidney, tickling me with blood. “Speak!”


  As the music grew louder and louder and Master A’s strikes hit faster and faster, I made a decision. He wouldn’t let me walk away tonight without hearing my voice. And I wouldn’t remain living the moment he heard it. 


  We were both at the end of our patience. 


  Tonight, I would scream.


  And then, I would die. 


  “Speak!”


  The chain lacerated me. I became ribbons of flesh. Each strike pushed me closer to the blackness I so craved. 


  Yes, let me die. Please…


  “You don’t want to speak? Then scream.” Master A hit faster until the blur of connection on my back and the sting of air in the moment’s reprieve melded into one. 


  I was dying.


  I’ll be free soon. 


  Knowing he could no longer hurt me, that another few more strikes would be the death I needed, I opened my mouth.


  The music crescendoed with cymbals and flutes, and I threw myself into nothing.


  I screamed.


  My throat burned.


  My eyes shot wide. 


  The scream was otherworldly and wrong. 


  My jaw ached from opening so wide. My ears rang from the noise. 


  Just a nightmare. Only a nightmare.


  Instantly, I began to sob. My scream cut short, and somewhere deep inside me, I realised this was the first time I’d broken my silence unwillingly. 


  My sadness crested, doing its best to mute the outside world. But something tickled my ears, something harsh and hated and harrowing. 


  No. 


  Music.


  Classical music. 


  The notes threw me headfirst back into my nightmare.


  He’s here. 


  He’s not dead.


  He’s come back for me.


  My back bellowed. My skin sticky from dream-blood and sweat. I couldn’t stop my body or the instinct to run. 


  My legs bolted from the bed before my mind even knew I was standing. I flew across the suite, charged into the corridor, and galloped. 


  I ran and ran, down plush carpet and past expensive artwork. 


  I careened into walls and clamped hands over my ears for silence. 


  Yet the music chased me. Threatened me. Warned me that it would catch me, and when it did, I would die. 


  Sobs interfered with my breathing. I bounced into another wall, shredding my shoulder on an intricate gilded sconce. My blood smeared the neutral paint as I stumbled forward.


  I didn’t know where I was going. My brain wasn’t cohesive. All I could think about was the music.


  Music.


  Music. 


  I came to a door. The door opened beneath my fumbling fingers. My bare feet flew up the stairs. Up, up, up. Away from hell. Fly to heaven. Where there was no more music or the devil. 


  Hitting a deck above, the rhythm and classical notes reached a level higher than ever before. The instrument weaving and ducking, playing with me in its sinister way. 


  I couldn’t think.


  My hands remained clamped over my ears. My breath sticky in my sob-coughing lungs.


  Stop!


  I ran down another corridor. 


  But instead of the music growing quieter, it grew louder, louder. It ricocheted in my ears; it reverberated in my skull. 


  I want it out. 


  I want it to stop


  Please, make it stop. 


  My arm bled faster as my heart pumped to keep me running.


  And then the corridor ended. A dead end. I was trapped.


  Alrik's chuckle danced on a cello’s string. 


  I lost it. 


  Ramming my bleeding shoulder into the door at the end of the corridor, I exploded into a room. 


  A room where the music lived and breathed. 


  And in the centre of the music sat the maestro and creator of my worst enemy.


  Elder. 


  The world went black.
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  SOMETHING PALE AND bleeding soared across my threshold.


  Part of me noticed and twitched to stop, but the rest of me was captive to my cello. I couldn’t stop until the final beat. I couldn’t end so suddenly. 


  My body shook as my fingers held the sweetest note, my bow singing over the strings, the music building louder and stronger and so damn alive it killed me to murder it all in the name of a song. 


  But I’d reached the end.


  It was over.


  I tore my callused fingers from the strings; my bow hovered, barely kissing the instrument. 


  Silence shattered over me.


  I looked up just as the midnight interloper collapsed in a jumbled pile, unconscious. 


  My cello twanged as I caught a string with my bow, launching from my chair. 


  Pim.


  It took three seconds to gently deposit my cello on the floor, two to cross the suite, one to slam to my knees, and zero to gather her naked, clammy body into my arms. 


  What the fuck is she doing here? 


  How did she find my quarters? What the hell happened? Violence painted my thoughts. If any of my staff had hurt her, they’d be meeting Moby Dick tonight. 


  “Pimlico. Open your eyes.”


  She didn’t.


  Her lips were slack, her face gaunt and haunted with shadows. Her blood streaked my arm where a small graze on her bicep wept. She was as frigid as ice and as lifeless as a corpse. 


  “Wake up.” Keeping her in my embrace, I climbed to my feet. For a girl with long legs and such fire, she weighed next to nothing. 


  What was she doing here? 


  Did she hurt herself deliberately or was it an accident? 


  My heart raced as questions piled on top of questions. 


  Was she trying to kill herself? 


  I’d been an asshole to her for days but only because she’d undone me. I couldn’t look at her without feeling her warm, wet mouth or her lips on my cock. I’d told her I wouldn’t touch her, but it was for my sake, not hers. I couldn’t touch her. I couldn’t have her. Because if I did, that would be the end. My issues wouldn’t let me have anything less.


  But now guilt lacerated me. I’d stolen her to give her a better life. And I’d turned my back on her, telling her she was a whore and not something I wanted. 


  Shit. 


  Laying her gently on my bed, I tugged the covers from beneath her and laid them over her nakedness. Her nipples were almost the colour of her pale flesh, the shadows between her legs reminding me she was a woman but still so young. She’d been through so much already. What fucking right did I have to make her feel so belittled? 


  Tucking her in, I turned on the bedside light and called the kitchen. Melinda, the head chef, answered even this late. “Kitchen.”


  Fuck, I wasn’t thinking. I should’ve just called Selix. I didn’t need food. Merely someone to gather things to help. 


  Oh, well. She’ll do.


  “Please arrange some tea, a hot water bottle, and painkillers to be brought to my room. Better bring a robe from the spa deck, too.”


  “No problem. Did you want food?”


  No, yes, I don’t fucking know.


  “Bring something that would be suitable for someone who’s fainted.”


  There was no pause or questions. “Sure. On its way.”


  Hanging up, I sucked in a breath and rubbed my face. What the hell was I thinking stealing this girl? She needed help. More than what I was qualified or able to deliver. I’d been a selfish bastard once again, thinking only of himself. 


  Leaning forward, I cupped her cheek, ignoring the cool sweat and fear still coating her skin. “You have my word; nothing and no one will hurt you. You’re safe here.”


  She didn’t stir.


  Not able to sit still, I stood and paced at the bottom of the bed. My room was at the front of the ship with glass on every wall. Effectively, it was a gold fish bowl welcoming sea and sky rather than walls and ceiling. Each pane was quadruple thick and strong enough to withstand pounding squalls. And with one flick of a button, the see-through crystal became shaded with a chemical reaction, blocking the sun but negating the need for curtains. 


  I looked at my cello. 


  Up until the night we left Morocco, I hadn’t played since Pim came on board. The itch had been there, the drive in my fingers and need in my heart hounded me to become a prisoner to the notes. But Pim had been a fascination worthy of distracting me from my passion. Until I’d shut her out, of course.


  The first night we left port, I’d played softly for only a few minutes. The next slightly louder and longer. The next longer and louder again.


  Tonight was the first time I let myself go and poured myself into a song; mixing heavy metal with classical, I blended genres and lullabies to create my own. 


  I was tempted to put the large instrument back in its case. But as I stepped toward it, a rustle sounded from the bed. 


  Pim thrashed, her lips wide with silent screams. 


  Forgetting the cello, I dashed back to her and sat on the mattress. Tucking wild hair behind her ear, I murmured, “You’re safe. I’m here.”


  Her thrashing turned worse.


  I grunted as her leg connected with my side, but I never moved. My fingers wrapped around her cheek, holding her steady. “It’s me. He’s not here. Trust me.”


  Her eyes flew open. In a microsecond, she tore herself away from my touch, ripped off the sheet, and shot to the head of the bed. Wedging herself against the flocked grey headboard, she hoisted her knees up and wrapped her arms around herself, rocking.


  She didn’t look at me, though. Her fear wasn’t directed at me. 


  I followed her line of sight. 


  Her terror was toward my cello. 


  I stood, placing myself between them as if they were two lovers meeting for the first time. “It’s just an instrument. It won’t bite.”


  She bared her teeth like a wild cat, a silent hiss on her tongue. Walking backward, I had an odd feeling she would like nothing more than to attack my prized possession and throw it overboard. 


  I wouldn’t let that happen. Under any circumstance. 


  Widening my stance, I blocked the cello with my body as best I could. “It’s just an object. It can’t hurt you.”


  Her eyes flickered from me and back to the thing I prized most in the world. Her chest rose and fell with ragged breaths, a thread of insanity clouded her gaze only for her to shake her head and snap back into the poised and incredibly strong woman I recognised. 


  Her arms slowly unwound, letting her legs fall to the side. Her breasts danced with shadow from the night sky above, but she made no move to cover up. 


  A quiet knock on the door wrenched her head to the side. 


  I held up my hands as if she’d sprout wings and smash through my glass ceiling. “It’s only the staff. You’ve dealt with them before.”


  Her nostrils flared, her attention distracted between me and the cello as I crossed the room and opened the door. It fucking hurt to leave my instrument unguarded. I didn’t trust her.


  Melinda stood with a white robe with the Phantom logo of a grey storm cloud, and a barely disguisable figure slung over her arm with a small tray, teapot, two cups, and a hot water bottle. 


  “Here you go, sir. I didn’t bring food; the tea should suffice for a fainting episode.”


  “Thank you.” I took the items. 


  She reached into her pocket for a packet of painkillers. “Almost forgot.”


  I took those too. “Appreciate it.”


  “Not at all.” Her lined but pretty face smiled before she turned and headed back the way she’d come. 


  Closing the door, I faced Pimlico.


  She wasn’t there.


  My gut clenched as I spun to find her. 


  She’d climbed from the bed so silently I hadn’t heard. 


  My heart leapt into my throat as she stood over my cello, the horsehair bow tight in her hands. 


  Ever so slowly, so as not to spook her, I placed the tray on my work table before padding softly toward her. “Pim, put it down.” 


  She didn’t move. 


  If she broke it, I’d have to break her. 


  I wouldn’t even think about it.


  Her gaze locked with all the hate in the world on the innocent second-hand instrument. The same instrument my parents had borrowed money to buy me. Her hand turned white around the bow. If she attacked it, I’d have to attack her. There was reason in this world and then there was irrationality. My cello was my one irrationality. It had too many things attached to it. Too many bad and good memories, too many scars and stories to allow a twisted woman to touch it. 


  She would fucking bleed if she hurt it.


  “Pim!” My voice boomed as she pulled her arm back, ready to strike. To snap my bow. To shit on my entire past because she didn’t understand me. 


  She didn’t listen.


  Her arm came down.


  She gave me no choice. 


  I charged. 


  Grabbing her around the waist, I stopped the arching whistle of the bow before it could strike. Shaking with anger, I wrenched the priceless bow from her hand and placed it gently on the chair where I’d sat to play. 


  Dragging her away from the precious instrument, I clamped livid hands onto her shoulders and shook. Hard. “Don’t you ever do that again. You hear me?”


  She turned wild in my arms, wriggling and fighting. A growl rumbled in her chest, but she didn’t yell or scream. 


  Her fighting was nothing. I held her effortlessly, but my temper rose to match hers. My insides curled with the urge to hurt. “Just fucking stop it.”


  She didn’t. 


  Tears sprang from her eyes, tracking down her face. 


  But she still fought. 


  She scratched and kicked, connecting with my forearm to gorge tracks and my kneecaps with her tiny feet. 


  I bellowed, “Fucking stop.” Holding her ruthlessly tight, I marched to the bed and threw her onto the mattress. 


  She winced but didn’t stay down. 


  So I made her. 


  Slapping my palm against her chest, I shoved her onto her back. “Keep fighting and I will hurt you. You have my fucking word you will be in pain.” Breathing hard, I leaned over her, adding more and more pressure to where I held her in place. “Whatever trance or nightmare you’re in, wake the hell up. I don’t have the patience for this.” 


  She snarled, struggling to sit up. Her eyes once again gravitated back to my cello.


  I grabbed her cheeks with my free hand. “What is it? Why are you acting like an idiot?” I dug my fingers tighter. “Goddammit, speak and spit it out.”


  Her heart hammered beneath my palm holding her down. Her body lurched with terror and rage. 


  It wasn’t an act. Her fear stank my room with truth. 


  Pulling back, I removed some of the pressure. “I’m going to let you go. But if you go after my cello again, I won’t hesitate to do what’s necessary to stop you. Got it?”


  She ignored me. 


  My patience wore out.


  Pinching her face, I forced her to look at me. “Got it, Pim?” 


  Her eyes blazed blue fire. 


  “Nod for yes. This is one time I won’t let you get away with not answering me. Unless you truly want me to hurt you, then that can be arranged.”


  We glowered at each other. 


  For a moment, I feared she’d make me hurt her to prove a point. To become like him.


  But then saneness finally glimmered; she reluctantly nodded. 


  I rewarded her by letting her go. 


  Prowling away, I jerked both hands through my hair, doing my best to figure out what the fuck was going on. 


  “What were you doing running around the yacht naked and bleeding?”


  She slowly sat up, dragging the sheet with her to cover her nakedness. I didn’t know why she did. It wasn’t because she was shy. Perhaps to make me more comfortable? She didn’t hunch, but she did keep her eyes downcast the more sanity returned to her. 


  Her body language spoke of regret and shame. Of confusion and a lostness that made my goddamn chest ache.


  Regret, I could understand—I regretted so much of my life. But shame was not allowed. 


  Stopping my pacing, I snapped, “I know what you’re thinking. It’s about the other night, isn’t it?”


  Her eyes met mine. 


  “Don’t feel shame for trying to show me what we could have together.” I gave her a wry smile. “Receiving a blowjob from you—even if I stopped it—felt fucking incredible.” Deciding to push her and see just how open she was to discussing sex as a mutual thing, not just an expectation, I added, “Your mouth…fuck, Pim. I dream about your mouth and finishing what you started.”


  She sucked in a breath, her chest flushing. 


  “So don’t feel shame for showing me what you’re worth. I already know what you’re worth, and it’s a lot fucking more than just sex.”


  She looked at her hands in her lap.


  I couldn’t help it.


  She thought she could lock me out after tearing into my space and wreaking havoc? The least she could do was listen and communicate for once.


  Striding toward her, I once again grabbed her chin, dragging her eyes to mine. “Is this about Dafford? About him trying to buy you?”


  She flinched, trying to pull her face away. 


  I didn’t let her. 


  “If it is, I’ll make you a promise right here and now. I won’t sell you. I won’t lie and say I didn’t think about it. But I give you my word. I won’t. You’re mine for however long I decide.”


  Her eyebrow arched as if to ask what would happen when I decided that time was up. 


  “Then we deal with that when we come to it. Things have a habit of changing. And decisions made now might be obsolete by the time we decide this—whatever it is between us—has run its course.”


  She scowled as if she didn’t do well with open-ended contracts. She liked to see the finish line. To know what would happen in a best-and-worst-case scenario. Perhaps that was why she still held on to the idea of suicide even though she was too strong to ever give up. It was the power in having an end the way she orchestrated, no one else. 


  I could understand that.


  Shit, I’d danced with the same possibility myself when everything turned to fucking pieces. But she didn’t get to decide that anymore. 


  “Now I’ve sworn never to sell you, I need you to swear something in return.”


  She sucked in a breath, her teeth grinding beneath my hold. 


  “Swear you won’t end it. Don’t rob me of the chance to heal you.”


  She snorted as if that wouldn’t be long. She stuck out her tongue, revealing a red line decorating the pink muscle. No more stitches and no more blood. 


  It was my turn to suck in air. “I’m glad it’s almost healed.”


  She held up her broken hand that’d downgraded from bandage to skin. Her eyebrow rose as she wriggled her fingers. 


  I frowned. “Why are you showing me your physical injuries? You think now your tongue is functional and your bones are knitted together, I’ll decide what to do with you?” A slow smile spread my lips. “Oh, not quite, Pimlico. We have a long way to go before you’re healed” —I tapped her temple— “in here.”


  She froze. 


  “Did you think I just wanted you physically fit?” I grinned. “I know damaged. I’ve been where you are—in a different way, of course. It takes time.”


  As her eyes narrowed in judgment and questions, a plan slowly unfurled in my head. For so long I had no idea what to do with her. What I could do without damaging my own shaky foundations. 


  But now…I think I know. 


  “Stand up.” I stepped back, letting her go. 


  She drew in a breath, ignoring me. 


  I ripped off the sheet and grabbed her wrist, hauling her upright. “When I give you an order, obey. I won’t hurt you, but I’ll find another way to punish you if you don’t.” 


  She wobbled a little. Her hand slapped over her injured bicep, rubbing away the drying blood. Her flat stomach stopped heaving with manic breath, and her gaze only tracked to my cello once before landing back on me. 


  I waited until I had her full attention. 


  When her eyes settled on mine, and a sense of calmness filled her body rather than nervous fright, I murmured, “We’re going to do something. There isn’t going to be a time limit, and I won’t answer your questions about why.” 


  She stood taller, curiosity and apprehension budding bright. 


  “I told you when I first took you that I’d make you worth more than pennies—that you’d be worth fucking millions. Well, it’s time I made that come true.” My cock thickened with the potential dangerous but delicious game we could play. “I’m going to piece you back together, and once you’re whole, then I’ll decide your true value. And once that monetary figure has been reached…it will have to be repaid.


  “In full.”
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  HIS SENTENCE WAS rude and belittling.


  How much I was worth? 


  Who was he to tell me what I was worth? That was for me to decide, no one else. 


  And to pay him for my worth? What sort of sick con artist did I live with? 


  But I couldn’t deny my curiosity piqued. Even if I stood in the room where classical music was created. Even if Elder was the creator of every song that’d tortured my mind while Alrik tortured my body. Even if the cello squatted like a goblin in our midst ready to tear me limb from limb.


  I was intrigued enough to fight the shivering need to run far away. I’d never been in this room before, and now it was tainted with notes and pain. 


  Common sense knew Elder wasn’t the one who played when I was raped and beaten. I knew he didn’t intentionally rip me to pieces and make me bleed every time he strummed a chord. But I also knew that when it came to my hatred of music, I had no rationality left.


  I wanted to burn every violin and rip apart every piano. 


  I wanted to destroy that cello sitting smugly mocking me. I wanted to throw it overboard and let the sharks devour it.


  No, that’s too good for it.


  I wanted it to burn and burn.


  But for the first time, Elder had drawn a line. He’d shown me something he valued enough to raise his voice and put a hand on me. Something that evoked passion in him, revealing a single secret from all the rest that were locked so deep down tight. 


  He was a mystery, but now I knew his weakness.


  His weakness is my weakness, just in different ways. 


  He had to conjure music. I had to run from it. 


  Two polar extremes that couldn’t survive the other. Was that an analogy for our twisted relationship? Were we too different—from too contrasting worlds to ever find neutral territory? 


  I didn’t have the answers, so I stood, waiting, ignoring the belittling statement and cursing his music and watching him with murderous eyes. 


  He stuck his hands into his denim pockets, looking like a murderer himself in a black t-shirt and bare feet. He paced in front of me; whatever idea he’d gathered grew and changed with every breath. 


  “I’m going to give you tasks. Each one will be worth a different value.” His voice was hypnotic as he continued to pace. “Each one will push you to take back what he’s stolen. Each requirement will force you to find who you truly are beneath your self-imposed silence.”


  He stopped.


  I balled my fists, enjoying the ache for once from my healed bones. What are these tasks? And why did I fear them already when he hadn’t hinted at what he’d make me do.


  His smile was wicked. “You saw who I was in Morocco. You know how easy it was for me to steal that man’s wallet. There is freedom in theft, Pimlico. Anxiety and guilt, yes. But an insane rush, too. The power to take what doesn’t belong to you and make it yours. There’s no greater thrill.” His face darkened. “Apart from making music, of course.”


  I ignored that.


  He was deranged. I would never accept his addiction to such disgusting pastimes. Then again, I would rather be a thief for the rest of my life than ever learn to play music.


  “The thrill was part of the reason why I stole you. I wanted you, and he wouldn’t give me the option to pay.” His body tightened. “But I also stole you because it was the right thing to do. Sometimes, stealing is wrongness wrapped up in right.” His eyes tightened with age-old despair, dragged into his own black memories. “Sometimes, being bad is the only thing you can do to save the good in your life. And sometimes, no matter how bad you are, even wrongness can’t fix it.”


  Everything he just said was a direct contradiction to the speech he gave when he robbed the Chinese traveller. Could he switch his arguments as he saw fit or did he honestly see the yin and yang of each consequence?


  My toes dug into the carpet, not daring to move a millimetre in case it interrupted his trip to his past and forbade me from glimpsing more of him. The longer I spent in his company, the more I witnessed a man I never suspected. 


  Physically shaking the recollections away with a toss of his head, Elder drew to a stop in front of me. “I’m going to teach you to steal.”


  What?


  “I’m going to teach you how to become invisible, ruthless.” His grin grew. “With each task, I’ll reward you. With each steal, your value will increase until the next person you’re sold to is yourself.”


  I blinked. 


  “Get it, Pimlico? You’re going to buy yourself back penny by penny, and I’m going to be there every step of the way, no matter how long it takes.”


  My brain was muddled. I didn’t understand what he meant. He wanted me to become a criminal? To use another’s possession to purchase my freedom from him? What sort of sick stupidity was this? 


  Elder didn’t care I bristled. He moved toward the cursed cello, picking up the bow from the chair and caressing it as he sat down. “Now that I know what to do with you, let’s discuss the reason why you exploded into my room half mad in the middle of the night.”


  I had no intention of discussing that. 


  He pointed with the bow at the small tray with tea and a packet of headache pills along with a white robe draped over the back of the chair. “I ordered up some tea for your nerves. If your arm hurts, take a pill.” Feathering the bow through his fingers, he murmured, “And I suggest you put the robe on. If you run again, you might want to be dressed this time.”


  I eyed him warily.


  Why would I run? 


  He saw my question. “Because I’m going to play.”


  Before I could bolt, he positioned the cello between his legs, bowed his head so a lock of black hair fell over his eye, and strummed the sharpest, soul-skimming note I’d ever heard.


  My ears rang. My heart bled acid tears. And my knees wobbled, threatening to chase me to the floor. 


  He stopped as quickly as he’d begun, cocking his chin, waiting for his previous instructions to be obeyed. 


  I had two choices. 


  Yet more damn choices.


  Return to my rooms and forget everything that’d happened, or do as I was told and be brave enough to face such an inconsequential but terrifying thing such as music. 


  “Drink, dress, and sit down in that order, silent mouse.” Elder smiled. He looked like a king about to play to his lucky court, his cello a sleeping gargoyle waiting to come alive between his thighs. 


  Deciding to see how far I could push before my mind snapped once again, I obeyed.


  With trembling hands, I poured a cup of fragrant green tea, popped a painkiller even though I didn’t need it, and swallowed both. 


  “And now the robe.” 


  I gritted my teeth against his commandment. Not only was he about to torment me with melody, but he also wanted to torment my body with clothing confines.


  Scrunching up my face in disgust, I draped the heavy cotton around my shoulders and slowly tied the belt. Loosely. Not tight. Gaping enough to flare open if I ran. Loose enough to shrug it off if I panicked. 


  “The hot water bottle is if you’re cold. But I have a feeling adrenaline will keep you warm.” He pointed at the bed. “Sit. Listen. I want to watch you.”


  My bones were glass as I shuffled unwillingly to the mattress and sat. 


  “Tell me why you hate music so much.”


  I sneered, reminding him in a callous way that I wouldn’t speak to him. Especially when he made me sit in the same room as that instrument. I couldn’t untangle my fear from reality. It made me jumpy and snarly and afraid. 


  “Is it because of something he did?” Elder’s fingers feathered over the strings, spreading wide and elegant over a silent note. “Did he play it while hurting you?”


  I hated that he could guess so eerily right. 


  “I heard it when I arrived that second time. A Chopin piece if I’m correct.” His eyes blackened as he played another note, his fingers shifting almost erotically on the cello. “The volume was a tad too loud, not background symphony but a more intolerable interruption.”


  Alrik always played it loud. Too loud to filter out. But not loud enough to drown the beating he played on my body. 


  I balled my hands, refusing to look at him. I glared at the carpet, wishing I’d smashed that cello to pieces and Elder agreed to either never have music on the Phantom again or let me rob a bank right now so I could afford whatever ridiculous payment he expected in return for my freedom. 


  Why does he want me to steal? 


  Doesn’t he have enough wealth? 


  He couldn’t possibly need the money. 


  It’s not about him. It’s about you.


  It’d been about me for too long. Something sparked inside to fight back. To make this about him. To make him face his horrors as surely as he’d made me face mine. 


  “Don’t run, Pimlico. Music can’t hurt you.” He kept staring while my gaze came up despite myself, locking onto his fingers. I’d never watched a man play an instrument. I’d never gone to lessons or been in a musical family. 


  Watching Elder stroke his cello was one of the most sensual things I’d ever seen. The way he held it like a lover, so soft and respectful. The way he touched the strings with passion and possession but also gentleness, as if he knew that holding too tight wouldn’t deliver the purity he craved.


  He consumed my mind. Switching my hatred of what he was about to create into a hypnosis that belonged entirely to him.


  My teeth locked together as he shifted in the seat and brought the bow to hover over the strings. 


  Never looking away, he played a lingering note.


  I didn’t know what it was. I didn’t care. All I cared about was the ghostly fingernails scratching down my back and the bleeding in my heart for every abuse I'd suffered on the frequency of that decibel.


  That wasn't a C or D or B flat. That was a rope or chain or whip. 


  Music wasn’t a collection of notes to me. It was a collection of punishment forever wrapped up in an awful tune. 


  I was glad he’d made me sit. If I were standing, I would’ve collapsed as memory after memory battered me. 


  The fists.


  The kicks.


  The forced sexual torment.


  All of it entered the room to thread amongst his chord. 


  Elder didn’t play fair. He hung onto a note far longer than comfortable only to string into another straight away. I hated every moment, but I couldn’t hate him. The way he played…a mask came off revealing the true him.


  His eyes gleamed, his face relaxed, and his shoulders flowed into a rhythm that was purely male, purely sex, purely power. 


  My jaw ached from clenching so hard. I endured the pain while Elder played all because he’d commanded me, too. But also because I was strong enough. Brave enough to shatter the music’s hold over me and become entwined with better things. 


  His head swayed to the song, his body the perfect tuning fork. 


  As he lost himself to the notes, his limbs became liquid, drowning everything in its power with utter submersion. Faster and faster, more aggressive, more barbaric. He took classical and twisted it into a fantastical combination of metal, Mozart, and Madonna. 


  He was enthralling.


  The fists and kicks faded as my attention switched from Alrik to Elder. 


  Watching him play was utter magic.


  He was free like I wanted to be. Free to open the gates around his heart and live, to breathe, before the piece ended. He hung onto every strum, as if begging the note to take it with him when it faded so he’d never have to return to the world where Lucifer resided.


  A few minutes. That was all it was. 


  A few awful, enchanting minutes where my ears screeched and my heart hid behind my ribs with earmuffs, but my mind ignored the fear and focused on his wizardry instead.


  And then, it was over. 


  Elder stood, tenderly placed his cello and bow on the chair, and stalked toward me. 


  I couldn’t move. I jittered and shook and fully expected a fist to my gut because that was what I was trained to expect.


  But Elder slammed to his knees before me, his eyes becoming level with mine where I perched. 


  Shaking a little, he cupped my face with both hands and pulled me forward. “Forget the past and only remember this.”


  His lips crashed against mine.


  The invasion and heat of his mouth ripped through my memories, forcing new ones to take hold. My hands flew up, bracing myself by wrapping my fingers around his wrists.


  He didn’t growl at me not to touch him. He permitted me to clutch him like he clutched me—like we’d clutched each other at the white mansion.


  His lips moved over mine, demanding but not commanding. My tongue teased the back of my teeth, wanting to lick and taste him again, to see if whatever voodoo he’d filled me with the last time was a fluke or true. 


  There was no fear to pull away or prediction of worse things. He’d successfully torn me apart to accept this new experience without prior condemnation. 


  My mouth parted just a little.


  He sucked in a breath as he moved with me; the very tip of his tongue ran along my bottom lip. 


  I was hesitant. My tongue was healed. There was no reason why I couldn’t kiss him back. I wanted to kiss him back. I think. I was ready to take back this one thing that’d been stolen. But if I did, had he won? And if he did win…what exactly had he won? 


  My thoughts spiralled into a congested mess as he took the decision from my control.


  His tongue speared into my mouth, automatically coaxing mine to meet his in a ritual so timeless we didn’t need to be taught. 


  His breath fluttered over my cheek as he exhaled hard, pulling my face deeper into his as our tongues tangled. 


  The kiss had no expectations, and that was what made it so heart-warming. Somehow, with the classical notes still hanging in the air, his kiss deleted one tiny memory of Alrik. I had a thousand and one more to go, but he’d taken a sliver and made it…better? Right? Different? 


  No, he's stolen it and made it his.


  Because he was a thief, and that was what he did best.


  And he would teach me to be like him. 


  All in the name of eventually becoming free. 
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  THAT KISS. 


  Goddammit, that kiss. 


  I hadn’t meant to do it. Michaels would probably shoot me if he knew I’d had my tongue against hers, sharing saliva, running the risk of her healing being compromised.


  But I couldn’t help it. Ever since she flashed me her tongue in blistering anger—doing her best to taunt me into admitting I wouldn’t be keeping her for long because her injuries were on the mend—I couldn’t stop thinking about her mouth. 


  Kisses and blowjobs and sinking inside her were the one-track playlist of my utterly obsessed mind.


  I hated her being in my room. I loved her being in my room. Instincts clawed, whispering falsehoods that she’d come on her own accord. While she was in my domain, I was free to do what I liked to her.


  I was a fucking wreck from keeping my hands off her and myself.


  And when I played for her. 


  Fuck, it had been the biggest aphrodisiac. 


  I always got hard when I played. It wasn’t something I could control. It wasn’t sexual but more of a thrill that gave me pleasure. And that pleasure had compounded to supernova the second I pulled her lips to mine. 


  And when the kiss ended? Pimlico didn’t look as nearly as wild. Shit tons of adrenaline ran through her system from my music, and if I was honest, I shared the same shaky high from her kiss, but when I’d pulled her from my bed and guided her to the door, she hadn’t disobeyed. She’d floated as if a tiny piece of the chains holding her down had been snipped. 


  It took every inch of willpower I had left to kiss her forehead and send her back to her room. 


  I deliberately kicked her out so I couldn’t give into temptation. It would’ve been too easy to strip the robe and push her backward on the bed. Too simple to spread her legs and lick her; to climb on top of her and take her. 


  I wanted to sample her so goddamn much. 


  But sex between us would never be simple. It would be pleasurable for me and pain for her. She’d never been taught how to find enjoyment in fucking. According to her notes to No One (to me), she’d been a virgin. The only sex she knew was with bastards trying to destroy her. 


  I refused to be yet another one of those. 


  Sex with Pim would be a labyrinthine of complications, and that reason alone gave me the courage to get rid of her.


  If I took her, she’d have to want it too—just like she’d wanted that kiss, even if she hadn’t known it until I pressed my lips to hers.


  Her gaze when I pulled away hadn’t been tear-filled or vacant but soft, as if wondering what the hell happened but no longer afraid of new.


  Drawing my mind from yesterday, inhaling deep against the lust I hadn’t been able to shed, I turned off the shower and waited as warm droplets cascaded over me. The pounding in my cock hurt and the urge to self-pleasure got harder and harder every day. I hadn’t relieved myself since she got on her knees and gave me a blowjob I hadn’t asked for. 


  And now, we’d kissed? 


  I didn’t know how much more self-control I possessed to keep my distance from her. 


  But today is a new day. Today is teaching time.


  I was her master; she was my pupil. There were boundaries in that relationship that couldn’t be crossed.


  Slinging a towel around my waist, I headed into my suite that was three times the size of Pimlico’s and strolled into my walk-in wardrobe. There, I selected a pair of beige shorts and white t-shirt, slipping my feet into simple flip-flops. 


  My phone said the time was nine a.m., and for the first time since I’d carried Pimlico on board, I wanted to see her. I didn’t want to avoid her because she was too complicated and frustrating. I wanted to work with her to earn another break-through because, Christ, it was rewarding. 


  Pocketing my phone, I left my quarters and headed down a deck to hers. Stupidly, my hand shook a little as I knocked on her door.


  She answered promptly as if she’d been waiting for me. 


  Once again, she was naked.


  No shame or apology.


  Her hair hung over her breasts, wet from her shower, her stomach shadowed with muscle, swiftly returning from emaciated to toned. 


  When she’d first arrived, I was attracted more to her inner beauty. I didn’t see the beaten slave or bruises, I saw a worthy adversary. 


  But now…


  Holy fuck. 


  Now, I saw a woman becoming more and more stunning every day. Her body slowly shed its illness and pain, remembering how to fill out in all the best places. Her breasts were fuller, her hips less sharp. With no jewellery or tattoos or makeup, she was the epitome of natural, and shit, she took my breath away. 


  “You can’t do that much longer, Pim.” My gaze refused to unglue from her body. I couldn’t stop staring at every exposed inch. 


  Her head tilted as she held the doorknob, a knowing smile on her face. For a woman who’d been forced to endure sex, she acted as if she enjoyed my eyes on her. As if it gave her redemption as a sexual creature.


  I got it. 


  Having me stare was an exchange of power. I had no way of hiding how my hands balled or throat clenched with desire. She controlled me completely. 


  Without authority, my hand swooped up, so damn close to cupping her breast and pinching her nipple. 


  Fuck.


  Taking a step back, I growled. “You can’t be naked around me anymore.”


  Her eyes narrowed as if daring me to either touch her or yell at her. 


  I did neither. 


  Backing farther away, I commanded, “Dress and meet me in the dining room. We’re having breakfast together. And then, we’re going to work.”
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  BREAKFAST CONSISTED OF freshly baked croissants, home-made jams, and every exotic fruit imaginable. A small serving of scrambled eggs with hollandaise sauce was our main affair, and by the time we pushed aside plates in favour of steaming coffee mugs, a comfortable silence wrapped us in a bubble no one else could enter.


  Not the staff to-ing and fro-ing with dishes. Not the captain when he came in to give the brief on the night cruising and the plan of today’s journey. 


  Elder might look at other people, he might smile and speak to them, but his entire focus remained on me. I sensed him watching, felt him calculating.


  The kiss between us lived on my lips, tickling me every time I took a sip of coffee or brought a fork to my mouth. His music corrupted my mind, strumming at odd times, robust in my memory. Whenever I recalled his cello-eloquence, I wanted to silence every note—to ignore he wasn’t as gifted as he was; pretend he could delete melody from his life because after that kiss…wow.


  That damn kiss proved how naïve I’d been even when I believed I was wise.


  I didn’t want him to love music because it was my enemy. I wanted him to hate the things I hated. To loath the things I loathed.


  I was selfish.


  I didn’t want to have to face my idiocy or for him to take it upon himself to break me by showing me music wasn’t a sentinel being but purely soulful. 


  He didn’t play fair, and his talent spawned so many reactions—emotional, physical, psychological. I never wanted to hear his cello again but at the same time…that was a lie. 


  I’d been pushed to the brink and managed to stay clinging to the cliff—the next time he played, I might fall. 


  I didn’t want to fall. 


  I want to fly.


  With him. 


  The liquid in my belly, the hummingbird in my heart—it all equalled one thing. 


  I like him. 


  I liked his company, his protection, his friendship. With him, I didn’t feel the urge to write every moment to No One. I didn’t have the need to curl around my secrets and keep them close. 


  Elder knew who I was. He’d seen where I’d come from, he’d mingled with the men I’d belonged to. He knew more about me than I would ever tell another stranger, and because of that, there was nowhere to hide, no room to lie—not when we’d met in bitter truth. 


  But that bitterness is slowly evolving into sweetness….


  I was glad when the food was cleared away because I needed fresh air. Needed to be further away from him than sharing a table. 


  But when he stood and held out his hand, as if expecting me to take it, nerves coiled and rattled in my belly. Despite my willingness to accept my feelings toward him, I wasn’t ready for more.


  If he wanted to use me, he could. But I couldn’t allow myself to like him if he did. 


  Giving him a hesitant look, I didn’t take his hand, but I did follow as he guided me from the dining room through the stately lounge, complete with a piano locked in place. We passed the open-air bar with a Jacuzzi tub set in the polished wooden deck, right to the bow of the boat where a black sail had been strung across the space like a triangle cloud, blocking out the intensity of the sun. 


  The heat of the day didn’t disperse, and the grey dress I’d slinked into did its best to cling to my skin as sweat beaded on my spine. 


  Elder didn’t criticise my wariness or bark commands to come closer. His black gaze pooled with kindness, unable to fully hide the glitter of desire.


  My tummy flipped, remembering when he’d come to my door. The way his eyes locked on my nakedness and his body tensed as tight as his cello strings. His raw need ought to have sent me running. Instead, it did weird things to my insides. 


  Part of me had wanted to slam the door in his face because I knew that look. That look meant having a man inside me against my will. That look meant being used at their leisure and mercy. 


  However, when Elder looked at me that way…I liked it.


  He didn’t strip me of power. He made me gather more of it. He became weaker the more desire drenched his blood, while I became stronger, having control to deliver what he wanted or deny it.


  It was a dangerous game to make him lust for me. Lust was just another word for evil. But there I was, doing my best to entice him even though I didn’t want him to touch me.


  Liar.


  You do want him to touch you. 


  Fine. 


  I wanted him to kiss me again. The kissing was nice. The rest I wasn’t ready for. So you keep saying…


  But a kiss…I could kiss him all day if it meant he’d let me off whatever task he was about to set up. 


  “Stand here.” Elder pointed at the deck in front of him. As I moved into position, he glanced over my shoulder. “Thanks, Selix. Just put it over there.” 


  Selix threw me a half a smile before doing what Elder requested. Placing a black velvet bag on a table bolted to the deck, he left as quietly as he’d arrived. 


  Strolling toward the table, Elder said, “Lesson one on how to pilfer pockets.”


  Oh, God. He’s serious about that? 


  I shuffled on the spot. 


  Reaching into the bag, he drew out a wallet. Unfolding it, he pulled out a hundred dollar note and waved it at me. “This is yours if you can take it from me without me noticing.” His teeth flashed. “But fair warning, once a thief always a thief. There’s a reason why we don’t get robbed ourselves. We know the tricks. We feel the con. You’ll have to be sly if you hope to win.”


  Sly I could do. Sly was just another word for self-preservation: watching and waiting for weakness. I’d become an expert at that. 


  Light touch, fast movement—those I might need help with. 


  “Come closer.” Elder beckoned me with the wallet as he tucked the hundred dollar note inside. “It’s in my right back pocket.” Slipping it into the beige shorts he wore, he spun to show me the slight bulge.


  My eyes should’ve noted how high the wallet was, how tight the material, and figure out a way to get my fingers between him and the shorts to steal it. However, all I could look at was the tightness of his ass and the way his left cheek clenched as he bent to look over his shoulder. “Got it?”


  My mouth turned dry. But I nodded.


  He grinned, brighter and more care-free than I’d seen. “Fuck, I don’t know what I’ll do when you finally talk to me, Pim.”


  My body stiffened. 


  “Even a simple nod from you feels like the biggest bloody reward. I’ve never focused on a person’s voice or lack thereof so much before. It’s driving me insane, but I also get why you haven’t given it to me yet.”


  He spun to face me, his hands loose by his sides as if poised to steal. “You’re making me work for it. Just like I’ll make you work for what I want. It’s fair, I suppose.” He lowered his face, watching me from beneath his brow. “Another warning, though. You’ll break first. And when you do, I’ll savour your voice. I’ll command you to speak over and over. I’ll finally learn what I’ve been waiting for.”


  That’s what you think.


  I smiled, letting mirth mix with a challenge.


  We’ll see who will win.


  He chuckled. “A bet then?”


  I nodded again. 


  A bet to see who would break first. It didn’t escape my notice that he’d already broken me to the point where talking nonverbally was now permitted. I willingly wanted to answer because he spoke to me as a normal man spoke to a normal woman. 


  Elder stroked his chin. “What do you want to bet on?”


  I shrugged, giving in to his questions, allowing myself to do more than just nod.


  He noticed, of course, his grin growing bigger. “How about one night?”


  I jolted. 


  What?


  “One night. The night I arranged before I decided to steal all the nights. One night where you agree to let me do what I want. Where the ultimate thing I want from you is your trust.”


  Trust? 


  Well, that was terrible for him to bet on because he’d never earn that. No matter if he gave me a thousand nights. Trust wasn’t something I could give. 


  And he must know that, but he’d asked for it anyway. 


  Why?


  Why ask for the impossible?


  I raised my eyebrow, pointing at my chest, breaking all my rules and communicating completely. And what do I get? 


  His eyes tracked my hand, the same look of desire coating his features. Not from my body hidden in a sack-shaped dress but from the fact I’d willingly engaged in conversation. 


  “You?” His voice cracked. “You get to choose.”


  My eyes widened, wafting my hand like a bird in flight. I can choose freedom? 


  He nodded. “If want to put your freedom at stake, I’ll honour that. One night with me, trusting everything I do and giving me your pleasure if you manage to pickpocket a civilian—”


  I jolted as my future plans unravelled. I could go home to London. I could find my mother, my friends, my life. 


  My mind raced. I could do it. I could find a silly girl with her handbag open and slip my hand inside. How many times had I looked at my friends’ purses and thought how careless they were? 


  Elder smirked. “I wasn’t finished. Pickpocket successfully and keep whatever you steal without giving in to the guilt and returning it, then you’ve won, and you can have your freedom.”


  He sauntered toward me, his hands fisting. “However, if you fail and speak before that happens, you give me one night.” He shook his head as his hand landed on mine wedged against my chest as if it could contain my suddenly light as a wisp heart. “No, not just one night. You give me your body and mind. You give in to me completely. You trust me.”


  His fingers squeezed my hand, his body setting off alarm bells in every cell. 


  I took a step back, dropping our linked grasp, holding my head high. 


  The rules had been drawn. Whatever lightness I’d been filled with at the thought of freedom was dragged down again in what I had to do to earn it. I was afraid but also invigorated. It’d been so long since someone pushed me to evolve. So long since I’d had requirements other than obedience to follow.


  “So?” Elder licked his bottom lip. “Do you agree?”


  I wouldn’t back down from the gauntlet. 


  I nodded, sealing my fate and cursing the flutter in my stomach at the thought of him winning. What would he make me do in one night? And why was I terrified but also secretly intrigued about what sex would be like with him? 


  “Good. Let’s get started.” Elder took a deep breath, expelling the tension that’d once again thickened around us. 


  He patted his back pocket, looking so damn handsome in the sun. “Come toward me. I’ll show you how to steal then you can practice.”


  He was giving me permission to attack him? To slip my fingers against his butt and loot him?


  Once again, part of me recoiled at the idea of being so close while the rest of me woke up from a two-year hibernation and prepared to relearn that elusive, incredible word.


  Play. 
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  FUCK, THIS WAS a bad idea. 


  A really, really bad idea.


  As Pimlico stalked toward me, her face dancing with an eager but distrusting smile, my cock thickened in need. The more I was around her, the more I wanted her. Especially now as she relaxed into herself, slinking with more confidence and…is that playfulness?


  I didn’t think she’d ever relax enough around me to play.


  It hit me right in the goddamn heart to think, despite her disagreement and scorn whenever I used the word trust, she’d already started to do it. She’d allowed herself to soften—if only just a margin. She wasn’t expecting me to hit her the moment she came close. She wasn’t looking for chains or pain when she walked beside me.


  Playing my cello for her last night had been a daredevil move. I worried I’d shatter the rest of her soul and end up sweeping up the pieces. But she’d surprised me. Shit, she surprised herself. 


  She might’ve hated every strum, but when I’d kissed her…Christ, she’d kissed me back with a liveliness she hadn’t shown before. Our second kiss in weeks and instead of granting a reprieve on my desire for her, it only made it ten times fucking worse.


  Drinking in her face one last time, I spun around and stood still. She paused, then her footsteps padded softly again behind me. My skin prickled with awareness as she took her time, judging how best to steal. A quiet shuffle of bare toes and the lightest flutter of touch on my back pocket.


  I gritted my teeth as everything roared inside for more. I wanted her hands on every inch of my skin. I wanted her mouth on me. I wanted my cock inside her. My entire body hated me for punishing it with celibacy, bashing against my patience like a dog off its leash. 


  I throbbed with need as I locked my knees and fought the delicious shudder of her hand slipping into my shorts. 


  The delicate, sensual flicker of her fingers on my ass—goddammit, I almost shot around and grabbed her. Every urge in my blood bellowed to march her backward until her spine hit the deck railing, hook her leg over my hip, and drive my agonising erection against her. 


  But I didn’t.


  Because I couldn’t get past the guilt of what that would make me and the knowledge she’d let me in just a little. 


  I could be patient until she let me in a lot. 


  Forcing myself to focus on why we were doing this and not how hard I was, I stopped breathing and let her finish. 


  The moment the weight of the wallet left my shorts, I grabbed her wrist without turning around. “Gotcha.”


  She wriggled as I dragged her forward, plucking the leather from her hand with my free one. “Far too noticeable.”


  Her chin cocked, dark hair dappling with pinpricks of sunlight from the shade-sail above. I fucking loved the argument on her face, the tenacity and willingness to show what she’d hid along—that she fought for everything and no longer had to pretend to submit to survive.


  Clearing my throat from the sudden rush of pride, I said, “You’ll learn though. I’ll teach you.” Letting her go, I replaced the wallet into my pocket and strolled away to lean against the railing. Blue skies glowed sedately, but ominous black clouds lurked on the horizon. I made a note to talk to Jolfer about sailing around if a storm brewed. I didn’t mind rough seas, but Pimlico couldn’t become afraid of the Phantom. This was her home for the foreseeable future. She had to love it as much as I did. 


  While I lost myself in the sky, Pim snuck up behind me.


  I hid my smile at her attempt to be stealthy. 


  My ears twitched with her little breaths. My body flinched knowing she came close on her own accord. She moved faster this time; the shadow of her arm snaked over the deck as she reached for the money. 


  I bit my lip as her fingers crept into my shorts again, sending haywire misfires of what was decent and what was not. 


  Fighting my shudder, I waited until her touch wedged against the wallet and my ass. Slamming my palm over hers, I kept her hand firm against my flesh and spun around. I corkscrewed into a tangle of bodies—her arm tight and looped over my hip as if she’d half embraced me and summoned me to kiss her.


  Everything fell away as our eyes locked. 


  Fuck, really bad idea. 


  Her mouth thinned as she tried to snatch her hand back. 


  I didn’t let her go. My gaze danced over her face, committing every freckle and scar to memory. “I felt you coming.”


  The sentence had a double meaning. Would I ever feel her come? Could she come? Could I somehow train a girl who’d traded virginity for slavery and sweep away her horror all in the name of creating pleasure rather than pain when I touched her?


  Because it was no longer a matter of if I would touch her—my sake and hers be damned.


  It’s a matter of when. 


  And when it happened, we were both fucked. 


  Her forehead furrowed, her lips sucking in a hungry breath. 


  I chuckled, dragging her forward until her chest slammed against mine. With a possessive grip, I shoved her hand further into my back pocket, forcing her to grope me. 


  She shuddered as I lost control a little and locked my gaze on her lips. 


  Having her so close, feeling her heat, feeling her fingers twitch against my ass, hell it was enough to drive anyone insane, let alone a man who’d made an oath not to touch this woman until she wanted to be touched—despite the memories of her mouth on his cock and her tongue on his lips. 


  We both struggled to breathe, almost as if the world had suddenly dried up of oxygen and we could only survive breathing each other.


  “You’re right if you think a stranger wouldn’t be attuned to your presence like I’ve become,” I murmured, forcing myself to teach rather than imagine her naked and in my bed. “But your shadow gave you away. It’s not just a matter of quietness and light of touch—it’s about using your surroundings to keep you invisible rather than revealing your crime.” 


  I bowed my head, and hers tipped up as if the same conductor choreographed us. 


  Sea air wrapped around us, bringing us closer without noticing. My gut clenched as her body swayed into mine, pushing me into the railing. 


  The irony that I’d just fantasied about pinning her against the same thing wasn’t lost on me. 


  I wanted so fucking much to kiss her. 


  My fingers unlocked around her wrist, allowing her to pull her hand from my shorts, yet she didn’t. She stood exactly where she was, staring at my eyes, my mouth, trapped in the same indecision I was. 


  My head lowered. 


  If she wanted me to kiss her, that was entirely different to me wanting to kiss her. It meant she invited it not just accepted it. I’d do whatever the hell she wanted. 


  Her eyes fluttered as our mouths inched closer. My skin heated and prickled while hers broke out in goosebumps. I gritted my teeth in preparation, knowing the moment we kissed I’d struggle to stop at just a gentle caress. 


  My mind flashed black with images of dragging her downstairs, stripping off that grey dress, and taking her. 


  She’d let me. But only because she was trained to. She wouldn’t fight me. But only because she’d been beaten enough that fighting was no longer an option. 


  Her breath skated over my lips, sweet with strawberries and mango from breakfast. 


  I groaned at the barest feather of her mouth on mine.


  My mind almost snapped.


  And then…she was gone. 


  The wallet ripped from my pocket and flew with her as she parried backward, a sly grin on her face. 


  For a heavy heartbeat, I couldn’t figure out what the hell happened. 


  Then she waggled the money holder, taunting me.


  Blood rushed from my cock back to my brain.


  I glowered at her, anger rising a little that she’d conned me. She’d cheated. But then again…wasn’t that the point? 


  She cheated on her past with happiness. She stood there smiling in a way she’d never smiled before. And the new life in her sombre eyes drowned out my annoyance like a pinch to a matchstick flame. 


  I couldn’t discipline her or tell her she couldn’t go around kissing potential marks to distract them from the crime. I couldn’t march toward her and grab her and fuck her in reward for using her surroundings to win—just like I’d taught.


  All I could do was shake my head and accept that she’d broken my rules and schooled me. Aching with need and smouldering with lust, I threw my head back and laughed. 
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  THAT WAS THE first day but definitely not the last that Elder broke my proverbial chains and taught me how to smile again. 


  After we almost kissed and I stole the wallet, his captain arrived and dragged him off to discuss the impending storm on the horizon. Elder had looked at me for the first time with reluctance. 


  My heart skipped with heat. He was as against the idea of leaving me as I was him going. Whatever had made us pay attention to each other back at Alrik’s sprang into full authority, tangling us in budding friendship and desire. 


  He’d stalked toward me and for a second, I’d wanted to kneel at his feet and give him permission to unleash the lust painted all over him. For the first time, I would submit—not because I wanted to, but because he hurt and I didn’t like him hurting—not after everything he’d given me. 


  Once again, I wanted to use sex to repay him because that was all I had of value. But even if I did, even if I locked myself tight and gave him the use of my body, he wouldn’t take it.


  He’d call me a whore and I’d never let him utter such filth again. 


  Stopping in front of me, he’d snatched the wallet from my fingers, removed the one-hundred dollar note and deliberately stuffed it into his pocket.


  I’d failed to steal with secrecy but I didn’t care about the money.


  I had something much more treasured. I had a newfound lightness—a more comfortable existence in this world.


  His hand had soared upward and didn’t stop until it connected with my cheek. 


  We’d frozen at the contact. His palm comforted me in a way touch never had before, and I’d pressed into him for the barest of heartbeats.


  Then he’d gone to deal with whatever nature had in store for us. 


  Alone on the deck with a smeared watercolour of baby blue and black above, I’d returned to my room to combat the sudden loneliness he left me with.


  Now, an hour after my pickpocket lesson, I relaxed on my balcony. Goosebumps from the cold wind replaced the goosebumps caused by playing with Elder. The ocean hovered beneath a thick grey blanket with churning white caps. I didn’t understand how the sun could be banished so quickly in favour of such violence. 


  But I wasn’t worried.


  The Phantom was sturdy, and Elder was a perfectionist. If I had to be at sea in a storm, there was nowhere safer. 


  Ignoring my hair snapping around my ears in the breeze, I stroked the origami boat he’d made. I’d scooped it up when I’d entered my suite, needing to hold something of his. An insatiable need to touch him again after I’d squirmed in his arms only an hour ago consumed me. 


  Another howling gust whipped off the horizon, fluttering the corners of the green money in my hands. The ferocity threatened to tear it from my grip. 


  My fingers tightened as fear of dropping the little boat increased with every bluster. 


  Returning inside, I locked the balcony doors and settled on the couch. Already, the normal swell-lullaby of the yacht had been replaced with a choppy rock and yaw. 


  I settled in to ride it, and was glad of the interruption a few hours later when dinner was served. Along with the maid, two men entered my suite to check the moorings on my table and furniture before nodding respectfully and heading out. 


  I ate pumpkin fettuccine and vanilla panna cotta even though mild seasickness took hold. As rain lashed at my windows, I did my best to keep my thoughts positive and not let the rapidly deteriorating weather worry me.


  I kept staring at the door, hoping Elder would come like he had this morning, but I had no more visitors. 


  By eight p.m., the water world was no longer below us but all around us. Torrential rain hammered, splashes of fresh liquid mingling with salt in a washing machine churn.


  I stayed where I was on the couch, cross-legged and riding the waves, clutching my origami boat in one hand and my bronze genie lamp in the other. 


  My positivity turned pessimistic, and my muscles were already tired from fighting to stay upright. My healing body was not equipped for a rodeo this soon.


  Elder never visited, but he did call around nine p.m. 


  I’d never received a phone call in my suite, and it took me a moment to figure out where the ringing came from. 


  Picking up the receiver, I tensed and melted in equal measure as his heady voice licked into my ear. “Sorry, I never came back. It’s been a rough day navigating. The storm is too wide. There is no way we can sail around it. Tonight will be bad.”


  I opened my mouth to reply, two years of silence deleted by a mere phone call. The memory of what to do when holding such a device begged me to speak.


  But I swallowed it back. 


  Not because of the stupid bet, but because I liked whatever was growing between us, but was still wary enough not to trust it. 


  “I know you won’t reply, so this will just be a one-sided conversation. I won’t be around tonight. I’m staying on the bridge. Don’t go wandering around. Have a shower now if you want before it gets too choppy then get into bed and don’t leave. By Jolfer’s estimate, the worst of the squall will hit in a few hours. If you get sick, there are bags in the bedside table. I’ll come for you in the morning once we’re through.”


  I could barely stand already, let alone have a shower.


  Loneliness settled heavier than before. I never normally wanted company, but tonight…I did. I wanted someone to cling to and murmur that the weather wouldn’t kill us, even if it sounded like it had every intention of dining on our corpses.


  A slight pause once again urged me to fill the silent void. 


  “Goodnight, Pimlico. I had fun today. I—” He stopped. 


  My heart shoved aside the howling storm, focusing intently on the phone. I expected him to hang up. I almost wanted him to hang up. 


  But he sucked in a breath and finished. “I look forward to seeing you again.”


  The dial tone hit hard and harsh in my ear.


  The raging wind gathered pressure. The angry rocking of the yacht did its best to delete the repeating words in my ear.


  I look forward to seeing you again. 


  I look forward not to sex or pain or making me do whatever he deemed acceptable. 


  I look forward to seeing you…


  So simple a pastime but so rare and priceless. 


  Elder could make me rob a thousand banks and commit a million crimes to pay him back for rebuilding me. But he’d made that an impossible task as he kept increasing my value day by day. 


  I was right.


  Elder Prest was the most dangerous man I’d ever known.


  Not because he could kill me whenever he chose, but because he had the power to steal so much more than just my life.


  He could steal my heart.
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  THE STORM GATHERED in shape and snarl the longer I stood on the bridge. 


  “Guess we’ll be able to put the automatic levelling system to good use tonight, huh?” Jolfer grinned. His face held respect for the sea and the slight insanity of a pirate. 


  “Let’s hope it treats us well.” I clutched a handrail as a particularly large crest sent us racing forward. “What ferocity will it climb to?”


  Jolfer shrugged. “Harder than the last one.”


  “That doesn’t ease my mind.” The last storm had torn apart rigging and knocked over the bulk of the furniture not screwed down. The damn spa tub on the deck had been emptied of its chlorinated hot water and replaced with salty brine multiple times over that night. 


  “My recommendation is to climb into a chair and ride it out.”


  Until I’d seen the radar with its hissing black mess and our little red dot bleeping its way into the nucleus, I’d had plans on doing exactly that. Saddling in to ride Mother Nature. I’d pulled myself out of the gutter enough not to want to end my life the way I did when I was younger, but I couldn’t stop the small tendril of excitement to see how bad things would get. 


  I tried to keep my thoughts on my boat and what would soon hit, but they kept trailing to Pimlico. Had she ever been at sea before? Had she ever ridden a storm where the ground became a bronco and the walls creaked and groaned as if desperate to let the sea enter? 


  If she had, this would be terrifying. And if she hadn’t, this would be utterly horrifying.


  I can’t leave her on her own.


  Glancing at the radar, I said, “I’m going to grab something.” Someone. “I’ll be back in ten.” My eyes lingered on the captain’s chair, and the matching bucket seats soldered firmly onto large steel posts. The shoulder and waist straps would keep us from flopping around when the waves struck, but a quick release mechanism meant we could unbuckle and swim if we capsized. 


  Not that I think we’ll capsize…but you never know.


  Yet another reason why I had to get Pim and bring her to safety.


  “I wouldn’t leave if I were you.” Jolfer squinted at the egg-sized droplets obscuring the windows. “Especially to cross the deck.” 


  Admittedly, that was a design flaw. I’d had the boat builders place the bridge towering over the polished deck. They’d insisted there should be some way of internal access from the main floors, but I’d refused an additional lift as I didn’t want to interrupt the space downstairs with yet another ascender. 


  On nice days, even on rainy days, the quick stroll over the exposed wood was a welcome refresher. Today, I would be drenched.


  “I won’t be long.” Pushing off from the control panel where the hand-holds glinted silver amongst the array of glowing buttons and dials, my legs spread for balance as I made my way to the exit. 


  Blessed with not suffering seasickness, even I didn’t like the uncertainty of when the next swell would hit and how big the yacht would roll. 


  Clutching the doorframe, I battled the hissing elements as I wrenched it open and traded dry for wet. Instantly, the low howl of the storm behind thick plated glass took off its gag and screamed. 


  The noise of wind and rain and thunder hammered me as I shot forward, slipping and sliding across the deck. 


  My clothes became saturated—a heavy hindrance, robbing me of coordination. By the time I made it to the glassed-in foyer where the lift was, I panted and gasped, my hip throbbing from sliding sideways and falling over. 


  Not trusting the elevator mechanism in this crazy bucking world, I threw myself down the stairs. Each couple of steps, the boat yawed and yawned, throwing me into a wall then forward then back. 


  My shoulders ached as I stepped onto Pimlico’s level, bruises deep inside from the violence of the squall. 


  Rather than walk and do my best to balance, I jogged down the corridor, moving with the boat, hitting the walls with a grimace. I wouldn’t drag this out any longer than needed. 


  We need to get back to the bridge.


  Reaching Pimlico’s door, I didn’t knock. 


  Barging inside, my eyes fell to the messy bed, the coverlet on the floor, but no Pim. Where the fuck is she? 


  I stumbled toward the bathroom. There was no way she should still be in there with hard tiles and smashable mirrors to hurt her.


  A loud crash sounded over the mayhem of the storm. Cream curtains billowed as the French doors to the balcony snapped and snarled. 


  And there, tied to the guardrail with a dressing gown belt was Pimlico.


  I slammed to a stop. My knees locked against the roll and buck.


  She had her back to me. Her arms spread wide, her head thrown back, and chocolate hair plastered to her naked white body. 


  In the dark, she lit up in a fork of lightning. Her spine still stark, her bruises still colourful enough to cast mottled shadows over her flesh. 


  She didn’t jolt as another fork split the sky like an angry god. She didn’t huddle when thunder answered back with ear-cracking drums. 


  She merely wedged her feet against the railing and lived. 
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  EXHILARATION. 


  Life. 


  Death. 


  Chances. Choices. Catastrophe. 


  The storm got worse. I became steadily petrified; huddled in a ball on my bed, clinging to the mattress as I slid this way and that. I thought it couldn’t get any worse. That each soar into the sky and every plummet down, a wave couldn’t possibly get stronger. 


  I was wrong. 


  The wind churned the seas, but the thunder churned the skies, and when the first bolt of lightning arched against the monstrous wet clouds, I had to make a decision. 


  Scream with terror and think I was going to die or…give in. 


  I couldn’t be afraid anymore. 


  I’d been afraid for far too long.


  I didn’t have the energy to be afraid anymore. 


  I’m done.


  I’d been willing to die at my own hand. I’d been living in hell where my senses had been dulled, my freedom at touching rain and feeling sunshine stolen. All I was allowed to endure was coldness, nakedness, and pain. 


  But not tonight.


  Tonight, the world was alive. The brutality of existing whispered in my ear to let go of everything and breathe with it. To howl with it. To die with it if that was my fate. 


  Climbing from my bed naked, I relished the bite of chill because I chose it not Alrik. I embraced the fearful scatter of my heartbeat because I was the architect of my panic not Alrik. And when I unlooped the belt from the robe Elder made me wear after he forced me to face his cello, a weight somehow unbuckled from my shoulders and fell like a cape around my feet. 


  I was reckless and stupid and moronically brave as I unlocked the French doors and let them snap back as if alive. I fought the wind, head down, arms up against the rain as I braced myself against the sting of droplets and the caress of tropical gales.


  I clung to the balustrade, battling the storm. Unable to hold on against its might, I lashed the terrycloth belt to the balcony, tied it around my hips, and knotted it tight.


  I gave my life, not to a piece of towelling and the smite of nature but to fate. 


  No one—not a person or animal—was in charge of me in that moment. Not even myself. 


  Facing that was my ultimate fear and my biggest freedom. 


  I was alone.


  I was tiny.


  I was no one.


  Live or die, the world wouldn’t know or care.


  Each crack of thunder sent my nipples pebbling and my tummy liquefying with panic. Every deep dark roll of the ocean as it vanished from beneath the boat only to surge upward with more power than any calamity stopped my heart then defibrillated it. 


  If I could survive this—bare as I was born and open in every way I could possibly be, I could survive anything. 


  I had survived everything. 


  And this was me claiming that life back by acknowledging that yes, I was small, yes, I was inconsequential, but I still breathed. The world still nurtured me even while its elements did their best to exterminate me. 


  I was worth living. I was worth surviving. And I would never again let nature or man take that away from me.


  My arms spread into wings, wishing the wind would pluck me from gravity and haul me into its angry embrace. 


  I wanted to fly. 


  Give me your worst!


  “Pim.”


  The storm knew my name. My fake name. My slave name.


  I’m here. I’m yours.


  My head fell back in rapture. 


  “Pim!”


  The wind snapped my name to pieces.


  Take me. Heal me. Use my true name.


  “Pimlico!” Something heavy and cross landed on my rain-soaked shoulder. 


  My eyes wrenched open.


  Elder stood dripping wet, his black eyes wild as the wind. His lips moved, but the gale stole his words.


  I frowned, watching his mouth, but he didn’t try to speak again. He dropped his gaze down my body, lingering on my breasts and stomach as the rain touched every part of me. His eyes heated every droplet until they sizzled against my skin. 


  I’d never had someone look at me that way before. A way full of violence but nurturing. Of want but protection. No teenage boy could’ve looked at me that way and no monster had the capacity to blend such right and wrong and make it undeniably acceptable. 


  Before I could stop myself, my arm fell, my hand groped for his, and I smiled. 


  Our fingers linked tight and unrelenting.


  Hair plastered against my scalp, clinging like kelp to my collarbone, but I didn’t care. Elder swallowed; his face lit up by rouge lightning, his clothing glued to his delectable body. 


  His fingers suddenly squeezed mine as if a decision he hadn’t even asked himself yet was reached. Pulling me forward, he smirked as the rope around my waist prevented me from sliding between him and the railing. 


  Still holding my hand he bent down, wobbling as the waves wreaked havoc with his yacht and yanked off his flip-flops. Once bare-foot, he moved toward me.


  My heart looked through the chasing raindrops in interest not fear. My body primed from the electricity of the storm, ready to accept touch rather than expect pain. 


  He wedged his body against mine, his jeans rough against the back of my thighs, his t-shirt unwanted against my naked shoulders. 


  Clothing. Barriers. Masks. 


  Letting go of my fingers, he clasped the railing on either side of me, wedging me safely between him. 


  His protection gave me mixed emotions. 


  I liked having him there, sharing the power of the storm and being free for the first time in my life, but he’d ruined the rapture I’d felt. His body heat was a trap, warming me when I wanted the rain to chill me because I chose it to, no one else.


  He’d taken away my choice even after forcing me to make so many.


  I did my best to lose myself in the wind again, but it remained tainted. My joy faded as minutes passed. We balanced and tripped, our ears throbbing with howling noise.


  Perhaps I should push back and signal we’d go inside.


  Maybe I’d tempted death long enough by laughing in the storm’s face.


  But then, as if my thoughts trickled into him and he read my discomfort, Elder pulled away, letting the wind lash against me with wet-coldness. 


  I sighed with relief. 


  Looking over my shoulder, I expected him to order me into the suite where it was safe or point that he was leaving and to do whatever I wanted. 


  However, his arms went up and his hands latched around his t-shirt collar. With a black look, he ripped it over his head. 


  A thunder crash sounded at precisely the same time my eyes fell on his dragon tattoo. His ribs exposed, his organs painted so lifelike he was part man, part skeleton, part myth. 


  Never looking away, his hands fell to his belt buckle and undid it. Unbuttoning his shorts and unzipping the fly, he grabbed both the waistband of the beige material and grey boxer-briefs and pulled. 


  He stripped with grace even while fighting gravity, and the moment he was free, he threw away his clothes as if they offended him. 


  What is he doing? 


  The question was void the moment I asked it.


  I understood. 


  He understood. 


  Clothing was not welcome when facing such furious power. We were merely human at the mercy of the weather. Who cared if we died dressed or naked? We had no armament against it—might as well give in to the inevitable.


  I shivered and not from the cold as he moved toward me. His right hand landed on the railing where I gripped it. His thumb grazed my pinkie. His erection hung heavy as he took another step, placing himself behind me, aligning our pieces as if we belonged to the same chessboard with a long lost king and queen. 


  I stopped breathing as his other hand landed by my left. His thumb mimicking his other and pressing my pinkie. He didn’t lean forward or wedge his nakedness against mine. He merely stood there, letting the wind nip my spine and the rain lick my shoulder blades. The only contact was my pinkies and his thumbs, but it was the most contact I’d ever had with anyone. 


  He held me with nothing but his thoughts. He touched me with something better than hands. He cradled me in feeling and no one—not my mother, friends, or Alrik—had ever done such a thing.


  It cracked yet another piece of me, throwing it to the thunder hounds snapping in the wind.


  His head came down, his nose tracing the shell of my ear. He inhaled me. I inhaled the sky. I didn’t know if I smelled of imprisonment and hatred or freedom and love. 


  I was blended now. 


  The storm had taken what I’d been and made me into someone I was meant to become. 


  It hadn’t healed me.


  It had purged me.


  Leaving me baptised by hell itself in its angry clawing abuse. 


  A low groan slipped from his chest to mine. My answering shiver was for him, not the storm. My pattering heartbeat for him, not the rain. 


  I was alive because of him.


  I was becoming more than Pim because of him. 


  A wave surged inside me, breaking over the shore of my mind with the possibility of finally being honest with him, finally giving him my voice, finally admitting my true name.


  Before, there was no way I could weaken myself; now, there was a way because it wasn’t weakness, it was time.


  The softest kiss landed on my cheek, wiped away as quickly as it’d been bestowed.


  But it had happened. 


  I’d felt it.


  Time stood still as a man stood behind me, protecting me not molesting me, and allowed me to spread my wings and fly.
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  I OUGHT TO strap her ass for standing so recklessly in the storm.


  I should give myself a whipping for doing the same thing. 


  Where had common sense gone? Where had the fear of a lightning strike or falling overboard and drowning gone? 


  Who the fuck knows. 


  All I knew was standing naked with Pim while we faced death with no fear had been better than any pot, better than any drug I could take to calm my mind and let me control my tendencies. 


  Being that way…free that way…had given me a glimpse into the sort of person I could become if I trusted myself that I wouldn’t fuck it up like last time. 


  An hour we stayed, riding the sea. An hour where my hands slowly slipped over hers, encapsulating her tiny grip while holding onto the rail beneath. An hour where my cock craved to press against her and my heart hammered at being so damn close. 


  And after an hour, it was as if someone notched up the churn cycle, switching the waves from rodeo to downright berserk. Our feet slipped often, we crashed against the balustrade frequently while I did my best to protect Pim from my weight as we shot forward, bending almost in half as the boat rolled, threatening to kiss the water before springing back and wrenching us into the sky. 


  Danger turned to potential death. We’d tempted fate enough. I untied Pimlico’s safety measure and dropped the belt into the sea. Instantly, the wind snatched it from my hands, a lick of white in the otherwise black sky. 


  Keeping her hand locked in mine, I dragged her back into the relative safety of her suite. She took one door, and I took the other, both struggling and puffing to shut the wild weather outside and throw the lock home. 


  Once the wind was banished but the motion was not, I moved to the bed and grabbed the coverlet. Pimlico stood with spread legs, doing her best to predict where the next swell would take us, but tripped forward when the sea decided she’d guessed wrong. 


  Cocking my chin, I didn’t try to yell over the noise. For a moment, I wondered if I’d read our connection wrong outside. When I’d pressed against her fully clothed, her annoyance and frustration screamed loudly from tense muscles. Yet once I was naked and hovered but didn’t touch, she’d relaxed as much as she could while fighting a rabid storm. We hadn’t been able to talk, touch, or taste—only watch and balance and bow to the ferocity of Mother Nature. 


  But we’d been linked beyond anything else I’d ever felt.


  She’d been in my head. I’d been in hers. 


  A connection breathed between us now that had no words but was so fucking strong.


  Tiredness and muscles ached and throbbed, but we still had a few hours before the storm stopped toying with us. We were soaked past bone and into soul, my teeth locking together from the building shivers. 


  Moving to the sunken couch, I sat and dug into the cushions. As Pimlico deliberated if she wanted to join me or if I’d overstepped too many of her boundaries tonight, I pulled out the seatbelts wedged in there for times exactly like this. 


  Fighting to stay upright for the first hour was fine. Fighting to stay seated and not tossed across the room by the fifth hour was not. 


  Not bothering to dress, I locked the belt around my hips, ignoring that I fluctuated between aroused when I looked at Pim and calm when I looked away. Slowly, she stumbled toward me, grabbing onto bolted down furniture as she made her way across the space.


  By the time she flung herself onto the couch, her chest rose and fell with exhaustion. Giving her a smile, far happier than I should be about entrusting our lives to a tyrannical ocean, I reached across her and slid the buckle into its home. 


  Wrenching the seatbelt tight across her belly, I grabbed the duvet and covered both of us. 


  I never took my eyes off her face, watching her carefully as the material settled around us, giving instant comfort and warmth on our cold drenched bodies. 


  A normal person with no aversion to clothing would snuggle in straight away; perhaps even sigh in relief to be draped in softness.


  Not Pim.


  She tensed. Her jaw worked as she swallowed, wrenching her arms out to press the coverlet down away from her face and neck. She didn’t stop touching the soft cotton, but after a few seconds, she forced herself to relax. 


  I couldn’t figure out why she had such an issue with clothing. Yet another question I desperately wanted to ask. I had pages and pages inside my mind. Sheets and sheets of queries and demands that would all have to wait until she was ready.


  Her two weeks is up. 


  You could force her to talk. 


  My face went slack even as my body continued to tense with wave rocking.


  Hadn’t I been patient and kind? Hadn’t I gone out of my way to build a thin crust of trust so Pim could walk over water without drowning? 


  I’d fulfilled my side of the bargain. 


  It’s time for her to fulfil hers. 
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  BY DAWN, THE storm hiccupped and decided it’d had enough fun for the night. 


  Each rock slowly grew less violent. Each gale slowly lost interest. Elder woke from where we’d fallen into pockets of fitful sleep and unbuckled from the couch. Standing naked, he gave me a rueful smile as he strolled into the bathroom and stole a towel. 


  The boat still skipped and dived, but we’d either adapted to the instability, and our internal gyroscopes handled it better, or he’d taken whatever mystical powers his dragon tattoo had and enlisted its help—unseen wings flapping with power, keeping him airborne even as his feet stayed connected to the Phantom. 


  I hated how his body no longer looked like a weapon or instrument to deliver pain but something I’d like to touch. I didn’t know why I hated the switch of my conclusions. Wasn’t it healthy to finally look upon a man and only see a man—no matter how handsome and unique he was—rather than see a killer?


  Elder didn’t know the jumble of my thoughts or how he distracted me while wrapping the towel around his waist. Raking a hand through storm blown hair, he said, “I’m going back to my quarters. I have work to do—if, of course, the satellites are still intact.” His eyes lingered on mine, then on the bed where snatches of desire smouldered. 


  I tensed.


  If he told me he wanted me, I wouldn’t disobey. He’d earned sex after all he’d done. I might even marginally accept it. I wouldn’t enjoy it, but I wouldn’t loathe it like I had. 


  Only, he tore his gaze away, shut down whatever he’d been thinking, and rubbed his five o’clock shadow. “Rest. It was a long night.” Strolling to the door, he added, “I’ll come for you later.”


  Without giving me time to wave or respond, he left.


  The door closed, and every inch of adrenaline keeping me awake popped into tiredness. The thought of sleeping was the best concept ever, so I obeyed his command, curled up on my side with the seatbelt still trapping me in place, and slept a little more.


  * * * * *


  By midday, the sun took control of the world, burning away the last grey clouds, banishing the rain back to hell. 


  I woke irrevocably changed from who I’d been before the storm and untethered myself from the couch and my past.


  Climbing on stiff joints and bruised bones, I stood on a calm boat and calm soul as if the two were linked with symbolism as well as fact.


  The world was tamed.


  My memories were tamed.


  I’d survived. 


  Inhaling air still rich and damp from the clouds, I showered, dried, and deliberated whether to stay naked for my enjoyment or dress for his. 


  I opted to wear the navy and blue shift so I didn’t upset the staff who would no doubt be on repairs now the storm had passed. 


  By mid-afternoon, I found a perfect spot on the lifeboat canvas and basked in the hot sunshine. It shone stronger and brighter, as if to make up for the messy night before. 


  I hadn’t seen Elder, and I hadn’t sought him out. I was happy to be on my own, slowly learning who I was after all this time—now the dirt had been washed away. 


  By dusk, I retreated to my suite, pulled out the notepad, and opened the door to my heart, ready to converse with imaginary confidant. 


  


  Dear No One,


  Last night, I was in charge.


  Last night, I did what I wanted. I embraced my fear and let it do whatever it wanted to me. It terrified me but freed me. Does that make any sense? 


  When Elder joined me, I feared he’d tear me away. I expected him to drag me back and slam the doors. But he joined me, No One. It was as if he needed to face his demons in those clouds the same as I did. As if standing together with nothing helped scatter our pieces and realign them into a completely different picture.


  I heard him, though. I heard his resolution before he left. 


  He’s run out of patience. Whatever self-control he’s exercised won’t last much longer because he knows what I do. 


  I owe him now. 


  Not just for the safety and time to heal, but for being with me last night. For no demands. For whatever emotion that links us. 


  Am I ready to answer his questions? 


  No.


  Am I ready to talk to anyone but you? 


  Never. 


  Will he force me regardless?


  I think so. 


  He wants my voice just like Alrik. 


  It’s up to me to decide if he deserves it.
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  I NEVER WENT back to her. 


  The storm had upset the automatic ballast, and I worked all day with Jolfer to fix it. Once that was done, I had important emails to reply to—after I’d reset the communication panels. 


  By the time night fell, I’d eaten a distracted dinner of lasagne and headed to my room to shower. 


  I had plans to go to Pim once I’d washed away the salt from the storm, but I wanted to re-centre myself first. I wanted to be sane, so the moment she opened the door I wouldn’t shove her against the wall and devour her. 


  She was playing havoc with my control. 


  Soon, I wouldn’t be able to be in the same room as her without needing to put an end to my frustration. 


  As fresh warm water cascaded over me, my mind tormented me with her mouth on my cock and the blowjob she’d tried to give. My hand gripped my length, begging to work for a release.


  Even though it took every ounce of energy I had left, I pulled my palm away. 


  As much as I wanted to come, I didn’t want to waste the anticipation of whatever would happen when Pim finally did accept me, finally trusted me to do more than kiss her. 


  I groaned as the image of kissing led to touching led to slipping inside her.


  My balls were rock fucking hard.


  She’s driving me insane. 


  I needed to focus on something else—something I was immensely good at—before I lost myself to the obsession that would spring into place the moment I tasted Pim. 


  I’d battled it for too long.


  The second I fucked her, I’d be forced to give in and then she’d see the real me. I snorted as I tilted my head to the spray. All this time, I’d been a gentleman. She thought she knew me. She couldn’t have it more fucking wrong. 


  The closer I let myself get to Pim, the harder it was to fight the urge to reveal who I truly was. 


  Stepping from the shower, I dressed in dark grey sweat-pants that sat low on my hips; I didn’t bother with a shirt. My wraparound balcony opening onto the main deck glittered with stars thanks to the open doors, and the heat from the aftermath of the storm drenched the air with heavy mugginess. 


  Heading to the specially designed closet where foam and braces had been painstakingly crafted to embrace my cello, I undid the straps and pulled it free. 


  If I hadn’t installed such a safe place, I doubted the cello would’ve survived last night’s catastrophe.


  The weight and bulk were no longer cumbersome, but I remembered a time when the instrument had been a foreign stranger. Then my tutor had played that first note, corralled my unskilled fingers to press on the right strings, and boom, the curse in my blood took over.


  I played and played and played. 


  Every spare moment, I sat until my legs went to sleep, hunger made me tremble, and my fingers bled for more music. No one could reach me. No one could stop me. Nothing else mattered. 


  Nothing. 


  As the cello settled like a compliant lover between my legs, my mind slipped backward into the quicksand of memories.


  All my young life, I’d lived with something inside me—something stronger than I was, something that had the power to destroy me as well as save me.


  I thought it would decimate everyone I loved until my mother took it upon herself to nurture it. My father agreed, and they gave me free rein to evolve my talent in music. I became obsessed, possessed, and utterly overpowered with the need to be as brilliant as I could. I’d read music until my eyes fogged. I’d practice and practice until my ears rang from the same notes, every second, of every hour, of every day. 


  Eventually, my tutor spoke to my father. He was afraid of my passion, afraid because I stopped eating, drinking, living. I only existed to master the cello in every way possible. 


  However, my father understood who I was, and instead of scolding me, he encouraged me. 


  I became worse.


  Origami started much the same. One night, I picked up a piece of my brother’s homework left on the kitchen table. His assignment was to make a simple crane for a class project. 


  It took me all night, but I mastered the entire exercise booklet, leaving my origami creations of cranes and boats and butterflies outside my brother’s bedroom, so he woke up in a sea of folded colour. 


  After that, if I wasn’t playing the cello, I was creasing paper into anything I could imagine. I no longer needed guidelines and instructions. I was the instructions.


  But then, I fucked up.


  My childhood disappeared. 


  And my new life obsession was tracking down those who stole from me and steal from them in return. I’d hunt every person who’d ever put a roadblock in my path and kill them.


  And I wouldn’t stop until I was the biggest, baddest, most untouchable one of them all. 


  The entire time my mind ran backward over good and evil, my fingers flew. Music poured. Violence was shared. Love was created. I didn’t play as audiences expected. I didn’t keep calm and close my eyes to visualize the notes better. 


  I let loose. 


  My body became quavers; my arms double clefts. I lost myself to the dark melody as I maimed and wounded it, changing and designing. 


  Sweat glistened over my naked chest; my fingers became damp as I struggled to race through a crescendo that made me rock fucking hard and almost at the verge of burning tears.


  And then a flutter of motion wrenched my head up.


  Pimlico hovered just over the threshold of my room. 


  Her mouth hung wide, her hands balled. She wore the white robe I’d given her when I’d pushed her from my room the last time. White—the colour of where I’d stolen her from. White—the colour of her innocence that’d been ripped away. White—the colour of lies and half-truths and fear. 


  My fingers clanged to a stop. My bow dangled, vibrating with the last note I’d played. I’d lost myself so completely I’d shredded half the horsehair. I did this often. I had an endless supply of strings to replace those I broke. 


  I could never control how deep I’d go, how monstrous I’d play. 


  And now, I’d done something I didn’t want to do.


  I’d terrified Pim. 


  Again.


  “Hey…” My throat was barbwire. Gently placing the cello against the chair, I stood on shaky legs. “I didn’t see you come in.”


  I wouldn’t have seen a torpedo come in when I was in such a space. But Pim didn’t need to know that. 


  “You okay?”


  She couldn’t tear her eyes off the cello even as I stalked toward her. The sum of her past darkened her eyelashes, her eyes bright with ghosts. 


  Ducking in front of her, I murmured, “Music can’t hurt you, silent one.”


  She flinched as I tried to loop our fingers together. Scurrying around me, she bolted for my cello.


  Again?


  Balling my hands, I growled. “You know the rules, Pim. Don’t fucking touch it.”


  Take away my cello and you’ll take away me. “I need something to play. It’s either that or you. Your choice.”


  She skidded to a stop a few feet away as if the instrument would lash out and punch her. As if the strings would come alive and tie her down while the bow violated her. 


  Hadn’t she climbed over her mountain of hate last time she was here? How could music be so abhorrent on such a deep level? 


  I played for you…did it do nothing?


  You want her answers. She’s already telling you. 


  Moving toward her, I held out my hands as she whipped her head to face me. “I think other methods are required to train that unneeded fear from you.” 


  She gnawed on the inside of her cheek. 


  Edging around her, I grabbed the cello and sat back down, holding the large instrument to the side. “Come here.” 


  She blanched, backing away instead.


  “Don’t disobey me. I’ve been more than cordial. I’ve been patient and mostly kind. But if you don’t start doing what the fuck I want, I’ll show you what happens when I get pissed off.” I patted my lap again. “Come. Here.”


  Glowering with temper, she sniffed.


  Then grudgingly, unwillingly, she shuffled forward and stood in front of me; her eyes still glued to the cello in my hand. 


  “At least, that’s a start. We’ll work on your attitude later.” Opening my left arm, I nodded at my crotch. “Sit.”


  Her eyebrows rose; a barely noticeable shake of her head. It pleased me and annoyed me in equal measure. Since taking her a few weeks ago, she’d built a backbone to verbalize her unwillingness after so long in captivity. That was because of me. After the storm last night, I’d seen where I’d gone wrong. 


  She needed events to push her past her comfort zone. She had to be dragged back to normal by any means necessary. 


  I’d given her the time to find herself again. 


  It was my turn to show her who I was. 


  Then we could move forward together.


  Before my desire explodes and I destroy everything.


  Her eyes narrowed as I waited for her to obey. Our silence battled and clashed with muted swords, but finally she huffed and turned to perch on the very tip of my knee.


  That wouldn’t work.


  I needed her close. I needed to feel her heart through my chest so I could monitor her terror levels. 


  “Remember, do what I say, and I won’t hurt you.” Lassoing my arm around her, I gathered her close, hoisting her from my knee to my thigh. She weighed absolutely nothing, and she gasped as her hip pressed against my cock which was still granite from playing. 


  I nuzzled her throat. “I’m hard because I play. But now that you’re on my lap, I’m thinking of stroking something entirely different to my cello.”


  Fuck, just hinting at stroking something of hers made every drop of blood swell in my trousers.


  She stiffened, froze, then turned lifeless on my lap.


  That wasn’t allowed.


  Resting my bow against my knee, I reached around her nape and gathered her hair to one side, pushing it over her shoulder. She flinched as my fingers grazed her neck. Seemed she still had pressure points hotwired to whatever that cunt had done to her. 


  Ignoring her tension, I soothed, “I’m not going to touch you. How many times do I need to tell you that?”


  Her spine locked even harder, forcing me to admit my contradiction.


  “I know I’m holding you close, but you have my word, I won’t touch you anywhere else than where I currently am.”


  Her nostrils flared, doing her best to suck in a breath.


  “Soon you will tell me in explicit detail what scares you so much about melodies—you’ll tell me if I’m right about it playing while you were hurt—but for now, we’re going to make you the creator, not just the listener.”


  Her breathing quickened as my bicep bunched to drag the cello between my legs. I wasn’t comfortable with her on top of me, and the angle was wrong to play smoothly, but somehow, I knew Pimlico needed to do this if she had any hope of reclaiming yet another part of her. 


  Holding the tattered bow, I murmured, “Give me your hand.” I opened my left palm in invitation, waiting like I would with a scared bird to take a crumb from me. 


  Sucking in a deep inhale, Pim obeyed as slowly as if the world had stopped moving and one day had stretched to three.


  I didn’t rush her. I forced myself to be patient. Whatever progress we’d made together from the storm and pickpocketing session had been dulled thanks to my cello. 


  But when her touch finally connected against mine, she shuddered.


  I shuddered.


  Fuck, it was like her positive met my negative and created a current, flowing unhindered between us. 


  Her hand in mine was almost too much. My body clenched to claim more. It took every ounce of willpower to grit my teeth and keep my touch gentle. 


  Once I’d gathered tattered self-discipline, I fought the urge to inhale her. “Good. Let me control you.” I guided her hand to the fingerboard. 


  She struggled a little as I wrapped her palm tight on the veneer and her fingers pressed against the strings. 


  “Feel it? It’s not alive. It’s nothing but a lacquered shell and string.”


  She shifted on my knee, bumping against my cock. 


  I locked down my muscles as the anticipation of having her so close while playing almost tipped me over. “It’s not alive until you do this.” I reached further around her, guiding her fingers to the right chord. Once she was in position, I softly dragged the half-ruined bow over the strings. 


  Sound leapt, echoing in the age-old cello—pouring rich and raw around us.


  Goosebumps leapt over my skin. 


  I hadn’t had goosebumps from playing in years. 


  Pim jolted. 


  Wrenching her hand from mine, she clenched it with the other as if the cello had stung her. Perhaps, it had. Memories stung. Recollections whipped. She had to get past her mind to enjoy such simple pleasures.


  Not saying a word, I grabbed her hand and replaced it once again on the fingerboard. She went stiff but didn’t try to pull away. She leaned tight against my chest, as if to get as far from the cello as possible. I fought my instinct to kiss her throat and played a B.


  My eyes snapped closed as the robust, meaty note quavered. There was no better sound than this. No better magic than this. 


  She wriggled, but I didn’t let go this time. “Stop it. Whatever hold these notes had…let it go. Be that girl in the storm. Remember who you are and who you want to be.” I played an A then a D and a G sharp, introducing her ears to a range of highs and lows, savoury and sour notes, sweet and salty. And once we’d done a chord chart, I gathered her closer. “Let me guide you. Don’t fight it.”


  And then, I began to play. 


  Some notes slipped as our fingers entwined together. Some ended short with my ruined bow. But for the next four minutes and fifty-three seconds, Pim allowed me to drench her in pain-swimming music. She let me drag her back to the depths to pick up the pieces that’d sank so far inside her she would never have had enough oxygen to dive down and salvage them on her own.


  The barriers between us melted away and just like in the storm, I felt her inside me. I heard her plight. I saw her history. And I understood her on a level I hadn’t let anyone enter for decades. 


  Her spine remained locked against my chest, never softening or submitting, but her fingers warmed beneath mine, accepting not cursing the song we created. 


  Sexual intensity peaked mid-way when the tune soared high then swooped epically low—a rich combination speaking of abuse and melancholy. The hair on the back of my arms stood up and I couldn’t stop my face turning into Pim and my lips caressing her throat. 


  She winced but her neck arched for me to nuzzle then dropped to prevent an open-mouthed kiss. 


  We lived in a state of lustful flux where sex plaited itself around us, pulling tighter and tighter, harder and harder to ignore. 


  Her weight on my leg and hip against my cock drained my energy faster than any sprint or swim. 


  I was breathless. 


  I was witless. 


  I was utterly spent and ripped apart. 


  The song was an eternity.


  The song was a second. 


  And when the last note faded, I let her hand go and dropped my arm from around her. I needed her gone because if she didn’t, I’d fuck her.


  Leave. 


  Get away from me.


  She remained frozen on my lap. Her feet planted on the ground, taking her weight even though I would gladly support her—just not when I was seconds away from becoming a savage.


  Tears decorated her eyelashes like spider webs, hanging so fine—threading a silver-webbed trap over her cheeks.


  How long had she been crying? 


  My desire switched to rage. Every urge wanted to wipe away those damning tears and find a way to plug her mind from memories, but I let her stay in her thoughts. I didn’t force her to return. I gave her the time we both needed to find sanity.


  Slowly, her body relaxed from its music-induced statue; she stood from my lap. 


  I let her go.


  I no longer want her to leave.


  I never looked away as she paced toward the bed and sat on the mattress with her head in her hands. The cello felt heavy in my arms as I shifted it to the floor, making sure it was safe before going to her. 


  Now was the time. 


  This was what I’d been waiting for.


  She was vulnerable, shaken, but not broken. She’d never been broken, but now, she had more glue along the hairline fractures and more courage than tears. 


  “Talk to me.”


  Her eyes met mine, drying from whatever she’d suffered while we played. 


  She sat taller. 


  Towering over her, I commanded, “I’ve been patient long enough, silent mouse. I’ve given you things I’ve never given anyone. It’s time to return the favour.”


  She squeaked silently as I reached for her throat.


  I was aware of her fear of having her neck touched, but I didn’t let her globe-wide eyes or flinch stop me. She had to learn I would touch her wherever I damn well pleased. She had to trust I wouldn't hurt her like he had.


  Clasping my fingers around her throat, I murmured, “Your tongue is healed; you have a working voice box, so sound can come out of your mouth. I know it. I won’t beat you. I won’t force you. I won’t even touch you. But you will talk to me.”


  Letting her go, I spread my fingers. “See? I’m going to put them behind my back. I give you my word. I won’t touch you.” I smirked. “For the next ten minutes, at least. If you behave and do what I say, I’ll keep my hands to myself for a little longer. Do exactly what I say, and I don’t touch you at all.”


  My jaw lowered. “Don’t do what I say, and I’ll have to break my promise. Do you understand?”


  Her eyes shot darts while her neck contracted as she swallowed. 


  “Good.” Bracing myself, I pushed my legs farther apart and locked my hands behind my back. “Now you know the rules. Let’s begin.”
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  WHY MUST HE continue calling me mouse?


  That wasn’t his to use. Every time he said it in his carnally cruel voice, it sent me careening back to a teenager who wasn’t worse than any other teenager but was woefully naïve. 


  I didn’t want to be naïve anymore.


  I wasn’t naïve when it came to the world of men.


  I knew what Elder wanted. I’d felt it the entire time he made me conjure awful sounds from that beast he loved so much. His erection had scalded my hip as if it had a furnace cranked to a thousand degrees. 


  But if he was going to have sex with you…he wouldn’t have promised not to touch you.


  The logic didn’t soothe me; it only made me more confused. 


  “Tell me your real name.”


  Did he honestly think I’d just blurt it out? That two years of silence would be forgotten because he played me one song and stood with me in a storm? 


  The residue terror from him touching my neck, from kissing my neck, overflowed. I’d done my best to keep it in check but if he was about to force me to speak…I wouldn’t let him win the battle. 


  It was my decision if he deserved my voice. 


  He doesn’t—not after that awful cello.


  I stood up, chin cocked. 


  His face darkened. “Answer me.”


  I crossed my arms. No.


  “Pim.”


  Don’t Pim me. 


  The power and freedom from spending the night wrapped in thunder gave me reckless courage. The music he’d forced into my ears kept echoing on repeat, making me twitchy and wild. Two extremes, slinging together to meet in a mess of frustration, fear, and fury. 


  So much fury.


  I was done playing his games. 


  I was done playing anyone’s games.


  I’ll make the rules from now on, you hear me?


  I’d come here looking for the man who played with me on the deck. I’d invited myself into his quarters, hoping he’d kiss me again. I didn’t come to be pushed and pushed, and I definitely didn’t come to talk. 


  I came for fun.


  And you just made me cry. 


  Elder stood between me and the door. I wanted out. I wanted to run and write to No One. I wanted to toss away his bronze genie lamp because he’d lied about granting me wishes.


  If he had the power to do that, he would’ve taken away my repulsion of touch and kisses and sex, and I could stand before him with heat rather than ice. I could feel his cock against my hip and melt rather than freeze.


  After three weeks of living with him, I thought I’d be better. He’d promised me he’d find a cure. 


  You’re a liar.


  Standing, I stepped forward.


  I’m over this!


  His eyes tightened, but he didn’t speak as I took another step and another. My crossed arms wrapped tighter, as if they could shield me from whatever might come next. 


  I kept encroaching on his space—not caring I went closer to him—my goal was to push past and fly out the door before he could break his promise of not touching me (for the second time tonight) and force me to talk. 


  “What are you doing?” he whispered, his face cast in shadows. His eyebrows were angry black slashes, his hair tangled from playing such soul-crushing music. 


  I’m leaving. 


  A few more steps and our chests would touch. A few more steps and I’d be able to shove him away and bolt out the door. 


  My gaze kept darting between him, the exit, and that damn awful cello. I didn’t care that the first time he’d forced me to stay it hadn’t been as bad as I thought. This time—actually feeling the notes quiver and swell beneath my fingers—all I’d felt were Alrik’s whips.


  Sickness sat in my stomach like a cannonball. 


  Two more steps and our bodies aligned. I craned my head to stare.


  Just let me go. 


  Elder stood his ground. “Sit down, Pim. We’re not done.”


  Yes, we are.


  I didn’t second-guess my need to strike him, to hurt him. Even as my hands flew up on their own accord and shoved him backward to give me space, I wasn’t fully in control.


  Get out of my way!


  He stumbled but quickly righted himself. The air crackled with brutality. 


  “You seriously want to do this?” His voice wavered with violence.


  Do what? Let me go? 


  Yes, let me go!


  For all his perceptive patience and cruel understanding, he didn’t have a clue what I felt. Did he think he’d fixed me? That his cello was some magical pill and now I was normal? 


  It doesn’t work that way!


  I don’t want to talk to you!


  Nothing about the sudden switch from pickpocket flirting to destroying me with music made me want to open up and have a heart to heart.


  He doesn’t need a heart to heart. 


  He read your secrets, remember? 


  More anger poured through me like hot wax. 


  All I wanted was to leave and get away from the lingering tingle in my blood from his heat and the sparking fear from his notes.


  I advanced on him; my hands outstretched and ready for war.


  He braced his legs, his jaw lowered. “Push me again and see what happens, Pim.” 


  The warning should’ve been enough to make me sit back on the bed and behave. To open my mouth and utter a single word. But he’d let me get away with other misdemeanours. What was to say he wouldn’t let me get away with this one? 


  I wasn’t pretending. I needed to go. Right now.


  And you’re in my way.


  Baring my teeth, I shoved him, putting all my power into the force behind my pummel.


  He staggered back, his eyes widening only to go black as death as I darted toward the door. 


  Freedom.


  He was no longer a roadblock. I’d done that. I’d turned the key. Now, all I had to do was cross the threshold and return to my room, and this could all be forgotten. 


  I took three steps before his hand lashed out, wrapping around my wrist. “I warned you, Pimlico. I fucking warned you not to push me.”


  He whirled me around, slamming me against his chest. “You pushed and pushed, and I can’t fucking take it anymore.”


  His lips came down on mine, tearing my mouth open and kissing me deep. My tummy tangled in horror and heat as I squirmed in his embrace.


  This kiss was different. 


  This kiss was real. 


  His past kisses had been fakeries. Elder chose this moment—a moment when I was scattered and jittery—to reveal who he was beneath his masked decorum. 


  This kiss was utter violence. 


  Violence, I knew. Danger was what I’d been fed, and violence was what I’d drank for years. My body reacted. Shutting down, it turned stiff and unyielding even as something strange happened. The foreignness that’d been budding from seed to seedling ever since I’d woken in Elder’s domain flourished. 


  The wetness he’d caused in the streets of Morocco returned without permission.


  I hated that two women lived inside me. Two personalities, two hopes and dreams and wishes. 


  The male tongue in her mouth appalled Pimlico. She wanted to bite it, run from it. She hurt with every lick and would forever remain just a little bit broken. She would never enjoy sex because her induction and life had been too traumatic to untangle.


  But then there was Tasmin.


  A girl who’d enjoyed late-night touches from incompetent boyfriends and was still a virgin to pleasure. A girl who was steadily learning to take back control. A girl who flickered into authority and felt Elder’s kiss rather than endured it. 


  My body stiffened then softened. Fought then floundered.


  And Elder didn’t stop kissing me. His tongue didn’t stop dancing with mine, and I didn’t know if I licked him back in war or welcome.


  His touch hurt but in two ways now instead of one. I was familiar with the bite of fear and unwillingness, but I was new to the heat and fire of his dominance. 


  His hand wrapped around my nape, kissing me harder. 


  Part of me wanted to run from his touch, the other wanted to have him collar me so I could feel safe in his control.


  My lips bruised. My mind became a washed-up origami sail-boat. 


  “Fuck, Pim. I’m—I can’t stop.”


  Sweeping me off my feet, he sank to his knees with me in his embrace. His mouth never stopped claiming mine, biting and nipping, forcing me to accept whatever passion he’d held back. 


  And he’d held back a lot. 


  I gasped as his hand tore at my robe, yanking it open to reveal my breast. The cool air licked around my nipple. It hardened. 


  Pim screamed.


  Tasmin moaned.


  The bondage in my mind reached snapping point.


  His hand clamped on the sensitive flesh. Nightmares and flashbacks threatened to take me under. The terror that this was the moment Elder turned into Alrik begged me to cut loose and sink inside myself until it was over.


  But Tasmin clung to sensations; she threw back her head and said yes to living.


  That strange, unwelcome molten desire licked from his touch into my core, keeping me locked in his embrace. For the first time in my life, I felt a siphon of pleasure beneath the rage of being hurt. 


  Pim lost a smidgen of power; Tasmin snatched it.


  Elder didn’t pay any attention to my internal battle. He didn’t know how much he affected me, how much he drugged and shredded my mind. 


  His thoughts weren’t on me for once. He didn’t watch me, judging how far to take me. He was utterly obsessed with his demons. 


  “Christ, I need you.” His words tipped into my mouth, pushed down my throat with his tongue. Sitting up on his knees, he ripped the terrycloth belt undone and spread the robe wide. The soft cotton had no power against whatever madness lived in his blood. 


  The moment he’d spread my gown into a cape, he positioned me over his thighs and fumbled with his belt. 


  His knuckles grazed my inner thighs, nudging my sex.


  Pimlico burst into tears, hiding her face, begging this to be over.


  Tasmin stiffened, giving into the fear from Pim and pausing for a second too long. 


  Horror replaced my fascination over how well Elder played my body. I was his cello now. My spine was his bow and my breasts his strings. He created love but violence at the same time.


  The back of his hand caught my sex again.


  I stiffened even as something inside me melted rather than screamed. I didn’t know what he was doing, how far he would go, but everything I’d been trained to expect in sex, every nuance my body had learned to shut out, was achingly sensitive and kept me on a knife-edge of sensation. 


  A growl rumbled in his chest as his touch turned swift and angry. Blistering heat branded me from his fingers. 


  My tummy twisted as his belt jingled, falling away. The sound of his zipper screeched through my ears and like always, my body clamped down against what was about to happen.


  Now, Pim and Tasmin were back into one person. There was no more split. Neither wanted this—not like this, not so soon or so quick.


  But Elder didn’t notice my quaking legs or feel my writhing arms. He was too far gone in lust to notice. 


  No. Stop…


  His hand delved between my thighs, two fingers finding my core and pressing into me. 


  He grunted beneath his breath, and despite Pim’s dryness and unresponsiveness, Tasmin had condemned us both with the slick invitation of wetness. 


  “Fuck, I never thought I’d get inside you like this.” Elder curled his fingers, sinking deep. 


  I stopped breathing as his touch withdrew then swirled around my clit, forcing my mind to stay anchored when all I wanted to do was flee. 


  The longer he touched me, the more my body decided to ignore everything it knew and give in to him. It was too hard to fight. Too exhausting to care.


  My mind was a sprinting circus. My blood jumping flees. My limbs prancing white horses. Something heavy curled in my belly, whispering through my veins stealthy and swift. 


  It didn’t matter that I refused this. It didn’t matter I wasn’t mentally prepared. My body blossomed beneath his touch. It relished his soft ministration, not agonising punishment. It liquefied for erotic bliss while I rocked in the corner in tears. 


  He groaned as he touched me again, his fingers sliding in and filling me.


  I shuddered despite myself. 


  My mouth opened in a silent scream.


  His lips trailed fire from my mouth to my ear, hoisting me higher in his embrace as his legs bunched beneath mine. “Shit, Pim.”


  He hadn’t put me on the carpet once. Hadn’t stopped cradling me once. His hands took control, but there was still a semblance of caring in the way he touched me. 


  I tried to focus on that, rather than where his fingers were. I tried to remember the laughter when I stole his wallet and not the heavy breath growing thick with desire in my ear.


  “Let go…goddammit, let go.” His fingers thrust up. “Enjoy me as I’m enjoying you.”


  My back bowed, and something I’d kept locked deep inside since stepping onto the auctioneer block in QMB floated to the surface. The longer Elder’s hands stroked me, the closer his cock came to claiming me, the less flimsy the lock became. 


  Cracks and fissures ripped like an earthquake.


  I hated how unstable he made me.


  How I didn’t know what was up and down and around. I clung to him even as I tried to run. And when his fingers slid from my body, and he clutched my frame to hoist me higher over his thighs, I lost it.


  I stopped thinking.


  I turned catatonic with numbness while at the same time became a firework about to ignite. Two massive extremes. One massive event. 


  “I need you so fucking much.” His legs worked as he positioned me over his cock. His trousers were open and nothing else. Clothing hindered both of us—a prison for our bodies while I was imprisoned by fear in my mind. 


  Fisting himself, he angled upright and slowly lowered me down. 


  I couldn’t fight. 


  I couldn’t speak.


  I couldn’t breathe.


  All I could do was fall forward into his embrace as my body—so well trained from years of abuse—welcomed his thick length effortlessly. There was no obstruction. No denial. The wetness only made his entry smooth rather than agonising. 


  My teeth clamped on his shoulder, biting as hard as I could as the tip of him nudged the tip of me and whatever lock I’d kept fastened exploded. 


  With a feral growl, he smashed me into pieces, tore down my defensives, and left Pimlico gaping and bleeding while Tasmin stood over her in newfound power.


  The battlefield of my mind quieted as Elder thrust into me victoriously. 


  He grunted with primal satisfaction then thrust again, filling me so, so deep. “Christ, Pim.”


  I’d never been so stretched; never been so utterly devoured. 


  And then the tears began. 


  Deep, endless black tears. 


  Tears turned to sobs, sobs turned to body shakes, and finally, I got through to Elder in his sex haze.


  He instantly stiffened, holding me away from him to look at my face. His cock twitched inside me as disgusted hatred coated his features. “Ah, fuck.” Crushing me to him in a hug, he kissed the top of my head as if I was a little girl who’d had a nightmare. “Christ, what have I done?”


  The contradiction of such comfort was negated every time his body jerked inside mine. 


  “Shit, Pim, I’m sorry. I…I—shit.” 


  Gritting his teeth, he pulled me away from him, his legs gathering to push me off. 


  I couldn’t bear to be tossed away after he’d stolen everything. I needed something to clutch while I became completely undone. Throwing myself forward, I gulped and suffocated in tears, drowning in every emotion I’d stopped myself from feeling for so long.


  I needed his arms; otherwise, I’d die. I needed him to hold me now he’d decimated the podium I’d stood on and left me in rubble. 


  I had no one else.


  Not even myself.


  His arms lashed tight. His lips landed on my scalp again, and he rocked me like an infant. He didn’t try to pull out, and the thickness of him coupled with the heaviness of his heartbeat surrounded me until my tears became waterfalls of grief.


  I never thought sex would be my undoing. 


  Sex had been my nemesis for so long, but I’d blocked it out.


  I couldn’t block him out. 


  I couldn’t stop the knowledge that while he’d taken me against my will, my body had invited it. 


  Time lost all meaning as he rocked and murmured and gave me a place to come undone all while he hugged me both inside and out. 


  My hips hurt spread over his. My pussy clenched against his invasion. My eyes blurred the world even as he remained hard and completely impaled inside me. 


  I ceased to be Alrik’s.


  And became Elder’s instead.
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  WHAT THE FUCK was I thinking? 


  How had I let myself snap so totally? I hadn’t given in to my irresponsible compulsiveness for years, and now, I’d done the worst thing I could ever do. 


  Pim clung to me, bawling as if I could save her from the awful thing I’d just done. I hated that she still permitted me to be her saviour while I was no better than the men I’d stolen her from.


  “It’s okay.” I stroked her hair, gritting my teeth every time her body shuddered and the delicious fucking way it felt around my cock. “I’m sorry. Fuck, I’m so sorry.” 


  I couldn’t do this anymore. My self-control was at its frayed and bitter end. I’d have to sell her or just take her back and give her freedom. 


  I can’t do this.


  So what she knew who I was and had enough evidence to have police come knocking on my door? I had to do the right thing for once, and the right thing was letting her go. 


  “Pim…it’s okay.”


  The knowledge I’d grant her freedom calmed me a little. If I could piece her back together now, she would never have to see me again after tonight. 


  Taking a steady breath, I whispered, “Sit up, so I can eh…” What? Pull out. Remove myself from you. Stop raping you. 


  I cringed against such a word. 


  Pim hugged me tighter, her shoulders bunched as if she would be swept away if I let her go. Her teeth marks on my shoulder smarted, a faint tickle of liquid hinting she’d drawn blood.


  Shit, if it meant she could reverse some of the damage I’d caused by delivering it on my skin, I’d gladly take it. 


  No wonder my family left me.


  They were right.


  Look at me.


  I truly am a monster.


  Holding her was the hardest fucking thing I’d done. I wanted to disengage and give her some space. But if holding her until I died was what it took to redeem myself, then so be it.


  I didn’t try to rush her. 


  While she cried, I did my best to deflate my cock but nothing worked. Her strength was what attracted me to her in the first place. Her tears were what made me snap now.


  This felt like an end. I’d ruined it. I’d proven to her that my promises meant shit and she was right to look at me with accusation and suspicion. Right to believe I would one day hurt her because what the fuck was I doing now?


  I was inside her against her will. I’d taken something she wasn’t prepared to give. I’d lost control. Again. 


  Time ticked onward, but I never stopped stroking or cradling. 


  The gift she gave by allowing me to touch her after I’d forced myself onto her crippled me. 


  Slowly, Pim pulled away. 


  I expected her to stand and physically remove every part of me from her. However, her hands landed on either side of my face, her blue gaze searching mine as if hearing my grief and regret.


  Her fingers were so soft they tickled as she traced my jaw. Tears fell from her eyes, an awful void inside her. 


  My gut spasmed. “What is it? What can I do? Name it. I’ll do whatever you need.”


  Her touch turned fierce, holding me firm. Her mouth opened to speak.


  To speak.


  I stopped breathing, my ears throbbing to listen. 


  She swallowed hard, forehead furrowing with concentration. “El—”


  My heart erupted. My cock doubled in size. If I hadn’t just taken her on the floor, I would’ve kissed, and fucking kissed her. 


  She forced past her unused voice and finished. “Elder…”


  My name.


  Her first word was my name. 


  Her voice was everything I wanted and more. Accented, pure, feminine. I needed to come. I had no doubt if she commanded me to come in her perfect, pretty voice, I would.


  I inhaled to reply, but she pressed two fingers over my lips and shook her head. She coughed, her eyes tightening against pain.


  I obeyed and remained silent. 


  She sat a little taller. Her pussy gloved my cock with furious heat, and I did my best to push such bliss away. She had no idea how fucking hard it was to stay still and not thrust when every instinct bellowed to drive deep.


  Brushing away a fresh river of tears, she gasped. “You hurt me—”


  Christ.


  I tore my mouth away from her command to be quiet. “I know, fuck, I know. I’m so sorr—”


  She clamped her hand over my lips. “I know.” She coughed and swallowed, slowly relaxing into the foreignness of speech. “You hurt me, but before that, you saved me.”


  My nostrils flared, and I trembled with the need to rip her hand away and talk.


  She whispered, “You saved me, and for that I’ll be for—forever grateful, but…Elder…” Her eyes latched onto mine, swimming with fresh tears. “Where were you two years ago?”


  Earth collided with Mars and Venus and hurtled into my chest to annihilate my heart. Asteroids followed, ransacking my insides until all that remained was a gaping hole my dragon could never hope to guard. 


  Where were you two years ago?


  I understood straight away. 


  I felt the shredding of my insides, turning into strips of bloody flesh.


  Her sobs broke through her strength. Her body rocked on my cock, making love to me all while she gave me her agony. 


  Her hand fell from my mouth as she curled into my arms again. Her sweet, unused voice repeated into my skin, “Where were you two years ago?” Her fingernails scratched my belly. “Where were you when he killed me?” Her teeth bit my shoulder. “Where were you when he sold me?” Her hand curled into a fist and hit me.


  “Where were you?” She hit again. 


  “Where were you?” She struck harder.


  “Where were you?” She let loose and pummelled me. 


  “Where were you? 


  “Where were you!”


  Where. Were. You?!”


  And all I could do was sit there with my body inside hers, cold and ruined.


  Answerless.


  Powerless.


  Destroyed.
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 Prologue 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Pimlico 
 
      
 
      
 
    HE’D ALMOST DESTROYED me by taking me.  
 
    He’d broken into my body, my mind, my memories, my hardships. He’d infiltrated the part of me I’d kept locked away from Alrik’s torture. He’d knocked on the door where Tasmin hid, ripping open the locks and dragging me back into the living.  
 
    Somehow, by forcing himself inside me, he’d switched awful historical memories with confused present ones. He’d shown me I was stronger than I thought. Shown me how to seek comfort after having none.  
 
    In one act of unbridled brutality, he’d awoken me to a world where I didn’t die if I had sex. I didn’t crumble if a man touched me. I didn’t break if I talked. 
 
    He’d almost destroyed me. 
 
    Almost.  
 
    But he hadn’t. 
 
    And from the ashes, I stood tall.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Elder 
 
      
 
      
 
    WHAT THE FUCK was I thinking?  
 
    How could I let myself do such a thing?  
 
    I was worse than him. Worse than the monster who’d kept her.  
 
    At least his intentions were obvious. Me? I’d lulled her into believing I’d protect and care for her, only to snap at the worst possible time.  
 
    Fuck! 
 
    Dragging a hand through my hair, I cursed the shake in my fingers. I needed to get myself under control before I lost even more self-discipline. I couldn’t afford to let my mind go to the tangled place where I struggled to climb out of.  
 
    My heart raced. My blood gushed. I was wild with fucking regret.  
 
    Tracks showed on the thick carpet where I’d paced all night. Ever since taking Pimlico back to her room, I couldn’t stop.  
 
    My body couldn’t stay still while memories of slipping inside her tormented me—of feeling her incredible heat, then fucking shattering as her sobs began.  
 
    I couldn’t get the sight of her tears or the sound of her first words out of my head. 
 
    My body didn’t know if it wanted to find a release after the worst sexual experience of my life or swear off women altogether.  
 
    Even hours later, I still felt her around me. I still suffered the soft bounce of her in my lap as she cried and punched me and demanded to know where I was two years ago.  
 
    Her tears were my dishonour. Her questions were my punishment.  
 
    I’d taken something that should’ve been healing and full of whatever was growing between us and turned it into yet another rape.  
 
    I hadn’t waited until she was ready, and now, I’d destroyed myself too.  
 
    My cello sat where I’d left it on the floor. I wanted nothing more than to choke it, murder it, and create tortured music. I needed chords and rhythm to make sense of this confounding emotion inside me. I needed the crux I always used to keep myself sane. 
 
    But I stayed clear. 
 
    I couldn’t hurt her more than I already had. 
 
    Music was my salvation but it was Pim’s absolute nightmare. 
 
    Each time I’d played, Pimlico had found me. My songs sent her back to hell while her presence in my life made me join her in the fiery pits.  
 
    I wouldn’t play because I didn’t want her to find me again. She needed to stay away for a while. I couldn’t be around her until I figured out who I was, who I wanted to be, and just how to be a fucking gentleman again.  
 
    Thoughts of getting rid of her taunted me. It would be a relief to remove her from my yacht and leave her in my wake.  
 
    That would be the right and best thing to do.  
 
    Especially now.  
 
    Now that I’d snapped.  
 
    Perhaps, I’d arrange for her freedom. 
 
    Maybe, I’d give her to another.  
 
    Regardless, the best thing for everyone would be to send her away and never see her again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Pimlico 
 
      
 
      
 
    DEAR NO ONE,  
 
    He slept with me.  
 
    He finally showed me what he will do. What he expects. How it will be from now—  
 
      
 
    I flung the pen across the room.  
 
    Stop. 
 
    That’s not true.  
 
    Yes, he’d hurt me. Yes, he’d been inside me. And yes, he’d done what I’d always feared he’d do.  
 
    But he hadn’t been cruel. He hadn’t beaten me or called me names. He hadn’t killed me for sobbing in his arms, screaming at him, or hitting him over and over again.  
 
    He’d held me. Soothed me. Comforted me.  
 
    He’d taken something wrong and somehow turned it…right? No, not right but definitely different from every other sexual experience I’d endured.  
 
    He could steal from me so easily. He could hurt me far too simply. 
 
    Yet he hadn’t.  
 
    He’d cradled me in his arms. He’d kissed away my tears.  
 
    He let me hit him. 
 
    I shook my head at the tenderness he’d shown. He’d touched me against my wishes and entered me without permission, but he’d done so much afterward to make up for his mistake.  
 
    You’re giving him permission to rape you now?  
 
    I climbed from the bed, picked up the pen from the floor, and returned to the mattress all while trying to understand my string-knotted thoughts.  
 
    I wasn’t giving him permission, exactly, but I wouldn’t shoulder him entirely with the blame. I hadn’t been totally innocent. I was no longer a trapped captive—used at the whims of her diabolical master. I was free—or as much as I could be on a yacht with the sea all around me. I lived with a man I found immensely attractive, exotic, and secretive.  
 
    I’d warmed to him. 
 
    I’d kissed him back.  
 
    I’d wanted him on the streets of Morocco.  
 
    Whatever was between us couldn’t be labelled but it had threaded us together, despite our uncommon introduction. 
 
    I’d never had that sort of connection with anyone. I’d never seen undiluted passion in a man’s eyes but trust him not to hurt me with it at the same time. His self-control drove me to do reckless things like daydream what it would be like to be with him with no baggage of my past.  
 
    I’d selfishly only thought about me. About what Elder was doing for my recuperation rather than what it would be like for him sharing his home with a crazy woman who didn’t like clothing, touch, or music.  
 
    My issues weren’t his fault, so why punish him?  
 
    Because you’re not well. You’re healing. 
 
    Yes, I was healing, and that was because of him. He was the reason I was alive with a functioning tongue rather than tongueless and dead. 
 
    I put too much on him—never letting go of my suspicion and fear. 
 
    I wasn’t easy to be around. Hell, I hated being around me most of the time. I hadn’t appreciated how draining it would be to live with a mute all while she struggled to return to her sexuality while abhorring it at the same time.  
 
    I’d given mixed messages. 
 
    To him and to myself.  
 
    Don’t give him excuses.  
 
    I sighed, drawing a love heart on the back of my hand.  
 
    I wasn’t giving him excuses. I was beginning to live like a normal girl again. A girl who wasn’t just wrapped up in herself and her plight. A girl who would shoulder some of what’d happened because she knew people weren’t perfect. I’d locked up so much of my previous life that it took time to open rusty lids and pull out age-covered recollections. With each memory, dust clouds fogged up the attic of my mind, blurring everything for a time before slowly settling and leaving clarity.  
 
    I was finally seeing clear after being in that dusty fog. 
 
    I’d studied psychology textbooks that’d given insights into inconsistencies and screw-ups of the human race. I’d learned from experience that the worst members of society could be manipulated through subtle body language. I’d educated myself on how to pre-empt a person’s mood by their mannerisms.  
 
    It was time I used those skills and analysed myself for a change, rather than remain unwilling to evolve.  
 
    So what if my skin crawled when I wore clothing? It made other people uncomfortable to see me naked.  
 
    So what if music made my heart bleed and my mind burrow into hiding? Elder needed to play to quieten his own demons.  
 
    So what if I was still at his mercy, dependent on his generosity for however long he’d keep me? The time he’d already given had to be appreciated and valued.  
 
    I was done being the victim.  
 
    And I was through living this way. This scared, timid, unhealing way.  
 
    Ever since Elder had let me cry in his arms—giving me a safe harbour for my tears—he’d been the utmost gentleman. Once my panic had receded, he’d slowly disengaged, leaving my body and heart empty of him.  
 
    For so long, I’d hated any form of touching. However, wrapped in my sadness with Elder’s body inside mine, something had changed. His intrusion had added an unwanted but deeper connection to our strange relationship.  
 
    Not once did he move or try to claim his own pleasure. He didn’t thrust or come or even groan in frustration when we disconnected. He’d placed me on his bed as if I’d shatter.  
 
    Pulling up his pants, he’d wrapped me in his sheets then carried me back to my quarters.  
 
    I’d tucked into his arms and let him care for me. I didn’t speak as he’d placed me onto my bed and kissed my forehead with every tenderness I’d been missing.  
 
    Stay. 
 
    I’d wanted him to stay. Despite our first sexual encounter being one-sided and rushed and full of music decaying any pleasure I might’ve found, I hadn’t wanted him to go.  
 
    My first words had been condemning and judgmental. I was afraid he’d leave, and I’d never see him again.  
 
    Stay. 
 
    But he hadn’t.  
 
    He’d given me another sweet, barely-felt kiss, brushed aside my hair, and stared into my eyes as if searching for something—hate, loathing? I didn’t know.  
 
    His jaw had clenched. His black eyes heavy and depthless. And then, he’d gone.  
 
    That was yesterday.  
 
    I hadn’t slept all night and spent most of the morning and afternoon reliving his body inside me—the thickness, the warmness. With him filling me, I’d suffered a complex recipe of fear and power. Fear because of my past. Power because of the way he looked at me.  
 
    He’d let me drown in those emotions until he withdrew, transforming us from one person to two again.  
 
    We’d technically had sex, yet it was nothing like any previous sex I’d had. I hadn’t enjoyed pleasure—just like all the hated times with Alrik.  
 
    But that was a lie.  
 
    There had been pleasure.  
 
    Pleasure in letting go and speaking after so long. 
 
    Pleasure in crying. 
 
    Even pleasure in knowing I hurt him with my never-ending questions.  
 
    Scrambling toward the edge of the bed, I swung my legs to the floor and collected my pen and notepad. Elder had scattered all parts of me, ransacked my heart, and decimated my survival mechanisms. But what was left was so much better.  
 
    Holes, mistrust, and suicide no longer riddled me.  
 
    I was newly born and ready to be who I’d been before I was sold at that awful auction.  
 
    Composing another line to No One, I pressed pen to paper.  
 
      
 
    I’m willing to heal, No One. Will he give me that chance or will he expect to take me again next time we see each other?  
 
      
 
    The flow of ink was so much smoother than a pencil nib. The question darker and stained with permanency. I desperately wanted to know if Elder would remain courteous and give me the time I needed to willingly enter his bed or if he’d finish what he’d started last night.  
 
    Either way, I would survive because I’d finally made that choice to pick living over dying. I’d finally reached the pinnacle where I was ready to say fuck you to my past and hello to my future.  
 
      
 
    I’m going to talk to him, No One. After so much silence, I have so many questions. If I ask, I’m sure he’ll answer.  
 
      
 
    Somehow, a layer of judgment fell over me. As if No One wasn’t so sure—as if my imaginary saviour doubted my newfound conviction that Elder wasn’t just another monster.  
 
    I’d never felt anything but soothing support before. It unsettled me to feel myself at war.  
 
    If I asked Elder what he intended to do with me, I had no doubt he would tell me the truth. Or at least—his version of the truth.  
 
    But he never answered your previous question.  
 
    I paused, biting my bottom lip.  
 
    That was true.  
 
    He’d rocked and let me hit him, but he’d never given me a reply. No matter how many times I’d asked. 
 
    Where were you two years ago?  
 
    My shoulders hunched.  
 
    I should never have asked that. It was a terrible question because it wasn’t his responsibility. How could I dump that guilt on him? It wasn’t like he knew me then. I was nobody to him just like he was nobody to me. I couldn’t blame him for what’d happened because none of this was his fault.  
 
    Where were you two years ago?  
 
    His answer didn’t matter.  
 
    Not anymore. Not now, when I was more human than animal—able to analyse and ponder rather than rely entirely on fight or flight.  
 
    Sighing heavily, I scrawled:  
 
      
 
    His whereabouts two years is irrelevant. I was living my life, and he was living his. I can’t hate him because he didn’t stop Alrik from buying me. The pain I suffered is mine, not his. Just like his tragedies that I couldn’t prevent are his.  
 
      
 
    It was a relief to let go of things I’d bottled inside. I’d been so angry with Elder. I’d held him accountable for things he hadn’t done. I’d hated him for playing his cello. I’d fought him when he encouraged me to talk. I’d refused to dress. I’d punished him until he’d snapped. 
 
    Those weren’t excuses for his behaviour. 
 
    They were just facts.  
 
    And I refused to be so self-absorbed anymore. 
 
    I have to apologise. 
 
    A part of me rolled its eyes.  
 
    You seriously want to apologise to the man who took you without consent?  
 
    Tossing my notepad and pen onto the bed, I gathered the white robe draped over the sheets and shrugged it on. This time, I didn’t let thoughts of claustrophobia take away the warmth of clothing cloaking me. 
 
    From now on, I was normal. And normal girls wore clothing. 
 
    Elder might’ve taken me without consent, but by doing so, he’d shown me a horizon of courage hidden above the fractured ceiling of my mind.  
 
    Apologising to him, dressing in public, and thanking him for his hospitality were the right things to do. Everything else—the lingering glances, the tummy-fluttering kisses, the tear-invoking cello—could be worked through now that I was in a healthier place.  
 
    My note to No One lay discarded on the bed, and I had no desire to finish it. I needed to learn how to survive without a silent pen pal as my crutch.  
 
    Padding to the bathroom, I inspected my reflection.  
 
    For no sleep, I didn’t look too bad. Only slight shadows under my eyes and tangled hair from running hands through it when my thoughts gave me a headache.  
 
    Yesterday, I’d still been Pimlico. 
 
    Tonight, I would try to be more Tasmin.  
 
    Despite what’d happened between us—or perhaps because of it—I was stronger and more alive since I’d woken on the Phantom and in Elder’s realm.  
 
    I turned on the hot water, slipped from the robe, and stepped into the shower. 
 
    As soapy bubbles decorated my skin, I made the choice to stop my past dictating my future. The minute I was clean, I would head to the top deck, seek Elder out, and see where this new beginning would take us.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Elder 
 
      
 
      
 
    “SIR?”  
 
    Selix entered my quarters.  
 
    I’d spent most of the day finishing the sketches for Alrik’s yacht. Just because he was dead didn’t mean I wouldn’t complete his paid-for vessel. I always upheld my end of the business transactions. However, it just meant this new creation would find a different owner.  
 
    I put down my pencil and cricked my neck. “Yes?” 
 
    “She just appeared on deck. I know you didn’t ask for news but thought you’d want to know.” 
 
    I frowned. I wasn’t entirely sure why he thought I’d want to know. As far as he was concerned, today was just another day, and nothing had happened. He didn’t know what I’d done…does he?  
 
    Standing, I narrowed my eyes at my right-hand man and friend. “She can be on deck if she wishes.” We’d sailed leisurely all afternoon. There was no bad weather on the horizon like the storm we’d endured together. Pim could do whatever she damn well wanted while I stayed the hell away. 
 
    “Of course.” Selix clasped his hands in front of him, his long hair untethered and inky over his shoulders. “Just thought I’d update you. Also, I took the liberty of telling the kitchen to serve a light dinner.” 
 
    My temper spiked. “Did I say I was hungry?” 
 
    Selix smirked, knowing he’d overstepped but not giving a shit. “No, but you haven’t eaten. And, according to the maid, she hasn’t eaten either.” 
 
    My hands curled at the thought of Pim distraught and sobbing—too broken to even eat after the fucked-up thing I’d done. “Someone needs to ensure she’s eating. She’s too damn skinny to skip meals.” 
 
    “She refused breakfast and lunch, but now, she’s out of her room. It’s a good opportunity to tell her to eat yourself.” 
 
    “I’m not her keeper.” 
 
    “No, but you’ve taken it upon yourself to be something. Fuck if I know what it is.” His forehead scrunched. “Not that it’s any of my business.” He backed from my office, clutching the door knob. “The chef will have dinner ready soon. Whether or not you decide to eat, I’ll make sure the girl has something.” 
 
    Fingernails dug into my palms as I curled my hands. “You’re a lot of things, Selix, but this is a first for you.” 
 
    “First of what?” 
 
    “Fucking meddling.” 
 
    His lips twitched. “You should know by now I can’t help what I see. We both fought to stay alive. And now, she’s doing the same. Until you kick her off the Phantom, I’ll continue to monitor her to keep both you and her safe.” 
 
    I read between the lines.  
 
    He’d be respectful of Pim as long as she didn’t try to hurt me—even though she had every right to after I’d forced myself on her. He’d made a vow to protect me, just like I had him. Only, he preferred to stay slightly in my shadow rather than become full partner—even though I’d offered him half of everything for his loyalty. 
 
    “This isn’t your fight, Selix.” 
 
    “If you’re in the ring, then yes, it is.”  
 
    “Need I remind you that you once tried to kill me? I think I prefer that side of you.” 
 
    He chuckled, closing the door as he said, “That was before I knew you. Let’s hope the girl gets to know you too, so I don’t have to hurt her.” 
 
    He didn’t give me a chance to reply.  
 
    My veiled insinuations about our war on the streets hung over me. We’d tried to kill each other multiple times until we transformed our mutual dislike into a brotherhood. He was there when the evil from my past found me—like they always did. He was there when I stood over a corpse, dreading the scent of death but glad it was my enemy and not me bleeding out. He was there when I told him about the faction that would never stop hunting me and my goal to exterminate them before they could exterminate me. 
 
    The click of the door switched my thoughts from past to present.  
 
    I shook my head free from life-threatening issues and focused on heart-ripping ones instead. I’d lived with the shadow of my death chasing me for years. Pim was still new to me and I’d already destroyed her. 
 
    Was she okay? Why hadn’t she eaten? Had I ruined her that much? If she’d been suicidal before, had I just made it ten times fucking worse?  
 
    The thought of undoing everything I’d tried to achieve gutted me. My stomach growled as apprehension stole the rest of my depleted energy.  
 
    Selix was right about one thing. I was hungry and needed food before I could fix what I’d fucked up.  
 
    Leaving my sketches, I stalked across the room and collected my cello. I should’ve put it away safely, but I couldn’t touch it all morning because every time I did, all I could think about was Pim crying.  
 
    With almost twenty-four hours separating what’d happened and now, my room wasn’t as intimate with mismatched feelings. I could tolerate putting it away. Lifting the heavy instrument, I plucked the bow off the chair and headed to the special padded box in the wardrobe.  
 
    My fingers itched to play, but I ignored them.  
 
    If I gave in, I’d lose myself to hours of music until midnight replaced early evening. 
 
    Once I’d locked the cello inside its case, I shrugged into a fresh black t-shirt and left my room.  
 
    Pim was on deck. Deck meant neutral territory with multiple staff keeping boundaries in place. I would prefer not to see her, but I had to man the fuck up and apologise. Breaking bread together would give us a reason to meet. And if she hated my guts, then I’d think on my feet and offer an alternative to her staying with me.  
 
    Obsession or no obsession.  
 
    I wouldn’t destroy Pim just to get what I needed.  
 
    I’d survived this long without slipping. 
 
    I’d do whatever it took to continue.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Pimlico 
 
      
 
      
 
    MY HEART SAW him before my eyes did.  
 
    Somehow, the organ responsible for keeping me alive in the worst of tragedies had reprogramed itself to his frequency. I was in better sanctuaries now, yet he still made my skin break out with goosebumps.  
 
    I knew the moment he was close even though I couldn’t see or hear him.  
 
    I knew he saw me by the way my scalp prickled beneath his attention. 
 
    And I knew his sole purpose for being here was because of me, just like my sole purpose of being there was for him.  
 
    We needed to clear the air before I drove myself crazy.  
 
    He’d taken something from me that I wasn’t prepared to give. But in doing so, he’d unlocked something I wasn’t strong enough to tap into. I owed him retribution and thanks.  
 
    I just didn’t know which would come first. 
 
    Soundless feet whispered with hesitation as he inched closer.  
 
    He moved slowly as if afraid I’d bolt if he approached too fast.  
 
    Where would I run? How far could I swim in the vast unending ocean before he scooped me from the salty brine and took yet another piece of me?  
 
    No, running wasn’t an option anymore—even if the sea didn’t prevent such a thing. 
 
    I’ll stay and fight.  
 
    My shoulders tensed with conviction, ready and willing to go to war.  
 
    Step by silent step, his shadow crept across the polished wooden deck until he pulled to a stop beside me at the stern.  
 
    The sun sank below the horizon, turning from golden orb to cut-in-half penny—sliced by the ocean and spilling its warm halo. The twinkle of light on the dark sea danced with watery rays as if showing a treasure map and promising wealth beneath.  
 
    My bones ached with the pressure of his presence. His gaze remained locked on the horizon, his face painted in burnt sienna and bronze.  
 
    My fingers latched tighter around the railing, doing my best to control the heightened awareness pinpricking me until I bled from tiny holes.  
 
    I didn’t know how much time passed—two minutes or twenty—but finally, he murmured while still staring at the sky, “I’m sorry, Pimlico.” 
 
    Instantly, my head hung as if a thousand regrets pulled me down. I didn’t realise how much I needed to hear that. To know he understood something Alrik never did: that there were boundaries and lines and stepping over them was never okay. Elder recognised he’d bulldozed past them but was courteous enough to make amends. 
 
    With three words, he’d shown me everything I needed to prove he wasn’t like the men who had sold and bought me. He wasn’t a beast. He was human. And like all humans, he’d made a mistake.  
 
    And I made a mistake by not talking to him. By not trusting him sooner. By not thanking him for his protection. 
 
    The weight of guilt and remorse in his voice was what affected me the most. Not the apology but the depth of feeling behind it. No man or monster—no matter what they’d done—could ever be evil with that tuning fork of goodness in their tone.  
 
    I swallowed hard as Elder placed his hand over mine on the railing. His fingers hovered tentatively, barely capturing, just offering his body heat and a roof to seek shelter beneath.  
 
    “You asked me where I was two years ago.” He sighed softly. “You don’t talk to me for weeks, and then when you finally do, it’s a question that doesn’t have a right answer.”  
 
    I half turned to face him. My lips parted to tell him he didn’t have to answer—that it was wrong of me to ask such things—but he didn’t stop.  
 
    “Two years ago, I was in Dubai completing a business deal.” 
 
    I jolted. Not because of the location of his work but because as much as I’d known he wasn’t at the QMB when I was up for auction, it still hurt to think he wasn’t there. I didn’t know what would’ve made me feel better. In the audience, hidden behind a nasty paper mache mask? Or halfway across the world, neither aware nor responsible for my wellbeing?  
 
    I looped my thumb over his, our hands joining on the railing.  
 
    I’m sorry.  
 
    The apology echoed loudly in my head, but my mouth remained dry and quiet. Speech wasn’t something of ease anymore—even though I was capable. It wasn’t instinct to part my lips and verbalise. It would take time. Time to remember how to speak without fear. But time was a magical thing, and I finally trusted its power to fix what was wrong. 
 
    Elder suddenly turned me around, pressing my back against the barrier. The sunset was forgotten the moment I stared into his tortured ebony eyes.  
 
    I sucked in a breath at how quickly he’d manhandled me but didn’t try to get free. His body blocked me as his hands locked around the rail at my back.  
 
    His gaze latched onto my mouth. His breathing quickened. “I know I shouldn’t, but I desperately want to kiss you again.” 
 
    I froze as he made eye contact, his lips glistening from his tongue.  
 
    My tummy tangled with vines at the thought of kissing him. Was kissing so soon after what had happened the right thing to do?  
 
    Shouldn’t we talk first? Discuss what’d happened and decide if lust had a place once words had done their job? 
 
    You spent two years silent. Why do you think words can solve anything when you haven’t wanted them up till now?  
 
    My previous habits tried to trample on my new goals. Silence might’ve been my friend, but it might become my enemy now.  
 
    I breathed harder, trying to decide how to shatter the glass ceiling I’d placed upon myself and be normal. To look at Elder as a man and not fear him for being one. To speak with authority while I drowned in confusion.  
 
    Elder didn’t press into me or move away. The black desperation on his face matched the growing black hole inside me, sucking all reason, worry, and doubt away.  
 
    Actions spoke louder than words. The damage between us from his actions needed to be cancelled out by the same motion.  
 
    Words would come later.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I stood on my tiptoes. My hands soared to his shoulders. I licked my lips, deliberately positioning myself for a kiss. To take charge and willingly seek sexual connection instead of running from it.  
 
    He froze, his eyes dancing over my face.  
 
    With nerves turning into fireflies in my belly, I slowly arched to kiss him.  
 
    He didn’t bow to meet me. He stood tall, his chest rising and falling, his scent of incense strong and heady. He gave me the gift of decision all while keeping himself bound and snarling.  
 
    His lips were so close. My healed tongue twinged slightly. I withdrew to test him and myself. To see if he would stand by and let me decide, after all.  
 
    A breathless grunt escaped him as if I’d punched him in the chest not just swayed back a fraction. But he didn’t press or demand. He stayed the perfect statue; a gentleman crushed beneath desire. 
 
    Desire for me.  
 
    Desire I finally recognised was different to the desire Alrik had. Evil didn’t taint Elder’s desire. It was pure and full of emotional connection as well as physical. Emotions we hadn’t permitted but had morphed from nothing regardless.  
 
    I swooped up and pressed my mouth to his.  
 
    His grunt turned into a ragged groan.  
 
    His lips were gentle and soft, unparted and waiting for instruction. Unlike before when he’d given me no choice, this time there was no contact apart from our lips.  
 
    We both understood who was in charge, and by giving me control, it didn’t make him submissive. If anything, it made him more dominant. More powerful for giving me jurisdiction over him. 
 
    Our lips pressed together innocently. But my God, they connected us so deeply.  
 
    I opened slightly, inviting. 
 
    He stiffened. His breath fluttering on my cheek from his rapid exhale.  
 
    I licked him with the tip of my tongue. The tongue he’d healed and killed for.  
 
    The railing shuddered behind me where he clutched it tight, taking his pent-up aggression out on his yacht rather than me.  
 
    The simmering passion hidden just barely beneath his self-control let me share the kiss, direct the kiss. Placing my hand over his heart, I tilted my head and opened to him.  
 
    He understood my permission.  
 
    He took utmost advantage.  
 
    His lips pressed harder, his tongue licking into my mouth.  
 
    Sensuality had nothing on him. Elder was the dictionary definition of sensual from the way his muscles clenched in need, his nostrils flared in want, and his lust wound tightly in constraint.  
 
    He kissed me hard and deep but with respect and affection, too. His taste and spicy flavour sent my head swimming as choppy as the ocean from our propellers.  
 
    A drench of attraction and nerves activated every sense until I sparkled and crackled inside.  
 
    Whatever previous kisses he’d bestowed were no longer relevant. Whatever touch or activity we’d partaken in didn’t matter.  
 
    This kiss was everything.  
 
    It was truth.  
 
    It was honesty.  
 
    It was terrifying.  
 
    He kissed me with nothing barred. He dropped a disguise, letting me taste what he’d never say. 
 
    He was violence as well as tenderness.  
 
    He was obsession as well as rationality.  
 
    “Fuck, Pim.” His hands unlocked from the railing and cupped my cheeks. His fingers long enough to tuck around my nape and hold me firm. The kiss grew deeper, his tongue fighting mine as our teeth clacked with a rabid sort of desire that wasn’t entirely human.  
 
    I didn’t understand how I could have such need for him, when only yesterday, I’d bawled in his arms the moment he’d entered me. How could I go from timid and disgusted by sex to suddenly wet and oh so heavy?  
 
    Everything was heavy—my breasts, between my legs, my mind. I weighed more than the world combined, but in his arms, I trusted he could hold that weight regardless of how I drowned under it.  
 
    I arched my back, rubbing myself against him. Needing friction, needing contact. Going against everything I ever held fundamental.  
 
    I woke him out of whatever trance he was under. 
 
    Ripping his mouth from mine, Elder stepped backward, dragging his hands over his face. “Shit, I didn’t mean to do that.” 
 
    I raised a trembling finger to my bruised and besotted mouth.  
 
    It wasn’t you who started it.   
 
    He frowned a little, his lips tightening. “Wait…I wasn’t the one who started that.” 
 
    I allowed old habits to answer for me. I narrowed my eyes, giving him every reply he needed to hear.  
 
    I kissed you because you gave me the choice. 
 
    He drew up his shoulders, questions etching his gaze. “Why? Why did you kiss me after what I did to you yesterday?” He shook his head as if he couldn’t believe I’d choose to do such a thing. “How can you kiss me after I did the worst thing I could possibly do?” 
 
    I moved from the railing, my hand stretching forward to take his. I shivered as our fingertips connected, slowly evolving into a hand grip as seconds ticked past.  
 
    I swallowed, preparing, testing. “I-I’m the one who’s sorry.” 
 
    He stiffened even as his eyes darkened hearing my voice. Such a rare commodity and one he’d demanded for so long. “What?” The word came out hissing and stinging with venom. “You’re apologising to me? What the fuck, Pim?” 
 
    His fingers tried to untangle from mine, craving distance to either prevent lashing out or showing his disgust for me shouldering some of the blame. “You don’t get to apologise. There’s nothing for you to apologise for. Got it?” 
 
    I didn’t let his hand go, dragging my courage to talk from touching him. Somehow, I was no longer afraid of sharing affection even if it was as simple as linked fingers. “I was wrong to ask—” 
 
    He tore his hand away, jamming it deep into his jeans’ pocket. “No, you weren’t.” He paced in front of me. “You were right to ask. I’d want to know the same damn thing. Shit, I’d like to know where anyone was two years ago. Where were the police? Your family? Friends? Why wasn’t anyone there to fight for you?” 
 
    I flinched, refusing to let old memories creep in even as they hammered on the door garrisoning my mind.  
 
    He stopped pacing, moving toward me to place both hands on my hips.  
 
    I gasped at the weight and heat but didn’t flush with fear. He watched me carefully, trying to assess how far he could push. “You were right to ask, and I wish I had a better answer for you. I wish I could change the past and make it so you were never taken. But, Pim…” His voice lowered with husky sincerity. “If I had been there. If I’d been in the same room as you and seen you stand in front of those bastards with a price tag on your head, I wouldn’t have stood by and watch you be sold. I would’ve fucking won you, do you hear me? Whatever drew us together at Alrik’s would’ve drawn me to you then.” 
 
    Tears swelled, tipped, and ran unbidden down my cheeks. It was so wrong to be romanced at the thought of another man buying me. But that was the difference with Elder. His ownership wasn’t about kicking me to an acceptable level beneath him. His care was all about raising me to be his equal because there I was strong enough to give him what he ultimately wanted.  
 
    I’m beginning to understand you, Elder Prest. 
 
    He wanted my body. But he wanted something else more. And he couldn’t earn that until I was cured.  
 
    His fingers squeezed my hipbones. “I would’ve been the one to buy you. I would’ve spent every goddamn penny for the honour of owning you, if only for a night. And then, I would’ve come to my senses and let you go.” He released my hips, tucking hair behind my ear as it licked my cheek with sea breeze. “I can’t say I wouldn’t have bought you and never touched you. A reaction like the one I have toward you is too powerful to control. But I promise if I had fucked you, you wouldn’t have been hurt. You wouldn’t be broken with memories of abuse. You would’ve been a full participant. And who knows? Maybe we would’ve fallen in love and realised no amount of money could buy happiness. That it was only fate.” 
 
    His eyes softened as his thumb whispered over my cheek. “But we’ll never know if what we feel could’ve been anything more than lust. Because you’re damaged, and I have no right to damage you further. I went against my promises last night. I hurt you. And what I want from you…it’s too much to ask. I can’t do this anymore. I’m going to do the right thing and set you free.” 
 
    Wait…what?  
 
    I froze, staring past his confession, trying to see if he was serious.  
 
    I— 
 
    I didn't know how I felt about that.  
 
    Just like yesterday when he’d taken me, I needed his support to keep me in one piece. He shattered me but held me together in equal measures. My nemesis and saviour.  
 
    He couldn’t give me something so painful and pleasurable and then say he was getting rid of me.  
 
    Anger bubbled. I pushed at his hands, forcing him to let me go. “So now you’ve been inside me you have no more time for me, is that it?” 
 
    His eyes widened. “What? No! Of course not. I want—” 
 
    “You want to get rid of me to remove any evidence of losing control.” 
 
    “That’s not it at all—” 
 
    My throat burned, but I hissed through my pain, “Do what you want. Get rid of me. See if I care.” I fought my sudden trembling. “But know this. I didn’t run or hide from you today. I could’ve barricaded myself in my room for what you did and the way you made me feel. I could’ve jumped overboard to be free of everything. But I didn’t.” 
 
    I swallowed, lubricating my throat, checking in with my tongue to ensure my tirade was doable after years of silence.  
 
    Elder opened his mouth to interrupt, but I growled, “I’m standing here because I’m strong enough to discuss what happened between us. I’m brave enough to kiss you knowing what happened last time.”  
 
    I jabbed a finger in his chest. “You might call me damaged, but how could I do those things if I was still the same girl you carried from that white dungeon? I thought you were willing to help me through this. That whatever reasons you stole me was just the beginning. You knew how screwed up I was, yet you gave me a purpose to fight.” My lips curled. “And now I’m ready to fight, to talk, to argue, to stand up to you, and you don’t want me?” I laughed coldly. “You aren’t the man I thought you were. You’re a coward.” 
 
    He backed away, his face resembling concrete cracking with an earthquake. “You’re right that you don’t know me. That’s why I’m giving you your freedom.” 
 
    “I know enough.” I looked him up and down. “You’re afraid of me.” 
 
    His hands twitched by his sides. “Wrong.” 
 
    “You’re afraid of what you’ll do to me.” 
 
    “Yes, fucking terrified.” 
 
    His admission quietened me for a second.  
 
    He leapt into the silence, tearing it up with his own argument. “You think now I’ve had you—the brief moment I was inside you—I’ve conquered whatever I need and can toss you aside as if you mean nothing?” His teeth bared. “Fuck, Pim. It’s the opposite. Now that I’ve felt you, I need you so goddamn much my joints hurt because of it. My heart hurts. My body hurts. Everything fucking hurts. Being this close to you is torture because all I want to do is bend you over the railing and fuck you.”  
 
    He groaned long and low as explicit images filled his head and mine. “I want to smother you with my body and thrust inside you. I want to do such things to you. Things you aren’t and will never be ready for. It’s because of that that I’m going to let you go. Don’t you dare say I’m scared of you. I’m not.” He sucked in a breath. “I’m scared of myself.” 
 
    Couldn’t he see I knew bad people, and he wasn’t bad? He carried his fair share of sins, but beneath that he was redeemable. “What if I don’t want to go?” 
 
    He breathed hard. “What?” 
 
    The question mimicked mine.  
 
    What am I saying? 
 
    All this time, I’d searched frantically for a way to be free, to return home and do my best to find a normal existence. But that was before Elder showed me I could never be Tasmin again. I could be a newer version of her, but I could never be the teenage girl who believed in fantasies of safety. I would go home…eventually. When I was untangled and repaired.  
 
    But not yet.  
 
    He could sell you to another.  
 
    No, I didn’t believe that. He could never be so callous after everything he’d just said. I’d thought he would trade me to another master a week ago, but that was before I truly started to listen. To see. 
 
    I lowered my voice, but it didn’t stop the desire for him to understand throbbing in every vowel. “You keep saying you’re thinking of my benefit. That letting me go is for my safety from you.” I stepped into his space. “I say it’s for your benefit. You’re the one who has more to lose by keeping me.” 
 
    “Damn fucking right I do. I could lose myself.” 
 
    “Lose yourself in me?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, in you. My heart in you, my cock in you. Fucking everything.” 
 
    “I won’t let that happen if you keep me.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Fulfil your promise to make me buy myself from you. Make me strong by making me worthy.” I didn’t say how much I wanted him to touch me again or that I was open to another kiss and tentative exploration of things I’d been trained to hate. Human contact no longer repulsed me; I was just wary. He’d shown me not all men had brutality on their minds when it came to sex.  
 
    I wanted to know what was on his mind. 
 
    I wanted him to show me. 
 
    Because only then could I be free. Be human. Be a woman and not this terrified prisoner. 
 
    “I won’t do that.” He shook his head. “We’re sailing to port. I’ll do my best to find your mother, and once I do, I’ll take you home. I’ll do what I should’ve done the moment I found you.” 
 
    He sighed heavily, glancing at the grey twilight where once there’d been a spectacular sunset. “Once you’re back with those you trust, we’re saying goodbye, and I’m leaving. For good.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Elder 
 
      
 
      
 
    GODDAMMIT. EVERY TIME I went near her, I ended up doing something I regretted.  
 
    First the kiss and then telling her about my plan to free her?  
 
    I hadn’t even finalised what I would do, yet somehow, I’d itemised everything just because she undermined my self-control.  
 
    I needed the words to shove her away from me. To be my shield against her.  
 
    All this time, she’d avoided me—gone out of her way to prevent touch or talk. But now she chased me. She kissed me. She fought me when I promised to give her what she’d wanted all along. 
 
    Why?  
 
    I paced away, moving toward the bridge. I didn’t care if she followed me; I just needed a few seconds alone to man the fuck up and get myself straight.  
 
    The fact she’d spoken to me in sentence strings and not half halts, or even that she’d kissed me regardless of what I’d done wasn’t what shocked me the most. It was the fact she’d argued against me freeing her.  
 
    Had I been wrong about her desires this entire time? Wasn’t freedom something a prisoner craved? Or had the worst finally happened where she was more comfortable in a master’s cage than she could ever be in wide open spaces with no one to dictate her life?  
 
    I raked both hands through my hair as I reached the middle of the ship and headed toward the barrier protecting the deck from the ocean. Slightly out of breath from my fast stalk, I forced myself to breathe deep and slow, to tame the chaotic urges building inside me.  
 
    The sea glittered with greys and blacks, giving way to the moon.  
 
    Something scuffed behind me. I looked over my shoulder.  
 
    Christ, I couldn’t get away from her. By embracing her voice, she’d grown unbelievably strong. Stronger than I could’ve hoped or expected but now it pissed me off because what she wanted didn’t line up with what I did.  
 
    I’m in fucking charge, not her.  
 
    It didn’t matter I’d taken her against her will or announced I would send her packing now she was healthy. She chased me down, her hands balled with determination, her hair flicking around her in the breeze.  
 
    Her cheeks glowed, lips pursed, and the light in her eyes cast full of intolerant shadows. She swallowed, grimacing a little against whatever pain she felt from using her voice. “Elder—” 
 
    “What do you want, Pim?” I tore my gaze from her to the endless horizon. A horizon that didn’t judge or ridicule. A vista that never changed—no matter if I was good or bad. “Tonight is not a good night for talking.” 
 
    Nor is any night I keep you close and can’t have you.  
 
    My hand snuck into my pocket, tracing the line of the joint I’d hid there. I’d rolled it a few hours ago but had yet to fail enough to smoke it. My thoughts were ragged but not uncontrollable. Not yet at least. But if Pim kept hounding me, I’d struggle, I’d cave, and then we’d both be fucked.  
 
    “I want to—” She coughed. “We need—” 
 
    “Sir?” A female servant with a black ponytail crept up behind Pim. “Sorry to interrupt but dinner is ready.” 
 
    Pim smiled at her before tucking her chin respectfully. She didn’t speak to the maid as if saving her voice for me.  
 
    I couldn’t deny that affected me. That I didn’t love that her answers and questions were all mine.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    “Thank you.” I pushed off the railing and strode past Pim. Despite Selix setting up this sham of a date, I didn’t want to have dinner. I didn’t want to sit and stare and wish and want. I didn’t want to fight with her over doing the right thing. But I couldn’t send her away.  
 
    Not now.  
 
    That would be the height of rudeness—especially after what I’d done.  
 
    I shuddered as the memory of being inside her made me hard. I shouldn’t have any reaction apart from disgust. Definitely not the insane need to do it again.  
 
    Not looking back, I muttered, “Come on, little mouse. If you’re so interested in discussing your future, the least you can do is eat while doing it.” 
 
    She huffed but followed a few steps behind me.  
 
    I didn’t like it. I hated the feeling that she could look at me, trace my back, my legs, my ass. She could think things and blatantly let emotion show on her face because I couldn’t see. Her gaze felt like a whipping.  
 
    Entering the dining room where she’d stripped and almost made me snap, we took our respective chairs and waited in silence as the staff brought out a platter of baby chargrilled octopus, chilly-infused calamari, and Thai green mussels.  
 
    I guessed the chef was on a seafood kick tonight.  
 
    Pim glanced at me.  
 
    I waved at the platter. “Help yourself.” 
 
    She frowned but took a small spoonful of each delicacy before adding a freshly baked roll and curled butter to her plate. The minute she’d finished, I chose my own entrée and took a bite. Of course, it was delicious. Without fail, my chef produced epic food. 
 
    I’d hoped we could get through the first course without talking, but Pim had other ideas.  
 
    She swallowed her mouthful, took a sip of chilled water, and said, “About my future.” 
 
    “What about it?” I buttered my roll, studiously ignoring her. The longer I was in her company, the more I craved the syrupy relaxation offered by the weed sitting in my pocket.  
 
    Some men smoked cigars after dinner. I smoked pot—when I needed to. I had every intention of doing so tonight. Mainly to protect her from me. And to stop me from falling down the slippery slope of my screw-ups.   
 
    “I deserve to have some say in what my future holds, don’t you think?”  
 
    My knife clattered onto the side plate. “Are you saying I’ve been taking away your decisions?” 
 
    Don’t say yes. Even though it was true.  
 
    She fiddled with her cutlery. “I’m saying I’m tired of having no control.” She looked over her shoulder, lowering her voice from the hired help. “Last night…a lot of things happened to me.” 
 
    “Shit.” I slammed my elbow on the table and pinched the bridge of my nose. “I told you I’m sorry for that. I can’t sleep and barely concentrate. But I’m trying to make it right by fucking freeing you.” 
 
    “You’re not making it right,” she seethed. “You’re making it right for you. Not me.” 
 
    I dropped my hand, glowering. “Don’t I have that power? After all, I invited you onto my yacht. I showed you things I haven’t shown anyone. I kept you safe.” Smugness helped smother my vulnerability with cocky half-truths. “If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t be talking. If it wasn’t for me, you’d probably have thrown yourself into the sea by now.” 
 
    She froze, rage painting her features.  
 
    The staff returned, sweeping up the half-touched platter and replacing it with mains of herb-stuffed sword-fish with gnocchi and garlic butter. It smelled divine, but nothing could tear my attention from Pimlico or hers from me.  
 
    We locked in an eye-war, wondering who would break first.  
 
    Picking up her fork, Pim tore her gaze away. The fact that she’d broken the spell didn’t mean she’d lost. She’d managed to scoop out my insides and leave me hollow. Her lips parted as she stroked the fork as if it was a wand and could grant her magic.  
 
    Slowly, she smiled. “I had every intention of arguing with you—to try to discuss what happened like adults. But I don’t need to.” She held up the fork. “This is all the proof I need.” 
 
    My forehead bunched. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean you’re right, Elder. Without you, everything would still terrify me—including every man I came across. Without you, I would probably be dead by my hand or my old master’s, and I would’ve gladly entered a coffin to be free.” She stroked the sharp silver prongs. “You want to free me now when I’m finding freedom in your captivity? Well, that’s your decision, and nothing I say will change that. But you should know…if you send me away to return to a time warp where I no longer belong, return me to people who don’t know what I’ve been through, if I have relapses or nightmares, or have to relearn to survive all over again…then fine.” Her eyes glowed. “I can do that. I will do that. And I’ll do it because of you. Because of you, I’m strong enough to endure whatever comes next.”  
 
    She upended the fork and dug it into the wooden table. “But you should also know that because of you, I can hold this fork without fear of being beaten. I can sit at this table without cowering for a kick. Because of you, I can be human and not a pet because you showed me I’m valuable.”  
 
    Taking another sip of water to ease her unused throat, she smiled. “So thank you, Elder. Thank you for waking me up and smashing me open. Because by doing so, you broke every piece I had left and revealed something so much stronger within. The girl I was. The girl I thought was dead. The girl who will eventually take her life back and won’t need you or anyone to be happy.” 
 
    I sucked in a gasp. Everything about this recovering slave sucker-punched me in the goddamn gut. I’d never seen her look so elegantly refined but with a lethal dazzling edge. Her smile was sharp. Her shoulders straight. And the glitter in her gaze made me want to attack her from across the table, shove the food away, and have her as my main course.  
 
    I didn’t move, doing my best to control myself.  
 
    Don’t do it. 
 
    Don’t do it. 
 
    Don’t do it. 
 
    The law of threes.  
 
    I thought in threes. I operated in threes.  
 
    However, the mantra didn’t help. My desire only grew worse. I shifted in my chair. Her eyes flashed to mine while she licked her lips free of butter.  
 
    Fuck it.  
 
    I couldn’t do this anymore.  
 
    I couldn’t lie to myself or her. 
 
    Launching upright, I grabbed her arm and hauled her to her feet. She gasped as I shoved aside her plate and fisted her hips. With a quick yank, I placed her on the table. The side of her black dress soaked into the gnocchi sauce, but I didn’t give a damn.  
 
    Her hand came up still holding her fork, but I brushed her arm away with a sharp elbow then captured her chin. “You want to stay? Fine, but I’ve run out of patience to treat you kindly. If you stay, you accept that.” 
 
    Her skin whitened, but she tilted her head regally in my hands. “I won’t let you hurt me. I won’t let anyone hurt me ever again.” 
 
    Fuck, the courage in her. It radiated off her like heat waves over the tide. She was luminous.  
 
    “I won’t hurt you. You have my word.” 
 
    She locked eyes with me, distracting me as she wedged the fork against my jugular. The sharp tines dug into my skin. “What’s your word worth?” 
 
    I narrowed my gaze. “My word is worth a fuck load more than anyone else’s. If I say I won’t hurt you, I won’t.” I licked my lips, pressing my neck into the deadly prongs. “Under one condition.” 
 
    The fork at my throat fumbled. “What condition?” 
 
    “You just admitted you are sick of being Pimlico. You want to be who you were.” I wrapped my hand in her hair and tugged to arch her neck. “Who is that?” I bit her collarbone, switching teeth for tongue the moment she stiffened. “What is her name?” 
 
    She squirmed as I opened her legs, settling between them. The table wasn’t high, so I had to duck to kiss her neck, but the sensation of being between her legs unravelled me.  
 
    My hand came up against my control. Landing on her knee, I slid up her thigh to the one place I wanted more than anything.  
 
    The pressure in my jeans was excruciating.  
 
    Instead of pushing me away, the fork lowered, and she bowed in my arms. Her breathing wasn’t steady, and I didn’t know if it was from the fear or arousal that always seemed to hum between us.  
 
    “What’s your name?” I murmured into her skin, nipping her chin, wanting so much to kiss her but knowing if I did, I wouldn’t be able to stop.  
 
    “Pim…tell me.” I sucked her flesh, tasting her. 
 
    “It’s Pim…for now.” Pushing me away, she sucked in a breath. “Keep me. Teach me. Make me strong enough to stay in the light without going blind or burning—eradicate the darkness inside me, and I’ll tell you.” 
 
    The bargain wasn’t fair.  
 
    Not only did I have to keep myself on a leash, continue helping her, try not to touch her, and do my utmost not to hurt her—all just to earn her true name and secrets—but I also had to protect her from myself, those who hunted me, and her awful past. 
 
    It wasn’t a deal I should strike. 
 
    I should throw her overboard because she’d be safer in the depths than with me.  
 
    But I’d never been good at running from challenges.  
 
    I wanted her. Any fucking way I could have her.  
 
    I just had to hope I didn’t break.  
 
    Grabbing her hand, I ripped the fork from it and looped my fingers with hers. Shaking in agreement, I said, “I’ll let you stay…for now. But I don’t just expect your name, silent mouse. I expect everything from you. Every history and memory. Every pastime and secret. Every damn thought and experience. Promise me that, and we have a deal.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, narrowed her eyes, and dressed in courage until she shimmered with resolution.  
 
    She nodded. “Deal.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Pimlico 
 
      
 
    THE SEXUAL TENSION didn’t vanish. 
 
    Even when Elder returned to his seat and we resumed eating. The damp spot on my dress from the butter sauce didn’t bother me in the warm dining room, and each time I brought a piece of fish to my mouth, I relished in how much I’d changed already. How using utensils no longer terrified me. How raising my voice wasn’t a suicide mission but a way to set ground rules and boundaries with the man I found intoxicatingly dangerous.  
 
    We didn’t speak while we finished the main course and settled back to a simple dessert of strawberries and vanilla cream.  
 
    Elder didn’t have a sweet tooth, and after a second cream-covered berry, he pushed the dish away and reached into his pocket. Giving me a look that dared me to say anything, he pulled out a joint and a lighter then lit it without apology.  
 
    My mouth went dry as he inhaled deep, his head tipping to the ceiling as the end of the joint glowed red. He held his breath for a long second then exhaled a lungful of grey smoke, twirling and twining between his lips. 
 
    I knew I shouldn’t like him smoking. That smoking was terrible, and drugs were wrong. But my God, it made my heart hammer with interest. Why did he use? Was he in pain and it was medicinal? Was he a dealer and that was where his money came from? He wanted to know who I was, but in return, I wanted to know him.  
 
    I shifted in my chair as he inhaled again, his fingers slim and strong on either side of the weed cigarette.  
 
    After a few tokes, he glanced at me. Outwardly, he didn’t look any different. His eyes were still calculating and shrewd. His body still tense and ready to fight. But there was something less edgy about him—his mind perhaps? Something I couldn’t see, but I could feel. It had calmed down, muted the fizzing awareness between us, taming the drives that rode him. 
 
    I chewed my question before murmuring, “Why do you smoke?” 
 
    He smirked, holding the joint away from his mouth. “Ah, you’re too late for that question, Pim.” 
 
    I scowled. I knew what he meant. That night at the very beginning of whatever dance we rehearsed. He’d promised all his secrets if I just asked him that one question. At the time, I wasn’t ready mentally, physically, or in any way, but now, I wished I could go back and surprise him by opening my mouth to ask.  
 
    I dipped another strawberry into the vanilla cream. Even though he hadn’t answered me, I gave up a piece of myself in hopes he’d do the same. “A few years before I was taken, I tried it once. I didn’t like it. Made me paranoid.” 
 
    He inhaled deeply, holding his breath again until smoke curled from his nose, slowly siphoning like silver threads to form a halo around his head. “I’ve heard it can do that.” 
 
    “It doesn’t do that to you?” 
 
    “Never. If anything, it’s the opposite.” 
 
    “The opposite?” 
 
    He cocked his head, deliberating. “I’ll answer that question because one of us has to show some element of trust.” He took another drag then leaned forward and stubbed it out on a crystal ashtray in the middle of the table. “It allows me to relax—just like it does for a lot of people. But it plays multiple roles in my life.” 
 
    I kept my lips glued together so as not to ask. My curiosity nibbled at me, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.  
 
    He chuckled quietly, seeing my internal battle. Standing, he ran a hand through his hair. “Marijuana doesn’t make me paranoid, Pim. It makes me open. The suspicion and doubt I have toward others when I’m sober are muted while I’m under the influence. It makes me a nicer person. It keeps other issues at bay. I can…relax.” 
 
    Before I could test out his theory—to see if he truly was softer and kinder and easier to talk to…he gave me a smile and left.  
 
    * * * * * 
 
    The next day, the sun hid its golden warmth behind wispy clouds, occasionally peeking out but most of the time sulking behind grey mist. The ocean was sullen and uninviting, making the Phantom seem like a comforting warm cocoon in the midst of hostile water. 
 
    I didn’t see Elder and settled for relaxing in my room, trying to recreate the origami rose he’d given me. Tearing a piece of paper from my genie notebook, I concentrated on folding creases and doing my best to turn flat into three-dimensional.  
 
    I failed even as time crept onwards and my attempts became sloppy as my fingers grew tired. Morning had switched to evening before a knock sounded on my door.  
 
    My heart skipped, hoping it was Elder, but as I opened the door, dressed appropriately in a lemon sundress, my hopes fell as a male steward smiled. “Mr. Prest wanted me to inform you we will dock in Monte Carlo at eight a.m. tomorrow and wishes you to be ready to disembark with him.” He looked over my shoulder to the jumbled mess of paper and half-concocted roses. “There is an alarm clock in your room. However, if you need help setting it or would rather a wake-up call, please just dial one, and we’ll arrange it.” 
 
    I nodded, slipping back into silence. I smiled to show gratitude, but for some reason, the thought of speaking to strangers still overwhelmed me. I’d become proficient at conversing with Elder first.   
 
    That was enough, for now. 
 
    The steward bid me good night and I closed the door.  
 
    It wasn’t late—dinner hadn’t even arrived yet—but I made sure to set the alarm clock and prepared for an early sleep so I could be ready for whatever Elder wanted to show me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Elder 
 
      
 
      
 
    DAWN.  
 
    I loved this time of day. When no one else was around. The world was new. Mistakes hadn’t happened yet. And my mind was quiet. 
 
    Pulling into Monaco was almost as appealing as smoking a joint to relax. This was my domain. No one stepped on my turf without me knowing, and I had an entire factory full of workers who would stand by me if anything from my past decided to show up unannounced.  
 
    Dressing in light denim jeans and a dark grey t-shirt, I opted for loafers rather than flip-flops because I intended to walk a fair distance around the warehouse and introduce Pim to my way of life.  
 
    Once I’d finished work, I’d take her to lunch. Or maybe spoil her rotten by buying whatever ridiculously expensive garment I could from the main street.  
 
    Then again, perhaps I’d ignore her entirely so she got the message that I wouldn’t put up with her arguments. That my word was law. That the deal we’d struck meant she owed me absolutely everything that she was. 
 
    To agree to those terms and not pay up would wreak the worst kind of havoc on my already strained psyche. She had no choice now.  
 
    Stupid girl traded freedom for an unwinnable deal with me.  
 
    Thinking of her made her materialize. She moved taller with a glint in her eye that hadn’t been there before. She braced her shoulders as if prepared to argue yet again, and undo all the hard work I’d done at getting myself together.  
 
    After dinner, I’d spent most of the night drilling myself with the need to keep myself in check, not raise my voice, and above all, prevent my temper from ruining everything.  
 
    Our eyes met as Pim smiled in greeting.  
 
    I didn’t smile back as I glanced at the clock above the small coat check where wet weather gear and other outdoor equipment were stored for disembarking. “You’re two minutes late.”  
 
    She gathered her dark hair into a twist, placing it over her shoulder. She didn’t reply. My ears twitched to hear her voice, but at the same time, I didn’t expect it. To enjoy conversation with her was still a novelty.  
 
    The side of the yacht was already open; the ramp lowered, waiting patiently for us to leave. The subtle scents of sea and sunshine invited us to explore Monte Carlo.  
 
    Pim glanced past me to the turquoise bay and the bustling toy-size city on the faraway shore. Her face brightened, filling with eagerness at adventure rather than paling with fear.  
 
    I’d given her the choice to join me on land last time. Morocco had been a starting place for many things—including whatever we now felt for each other. This time, she didn’t have a choice because she’d thrown that gift in my goddamn face the moment she demanded I keep her.  
 
    I wanted to shake my head in derisive amusement all while I whispered in her ear that she’d made a terrible mistake. 
 
    You should’ve left when you had the chance, Pim. 
 
    She swayed forward, hypnotised by the view; her weight balanced on delicate toes ready to explore.  
 
    I struggled to remember the broken waif I’d rescued. Struggled to recall her bleeding and bruised and too broken to speak to me. To have her evolve so much in such a short amount of time made me proud for having some measure in her progress and pissed that every day she needed me less and less.  
 
    I hadn’t acknowledged just how much I needed to be needed. To have someone to care for after being so goddamn alone. 
 
    Stop being such a dick and man the fuck up.  
 
    She’s not in danger from you because you’ll control it.  
 
    And you’re not in danger from her because you’ll do what? Motherfucking control it, that’s what. 
 
    “Everything’s all set.” Selix pushed past, heading down the ramp.  
 
    Pim startled, her mind already in Monte Carlo before snapping back into her body. The way she jumped then looked immediately at me as if I’d save her from anything harrowing made me grind my teeth.  
 
    Goddammit, did she have any idea the agony she caused? The way her tenacity made me want to take what I needed while her hesitation made me want to be the fucking hero and guard her? 
 
    “Ready?” Holding out my arm, I waited until she’d looped hers through mine. “Are you comfortable?” I glanced at her too-big-for-her blue dress. Once again, the loose material was somehow sexier on her slim frame than a tight miniskirt. The breeze rippled the material around her shape, revealing she wasn’t wearing underwear beneath.  
 
    My jaw clenched as my mind returned to her on my lap and me inside her.  
 
    Christ, will this desire ever go away? 
 
    I waited for a sneer and a comment about her hating clothes and how she’d prefer to be naked, but her quip never came.  
 
    Come to think of it, the past few days she’d willingly dressed with no coercion from me. Either she’d finally accepted social decorum or something else had changed inside her besides the willingness to talk.  
 
    Things had happened between us and not just because of what’d occurred in my room. The storm had broken us down to basics, allowing new versions to build on whatever remained.  
 
    Who knew weather had such power over emotion? 
 
    “Depends,” she said. “Will it be cold where we’re going?”  
 
    Her question tickled my ears. Quiet and respectful, she had none of the bite from dinner last night. It made me want to shove her against the wall and kiss her and cover her in bubble wrap at the same time. 
 
    Get it fucking together. Enough with the inner monologue. You sound like a fool. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “No. Monaco is hot this time of year, and the places we’re visiting aren’t overly air conditioned. My workers prefer to sweat rather than shiver.”  
 
    “I prefer that, too.” Her lips twitched, looking me up and down. “By the way, you look…nice.” 
 
    The compliment surprised me, but I chewed a smile. “You too.” 
 
    Her cheeks coloured as her gaze skated to the floor. Not having access to her thoughts made me rage. I would never take making eye contact or indulging in a conversation for granted ever again. Pim had taught me the value of such simple things.  
 
    “Shall we go?” Selix waited on the ramp in his usual black suit. His face showed no hint of what he thought about my and Pim’s awkward compliments.  
 
    I nodded curtly. “Yes. Got a meeting first thing.” 
 
    Pim gave me a soft smile as I sidestepped for her to pass in front of me down the gangway. “Ladies first.” 
 
    With a gracious nod, she padded past in flat silver sandals and headed toward Selix. Metal barricades kept her protected from falling into the sea.  
 
    Blinking in the bright sunshine with dapples of turquoise harbour dancing over her skin, she gasped at the congestion of super yachts, priceless schooners, and vessels worth more than small cities.  
 
    Selix quickened his step to jump aboard the small launch then turned to offer his hand to Pim as she navigated the small gap from ramp to speedboat. The sleek craft was named Ghost in a nod to the Phantom. The pretty lines curved with highly polished wood and embellished with brass accents.  
 
    It wasn’t big, but it reeked money.  
 
    As it should.  
 
    I’d designed it to shuttle potential clients out to my factory to convince them to part with millions for a yacht. Another reason why I’d custom built the launch was to ferry myself to Monte Carlo. The Phantom was too big to dock—even though many of the piers were oversize to accommodate visitors like me. However, I didn’t like being penned in with the multitude of other ships. If we had to leave quickly, dropping anchor at the border of the harbour with a small craft to zip back home was ideal.  
 
    Pim placed her palm into Selix’s as the Phantom’s stable weight switched to the wave rock of the smaller speedboat. “Thank you.” 
 
    Selix merely nodded. He didn’t act as if Pim’s gratitude was anything monumental while I still couldn’t get used to her talking. Every sentence she uttered, I stupidly thought it might be her last. The urge to wring as many as I could before she stopped was a never ceasing fight. 
 
    “Sit down.” Selix pointed at the wooden bench with cream cushions. “Please.” 
 
    The moment Pim obeyed, I jumped aboard and sat beside her. She glanced at me with a welcome but wary smile. My fingertips burned to touch her, to remind her she’d traded her freedom to remain mine until she gave me everything.  
 
    I forgot about work, water, and all my worries as I fell into the mayhem she caused. “Ready?” 
 
    Ready to let me in? 
 
    Ready to give me what I want? 
 
    She nodded, her cheeks reddening like a sunrise before giving me a flickering smile and turning to watch Selix as he moved to the helm. Casting off the line securing us to the Phantom, he shifted the idling engine into gear, then added speed until we cut through the tide like a sharp blade, barely leaving any wake.  
 
    Pim leaned forward; her attention locked on the horizon, preparing to enter another world of flashy cars, flashy people, and even flashier bank balances.  
 
    Monaco was a playground for the mega-rich. With tax havens for most and a climate that meant everyday living required Gucci dresses and Yves Saint Laurent shorts, a lot of the global fortune was tied up in bonds, real estate, and encrypted bank accounts in the French Rivera.  
 
    Including mine.  
 
    Selix added more acceleration until Pim’s dark hair fanned out behind her. Gasping, she grabbed the cushion with white-knuckled fingers, throwing herself forward to counteract the greedy gravity pulling her backward.  
 
    I made the mistake of staring at her, and I couldn’t look away.  
 
    I watched as she peered at the welcoming horizon. I soaked in her innocence and joy as we drew closer to sun-dabbled buildings, rainbow umbrellas, and patchwork towels on the beach.  
 
    She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. 
 
    She was the most dangerous thing I’d ever encountered. 
 
    I had to get rid of her before it was too late.  
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 Pim 
 
      
 
      
 
    ELDER HADN’T SAID where he was taking me, and I hadn’t asked.  
 
    Partly because it was still second nature to remain quiet, and partly because I liked not knowing. I enjoyed the surprise mainly because I enjoyed Elder’s company.  
 
    A lot had changed since yesterday.  
 
    For two years, I’d never verbally fought with anyone. I’d shied away from any confrontation because I was the one who lost. Always.  
 
    But Elder had listened to me. His temper had been bright and brittle, but he’d conceded when I’d asked him to keep me a little longer. The reluctance to do so hurt me more than I’d admit, but I also couldn’t shake the happiness that I’d stood up for myself and won.  
 
    I trusted him more now than I ever did when he’d stolen me. My trust was organic rather than forced, and I made the decision to give up clinging to every essential thing—to figure out my own existence, to wade through my awful past, and allow life to unfurl minute by minute and not care where the next hour would lead me.  
 
    It also helped that I trusted him to take me somewhere safe, show me something fun, and keep his word that I would remain by his side until I’d given him everything.  
 
    Pity for him, I didn’t plan to do that.  
 
    There were things about me I never wanted to relive and things I’d totally forgotten. I struggled to recall what it felt like to be Tasmin—to attend university, to have boys cheat off my exams, and be teased by jealous girls. I found it hard to remember how my mother sounded when telling me off or grilling me on a textbook she deemed worthy of me memorizing.  
 
    Surely, a normal person didn’t just forget things like that? Had I stored those memories for too long in the crate inside my mind—keeping them under lock and key for their protection only to learn they’d suffocated instead?  
 
    “This way.” Elder marched forward, his back straight with authority and eyes narrowed with strict assessment. The jetty we stood on was marked private with the same logo as the Phantom.  
 
    I didn’t need to be told this was Elder’s domain.  
 
    My gaze flickered to the neighbouring bay where stick figure men and women lounged in the sun and played beach volleyball. I’d expected to head toward town. Why? I had no idea. I should know by now Elder would never do as expected.  
 
    Instead of heading toward the marina where countless luxury boats slept while their masters played in the water and in a city full of pleasure, Selix had skimmed us over glassy tides to a large warehouse a little way down the coast. Here, there weren’t as many holiday-makers or ships but the massive yawn in the building ahead showed this might not house many nautical crafts, but it was the creator of them. 
 
    The structure was a massive giant waking from a long slumber; its tongue lolled out to accept tasty morsels from the sea. Gigantic windows and rough-sawn cladding had weathered and turned silver with salt frosting. It seemed ancient. However, the interior wasn’t gloomy as we strode closer. Skylights lined most of the roof, allowing plenty of sun to enter for the many people inside. Rays reflected off the bow of a skeleton ship in the making.  
 
    Not looking to see if I was following, Elder guided me up a person-sized ramp beside the massive giant’s tongue where a ratchet and chain system sat ready to winch or lower boats into the ocean. Barnacles covered the tide lines, dry for now but just waiting to be submerged.  
 
    I noticed everything.  
 
    The scent of kelp on the air. The splash of waves as they lapped sedately at the rocks that’d long since covered in shellfish and sea grime. Workers hammered and sanded and scurried and measured the hull of what I guessed was the next yacht to be born.  
 
    Climbing from the pier up seaweed-slippery steps, I held the coarse rope handrail long since pickled from saltwater. Elder didn’t take any special notice or awe as we entered the ginormous warehouse where once again the Phantom’s logo took pride of place on the entire wall. Four stories high and interspersed with cupboards and shelving, it was the all-seeing god overseeing this hub of creation.  
 
    I couldn’t walk and gawk at the same time.  
 
    I stopped. 
 
    I needed to look at everything. I needed to know how timber and metal turned from boring elements into shaped vessel. I needed to know where the varnish smell came from. I needed to learn how to master something so intricate.  
 
    Selix hid a chuckle under his breath, waiting for me to pad obediently after Elder. His usual sniper attention was muted, acting as if this was a common destination and one where not many monsters attacked. “Impressive, isn’t it?” 
 
    I nodded, my mouth opened in awe as I looked up at workers hanging like trapeze artists from the ceiling to attach something to a tall mast.  
 
    It’s more than impressive.  
 
    It’s— 
 
    “Ah, Mr. Prest!” A man dressed in blue overalls with goggles pushed up to his brow and dusty dark hair beamed. “What a pleasure.” 
 
    Elder slowed to a stop, holding out his hand. “Hello, Charlton. Anything to report since I was last here?” His body remained relaxed as they shook hands, but his tone weighed with underlying things.  
 
    “No, luckily, sir.” Charlton pulled his goggles off his head and cleaned the sawdust-covered lens with his cuff. “Not many shenanigans can occur in the time since you were here last.” 
 
    Did Elder come here when he left a couple of weeks ago? Is this where he went in the helicopter? If he had, why visit again so soon? Surely, he wasn’t required to oversee the operation that closely. If he did, he would never be able to sail around the world untethered to land commitments.  
 
    I still had many things to learn about Elder, but I did know one thing—he despised land. He barely tolerated Morocco, and we were there for only a couple of days. He’d seemed anxious in Crete when he stole me. He turned into an assassin looking for his next enemy while on soil, but on the sea he sighed in relief and let the waves rock him back to sanity.  
 
    “I’ve seen entire wars start and end in a few days,” Elder said quietly. “But I’m glad to hear everything is fine. How is the current project coming along?” 
 
    His manager grasped the change of subject, able to answer with gusto now the small chitchat was over. “Very good, sir. I know we said eight months for delivery, but it’s looking more like six. The workers have got the initial build complete. The new machinery you installed has cut down on a lot of time wastage.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” Elder waved at the warehouse and its bustling mayhem. “May we?” Glancing back at me, he added, “A tour would be nice for my…friend.” 
 
    My heart scowled at the phrase. I should be happy to be called his friend. We were technically friends. But would friends force themselves on one another while the other refused to talk? Would friends act as if he’d been given a life sentence when asked to spend more time together? 
 
    What do you want him to call you then? Lover? Captive? Guest? 
 
    All those were as unwanted as friend, yet I couldn’t come up with a word that I preferred. 
 
    Liar.  
 
    I could come up with one.  
 
    Boyfriend… 
 
    Partner. 
 
    Ridiculous, Pim! 
 
    He was neither a boy nor my friend—as I’d just deduced. And partner? Wow, that was a stretch. The connotations that word hinted at weren’t true. He wasn’t my partner. He could never relax enough to allow another person to share his life the way a partnership demanded.  
 
    He was my protector.  
 
    That’s all.  
 
    And for now, that’s all I could ask for.  
 
    All I wanted.  
 
    Lying again.  
 
    I wanted more.  
 
    I wanted what other men and women had. 
 
    Don’t I?  
 
    Was that another lie?  
 
    If I wanted a physical relationship as well as emotional, why couldn’t I untwine the enjoyment I had for his kisses from the fear of full-on sex? Why did I still live with the fangs of a panic attack coiled in my chest like a venomous viper?  
 
    Elder was a fully grown man with needs—needs he’d hinted at. Needs he controlled thanks to a calming drug.  
 
    That’s not normal. 
 
    Is it?  
 
    I hadn’t dabbled much in the dating pool, but relying on drugs to combat a personality flaw was never a good sign.  
 
    “A tour? Yes, of course!” Charlton bounced into gear, charging ahead. “It would be my honour to show off the Hammerhead.” 
 
    Elder rolled his eyes. “Call her something else. The owner who commissioned her is no longer interested in completing the deal.” 
 
    Charlton stopped, his face falling. “Oh dear, that’s upsetting.” 
 
    Elder grinned, evil and smug. “Believe me; it’s the best news I’ve had in a while.”  
 
    “In that case then…great.” Charlton smiled, snapping his goggles back into prime position on his forehead.  
 
    “Lead on.” Wrapping his arm around my waist, Elder pulled me forward and deeper into the warehouse. With Charlton a little ahead of us, he whispered, “Take a guess who this yacht was for, Pim.”  
 
    My nose tickled with the scents of saw-dust, resin, and beeswax. Too many workers to count all added to the melody of hard work and companionship. A laugh here, a cough there, all serenaded by the clack and whirr of tools.  
 
    Moving closer to the almost completed hull, my neck craned back as I struggled to see to the top. The skeletal frame of whatever floating beauty this would be was massive but still not as big as the Phantom.  
 
    Elder waved Selix and Charlton away, giving us privacy I wasn’t sure I wanted. 
 
    An odd shiver darted down my spine.  
 
    Him.  
 
    This yacht was for the man who most likely rotted on his living room floor where we’d left him with three bullet holes. The man who would never touch this boat, just like he’d never touch me again.  
 
    My hands balled as sudden hate for such a beautiful creation filled me. I wanted to burn it for having any ties to my old master, but at the same time, I wanted to soothe it and whisper just how lucky it was to never have belonged to him. 
 
    Elder’s breath burned my ear as he bent close. “Did you guess?” 
 
    Vague conversation of weaponry and going to war at sea came back. Elder had fascinated me from the moment he’d entered Alrik’s den. His payment terms of building such a thing included using me. A bargain struck with his hand on my leg and eyes twisting my heart.  
 
    I stiffened, moving away from him a little, needing space. “This is what he commissioned you to build.”  
 
    I glanced back at the birth of such a boat. Why would Alrik need such a thing? Was Elder right that he’d burned all his bridges and had loan sharks after him? Would he truly have stowed me away and fired at anyone who got close? 
 
    You know he would.  
 
    He would’ve used me as missile practice. 
 
    “It is.” Elder’s face blackened, his long eyelashes staining his cheeks with shadows. “Not that he’ll ever get it.” His shoulders tightened as violence rippled over him, no doubt remembering the unfortunate events leading up to our unusual association. “I’m glad I took his last pennies, and I’m glad he’s fucking dead.” His voice prickled with thorns. “He never deserved you, and now I can rest, knowing I robbed him blind and then killed the son of a bitch.” 
 
    I fed on his wicked joy, celebrating Alrik’s death in ways that would probably send me to hell. Murderers shouldn’t take such satisfaction in snuffing out a life. Then again…perhaps that was why we were drawn to one another—the shared event of stealing the worst thing you could ever steal. 
 
    A soul.  
 
    Even one as dirty and evil as Alrik.  
 
    Elder rolled his shoulders, shedding the intense viciousness he wore. “Besides, if he wasn’t dead, I’d probably kill him just for naming such a thing of beauty after a shark with eyes too far apart.” He snorted. “The Hammerhead. What sort of fucking name is that?”  
 
     I half-smiled, goosebumps breaking over my skin at the sudden playfulness in his tone. “It isn’t the nicest.” Tearing my gaze away before he could affect me further, I became entranced by the majesty of how simple humans could turn wood and whatever other ingredients they used into a watertight marvel. “What would you call it?” 
 
    Elder scrubbed his jaw. “It doesn’t matter what I’d call it. The owner has to name their vessel and seeing as this ship has no owner…it will remain unnamed until she’s sold.” 
 
    “She?” 
 
    “All boats are women.” Elder shrugged. “I don’t know why, and I haven’t cared to look it up. It just is.”  
 
    “Is?” 
 
    “Yes, is.” His eyes softened, stepping into the realm he barricaded at all times. “I prefer thinking they’re alive rather than empty. It makes my life less lonely.” Instantly, he coughed as if such things hadn’t just spilled from his lips. His face became sharp and unreadable as he followed the contours of his creation, avoiding my stare at all costs. “You’ve gotten away with a lot of questions today, Pim. My turn. Tell me what you’d name her.” 
 
    “Me?” I pressed a hand to my chest. “I don’t know the first thing about naming—” 
 
    “Don’t care. Tell me.”  
 
    “I thought you just said the owner has to name them.” 
 
    “You’re right.” He shoved his fists into his jean’s pockets. Sudden awkwardness fell between us as we stood together but apart.  
 
    A few minutes ticked past, each heavier than the last. 
 
    I didn’t know how to break the chilliness between us and jumped when he finally muttered a little coldly but full of rich conviction. “Name her.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “She’s just been sold.” 
 
    I frowned. “What? How? You’ve been standing here the entire—” 
 
    “As have you. The transaction is complete.” 
 
    He’d lost it. I couldn’t keep up. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Name her, Pim.” He turned to face me, his chest proud and t-shirt tight against his muscles. “You’re her new owner. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before.” 
 
    I cough-laughed, shock making my voice tight. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “She’s yours.” 
 
    “You’re—you’re giving me a boat?” 
 
    “Not just any boat. A one-of-a-kind, custom-built super yacht.” 
 
    “But—I can’t. They’re worth a fortune. I have no way to pay you back.”  
 
    A calculating smile lifted his lips; his eyes alight with the trap I’d just walked into. “Remember how I said I’d set your worth. That you’d have to pay me back through any task I deemed necessary at any value I gave you?” 
 
    I swallowed hard, taking a step back as he advanced on me. I did remember, but I didn’t want to give him any more power. He had enough already. He glowed with it. He rippled with it. Masculine power, master power, power designed to bewitch me and make me forget what I’d been and who I’d served.  
 
    His raw energy made my knees buckle to kneel before him even when he’d told me to never do such a thing.  
 
    What is he doing?  
 
    “She’s yours, Pim. Your value just went up considerably. Therefore, you owe me more than you’ll ever repay. You’ll have to do what I say for the rest of the time we’re together. You’ll have to give me anything I ask. You’ll have to answer any question I deliver.” 
 
    My heart grew teeth. “For the time we’re together?” How could he give me a yacht and bind me with it then turn our relationship into something I’d promised myself I’d never be again.  
 
    Master and mistress.  
 
    “And how long will that be?” Hot tears percolated like burned coffee. “How long must I answer your every request and obey your every command? How long must I remain a slave even if my owner and surroundings have changed?” 
 
    Elder stilled, his eyes blacker than I’d ever seen. “You asked for this. I tried to free you, Pim. I opened the door and said goodbye, but you’re the one who fucking asked to stay.” 
 
    I hated that he was right.  
 
    He hadn’t pretended anything would change and made no promises. He’d been remorseful at taking me against my will. He’d been polite in brokering a deal for me to remain eating his food and living in his hospitality. But he’d never given me false pretences. He’d never hinted that he felt the same confounding, confusing things I did.  
 
    He never gave me a sign he wants me the way I want him.  
 
    “If this is the cost of my freedom, then the price is too high.” I stood tall even as my spine threatened to hunch beneath the weight of his stare. “I won’t name the yacht as I won’t accept it. It’s yours.” 
 
    “Wrong. It’s Alrik’s.” Elder slowly removed his hands from his pockets, inspecting his fingernails as if we weren’t discussing my life or eternal servitude to him. “Alrik paid for this beauty just like he paid for you. His name is on the contract just like his name is on your memories.” He looked up, his eyes catching mine and wrapping me in a noose. With a jerk of his jaw, he strangled me as if I hung on the gallows. “He paid for you, and he didn’t deserve you. You lived with him for years. You put up with his shit, and you survived his abuse, and goddammit if that isn’t the only payment required.” 
 
    I froze. “What—what are you saying?” 
 
    My head hurt from how he’d twisted the conversation. How he’d left me in the rapids while he’d returned to open sea, calm and deep and still. “You don’t owe me a penny for her, Pim.” He sighed, dispelling the truths he’d delivered by masking them as lies. “No debts. No requirements. This yacht was yours the moment you were stolen.” 
 
    His footsteps imprinted on my heart as he moved closer and cupped my cheek. “It’s only fair you inherit what Alrik left behind. You deserve everything for what he put you through. It’s not enough. Not nearly enough for what he did. But she’s yours.” 
 
    I backed away, shaking my head, hating how his fingertips seared a brand upon my skin. “I don’t want anything to do with him. Money or otherwise.” 
 
    “I understand that, but this yacht is yours. He never saw it. He had no input in the design—that was all me.” He came closer, our eyes latching onto each other’s lips. “It’s not from him. It’s from me. It was always meant to be yours. Don’t you see?” 
 
    I sucked in a breath. “But if you give me this, then I still have the issue of repaying you. Despite what you said about it not coming with clauses or conditions.” My heart quickened. “I’m willing to give you parts of me for rescuing and protecting me. I never expected anything for free. I need to pay you back—if only to prove I have self-worth.”  
 
    I hated how my voice wobbled; how it quivered with anger as well as frustration. “I have nothing of value, yet you make me valuable. Don’t you see? Don’t you understand how sick this makes me? How much I don’t want to accept this because—” 
 
    His mouth crashed against mine, shutting me up with a fierce kiss.  
 
    I stood locked in place, shell-shocked, quick-kissed, and entirely ensnared by him.  
 
    He stole every thought.  
 
    Pop. 
 
    He massacred every argument. 
 
    Dead.  
 
    He melted my ice with the magical feeling of his mouth on mine, his breath with mine, his tongue against mine.  
 
     I moaned as he tore past my lips.  
 
    A month ago, I would’ve curled into myself and hid.  
 
    Today, I reached for him and gave in. 
 
    But the moment I touched him, the sudden attack was over.  
 
    He backed away, running a hand through his hair with a disbelieving scowl on his face. “Sorry.” 
 
    I pressed my bruised mouth with shaking fingertips. “Don’t be.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    He bared his teeth. “It’s not fine. I slipped. I never slip.” He prowled away; his hand still clutched in his blue-black strands. “Fuck.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to do, so I just stood there. I didn’t think it would be sensible to mention he’d slipped the other night too. He’d slipped until he’d slipped inside me. 
 
    “Sir?” Elder’s staff manager reappeared, glancing between us, understanding something wasn’t quite right but interrupting anyway. “The design team are gathered. If you’re ready?” 
 
    Elder groaned. “Christ, I forgot.” Looking up, he somehow managed to hide away the argument, the kiss, and the intensity from before, once again becoming impenetrable. “I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “Great.” Charlton nodded, smiled at me, then moved out of hearing distance.  
 
    Elder stormed toward me, his arms ramrods by his sides as if he was under strict instructions not to reach for, touch, or manhandle me in any way. “I have to go.” 
 
    My belly warmed at the annoyance in his eyes. Annoyance I liked to think was caused by his unwillingness to leave me. “Okay.” 
 
    “I won’t be long.” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “You’re free to wander around and explore. Learn how your new yacht is built. I’ll come find you when I’m through.” 
 
    “It’s not my yacht.” 
 
    “It is.” He held up a hand when I went to argue. “Nothing more to say on the subject.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    His eyes shadowed. “But nothing. It’s yours. Figure out a name. If you try to fight me again, you’ll lose.” His voice slipped into a threat as he stepped closer. “Is that what you want, Pim? To pick a fight with me and lose?” He licked his lips. “Because with the way I’m feeling, we wouldn’t fight for long before I lost control and hurt you again.” 
 
    The image of him forcing himself on me didn’t send as many rescue flares off as I thought. He’d entered me, but he hadn’t fucked me. If someone had that much willpower—to be inside a woman and not move or seek a release—then threats like the one he’d just given weren’t nearly as scary because he’d already revealed he had morals he refused to break.  
 
    He hung his head, his shoulders weary under immense pressure. “Look, I’m sorry for kissing you. I took advantage again. It won’t happen a third time.” 
 
    My voice that’d been silent now blurted with no censorship. “You didn’t—” 
 
    His eyes snapped to mine.  
 
    I withered beneath his stare, swallowing before continuing. “You didn’t take advantage. I—” I didn’t have the courage to talk about feelings and strange desires, but I had to force myself if I stood any chance at claiming normalness. “I like kissing you.”  
 
    My cheeks impersonated a burning building as Elder made a weird grunt as if he’d been told everything he believed was a lie.  
 
    Once again that signature awkwardness we seemed to dance around returned—a nasty third wheel. He moved toward me slowly, stiffly, keeping his body under strict control. “You’re playing a dangerous game, Pim.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath at the blazing desire on his face.  
 
    “You should’ve left when you had the chance.” 
 
    I turned soft while he glittered hard. I turned meek while he glared power.  
 
    I turned breathless. “The moment you found me, I didn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    His lips turned down, his eyes becoming sad. “I hate that that’s true. For both of us.” 
 
    We stared without words until he murmured, “Do you remember the pickpocketing lesson? How I taught you to creep up and steal my wallet?” 
 
    Did I remember? Of course, I remembered. How could I forget the thrill at being so close to him—of inserting my hand against his ass and pinching his money? How could I forget the joy of playing with him?  
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “Good.”  
 
    I didn’t like the gleam in his gaze.  
 
    “Put what you learned into practice. Steal me something of value and bring it to me. You don’t want to accept this yacht? Don’t want to accept what’s rightfully yours? Well, too bad. You still owe me for other things, so consider this task the first instalment.” 
 
    “Instalment for what?” I cocked my head, schooling myself not to stare at how regal he looked. How sharp jawbones and elegant cheekbones made him so handsome but so untouchable.  
 
    “Instalment for your room and board, of course.” He gave a half smile, even though it shimmered with challenge rather than amusement. “Hunt my staff, Pimlico. Patrol my warehouse. Pick your victim. Steal something for me before I finish my meeting. Otherwise, I’ll make the task a lot harder.” 
 
    “I don’t steal.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Oh, yes you do.” He leaned forward, his cheek brushing mine as he murmured, “I should know. You’ve stolen more from me than anyone.” 
 
    My blood turned into confectionary, making me shiver from a sugar rush knowing, in some small measure, that I had gotten to him the way he’d gotten to me. “I have?” 
 
    What did I steal?  
 
    Tell me.  
 
    He nodded. “I hate it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “If you’re lucky, you’ll never find out.” He pressed a swift kiss to my cheek then pulled away. “If you’re unlucky, you’ll learn why and then all this will seem so trivial.” 
 
    “Trivial? How?” 
 
    “You and your damn questions.” He scowled. “You know? I almost miss your silence.” 
 
    Was that a compliment or a complaint?  
 
    Before I could figure it out, Elder commanded, “Steal something, Pim. Show me you can steal from others and not just from me. You have two hours.” 
 
    He left before I could refuse.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Elder 
 
      
 
      
 
    I COULDN’T CONCENTRATE.  
 
    During the entire meeting, all I could think about was Pim.  
 
    About that kiss. 
 
    About that fight. 
 
    About every little thing about her.  
 
    Her hair. 
 
    Her smell. 
 
    Her body. 
 
    Her smile, for Christ’s sake. 
 
    I hated it.  
 
    I hated that she’d not only stolen my thoughts and infected them with all things her but she’d also stolen my willpower; my never ceasing authority over the one thing that I could never win.  
 
    Charlton passed around another folder with the next four projects in the works that would take the design team almost a year to render, scale, and create exclusive naval creations.  
 
    I ought to be focused on mathematical equations, price approximates, and building overheads. But all I could think about was how pissed off I was that Pim had refused her gift.  
 
    That yacht out there was hers.  
 
    It had always been hers.  
 
    The moment it was completed, I’d hand her the keys, drop it into the bay, and it was up to her to do whatever she damn well liked. She didn’t want it? Fine. It could float anchorless around the ocean with no purpose or home—just like her.  
 
    My hands balled.  
 
    Just like her.  
 
    She had no purpose or home.  
 
    Just like me.  
 
    Wait, I did have a purpose—a long-standing promise to do to those what had been done to me. And my home was the Phantom.  
 
    But you can never go back to your real home, can you?  
 
    I shut that thought up immediately.  
 
    I had enough on my mind with Pim let alone the past making an appearance.  
 
    While the rest of the staff shot ideas about wood blends and chandelier styles, I subtly rearranged three pencils on my notepad.  
 
    Three horizontal.  
 
    Three vertical. 
 
    Three into a triangle.  
 
    Three pressed together. 
 
    Three far apart. 
 
    Always three. 
 
    While I kept my hands busy, my thoughts deliberated over whether she’d obey me. Would she steal for me? Or would her nerves prevent her?  
 
    Selix reached out and stole the three pencils, giving me a curt look.  
 
    I wanted to pummel him for taking them, but with gritted teeth, I nodded in acknowledgment. He knew what it meant when I started twitching. He knew as well as I did that I needed a joint and to be back on the open seas where society pressure, peer expectation, and every nasty memory couldn’t find me.  
 
    Checking my watch, I suffocated my groan to find only an hour had gone by. A long, interminable hour.  
 
    Having Selix’s presence beside me was the watchdog I needed to keep myself in check. He wasn’t there for protection but to be the barometer to see how far I could fall before I couldn’t climb back up.  
 
    However, with him here, it meant Pim was out there…on her own.  
 
    She could leave. 
 
    She should leave. 
 
    I’d given her that freedom deliberately.  
 
    I’d wanted to send her home, and she’d refused. Alone down there, faceless and free, she’d have every opportunity to walk out the front door and never return.  
 
    I wouldn’t know which way she’d gone. 
 
    I’d never be able to find her.  
 
    It fucking hurt to think I might never see her again, while at the same time, relief tried to claw inside. I wanted her gone but didn’t. I wanted her close but feared it.  
 
    I was a goddamn mess.  
 
    Charlton droned on about monthly projections, shipments of walnut and marble, and housekeeping of the warehouse.  
 
    I forced myself to pay attention. To give my chaotic brain something to latch onto. 
 
    Facts and figures slowly replaced slaves and slow romances, drawing me back into a world I could conquer and control.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Pim 
 
      
 
      
 
    WHAT THE HELL can I steal?  
 
    For the past hour, I’d pondered and explored the giant warehouse. I’d picked up tools and contemplated hiding them in my underwearless dress. I’d lost track of my task and stood for long minutes, entranced by a worker sanding a long length of timber or shadowing another carrying paint cans.  
 
    Some even offered me to join them at their station and peer over their shoulder while they performed their expert tasks. One wielded a heat gun with utmost precision. Another carried a clipboard, inspecting flaws where I only saw perfection.  
 
    I almost forgot about Elder and his request as I sank deeper into the world of yacht building.  
 
    Being surrounded by people was a new challenge for me. Being ignored by most of them was a welcome change. I was just another face in a sea of artists tasked with bringing life to something made of wood and steel.  
 
    They didn’t care if I stopped to stare. They didn’t shout if I picked up a chisel or screwdriver. To them, I wasn’t important—their job was—and I was free to wander, touch, and watch.  
 
    The freedom in that was liberating. To brush shoulders with a man as he carried blueprints with a pencil between his teeth and not cringe at being touched. To return a distracted smile from a man hanging in a harness to nail a panel into place and not fear making eye contact.  
 
    I was part of them while still singular, and eventually, the novelty became the norm and I returned to my pickpocketing task. The only problem was, I had no elastic to hold things secret or bras to cradle things that didn’t belong.  
 
    I had my loose dress, my hair, and my hands. Not exactly great stealing attire. 
 
    Not for the first time, I glanced at the closed door where Elder and Selix had disappeared. Windows on either side were barricaded by blinds, drawn to keep the meeting hidden.  
 
    I was tempted to sit on one of the large canvas piles and just watch the controlled mayhem around me rather than try to steal. But whenever I drifted toward the idea of refusing Elder’s request, the guilt that followed made me continue my search.  
 
    He’d tried to give me a yacht. 
 
    That yacht. 
 
    I shook my head in awe at the behemoth in front of me. 
 
    Why?  
 
    Didn’t he know how uncomfortable that made me? Not because of the extra debt I would incur, but the fact I’d never owned something so expensive before? It almost felt as if he thought he could buy back my self-confidence and somehow delete the past two years.  
 
    As if a million-dollar gift would fix me.  
 
    It won’t.  
 
    He was fixing me just by giving me a life. Taking me to work with him. Letting me travel with him. Those gifts were priceless and so much better treasured than a boat I didn’t know how to steer, had no crew to manage, and no income to afford the fuel and upkeep.  
 
    It was a stupid idea.  
 
    Stupid or not, he tried to be generous and kind and asked you to do something in return.  
 
    I’d wasted enough time.  
 
    My footsteps fell with deeper purpose as I skirted the main hub of workmen and inspected tables with scrapers and drills and hammers. There were many things I could take, but nothing was small enough to scurry away.  
 
    And besides…if I steal a tool, isn’t that stealing from Elder?  
 
    He was the boss here. He would’ve financed the equipment and supplies. It didn’t make sense to steal something he already owned.  
 
    Was it a trick? Had he already come to that conclusion and wanted to see what I would do?  
 
    You’re over-thinking this.  
 
    I agreed with that logic but only because I didn’t want to steal. I didn’t like the thought of taking something without permission, to covet what wasn’t mine because that was exactly what happened to me. 
 
    So where does that leave you?  
 
    God, if I knew.  
 
    Doomed if I did and doomed if I didn’t. Either way, I owed him, and I had to do what he said.  
 
    I spun in place, trying to spot something quickly to get it over with.  
 
    The large clock hanging above the office showed I’d dallied for ninety minutes and still didn’t have a trinket to give Elder.  
 
    Doesn’t matter. He said I had two hours— 
 
    The door where Elder had vanished into suddenly swung open, revealing a long table and people gathering up papers before standing. Elder stomped forward, stepping into the warehouse, surveying his empire. 
 
    The meeting had finished early. 
 
    I’d run out of time. 
 
    His intelligent gaze tracked over his staff, searching, searching…  
 
    He found me.  
 
    I froze as he pinned me in place with just a stare, his chin aloof and kingly.  
 
    I sucked in a breath, but it lodged in my throat.  
 
    He didn’t look any different–still dressed in a dark grey t-shirt and expensive faded denim jeans from before. It didn’t matter he wasn’t wearing a suit and tie. It didn’t matter he was just a man. He had a certain sorcery about him that put him above the rest. No one else could come across so brutish but fair, so merciless but forgiving. He was strict with me but stricter with himself. And it wasn’t his wardrobe that conjured those traits. It was him. His entire mentality and carriage.  
 
    He smiled with smugness and a tinge of relief as if he’d suspected I’d stay but was still surprised to see me.  
 
    Had this been yet another test? Leaving me on my own? Waiting to see if I fled or remained? It hadn’t even occurred to me to walk out the warehouse and vanish. 
 
    Perhaps it should have.  
 
    Maybe I should’ve focused more on finding a telephone and calling the police than I had on finding something to steal?  
 
    What’s become of my priorities?  
 
    But then again, what would I tell the police?  
 
    That I currently lived with the man, who only two days ago, forced himself on me? That that same man helped sew my tongue back together and kill the master who’d abused me?  
 
    I’d be thrown in an asylum and Elder into a cell.  
 
    People would say I was screwed up. That my fragility had given way to irrationality. Elder would be tried for kidnapping and rape while I fruitlessly explained it was neither.  
 
    No. I couldn’t leave yet, and he couldn’t be taken from me.  
 
    Not yet.  
 
    My heart nudged in warning as Elder placed one black shoe in front of the other, coming to claim me.  
 
    I didn’t know what he’d planned next or where we were going, but I did know I needed to complete his task—not for him but for me. I needed to prove I could do this on my own. I didn’t need him near me all the time. I was strong enough to do what he requested.  
 
    Darting toward a nearby work-station and the multiple tools scattered on the table, I lost sight of Elder as I scurried around the back of the partially built yacht. 
 
    A name whispered on my mind for the elegant sea craft. Something that could fly. Something that was strong enough to endure tidal waves and rain needles.  
 
    Don’t you dare. 
 
    You are not the owner, and you have no right to name it.  
 
    I kept my eyes focused on bric-a-brac and workers as I weaved around bodies and skilled hands. And there, on a trestle table with wood shavings and discarded nails, hid a small silver frame with oval photos and little claw legs keeping the images of a pretty woman and a young girl in a purple pinafore upright.  
 
    A family.  
 
    Someone’s family. 
 
    I paused, running my finger over the dusty, smiling faces. I didn’t know where the husband was or which worker returned home to this wife and daughter.  
 
    I wanted to know. I wanted to find out the names of his family.  
 
    But another part of me didn’t want to let Elder down. This token was small enough to fit in my palm and light enough to be carried with no effort.  
 
    It’s not yours… 
 
    It almost stopped me.  
 
    Almost.  
 
    Scooping up the photo frame, I froze. The epic disgrace at touching something that didn’t belong to me filled me with remorse. I waited for a hand on my shoulder or growled command to put it down. 
 
    I almost wanted them to, so I wouldn’t have to go through with this. 
 
    But neither of those things happened.  
 
    The sanding continued. The gossip remained.  
 
    And guilt swarmed me as I hid the silver within my hands and slinked away to steal something that monetarily had barely any worth but for one man was incalculable.  
 
    After ten steps, I couldn’t breathe through my regret. How could I take something like that? What possessed me to steal something that meant so much to someone?  
 
    I turned to replace it.  
 
    Screw Elder’s command. 
 
    Only, he materialized from the side of the yacht, holding his hand out as if he’d witnessed my theft and wouldn’t let me deny it.  
 
    With heavy contrition forming a lump in my throat, I stepped toward him and handed over the photo frame. 
 
    Our fingers touched.  
 
    Hot to cold.  
 
    Man to woman.  
 
    I hung my head as Elder peered at the family. Once upon a time, I’d been stolen just like I’d stolen this photo frame. I’d been taken callously with no thought to how my mother would cope with my disappearance or any apology.  
 
    Now I’d done the same. 
 
    I refuse to be like them. To be like Elder as he smiled and nodded in approval.  
 
    “Wait!” Snatching it back, I hugged the pictures close. “I-I changed my mind. I’m not stealing this.” 
 
    His head cocked, his actions slow and refined. “You already did. It’s not yours, yet you’ve taken it. It belongs to you now.” 
 
    I back stepped, trying to remember what workstation I’d taken it from. “No. It’s worth too much.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Worth too much? I doubt it would fetch a few dollars on the street. Hollow silver is worth nothing, and no one wants pictures of another’s loved ones.” 
 
    My mouth hung open. “You’re thinking of selling it to make money?” 
 
    “Isn’t that why anyone steals?” He shrugged, defiant and indifferent. “Either to benefit themselves or trade for cash?” 
 
    “It’s wrong.” I shuddered. “No one should profit off another.”  
 
    I struggled to keep the conversation on the stolen photo frame and not my own plight.  
 
    “Wrong or right, it’s happened.” Elder held out his hand. “Give it to me. It’s mine.” 
 
    “No, you can’t have it.” I placed it behind my back.  
 
    “Too late.” Elder stalked toward me and plucked it from my fist as if I hadn’t been holding it at all. “You chose it. You have to live with the guilt. No one told me that when I started stealing, Pim.” He bent closer, his face ardent but vicious. “The guilt eats you alive. The shame of taking what doesn’t belong to you is never worth the cost.” He chuckled, but it echoed with wounded despair. “Believe me.” 
 
    And I did.  
 
    I believed that his previous pickpocketing had left him empty and remorseful rather than fulfilled and rich. He might have endless wealth now but at what cost? What soul debt? 
 
    I shivered unhappily as he tucked the photo frame into his back jeans’ pocket and wrapped his arm around my waist. “Come. There’s somewhere else I’d like to visit today.” 
 
    I didn’t ask where or why or what we would do once we got there. All I could focus on was the photo frame in his pocket and the minor epiphany that’d followed on the heels of Elder’s confession.  
 
    He might’ve been a thief, but he’d paid for each thing he’d taken. He’d shown himself to be human rather than monster because even though he’d kept what wasn’t his, he’d never been able to let go of his wrong-doing.  
 
    Unlike those who’d stole and sold me. They’d laughed. They’d congratulated. Not one had said they were sorry. 
 
    And because of that, I forgave Elder for carving out a piece of me. For forcing me to take that man’s property.  
 
    I accepted my misdeed, hugged my sin, and accepted that, for better or for worse, I was now a thief.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Elder 
 
      
 
      
 
    PIM CLIMBED INTO the back of the black sedan as I held open the door.  
 
    Her actions were sad and full of heavy, heavy remorse. She didn’t smile in thanks or glance at me in that intoxicating blend of suspicion and eagerness.  
 
    She was muted.  
 
    I knew the feeling.  
 
    Shit, I’d lived with such agony ever since my life turned from rags to riches.  
 
    I’d tried to pay my debt. I’d done my utmost to equalize the unbalanced karma I’d caused, so I didn’t have to carry such colossal mistakes.  
 
    But I hadn’t succeeded, and with every dollar I spent, I had the awful knowledge that without that one theft none of my current empire would exist. And if this never existed for me, then imagine what the other guy would feel if he knew I’d stripped him of a future where he’d never had to worry about finances again. Where he could retire and support his loved ones through thick and thin. 
 
    I’d taken his good fortune and made it my own because I was selfish and mean.  
 
    I would never forgive myself. 
 
    Pim had stolen two sun-bleached photos and a five dollar hollow silver frame.  
 
    I’d stolen millions upon millions.  
 
    In terms of value crimes, she’d done nothing. 
 
    It didn’t change the individual value of such things, though.  
 
    Robbery was robbery.  
 
    I’d turned her into a thief even though I no longer stole. 
 
    It wasn’t fair, and I wasn’t that man anymore. 
 
    Selix brushed past me to enter the driver’s side. I stopped him with a quick catch to his shoulder. His black eyes met mine, an eyebrow raised. Cocking my head as I closed the door on Pim, I guided him a few feet away and covertly pressed the photo frame into his hand. “Take that to Charlton. Make sure he finds the rightful owner.” 
 
    Selix nodded with no questions, no accusations. Just like he hadn’t accused or questioned the night I’d committed the biggest felony of my life. “Consider it done.” 
 
    I slapped him on the back and waited until he’d jogged back to the warehouse to fix the wrong Pim had done at my bequest.  
 
    Climbing into the sedan, I glanced at Pim. She rested her chin in her palm, staring forlornly out the window. How pure she must be to riddle herself with worry over taking something that didn’t belong to her. How innocent to worry about another after everything she’d endured.  
 
    How selfless.  
 
    I’d planned on letting her keep her guilt—make her feel a tenth of what I did—but the tugging on my fucking heart couldn’t bear to see her in pain.  
 
    Keeping my eyes on Selix as he returned from his task and slipped into the driver’s seat, I leaned closer to Pimlico. “It’s back with its rightful owner.” 
 
    Her eyes whipped to mine. “What did you say?” 
 
    My hand ached to cup her face, to touch her. “Nothing was stolen. Forgive yourself.” 
 
    “You gave it back?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Her huge sigh of relief managed to heal a little of my guilt as Selix put the car into gear.  
 
    “But why?” She shook her head quickly. “I mean I’m glad you gave it back…but I don’t understand.” 
 
    Reclining into the leather seat, I closed my eyes. “Because it was the right thing to do.” 
 
    For an endless second, she stayed stiff beside me, but then she inched closer and placed her hand over mine. “Thank you.” 
 
    Her touch was barely there, hovering rather than claiming, but it set fire to every part of me that’d long since been dark and alone.  
 
    I sucked in a breath, keeping my eyes closed so I didn’t trip further into complications where she was concerned. A headache formed from battling the tendencies I constantly lived with, and all I wanted to do was return to the Phantom and forget. But I needed to visit somewhere else before I said goodbye to land.  
 
    Pim removed her touch. 
 
    I crossed my arms. 
 
    And Selix drove us to the one place where all my secrets were hidden.  
 
    If one only knew where to look.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Pim 
 
      
 
      
 
    ELDER’S LESSONS NEVER stopped coming.  
 
    First, showing me I’d stayed with him of my own free will. 
 
    Second, revealing I had just enough impurity to take what wasn’t mine.  
 
    Third, tutoring me that I could like and loath him all while suffering every other emotion known to mankind. 
 
    Fourth, teaching me that he didn’t just have a heart—he had an entire galaxy inside him with hidden planets and solar systems and hopes and dreams and regrets. Things I’d never be privileged enough to understand unless I somehow made myself worthy.  
 
    Fifth, and the biggest of all, hinting at a past he hadn’t shaken by taking me to a place I never thought existed. 
 
    Standing beside him in the Monaco sunshine, I made a pact with myself. I wanted to know everything there was to know about Elder Prest. The secretive snippets and tiny temptations of his past consumed my own until I didn’t care about me but him.  
 
    Next time he asked something of me, I would do it without question. He told me to swim? I’d ask how far? He ordered me to steal? I’d ask how much? I would do that. I would live with any guilt and put up with any regret because right here, right now, he’d proven something priceless was inside him that I desperately wanted to pillage.  
 
    What is this place?  
 
    This wonderful, wondrous place?  
 
    I hung back as we stood upon a quaint sandstone path while the prettiest house I’d ever seen beckoned us closer. I didn’t know why the building affected me so. It wasn’t like I’d never seen a house before.  
 
    But this one was different.  
 
    Draped in midday sun, it looked alive. Emotion basked from its elegant white-framed windows. An invitation issued from its mandarin-painted front door. It was the perfect blend of East and West, masculine and feminine, holiday and home.  
 
    “What is this place?” My voice barely registered over the warm breeze coming up the cliff. The city glittered in the distance while we stood on a hilltop with a cove below and sandy beaches finishing the postcard perfect vista.  
 
    Elder’s hair gleamed blue-black, looking wet as oil and just as deadly. His t-shirt encased his muscular chest while his dark almond eyes shuttered whatever things he felt when staring at the abode before us.  
 
     “It’s mine.” 
 
    “Yours?” 
 
    He swept a hand through his hair, taming the wind-swept locks. “The only property I have on land.” 
 
    I thought of the Phantom and how idyllic the floating home was. How Elder was born to be on the ocean. How the thought of him living in this place fit so brilliantly and at the same time didn’t fit at all.  
 
    Before I could ask more questions, he strode forward. His loafers quiet on the sandstone tiles, the manicured rose bushes cheery and colourful with reds and pinks and yellows—a petal salute to their long-lost landlord.  
 
    He glanced over his shoulder. “Come.” He strode off without waiting, as if the pull of the dwelling worked just as potently on him as it did on me.  
 
    I followed, not because he’d told me to but because I couldn’t imagine not entering that house. The cupboards beckoned me to open and hunt down any personal artifacts of the man who’d rescued me. Kitchen drawers and bedside tables—all of it pulled at my curiosity until I hummed with the need to be nosy.  
 
    Reaching the bright orange front door, Elder pulled a single key from his pocket. Hanging from it was a Japanese character I recognised from school—the calligraphy for ‘long life’.  
 
    Did he wish long life for this house or for him? Or for the person in his thoughts right now—a family or loved one he would never see again?  
 
    Jealousy swelled then popped as I stabbed it with a pin of rationality. Today had been a learning curve of emotions with guilt and regret and now jealousy. Why was I jealous of Elder’s past? Why did I study his body language hoping his fingers would tell me or his shoulders would slip in his tale? How could I begrudge a previous lover or friend when he looked so alone as he inserted the key and unlocked the festive front door?  
 
    If someone had told me to imagine Elder’s house, I would never have pictured this. It was the exact opposite of the Phantom. The Phantom was sleek and refined with cool off-whites and rose-gold accents. This home was warm with creamy exterior, yellow sashes, and the odd flair of bronze.  
 
    The door swung open as if someone passed over its threshold daily rather than however long since Elder last visited. The house didn’t just yawn wide for us to pass, it practically inhaled with hope for guests.  
 
    Moving forward, Elder breathed deeply.  
 
    I copied, dragging the scent of honeysuckle and sun-warmed berries into my lungs. Instantly, I relaxed as if this was my place, and I was finally where I belonged. As if I’d always been searching for this oasis. Where my troubles remained on the cliff’s edge outside, and nothing and no one could find me. 
 
    I inhaled again, tipping my head back to allow as much deliciousness into my soul as possible. For an unoccupied house, the aroma smelled suspiciously like home baking and heavenly shampoo.  
 
    Elder froze.  
 
    I bumped into his back, moving forward in a dream. 
 
    He sniffed, his body switching from placid to on guard. “Someone’s been here.” 
 
    His alertness made me nervous.  
 
    I glanced around with new eyes. Shadows that’d been comforting and inviting to doze in were now sinister with men about to hurt us. My feet wanted to dash outside where it was sunny, but Elder reached out and grabbed my wrist. His fingers warm and strong, anchored me to him, granting me protection.  
 
    Ignoring the soft flutter in my chest, I allowed him to pull me forward from foyer to open-plan lounge, kitchen, and dining.  
 
    For a house that’d looked quaint from the outside, it expanded outward in a U-shape with a central courtyard where the sun warmed a wrought-iron patio set and a bubbling water fountain in the shape of a yin and yang.  
 
    Despite Elder’s bristling hostility as he searched for trespassers in his domain, I saw no sign of inhabitants. No empty dishes marring the pristine wooden counter-top or spotless butter-mellow cupboards. No magazines strewn on the rugged coffee table that’d once been a cart-wheel but now had been repurposed.  
 
    It didn’t stop Elder from pulling me through the living room, over thick woven carpets with bright, happy colours, and down a wide corridor leading to an office with an empty desk and lonely chair, a bedroom with a single bed and baby blue linen, past a bathroom with a Jacuzzi bath just waiting for someone to soak, past two more guest bedrooms with incredible views onto the courtyard, and finally to the master where evidence of unwanted guests finally confirmed Elder was right to suspect.  
 
    “Fuck,” he muttered under his breath, taking in the suitcase tucked in the corner and the wardrobe door open with folded clothes. 
 
    Women’s clothes.  
 
    My heart sank to think of an ex tracking him down. Of him giving me up in favour of rekindling a romance far less complicated than whatever we shared.  
 
    But before I could excuse myself and rub my heartache, an adjoining bathroom door swung open, revealing the owner of the clothes. She wore a pretty lavender towel and had a shower cap on her head, keeping her black hair dry from the countless droplets lingering to the plastic.  
 
    She didn’t see us for the longest second.  
 
    She moved into the room, pulling off the shower cap and tossing her hair until it cascaded down to her shoulders.  
 
    Elder swore again; only this time, he sounded as if someone had taken a baseball bat to his insides. He stumbled backward, letting go of my wrist to grasp the wall. “Okaasan?” His voice crumbled with disbelief. “Is it really you?” 
 
    The woman screamed; hugging her chest, she clutched at her towel. Her feet left the carpet as she startled, her gaze catching Elder’s then mine.  
 
    In that split second, I noticed she was older than I had originally thought. Lines feathered out from her eyes and around her mouth. Streaks of silver played hide and seek in her black hair, and the skin on her chest wasn’t that of a youthful woman but of someone who’d spent more than she should in the sunshine.  
 
    In the next second, I saw disbelief, shock, and such heartfelt longing it physically hurt to look at her.  
 
    In the final second, her face filled with disgust, ridicule, and rage. “You!” 
 
    Elder braced himself, pushing off from the wall as if fortified by her hate. As if he’d hoped for a different outcome but hadn’t received it and now knew exactly how to proceed.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” His question was innocent, but his tone was not.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” she screeched, grabbing at her towel, totally unprepared for an audience.  
 
    I lingered in the background, fading against the wall. I didn’t want the animosity in the room to find and leach me dry.  
 
    I’d seen Elder mad.  
 
    I’d witnessed him break a man’s neck, hold another for me to shoot, and sinister satisfaction at bloodshed.  
 
    I’d seen him stoned to escape whatever issues he lived with, and I’d seen him torn apart by guilt for forcing himself on me when he shouldn’t.  
 
    But I’d never seen him like this before.  
 
    This twisted up.  
 
    This tangled.  
 
    His body hunched as if he wanted to strike the woman in front of him while his face resembled that of a kid who still believed everything bad could be made good again. 
 
    His sharp cheekbones matched those of the woman in front of us. His black hair and breeding were similar…  
 
    Wait… 
 
    “What am I doing here?” Elder scrubbed his face, bone weary and looking far older than before. “This is my house, mother.” 
 
    My eyes popped wide.  
 
    His mother?  
 
    Admittedly, Elder and I hadn’t discussed families, and I still had so much to learn. But he acted as if he hadn’t seen her in decades—let alone expected her to be holidaying here without permission.  
 
    “Don’t you dare call me that.” The woman held up her finger, stern as a sword and just as sharp. “I ceased to be your mother the moment you killed Scott and Kade!” 
 
    My heart opened a suitcase and threw everything painful inside. Knowing Elder was a murderer—watching him commit murder—didn’t prepare me for that horrendous piece of memory lane.  
 
    His mother sniffed with her chin high. “Or are you forgetting your little brother and father? Both who loved you. Both who died because of what you did!” 
 
    Elder crumpled, bowing his head. “How could I? I could never forget, Okaasan.” 
 
    “You don’t get to call me that anymore!” She stormed to the wardrobe and grabbed an armful of mismatched clothes. “You’re nothing to me!” With a withering stare, she stomped back into the bathroom and slammed the door.  
 
    It rattled in its hinges as if vibrating with an apology. 
 
    Elder exhaled heavily, but he didn’t turn to face me. He braced himself, never taking his eyes off the door.  
 
    We both knew the confrontation wasn’t over. She’d eventually have to return. More raised voices and awful declarations would happen.  
 
    I wanted to break into Elder’s pain and pull him from the house. I wanted to be brave and stand beside him in the next round.  
 
    But I did neither. I hadn’t earned the right to protect him, and I sure as hell hadn’t earned the right to fight beside him.  
 
    This was his war. 
 
    The room strained with tension, growing thicker and tighter as time inched forward. Finally, a few minutes later, his mother yanked open the bathroom door with murder in her gaze. “I don’t have anything else to say to you.” 
 
    Elder locked his spine, balling his hands. “Well, too bad. I have plenty to say to you.” 
 
    His mother snarled like a cornered cat. “Nothing you say will change anything. Never! You hear me?!” She no longer wore a towel but a black blouse with red cherry blossoms and pink slacks. With her almond eyes and exotic willowy frame, I saw where Elder got his looks. She was a perfect example of beauty that could come from mixed parents. Her features flirted with Eastern with the accents of European. While Elder looked more Western than her, hinting not only had her parents fallen in love with a mate of different cultures but so had his. 
 
    Staring at the irate parent, I couldn’t imagine her having a love affair and ever being happy. She looked pinched and broken and pissed at the entire world.   
 
    Who had she fallen in love with? How did he die?  
 
    Was Elder’s father English or American? Canadian or Finnish? Had his sibling been just as handsome with genes born from different borders or was I just enamoured with Elder?  
 
     “Move!” she commanded, trying to brush past Elder blocking the doorway. “I’m leaving.” 
 
    “Leaving?” Elder stepped away, dragging me with him to give his mother a clear path. “But you only just got here.” 
 
    “Wrong. You only just got here. I’ve been here a few days with Raymond. This was supposed to be a vacation.” She threw her hands up in the air as she stalked down the corridor, ignoring the pretty fountain view or plush, colourful carpet. “He didn’t tell me he’d somehow found a place that rents out to low-life’s like you.” 
 
    I winced for Elder even though he didn’t show any pain. He merely trailed after the angry woman, keeping his distance as she entered the kitchen and pulled out a filleting knife from a drawer.  
 
    She brandished it, half with commitment, half with shakes born from fighting with her son.  
 
    A son she despised. A son she would rather hurt than talk to.  
 
    Why?  
 
    What happened?  
 
    Why did she think Elder killed his father and brother?  
 
    Surely, he could never do such a thing?  
 
    After what he’d done for me? How kind and protective he was? It didn’t make sense.  
 
    “Okaasan, please. Can we talk?” Elder held up his hands in surrender. “I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Won’t hurt me?” She laughed manically. “You already hurt me more than you ever could.” Tears glittered in her black eyes. “You killed me. You made me a walking ghost with no family—” 
 
    “I’m your family.” He thumped his chest. “I’m still your flesh and blood.” 
 
    “You are not my family.” She spat into the sink. “You will never be my son.” 
 
    Elder pinched the bridge of his nose. I didn’t know if it was to fight back emotion at the sheer hate his mother had for him or to compose his temper that slowly rose to match hers. Watching them together showed me where he earned his volatile moods. His mother was hot blooded and cruel. Blind and deaf to hearing any other argument but her own.  
 
    But I had no right to judge.  
 
    Just because I didn’t know her didn’t mean she wasn’t right.  
 
    If Elder had done what she accused him of what did that mean? Could I believe he had the capacity to kill his own relations? What did that mean for me?  
 
    Chills scattered down my arms as Elder growled, “I am your son. I’ll forever be your son. I’ve done everything I could to make it right, but you banished me. You took away my home, my family. You—” 
 
    “Don’t you dare blame this on me. It was you who took away our home. You who killed any family who ever wanted you!” 
 
    “But I took care of you! I fed us. I committed crime for us.” 
 
    “No.” She laughed like a witch stirring a bubbling cauldron. A cackle. A curse. “You went into crime long before you stole to keep us alive those few months.” 
 
    “I didn’t do it deliberately.” 
 
    “Don’t lie!” she barked. “You knew exactly what you were doing. You might’ve been young, but you had a choice!” 
 
    “I never had a choice!” Elder bellowed. “Why could you never understand that? Do you think I wanted to be the way I am? Otōsan understood that. He tried to help—” 
 
    “Yes, and look what happened to him. Because of you!”  
 
    “I hurt just as much as you do. Knowing I was the cause eats me alive! I can’t change what happened—” 
 
    “And that’s why I can’t stand to look at you!” Tears tracked down her cheeks, almost sizzling from her rage. “I prefer to think you’re dead too; that way I don’t imagine killing you every night for what you did.” 
 
    Elder sucked in a sharp gasp.  
 
    The volley of slurs stopped as he shook his head silently.  
 
    My own tears welled at what a terrible thing she’d said. I couldn’t get in the middle of this, but no one should have to hear his own mother wanted him to die.  
 
    Stepping forward, I called upon every inch of bravery I had left. “You don’t mean that.”  
 
    Elder’s head whipped to me, his face tortured and strained. “Pim. Don’t.” 
 
    I didn’t obey.  
 
    Moving to stand in front of him—just like I had the night Alrik pointed a gun at his chest—I did my best to protect him. “Life is too short to hold grudges.” 
 
    His mother gripped her knife tighter, disbelief whitening her face then livid animosity replacing it. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. Absolutely no right to interfere.” 
 
    “I have a right when you’re hurting someone I care about.” 
 
    “Pim—” Elder snapped, grabbing my arm to haul me backward. “Stop.” Pulling me into him, he grunted, “Go wait in the car. Tell Selix we’re leaving.” 
 
    “No.” I squirmed in his hold. “I need to—” 
 
    Remind you that you do have someone who wants you.  
 
    Show you that you might have had no one, but now you have someone. 
 
    Me.  
 
    His mother pointed the blade at me, her wrath changing its victim. “Who are you anyway? Why are you with this heathen? Why are you not running for the police? Do you know what sort of monster you’re with?” 
 
    I shrugged off Elder and marched forward, not caring she had a knife or hate. I wanted to tell her exactly who I was and what Elder had done. To inform her how I would be dead if it weren’t for her son, but words flew out of my head, my heart. I had nothing to reply with. A dried and dusty throat.  
 
    Elder didn’t give me time to figure out how to respond. He placed himself in front of me, once again protecting me in the face of battle. “Don’t talk to her that way.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do!” His mother waggled the knife, her shakes fading, replacing with more and more loathing. “Get out! Leave or I’ll call Airbnb and tell them how—” 
 
    “Wait,” Elder said. “What did you say about Airbnb?” He chuckled as if he couldn’t believe it. “That’s what you think this is? A rental?”  
 
    She sniffed condescendingly. “That’s how Raymond found it.” 
 
    “Raymond lied to you.” Elder laughed coldly. “Like I said before, this is my place. He knew that. I told him you were welcome anytime. That my door is always open. That I built a fucking yacht big enough to house all of you. That I wanted my goddamn family back. I told him to tell you so many things once you cut off all communication. But he never replied. Never came. Not one phone call or email. Nothing. And now you’re here and you’ve probably brought them right to my door. You should’ve stayed hidden, Okaasan. They’re still watching. Did you think they’d be satisfied with Otōsan and Kade’s death?” His voice lowered to a terrible whisper. “They’ll never stop.”  
 
    “They’ll stop once they’ve killed you.” 
 
    Elder nodded sadly. “Perhaps. But you know as well as I do that they’re ruthless in revenge.” 
 
    His mother matched his laugh with an almost identical one. No one could deny they weren’t related. Their mannerisms were similar, their syntax, their hate. “Their revenge stops at you!” She stabbed the counter with the knife. “The sooner they find you, the better for all of us. And stop lying! Always lying! There is no way this is your house. Know how I know? Because Raymond would never stay in a place that’s linked to you. We all prefer you dead. Why would he risk bringing your memory back to life?”  
 
    She looked around the space as if it were a dungeon and not the pretty thing it was. “This could never be yours.” 
 
    “Never?” Elder stormed toward a large buffet cabinet with a small red padlock hanging from bamboo scrolled doors. “Not mine?” Inserting a key from his pocket, he yanked it open, flinging the doors wide until the contents were revealed. Each and every one. “How do you explain this then?” 
 
    His mother stumbled backward as pictures of two young boys and a brown-headed father appeared. Milling, laughing, swings and seesaws, beaches and sunshine. Both children looked so similar with jet black hair and lanky limbs; one taller, one shorter, one older, one younger. And there, in many of the happy portraits, was the woman clutching her knife, a younger version of her laughing for the camera, her arms around her two boys while the man kissed her neck, hugging her from behind.  
 
    A family. 
 
    Elder’s family.  
 
    No one said a word for a pregnant second. It throbbed with the promise of shattering into forgiveness or morphing into malice.  
 
    I tore my gaze from the cabinet of memories back to Elder’s mum.  
 
    Silent tears cascaded down her cheeks, her skin white as snow. I expected her to crack, to admit that feuding between loved ones were useless when both were hurting. But her hate was too long festered. She turned into a predator, hissing with contempt. “You dare have their photos? After what you did? You dare show me?”  
 
    A sob escaped her, sounding more like a gasp for help than breath for more disgust. “How could you?” 
 
    “I dare because I loved them too, Okaasan. I miss them so fucking much it kills me.” 
 
    She screamed. A short, sharp wail for him to stop. “How dare you look upon their faces? Do you do it because you think they still love you? That they’ll forgive you? You stupid, stupid boy.” She threw the knife onto the counter, letting it scatter and clatter as she swiped at the waterfalls painting her face. “They would never forgive you. I’ll never forgive you!” 
 
    Elder stumbled back a step before a black shadow fell over his face. He went from accepting his mother’s rage to no longer permitting her to hurt him.  
 
    Watching such a transformation, seeing emotion drain from his eyes brought me more agony than I could stand.  
 
    “Never is a long time.” I broke my silence. “Forgiveness can be given for even the worst of crimes.” I couldn’t stand by and let her do this. No matter what had happened.  
 
    Don’t meddle. 
 
    My inner voice cautioned.  
 
    You don’t know what happened.  
 
    My common-sense begged.  
 
    You would never forgive Alrik for what he did to you.  
 
    My logic reasoned.  
 
    Don’t ask another to forgive when you don’t know the crime.  
 
    I knew all that, but it didn’t stop me from bracing myself. Blindly showing faith in Elder and hoping to God I wasn’t fighting for the villain.  
 
    Elder’s mum pinned me under her angry-tear glare. “You’re right. Never is a very long time. An eternity to live without my husband and son. A lifetime to live each day alone and miss them so much my heart is breaking.” 
 
    “You still have one son.” I stood my ground. 
 
    “A son who stole everything I ever loved.” 
 
    “You loved Elder,” I urged. “Once upon a time.” 
 
    Her face twisted into something ugly. “Don’t tell me who I loved, you little bitch.”  
 
    “That’s enough!” Elder shed his melancholy, an aggressor coming to my rescue. “Call me whatever you like but don’t ever go after Pim. Never. Do you hear me?”  
 
    “If she’s with you, she’s as bad as you are. I can call her whatever I want!” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head with deliberate calm. “You can’t. I won’t allow you to dishonour her.”  
 
    “You dishonour her by not telling her the truth!” His mother pounced on her new subject. “I’m right, aren’t I? This girlfriend of yours doesn’t know who you are. What you’re capable of. What you’re like.” She cackled at me. “Do you know about his ‘condition?’ Do you know how he killed his family? I’ll tell you. He set fire to the house. I still have the scent of my son’s burning body in my nose.” 
 
    Coming out from the kitchen, she continued, “Did he tell you where all his money came from? How he stole it from one unsuspecting person? How he took what wasn’t his and layered such thick, thick shame upon his soul? Mark my words—karma will get him. He will pay for his sins, and I suggest you get far away, girl, before that payment comes for him. He’s right that they’ll never stop hunting him. It’s only fair. He deserves to die.” 
 
    Goosebumps darted down my arms.  
 
    I glanced at Elder.  
 
    He merely crossed his arms as if expecting me to bolt out the door. His face hardened. “I did tell you I wasn’t the hero in this story, Pim. Whatever I’ve told you has been the truth. I just haven’t told you many things.” 
 
    “Always thought you were smarter than everyone!” His mum shook her head, black hair flailing, glittering with grey. “Even back when you bathed in compliments calling you a virtuoso, a prodigy. Ha! I knew the truth. I knew why you were the way you were. It wasn’t from some gift touched by heaven, but a curse brought upon you from hell.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Elder said as cold and as delicate as snowflakes. “Dad understood. He helped me channel—” 
 
    “Yes, and just like I said before. You killed him!” 
 
    “I didn't kill him, okaasan. The Chinmoku did. You know this! And they’re hunting all of us. You’re stupid if you believe they’re not a threat to you too.” 
 
    “Don’t you say that name!” She slapped hands over her ears. “Blaming others for your evil is not going to work. You were responsible. They died because of you. I did nothing wrong.” 
 
    Elder stepped toward her. Grabbing her hands, he yanked them down. “I’ve respected your desire never to see me again. I’ve stayed away even though it fucking kills me to be an outcast from my own family. But I won’t let you believe such lies. I loved Kade and Otōsan just as much as you did. If I could turn back the clock and never get involved with the Chinmoku, I would. I didn’t know the price. I was naïve, but that doesn’t give me the right to beg for your forgiveness.” His voice turned sad, accepting that this fight had no winner or loser—they were both too stubborn to concede. “If you never want to see me again, then that’s you’re right, but, Okaasan, I love you—” 
 
    His mother let out another wail, struggling in his hold. He didn’t let go as if unable to part after so long. Her eyes fell onto Elder’s tattooed wrist. Such small ink compared to the artwork on his chest with the illusion of ribs and organs protected by a mythical beast. Most of the time, I forgot about the tiny characters ingrained into the thin skin of his arm.  
 
    I had no idea what it meant.  
 
    But his mother knew all too well.  
 
    Another sob escaped as she collapsed, dragging Elder to the floor with her as he tried to capture her weight without touching her more than necessary.  
 
    She struck him as her sob turned to howls. 
 
    Her hate turned to grotesque repugnance.  
 
    She shoved him away from her as if he was vile scum. “How could you! How could you?!” 
 
    I stood lost and unsure, but Elder sighed heavily, his face falling as he conceded defeat. “I could because they were mine too. I lost them too. Their names remind me every hour of every fucking day not to be that kid again. To harness it. To control it. To never ever forget.” 
 
    His mum crawled away, tears racing. “I hate you!” 
 
    “Too bad, I love you. I’ll never stop loving you.” Elder took a step back, letting her go physically and spiritually. “I’m sorry, Okaasan. For everything.”  
 
    Coming toward me, his body quaked, his hands balled and shaking. He kept his gaze on his mother writhing in agony on the carpet. “I’ll leave now, but you’re welcome to stay. Tell Raymond he has permission to stay as long as he likes—as I told all my uncles and aunts, nieces and nephews. Family you won’t permit me to see. Family who don’t even know I’m alive. But please, Okaasan, be careful.” 
 
    Rocking to her knees, his mother shut down. Her tears dried up. Her mouth thinned to a fierce line. Her emotions locked behind impenetrable gates. With a straight and true finger, she hissed, “Get out.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Mother.” Elder bowed low and sweeping like a prince paying homage to his sovereign before striking out for his own kingdom.  
 
    My heart broke for the disaster that’d happened. That I hadn’t helped more. That there was no way else for this to end.  
 
    With cold fingers, Elder captured my hand, took one last look at the woman who gave him life, and took me with him.  
 
    Far away from her.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Elder 
 
      
 
      
 
    FUCK. 
 
    I threw the empty crystal glass at the wall, not caring if I dented the sleek perfection of paint and wallpaper. The tumbler was too thick to shatter, and it bounced off with an angry thud, rolling across the carpet.  
 
    It offered no satisfaction. No crash or splinter to soothe the rampaging agony and anger inside me.  
 
    “Goddammit,” I muttered, stalking to collect the glass to pour another shot of vodka.  
 
    I shouldn’t.  
 
    I really shouldn’t.  
 
    I’d had one. One was my limit. One taste to stave off the desire for the entire bottle. A trick I’d learned to allow a small sample of something before cutting it off entirely. Having that one taste made the removal easier rather than harder because at least I’d enjoyed some before being denied.  
 
    But it hadn’t worked tonight.  
 
    Tonight, the first shot wasn’t enough. The second shot wasn’t either. Perhaps, a third would help put out the fiery nerve endings and memories, and I could finally store away the bottle and calm the fuck down.  
 
    Splashing a generous amount into the glass, I threw it back. The alcohol burned my throat, granting discomfort before hitting my stomach in a wave of heat. Wincing, I cocked my arm and threw the tumbler again, pockmarking my wall with yet more anger-fuelled aggression.  
 
    Pacing, I dragged both hands through my hair. My eyes went to the vodka bottle again, craving something, anything to calm me, but knowing enough about myself not to have another.  
 
    My own family didn’t want me, but that didn’t mean I would destroy myself. I hadn’t when they’d banished me, and I wouldn’t now.  
 
    I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of knowing their ostracizing had ruined me. I would never fall because they expected that of me. And I definitely wouldn’t screw myself over for when the Chinmoku found me. It wasn’t a matter of if but when. I was surprised it had taken this long.  
 
    How dare Raymond take my mother to my place without telling her? How dare he accept my offer of free accommodation without getting in touch? He’d willingly taken my gift but not offered thanks in return? He’d enjoyed my food, my home, my motherfucking hospitality, all without giving me something in return?  
 
    Asshole! 
 
    Not for the first time, I wondered why I held on to the past so hard. Why I craved the approval of so many who were no longer a part of my life. They’d left me to rot. They’d had no input into who I’d become. They didn’t know I had a guard watching them constantly—ready to alert me for when the Chinmoku decided to kill off more of my family. They didn’t know I silently watched from the shadows and kept them safe through any means necessary.  
 
    I was the reason they were in danger. But they were the reason why they remained so vulnerable—because they didn’t take me up on the offer of sanctuary on the Phantom while I hunted and killed the threat to my entire lineage.  
 
    My mother had carved out what was left of my heart the day they’d unanimously agreed that I should leave and never return. Never listen to my warnings. Never forgive me. 
 
    “Stop thinking about it for God’s sake.” I pressed my temples, willing the alcohol to have some effect, but at the same time, fearing it. Marijuana was easier on my system. It only offered me quietness. It didn’t make the world a better place or give me false illusions like liquor did.  
 
    I didn’t get happy or sad or reckless or conniving. Pot made me slow down. It halted the thoughts and allowed me to just be. To hover in the moment.  
 
    I needed that.  
 
    I also needed to stand in one place, judging by the carpet track marks from where I’d paced. My feet didn’t listen and continued to stalk the suite, hunting for a reprieve.  
 
    On the thirtieth or so pass, when I approached the remaining vodka on the side table in its crystal bottle, I scooped it up and marched to the front of my room.  
 
    I couldn’t have it taunting me anymore. 
 
    My strength was waning.  
 
    I need it gone.  
 
    Strangling the silver labelled bottle, I flicked the button to head outside. The wraparound toughened glass opened, allowing me access to the main deck. Laying anchor a few kilometres from shore allowed the constant sea breeze to find us and blow away the cobwebs of the fight with my mother.  
 
    Inhaling deep, I cocked my arm back and tossed the bottle as far as I could. It arched up in a flash of crystal and liquid then tumbled over the side of the Phantom, breaking the brine and sinking to the depths below.  
 
    Eventually, barnacles and coral would cover the glass, starting a new existence as part of an ecological system rather than housing liquor to poison my mind and liver.  
 
    Unable to return inside just yet, I leaned on the balustrade and sighed. The pretty view sparkled and glitzed. Snatches of music made its way over the water, revealing the never-ending party Monte Carlo encouraged. The rich playground that never slept.  
 
    A few years ago, I’d partaken in the all-night affairs. I’d drunk and seduced and stolen.  
 
    Now, the thought of dancing with sweaty strangers, of sex in alleyways because libidos were jacked and morals were torn, appalled and intrigued me. I’d never been comfortable in crowds, but the allure of being no one for a while—of pretending to be someone other than myself—held more weight than normal.  
 
    What would it be like to be different? To have no sins or regrets? To have no blood beneath my nails or transgressions chasing me constantly? What would it be like to meet Pim across a crowded dance floor? To see a strong, untouched, unbroken woman and ask to share a drink with her? What would it be like to writhe together in song beat, jostled by other strangers, slowly getting more and more turned on, her body against my body. Her legs brushing my legs. Her eyes inviting me to take her.  
 
    What would it be like to take her to a private corner and fuck her with no baggage, no issues, no old pains to overcome? To just be us with no bullshit or history to ruin it all?  
 
    I knew what it would be like. It would be fucking heaven. Utmost bliss to sink inside her, knowing exactly what she wanted as she moaned in ecstasy.  
 
    I could finally switch off and let go. To no longer fight who I was. To be free…just for a second.  
 
    My head hung, wanting that more than anything. More than cellos or weed or forgiveness. My cock grew hard, locked on the fantasy of being inside Pimlico with her as a full participant. To feel something other than physical connection; to finally let whatever emotions I had toward her manifest into something I could label and not something I wanted to run the fuck away from.  
 
    I hated how weak I was where she was concerned. How angry she made me. How messed up. I’d refused to talk to her or even look in her direction since my mother threw me from my home.  
 
    The entire drive back to port, on the short speedboat ride, and boarding of my super yacht, I hadn’t touched, spoken, or looked at her.  
 
    I couldn’t. 
 
    I was so fucking embarrassed.  
 
    How could I look at her when she’d seen how unwanted I was? How I had everything society said we needed to be happy, yet I was miserable?  
 
    I knew what I would’ve seen in her eyes if I had looked at her.  
 
    Pity. 
 
    Motherfucking pity and I refused to see that.  
 
    I’d rather see her hatred and accusation like before.  
 
    She’d gone to her quarters, and I’d gone to mine, and I had no desire to seek her out. Yet here I was hard for her and deliberating taking a shower to give in to the desire in my blood. Of making myself come with a fist and then numbing my mind with a joint.  
 
    “Elder?”  
 
    My head shot upright as I spun to face an unwanted intruder.  
 
    I rubbed my eyes, wondering for a second if the vodka had affected me, after all. But no, she was still there. Still watching me with concern that pissed me right off.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    She flinched but held her ground. She’d changed into a grey dress with black cranes flying over the fabric. It made her seem wiser, braver, ready to fight rather than wanting to flee.  
 
    “I-I was worried about you.” She stepped out of my suite, her bare feet silent on the polished deck. The breeze snatched the bottom of her dress, flashing me glimpses of calves and ankles.  
 
    My cock twitched as lust drenched my system. Two innocuous places on a woman, yet on Pim, I’d never seen anything sexier. I wanted to run my fingers up her legs. I wanted to nip at her ankles. I wanted to touch every inch.  
 
    “I expected to hear music.” Her eyes glowed in the moonlight. “I almost didn’t come as I didn’t want to interrupt. But…you’re not playing your cello.” Her voice softened. “Why?” 
 
    Why?  
 
    Because if I did, I wouldn’t be able to stop. 
 
    Because if I did, I’d probably do something I regret. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Don’t concern yourself.” My back stiffened as she stepped closer.  
 
    “It does concern me. You brought me into your life, and now your life concerns me. Do you want to talk about what happened today?” 
 
    I barked with displeasure. “Talk?” I backed away, putting space between us for my sake and hers. “No, I don’t want to talk.” 
 
    “But I’m worried—” 
 
    “Don’t be worried about me, little mouse. Be worried for yourself.” 
 
    Her face scrunched up, somehow making her even more beautiful. Her eyes narrowed in question, her lips tilted in curiosity. Her shiny brown hair licked around her shoulders, tempting me so fucking much to fist and yank her to me. To kiss her. To take her. To forget every rule and requirement.  
 
    She didn’t come closer, but she didn’t back away either. A few weeks ago, the girl I’d saved from horror would’ve dropped her gaze and probably buckled to her knees while shedding her dress for her master’s use of her body. Now, she held her ground; the slight tremor in her limbs was the only sign her stoic bravery was only borrowed and not common-place.  
 
    “Talk or not, I couldn’t sleep unless I came to see you.” She paused as if searching for words she’d long since ignored in favour of silence. “You didn’t have dinner. No one knew where you were. Selix told me you might have left.” 
 
    “You were asking about me?” My body tensed, not because she’d pried into my privacy but because she’d willingly spoken to others all because she was thinking about me.  
 
    My heart raced faster. “Why do you care? You should be grateful to be left alone. Isn’t that what you wanted?” 
 
    She frowned. “Why would I be grateful to be ignored?” 
 
    “Grateful to be unharassed.” 
 
    “That’s wrong.” She linked her fingers together like some seer about to reveal my future or the date of my death. “Your friendship has never been a harassment.”  
 
    I chuckled low. “Friendship? You call what we have a friendship?” 
 
    “You were the first to call me a friend.” Her neck rippled as she swallowed. “I’d like to be yours in return.” 
 
    I should’ve accepted her answer. I should’ve nodded and bid her good night. I should’ve done a lot of things.  
 
    But I did none of them.  
 
    Stalking forward, I didn’t stop until I towered over her; infiltrating her space, I made her gasp and shiver. “You’d like to be my friend? After everything I’ve done?” 
 
    She sucked in a breath; her eyes dancing over my face before settling on my lips. The one fucking place she should never look because it made me hard and angry and horny and so many fucking things I should never be around her. It reminded me that I wanted this woman. I’d wanted her for weeks, and I still hadn’t had her, and now I never would because I refused to let the awful things my mother said come true.  
 
    Pim deserved better than that.  
 
    “I want to be your friend because of everything you’ve done.” Her breath turned papery; her eyes never leaving my mouth. “I want to get to know you.” 
 
    My ears took her sentence and rearranged the letters into something I wanted to hear rather than what she’d said. I heard ‘I want you to kiss me’. Even as her true words echoed behind it. Even as my hands shot forward and captured her cheeks. Even as my mouth descended on hers and my tongue tore past the soft, sweet obstruction of her lips.  
 
    Her hands captured my wrists—the same way she’d done before. Already a habit where we were concerned. She held on. Her nails dug in. But she didn’t squirm or fight. She opened to my invasion. She turned from stiff to pliant. She moaned.  
 
    I fucking lost it.  
 
    My fingers turned to shackles, holding her tight as I pushed her backward. Faster and faster, neither looking nor caring where we were going. I just needed her against something. I needed her trapped. I needed to press and thrust and feel her against me with nowhere to run.  
 
    She danced backward, her breath heating my cheeks, her tongue licking mine, matching my urgency until she slammed against something and then she was still.  
 
    I pressed my entire length against her, giving her no apology or warning as I grinded my erection into her taut belly.  
 
    Somewhere in my mind, I waited for her to scream and beg. To fall to her knees. To shut down and check out.  
 
    She did none of those things.  
 
    She kissed me back.  
 
    Fuck, she kissed me back.  
 
    It was as if the girl I’d rescued had vanished and in her place stood a stranger. A girl who kissed with recklessness born of the same desperation inside me. Kissed with the same infection I suffered as if unable to understand how she’d become so sick but desperate for a cure.  
 
    She was me.  
 
    I was her.  
 
    And goddammit, the kiss turned feral with urgency.  
 
    I groaned as she arched her hips into mine. She moaned as I bit her bottom lip, not sheathing my teeth or remembering to be gentle.  
 
    She matched me crazy to crazy, and for a second, I let go. I felt the obsession. I lived the aggression. I almost tripped into the place I could never go.  
 
    Wrenching myself back, I stumbled away. Rubbing my mouth, I hated that her taste infused with mine, fogging my mind until all I could focus on was my heartbeat and how much I wanted her.  
 
    She mimicked me, pressing fingers to red lips, her eyes wild and scared, her face white with shock. She looked like she did when I was inside her just before she’d broken into sobs.  
 
    “Fuck.” I breathed hard. “Once again, I didn’t mean to do that.” I backed up farther, then circled around her, heading into my suite. I needed a door to lock—a barricade between us so she was safe.  
 
    The bathroom would do. I’d take that shower. I’d rid myself of my desire. I’d remember who I was.  
 
    “Wait.” Pim stepped into the room, darting forward on tiny feet. “Don’t go.” 
 
    I froze, turning to face her. “But I just hurt you. Again.” 
 
    She looked at the floor, wringing her hands. “You didn’t.” 
 
    “Didn’t what? Kiss you? Slam you against the wall and try to fucking crawl inside you?”  
 
    She shivered. “I mean, yes, you did those things—” 
 
    “Exactly.” I bowed stiffly. “In that case, good night, Pim. Get the hell out of my quarters.” 
 
    She moved forward, holding up her hand. “No, wait. You did do those things, but you didn’t hurt me. I-I wanted them.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “What?” 
 
    “I kissed you back. You had to have felt that.” Her cheeks pinked. “I’m sick and tired of being afraid of passion when you live and breathe passion every day. You were hurting. I wanted to give you something—” 
 
    “Wait.” It was my turn to hold up my hand. “So you kissed me out of charity?” I didn’t know what was worse—trying to blow me to keep her or bestow a kiss to make me feel better.  
 
    Fuck! 
 
    “It wasn’t like that. I wanted to kiss you. I wanted it just as much for me as I did for you.” 
 
    My temper unfurled like a sword from its scabbard. “You pity me now you’ve met my mother and heard how unwanted I am by those I love.” 
 
    “What? No?” She shook her head. “That isn’t the—” 
 
    “You think you understand me now, is that it?” I balled my hands, pacing around her. “You think you can judge me, read me? Know what goes on inside my goddamn head?” Stopping in front of her, I growled, “You know more about me than you should, Pim. And I know nothing about you. That isn’t fair, nor is it part of our agreement.” 
 
    She turned on the spot, keeping her gaze locked on mine. “You’re mistaken. I don’t know a thing about you.” 
 
    I smiled coldly. “You know more than you should.” 
 
    “I’d know more if you told me.” 
 
    I laughed. “Never going to happen.”  
 
    The itch to play my cello hijacked my fingers. I’d trained myself enough to know when I was borderline, and I sought out music rather than a new obsession. Pim was right to expect me to be playing. It was time. I needed her gone. Before I did something I regretted.  
 
    Stalking toward the bedside table where I kept a pre-rolled joint in case of emergencies, I fumbled in my pocket for my lighter. Holding the weed to my lips, I lit the end and inhaled. Hard.  
 
    A flash of grey and black appeared then my marijuana salvation vanished from my fingers. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “Stop.” Pim held the smoking joint. “Talk to me. You’re hurting. You should talk to someone.”  
 
    “Talk?” I looked at the ceiling and laughed. “Again, you want to talk.” 
 
    “Yes, I think—” 
 
    Grabbing her, I tossed her onto my bed. “When I’m in this headspace, Pim, the last thing I want to do is fucking talk.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Pim 
 
      
 
      
 
    HE CLIMBED ON top of me, wedging me against his mattress as his scent from his sheets rose up the meet the scent from his skin.   
 
    The wildness in his eyes terrified me.  
 
    The smoking weed in my fingers could set fire to the bed if I let go.  
 
    A panic attack from my years at the white mansion swivelled into being, begging me to let go and disappear. To leave this physical plane and return only once he’d finished with my body. 
 
    Every other time, I would listen. I would fall. I would leave. But there was something about Elder and the pain tainting everything around him that kept me there, that locked me to the present.  
 
    I didn’t move as his lips sought mine again. I didn’t cry out as his hand found my breast and squeezed. And I didn’t scream as his leg wedged between my thighs to press against my core.  
 
    I stayed frozen beneath him, forcing myself to remember the coal burn of lust I’d enjoyed from kissing him on the deck. How wonderful it’d been to let go and just accept the kiss, to bestow one back, to allow heat and liquid to course through me with the promise of one day being whole enough to enjoy more.  
 
    Now, I clung to those memories, clinging to sanity, refusing to succumb to the panic squeezing my airway.  
 
    But I didn’t do it for me. I didn’t do it to force myself to get better, to accept sex for sex, to finally recognise the hindrances of my past.  
 
    No, I didn't do it for me. 
 
    I did it for him.  
 
    I forced myself to hold his joint with one hand and run my fingers through his hair with the other. I ordered myself not to cringe against the imaginary chains ready to bind me and disciplines ready to scold me for touching him. I ordered myself to kiss him back. To open for him, to lick him, to accept the agony he poured down my throat.  
 
    I corralled my body to rub against his. I arched my hips against his leg. I let him believe I wanted him on top of me. I wanted his touch, his kiss, his lust.  
 
    And I did.  
 
    The more I pretended for his sake, the more my body took control for mine.  
 
    My heart galloped for need rather than fear.  
 
    My skin prickled for want rather than terror.  
 
    His attack could’ve lasted a few seconds or a few minutes—I didn’t know. All I knew was the amount of energy it took to be a girl I wasn’t. To pretend to be a woman who wanted this rather than beg for help to overcome her issues.  
 
    Stars swam in the quicksilver of my mind; exhaustion settling in as Elder suddenly shot off me and sat heavily on the edge of the mattress with his head in his hands. “Shit.”  
 
    The curse fell almost silently, his shoulders rising and falling with ragged breath. His erection distorted his jeans while need crackled in every motion.  
 
    Slowly, I sat up. 
 
    The joint still smoked in my fingers; the bedspread a little singed from where I’d brushed the ash on white linen.  
 
    I wanted some distance to sort out the clanging desires and thoughts inside, but I didn’t move away. Instead, I stayed close to him, so he knew I didn’t hate him for what’d happened. That he wasn’t at fault and didn’t have any reason to worry. That he could do it again if it made him feel better. 
 
    My heart prickled with the need to remind him that someone wanted him, someone appreciated him, someone ultimately cared and was so grateful for his kindness, protection, and generosity.  
 
    Me.  
 
    I hadn’t fully understood why I’d sought him out tonight. Why, after spending the evening alone after a silent journey back to the Phantom, I’d decided to walk into the lion’s den rather than stay out of his business and give him time to cool off.  
 
    I knew he was angry and likely to do things we’d both regret, but for once, I wasn’t thinking about me. I refused to be afraid, and by putting his hurt above my own, it made the parts of me not ready to heal start to piece together again, happy to be whole, even if that whole would be completely different from the girl I was before.  
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” he breathed tiredly. “I can’t control myself around you.” He held out his hand. “The joint please, Pim. Then go. It’s not safe for you to be here tonight.” 
 
    He’d told me something similar before. He’d smoked that night, too. I should do what he wanted. I should hand over the weed and leave. But I wouldn’t let him do one thing and expect me to do another.  
 
    He’d treated me with tough love since he’d taken me. He didn’t let me wallow. He’d given me choices and decisions and made me remember I was a person, not a possession.  
 
    He couldn’t do that and then expect me to obey him without question.  
 
    “I’m not afraid of you,” I whispered, hoping he didn’t hear the lie masquerading as truth.  
 
    He stared at the carpet. “You should be.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m not a good person.” 
 
    I twirled the still smoking joint. The sickly sweet smell of marijuana made me wrinkle my nose. “You’re an angel compared to—” 
 
    “Don’t even think about comparing me to that bastard who kept you.”  
 
    “I’m not comparing you—” 
 
    “Your perception of humanity is screwed up. Most men aren’t like him, and most aren't like me. I’m not—” 
 
    I didn’t let him finish. “I don’t care about other men.” 
 
    He froze, glancing at me out of the corner of his eye. “You’re saying you care about me?” 
 
    “I—” Words formed a noose, unwilling to let an answer pass. How could I tell him that seeing him like this helped me more than his brash brutality and capable control? How could I tell him that I felt stronger when he was weaker and more ready to stop moping because I no longer had to get better for my sake but his?  
 
    Seeing his pain today had made me grow up—just like the storm had washed away my past. He’d fought for me, yet no one had fought for him. They’d tossed him away. They’d refused to forgive him. I couldn’t give him back his family, but I could give him my friendship and understanding. I couldn’t answer for his past sins or even say if it was forgivable, but I could judge him based on our interaction, and I refused to let the past dictate how I felt about him.  
 
    Was that short-sighted? Should I dig further into who he was?  
 
    Probably.  
 
    But Elder had been the one to save me. That gift alone was worth my loyalty, no matter what cost.  
 
    “No reply.” He raised an eyebrow. “I don’t blame you, you know. No one can care about me. It’s a curse.” 
 
    You’re wrong. I do care.  
 
    Say it out loud, weakling.  
 
    I bit my lip as he stole the joint and held it to his lips. If I was honest, I didn’t want him to smoke. I wanted to finish this conversation with no haze from substances. If he was able to use such tools, why couldn’t I? Why did I have to face my fear of sex cold turkey when he could abuse drugs to find reprieve?  
 
    He didn’t inhale, holding the pot, following my attention and disapproval. He sighed. “I don’t smoke for enjoyment, Pim.” 
 
    “You said it helps you.” I tilted my head as he took a drag then reached over me and stubbed it out on a silver ashtray on the bedside table. “Helps you how?” 
 
    “Long story.” 
 
    “I want to know.” 
 
    “You haven’t guessed thanks to my mother?” 
 
    “How could I guess?” 
 
    He shrugged, rubbing his jaw, the rasp of his five o’ clock shadow on his fingers gave me goosebumps. The more time I spent with him, the more aware I was of him as a man rather than a terrifying entity. He was beautiful, and not because of correctly proportioned features or a body that’d been honed and trained into perfection, but because he truly was a different species to the monsters I’d lived with.  
 
    He had a soul. And it was a vibrant, throbbing thing visible, not just in his eyes, but in every nuance, kiss, and motion.  
 
    His legs spread as he pressed his hands together between them, staring at the floor. If he truly didn’t want me there, he could’ve stood and left by now.  
 
    But he hadn’t.  
 
    He hadn’t thrown me out.  
 
    Hadn’t tossed me over his shoulder.  
 
    I took comfort in that and stayed where I was, giving him time if time was what he needed.  
 
    Finally, he murmured, “How can you sit beside me? How can you kiss me after hearing I’m responsible for my father and brother’s death?” 
 
    I forced myself not to flinch as his eyes locked on mine, trapping me in his questions. “How, Pim?” 
 
    “Because I’ve made my own opinions about you, and I won’t let other’s change them.” 
 
    He sighed again, shaking his head as if I was woefully naïve. “We’re not talking about liking dogs over cats or hating vegetarians. We’re talking about murder.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Then stop being so young and romantic.” 
 
    My spine tensed. “I’m not. I haven’t felt young in decades, and I stopped being romantic the day I was strangled only to be brought back to life.” I crossed my arms. “Instead of putting words in my mouth and telling me how I should feel, tell me. I’ll form my own opinions without the manipulation of others.” 
 
    He chuckled sadly. “And have you hate me, too? I don’t think so.” His eyes lingered on my lips before tearing away and focusing on the carpet again. “Go to bed, Pim.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I cocked my chin. “Talk to me. Then I’ll do whatever you want.” 
 
    His eyes darkened slowly, threateningly. “Anything?” 
 
    My heart shook its head wildly, reminding me that that look meant sex and all things I wanted to run from. But if my body was the price for Elder’s secrets, then so be it. I was stronger now. I could gift him that. After all, I’d been willing to barter a blowjob for his protection.  
 
    Was this any different?  
 
    Weren’t all relationships based on reciprocal giving and taking? We gave out of love and took out of selfishness. It was symbiotic.  
 
    “Yes, anything.” I held his stare, falling deeper and deeper into their black depths.  
 
    I waited for him to kiss me, scold me, tell me I wasn’t ready and order me to leave.  
 
    Instead, his lips quirked with a sinister glint. “So be it.” Climbing off the bed, he moved toward the desk where scrolls of blueprints and pencils littered the surface. Pulling out the office chair, he wheeled it closer to the bed then sat with his legs spread and fingers steepled between them.  
 
    I didn’t let the fact he had to face me rather than sit beside me bother me. If that made it easier for him, I was glad.  
 
    I waited for him to say something. I shifted on his bed, wondering if I should be the one to start whatever confession he’d air.  
 
    The space between us thickened until it moved like fog, painting his elegant bedroom in so many unknown, clouded things.  
 
    Finally, he said, “I’m OCD. Always have been; always will be.” 
 
    Obsessive Compulsive Disorder.  
 
    A condition I’d done studies on in my classes for my degree. Symptoms and solutions labelled textbook cruel rather than personally discussed. Elder was many things, but OCD?  
 
    I couldn’t diagnose it.  
 
    Back in high school, I’d known a boy with it. He’d been dosed on pharmaceutical medicine that turned him into a zombie and didn’t participate in class, or, if he didn’t take the tablets designed to make his life easier, he would wash his hands until they were raw. He’d leap up after the teacher had finished writing an assignment on the whiteboard and copy it word for word seven times over.  
 
    Every week, some new tale circulated about him: he’d gone through each classroom and stacked workbooks in colour coordination. He’d painted the jungle gym in the playground bright green because he said the sun faded browns weren’t right. He couldn’t stand people eating from mismatched lunch boxes and avoided the school cafeteria at all costs.  
 
    He suffered. 
 
    Yet I hadn’t seen Elder do any of those things. I hadn’t seen him lock and relock a door countless times. I hadn’t seen him count under his breath or do a task repetitively because the coding in his brain skipped occasionally.  
 
    He had no flaws, only sheer focus on perfectionism. His yacht, his cello, himself.  
 
    He followed my train of thought, enlightening me without me asking. “OCD comes in different packages. Some you’re aware of, others you’re not.” 
 
    “What do you suffer with?”  
 
    “Mostly I can ignore the tics of repetition. I can ignore the allure of having to be overly clean or panic about every microbe. I’m more of a selective obsessive.” He pulled a piece of lint off his jeans, flicking it to the floor. “I find something I like, and I have no choice but to master it. I forget about everything else. The world no longer exists. Nothing does apart from that one thing.” 
 
    His eyes clouded, remembering things, bringing them back to life by discussing them. “It started young. Legos to start then other toys. I’d play with them once, and then I couldn’t stop until I’d built every design, solved every clue, figured out every solution. My brother’s origami book took me all night to master, and after that, I went through our local library on how to get better, more intricate. I folded and folded until I could fold one handed and half asleep. My parents worried about me. Okaasan tried to stop me, but Otōsan knew it was pointless. He understood my issues even though he didn’t suffer the same. He did have an addiction, though—his violin.”  
 
    Elder’s voice turned inward. “When he introduced me to music and took me to my first cello lesson on my eighth birthday, it was as if the loudness in my brain quietened. While my mind had the notes and my fingers had the chords, I was empty inside…completely free.”  
 
    My eyes drifted to his fingers where they twitched as if he played an invisible cello.  
 
    He continued, “It quickly went from comfort to need. There was no other way for me. I had to play. It wasn’t a choice. It wasn’t a need, or thrill, or any normal word to describe why a musician has to play his instrument. It was an all-driving curse.”  
 
    He looked up, his eyes once again black with rageful passion. “I couldn’t stop. At home, away from my tutor’s cello, I’d slip into repetitive complications. I drove my mother mad rearranging the cutlery drawer, the pantry, the laundry. Nothing was safe, and everything had to be in threes. My brain latched onto whatever new flavour it wanted, and until it decided it had had enough, it was all I could talk and think about. We had no money to buy a cello, but my father saw how it helped me an hour a week at my lessons. How something like music could give me an outlet to master but be so complicated I could never be truly satisfied. The one thing that had unlimited potential to keep me within boundaries and stay healthy.”  
 
    He shuddered as awful memories replaced the nice. “He went against my mother and borrowed money from people you should never borrow money from. He was so proud that night, giving me a beaten up second-hand cello. And I’d never loved him more or been so fucking grateful that he understood.”  
 
    He chuckled under his breath. “Playing it made the neighbourhood cats squall until I learned how to tune it. I threw myself into everything there was to know about strings and bridges and bows. I devoured music books then songs on the radio, classics, melodies. I imprinted each tune to memory, and once I’d mastered everything a teacher had to teach, I created my own music. I blended. I evolved. I gave everything of myself to be the best.” 
 
    He sat tall as if bracing himself for the bad. “Around the time when I’d mastered the cello enough to be noticed for my talent—to receive invitations to concerts, competitions, and awards—my mind once again turned for other tasks it could dominate. I didn’t play to be noticed. I played to be cured. And knowing people wanted to compete against me—to see if they could better me, beat me—took away the freedom I found.” 
 
    He inhaled, his voice turning heavy. “My OCD isn’t a compulsion to do something repetitively. It’s a compulsion to do something until I conquer it. Not just conquer it but to be the best, the only, the mecca. I have to know it inside out. I have to absorb and control and own every minute.” 
 
    He gave me a pointed look. “Are you getting it now, Pimlico?” 
 
    Slowly, pieces fell into place. He’d told me before that my mind was his ultimate goal, not my body. That he wanted everything from me. My past, my thoughts, my secrets. He’d told me he needed to master me.  
 
    I thought he’d been dramatizing his needs. That it was just a turn of phrase.  
 
    I was so wrong.  
 
    I shuddered to think of him playing me as aggressively as he did his cello. For him to know my every thought and tear every hidden fear from me. To know me better than I knew myself.  
 
    How could one master another? How could I give him that sort of access to everything that fundamentally made me me? Was that even possible?  
 
    Elder pushed ahead, forcing himself to reveal more, as if apologetic for the honesty he’d just let me glimpse. “I met someone when I was eleven. A guy I saw practicing martial arts on my block. Considering my heritage and the stories I’d grown up with, I immediately had a kindred connection. I asked him to teach me. He did.” 
 
    He rubbed his face then squeezed the back of his nape. “My parents didn’t know who I fought with. They believed I went to the community gym, and I didn’t tell them otherwise. I went from a scrawny kid who never saw the sun with bleeding fingers from playing the cello to a muscly fighter who learned to master his own body. I didn’t look my young age. I shot up and piled on power. I knew every ligament and tendon. I studied textbook after textbook on the best way to strike, what a punch did to the human tissue, and how to kill with every part of me. 
 
    “I became good. I became a master. I became noticed.” He scrubbed his forehead, shaking his head as awful memories turned sinister. “At twelve, I was recruited to be security for the same men my father had borrowed money from. Even so young, they said if I helped them out, they’d forget about the debt and excessive interest they charged him—even after three years, he was still paying them back. I agreed, willing to take the pressure off my family, knowing how complicated it was having a son like me.” 
 
    He looked up, his face tight as if preparing himself for the worst. “I want to say I believed them when they said they were into import, export. I pretended not to notice when some containers held screaming people instead of crates of food. I lied to myself that they weren’t bad men even as I was used to teach lessons to those who defaulted on drug money or failed on a run. I was a stupid fucking kid who only wanted to focus on fighting, cello, and origami. I couldn’t afford to obsess over anything new.” 
 
    I inched forward off the bed, dropping to my knees before him. I didn’t do it out of servitude but as an avid listener to his tale. Hesitantly, I placed my hand on his knee. 
 
    He jolted as if watching me touch him didn’t prepare him for the physical heat of it.  
 
    With his eyes locked on my hand, he said, “It started slowly. They told me they’d need my skills to protect a shipment, and I went. They said they’d arranged a fight to showcase my talent, so I fought. I didn’t care my opponents were all terrified or that they all lost. I became drunk on my own stupid power until one day, I became addicted to the look on their faces. I needed that fear in their eyes. I went searching for it.” 
 
    He flinched. “One day, when I was thirteen, I picked a fight with my little brother just because I needed to see that fear.” He choked on a swallow. “I broke his arm.” 
 
    I hid my gasp, doing my best not to show any judgment. He threw me a quick glance then dropped his gaze as if he couldn’t stomach looking at me.  
 
    “My father was the one who found us. Me in tears. Kade in tears. His arm hanging weirdly. We took him to the hospital. When we got home, Okaasan hit me, and I let her. She hit me until I bled, and then she disowned me. My father tried to defend me. My brother, too, even as he stood with his arm in a cast because of me. I was given one last chance. Cease to fight for the Chinmoku or leave.” 
 
    Elder stood, shoving his hands into his hair as he paced. “I went that afternoon and handed in my resignation. I was a silly kid who thought it would be a simple goodbye.” He snorted. “Needless to say, they didn’t accept it. They came after me that night. Otōsan was the one who answered the door and told them I would no longer fight for them. He knew who they were. He understood the shit I’d landed our entire family in. He’d done the unthinkable and borrowed money from the Chinmoku, but I’d signed our death warrants by becoming one of them.” 
 
    Elder’s voice turned tortured and thin. He cleared his throat twice before he continued, “The next night, I woke to a burning house with a message painted in blood on the living room wall. ‘Once a Chinmoku always a Chinmoku. You chose family. Now you have no one.” 
 
    Those words hovered in the room long after Elder had spoken. He didn’t speak for an eternity until he finally murmured, “There was no way out. They’d drilled the windows closed and barricaded all the doors. I was the only one not locked in my room. It was as if they expected me to escape and return to their brotherhood rather than fight for my family.” 
 
    He stopped pacing, swaying in place, ghosts of firelight dancing over his face. “I managed to break into the second-story window and pull my mother to safety. Otōsan went to get Kade when the gas cylinder in the kitchen blew up and sent the house into smithereens. I tried to go back in, but the fire crew arrived and stopped me. I can still hear my mother’s screams, my curses, and the knowledge I’ll forever have their blood on my hands.”  
 
    He looked up, his skin white and eyes far away. “After that, we had nowhere to go. No one would take us in because of my ties to the Chinmoku. With no home, my mother and I ended up on the streets. I traded my skill of playing sonnets for pillaging pockets. Until one day, she just vanished. I found out later her brother had offered her a place to live if she abandoned me—which she was only too happy to do.” 
 
    I slapped a hand over my mouth in horror. “That’s awful.” 
 
    He shrugged. “She blamed me—rightfully—for killing her husband and son. I didn’t blame her. I blamed myself.” 
 
    He rolled his shoulders, the conclusion to his story coming out in a rush. “I knew where her brother lived and went to beg for her forgiveness. They all turned their backs on me and told me I was a ghost. I had died in that fire too, and that was all there was to it.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.”  
 
    “Don’t pity me.” He held up his hand. “Never pity me. I take full responsibility, just like I take full responsibility for what I’ve done to you.” He threw me a broken smile. “That’s why I can’t let myself relax when I’m around you. Why when I say it’s not your body I’m after, I’m telling the goddamn truth. I need to master you, Pim. I need to study, control, and manipulate you until you give me every tiny scrap. And I refuse to fucking do that.” 
 
    I held his stare. “That doesn’t explain why you won’t kiss me. Why you said you could only have me once.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this.” He looked at the ceiling then back at me. “Are you asking why I won’t sleep with you? I thought you’d be glad about that after everything you’ve been through.” 
 
    I broke eye contact. I couldn’t lie after he’d been so honest, but I couldn’t hide the truth either. “Part of me will be forever thankful that you don’t want me that way. That the other night was a slip and I’ll never have to have sex again.” 
 
    He spoke with thick loathing. “And the other part?” 
 
    “That part is curious. It wants to know how different it could be with someone I trust. I like when you kiss me. I like the way it makes me feel.” 
 
    He pressed his lips together as if I’d shocked him silent.  
 
    I breathed in, embarrassment pinking my cheeks. “I-I could’ve refrained from saying that, but after everything you just told me, I had to tell the truth. For you and for me.” 
 
    He moved closer.  
 
    I didn’t look up. I couldn’t. I’d dropped to my knees out of support, but now I hated the power exchange. I didn’t flinch as he stopped in front of me or pull back when he tilted my chin up with his finger.  
 
    When our eyes met, he smiled sadly. “I won’t have sex with you again because I could lose myself in you. I would become utterly, terribly addicted. Once I’d had you—fully had you where you wanted me as much as I wanted you—I’d never be able to stop. I’d fuck you every hour of every day. I’d forget to eat, sleep, breathe. All I would need is you. All I would want is you. And that sort of obsession is not healthy—for either of us.” 
 
    Letting me go, he strode to the deck where the doors remained open, letting the muggy night air mingle with the heavy confessions we’d bestowed. “That’s the main reason I want to set you free, Pim. Not for you but for me. I need you gone before I do something I can’t undo. Before I destroy both of us.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Elder 
 
      
 
      
 
     “FUCKING HARDER. WHAT are you? Turning pussy on me?” 
 
    Selix grunted as he swung the katakana swords directly at my head. “Giving you a break. Your mind isn’t fully in the game.” 
 
    “It’s not a game.” I ducked and struck him in the back with the training nunchucks that didn’t break bones but definitely bruised.  
 
    He grunted as I parried backward, sweat rivering down my naked torso and soaking into my sweatpants. “It’s a fight, Selix, so be a fucking man and fight.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” He roundhoused me, taking me by surprise, using his foot as his weapon and not the swords in his hands. “Fine, I’ll fight.” 
 
    I grunted as my lungs forgot how to work. “That’s how you want to play, huh? Cheap shots?” Tossing the nunchucks to the side, I attacked him with my fists. “You got it.” 
 
    Thanks to my obsession with all things fighting, I knew how to kill with a single strike, how to protect my knuckles, and how my cartilage and joints reacted to a sucker-punch versus an upper cut. I also knew how it would feel to the other person. I’d studied sketches and medical journals that showed which muscles contracted to absorb the blow, how blood gushed to an injury, how the nervous system highlighted pain.  
 
    I knew all that. I thought about all that. Even as my mind locked onto the only thing I could.  
 
    Fight. 
 
    Fight. 
 
    Fight.  
 
    Parry, swing, punch, duck.  
 
    Selix wasn’t like me. He didn’t need to know every minute detail about something to be good at it. He was a street survivor. He’d been the victor and victim.  
 
    We fought each other, delivering punishment while taking others. The cushioned mat in the bottom level of the yacht became slick with sweat as we painted each other in bruises. 
 
    I’d woken him up at daybreak and ordered him to join me in the gym. After talking to Pim, I couldn’t sleep. I’d stepped onto the deck and hadn’t returned to my quarters in case she was still there, asleep on my bed, innocent and open. I didn’t go back because I wouldn’t forgive myself if I took her up on the offer in her gaze and fucked her.  
 
    I wouldn’t fuck her. 
 
    Not when she offered it up as a gift—a painkiller to every screwed up thing I’d told her.  
 
    What was I thinking telling her that shit?  
 
    Christ, I couldn’t get rid of the shame.  
 
    So I took it out on Selix. Attacking him with more power, rage, and coldbloodedness than before.  
 
    I hadn’t been this close to slipping in years. Normally, my cello, fighting, and business kept my compulsive tendencies at bay. 
 
    That was before Pim.  
 
    Before she ruined me with her hopeless suicide eyes at Alrik’s. 
 
    The buzzer sounded, telling us as we circled and kicked that we’d been fighting for over two hours. We were both exhausted, both bleeding from cut lips and swollen noses, both weary with wounds.  
 
    Selix charged forward, landing a solid strike to my chest with his shoulder.  
 
    In repayment, I gave him three quick jabs to his ribcage. We separated and held up our hands, assessing the other and if it was time to quit or if we would fight until we couldn’t stand.  
 
    It was my decision. Selix wouldn’t back down.  
 
    I had to get a grip and accept that this was enough. That the obsession didn’t control me. I controlled the obsession.  
 
    Stepping backward, I bowed with deep respect. Honouring the discipline and honourable rules such fighting expected. “Thank you.”  
 
    Selix sighed, matching my bow with cupped fists. “Welcome.” 
 
    Touching knuckles, we rolled our shoulders, smirking in pain. “Well, I feel better.” 
 
    Selix chuckled. “You feel beaten up you mean.” 
 
    I laughed. “I think it was you who was beaten.” 
 
    “You think wrong.” Grabbing a towel from the rack in the corner, the mirrored walls showed him wiping his face and scrubbing his arms before tossing it into the hamper by the water cooler. Weight machines and treadmills glittered in the bright lights, coaxing unwilling bodies to do cardio.  
 
    Grabbing a drink, he muttered, “You gonna be okay today?” 
 
    Selix had his own attributes. One of which he could guess another’s agendas and flaws accurately. He’d never fully asked what I suffered from or why I’d sometimes play the cello for days or punish myself with sword wielding until I passed out from exhaustion. He knew enough to understand Pim’s introduction to my structured existence wasn’t easy.  
 
    “I’ll be fine.” Snatching a towel, I wrapped it around my neck and rubbed it through my hair, capturing the droplets of exertion. “I need to go back to the warehouse. Have a few things to run through with Charlton.” 
 
    “I’ll get ready and meet you in an hour. That work?” Selix moved toward the exit. 
 
    I nodded. “Fine.” 
 
    He left with a salute while I headed to the elevator and pressed the top floor. I’d shower and eat and then find Pim and hope to God my mind was in a safer place now the sun had risen, and I’d broken a few blood vessels.  
 
    Last night had been a mistake. I had no idea what possessed me to do such a thing, but it would never happen again. I wouldn’t let her get under my skin any more than she already had.  
 
    Striding into my suite, my heart clenched to find it empty. I didn’t want to acknowledge why disappointment climbed through my veins rather than relief.  
 
    Pim wasn’t in my room, but something foreign rested upon my bed: a large red parcel from one of the most expensive stores in Monte Carlo.  
 
    I’d ordered Jolfer to send one of his female staff to buy Pim more clothes. She needed a wardrobe that fit her better. She deserved dresses that clung to her and showed off how stunning she was rather than swamp her delicate frame.  
 
    She also needed other things. Things that I didn’t want to see because I didn’t need such images fogging up my mind.  
 
    I should send the box straight to Pim, but I couldn’t help myself. Cracking the lid, I fingered an item that made my cock rock fucking hard before I slammed it closed again.  
 
    Goddammit, I shouldn’t have ordered that. 
 
    It would only make my life that much more tricky.  
 
    But Pim was worth it.  
 
    She was worth every penny. 
 
    Even if she cost me everything.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Pim 
 
      
 
      
 
    RETURNING TO THE warehouse where I’d stolen the photo frame filled me with anxiety. I kept peering into workers’ faces, expecting to see accusation and knowledge about what I’d done. 
 
    However, no one glanced at me strangely. No one acted cool or wronged. In fact, their smiles were warm and welcoming, recognising me from yesterday and already accepting me as part of their boss’s inner circle.  
 
    If I was honest, I was surprised Elder invited me to accompany him. After what had happened last night and his disappearing act, followed by his cut lip and bruised appearance from what he said was routine exercise this morning, I’d prepared to be alone for a few days.  
 
    But that was before Selix called and told me to be on deck within the hour. 
 
    Before Elder had held out a hand with grazed knuckles and sore fingers to welcome my company.  
 
    Now, here I stood again amongst a world I never knew existed, surrounded by hard working, kind people who had a normal existence just like the one I strove for.  
 
    Elder stopped a few times to shake hands with overseers in different departments, sharing short conversations about rudders and ballasts and things I had no knowledge of.  
 
    Not once did he comment that this yacht was mine or attempt to bully me into accepting such a ludicrous gift. Not once did he seem to care his cheekbone had coloured to a nice blemish or his tongue kept returning to the crack in his lower lip.  
 
    He was stunning when unhurt. But he was drool-worthy slightly beaten up.  
 
    I didn’t know why my belly clenched every time I looked at his mottled hands. Perhaps, it was the knowledge he knew how to protect with his body. Or I was just screwed up to like violence after my tragic past.  
 
    Either way, most of the time, he pretended I wasn’t there.  
 
    I didn’t mind.  
 
    I was happy to be included. Thrilled he’d decided to let bygones be bygones.  
 
    Whenever I looked at him, I saw past the stern businessman dressed immaculately in pressed jeans and black t-shirt to the man who was unwanted by those closest to him.  
 
    Protectiveness and fierce loyalty filled me.  
 
    I’d meant what I’d thought last night. Sleeping with Elder for myself was never an option. Sex still held its repugnant memories. But sleeping with him for his needs? I could do that. I could stay in my body while I gave him something he needed. Because I refused to take and take anymore. It wasn’t fair—especially when no one gave him anything in return.  
 
    His cool, gruff voice cut through my thoughts.  
 
    Blinking, I glanced up into serious black eyes, shuttering a past I desperately wanted to heal. “That work for you?” 
 
    I shifted on the spot, unwilling to admit I hadn’t been listening but rather daydreaming about him. About sex with him. Who would’ve thought I would be capable of such a thing? 
 
    His lips tilted into a smirk as he looked me up and down and crossed his arms. “You weren’t listening, were you?” 
 
    My cheeks warmed. “Um…” I racked my brain, trying to recall what he’d said. “Sorry.” I cowered, ready for discipline. I stepped back, rolling my shoulders, my knees already loose and ready to tumble into a bowing position even while my mind knew he’d never hit me. The muscle memory was harder to shake.  
 
    His jaw clenched, noticing my mannerisms and understanding the programming I’d undergone.  
 
    I hated that I’d made him sad, making him think I still feared him. The opposite was true. My body might still seek self-preservation by habit, but my mind knew better. “I know you won’t hit me,” I whispered. “I didn’t mean to flinch. Habit…” 
 
    “A habit you need to break,” he growled.  
 
    I nodded. “And I will.” Each day, it was getting easier to fight such instincts. I was just sorry I couldn’t stop it today. “What did you ask me?”  
 
     “Doesn’t matter. Something else more important just came up.”  
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    “I’ll be right back, gentleman.” Grabbing my elbow, he carted me away from Selix and the two managers he’d been talking to.  
 
    My heart leapt into rainbow bubbles as he guided me swiftly around the warehouse floor and into the office. “What are we—” 
 
    “Quiet.” Shoving me inside, he slammed the door shut and yanked the blinds over the window.  
 
    Instantly, worry that I’d upset him cloaked me. His face battled right and wrong. His muscles tight and bunched. 
 
    I backed up, moving toward the boardroom table. “Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I did?” My breathing accelerated as he advanced, pushing me backward with his will power alone. “What?” 
 
    He didn’t talk, but his body did. His shoulders screamed at self-control. His jaw clenched in self-denial. His nostrils flared in tension. His steps heavy with deliberation. He was a walking poster for alpha authority, and it did the strangest things to my insides.  
 
    I still wanted to bow at his feet—even stronger now we were alone than in company—but for the first time, it wasn’t just fear compounding me to slip into submission but desire.  
 
    I wanted to please him.  
 
    I wanted him to know I looked up to him, respected him, and would do everything I could to fit into his world because I never wanted to leave.  
 
    That thought froze me.  
 
    Where had my goals to return home, find my mother, tell my story to the police gone? I shouldn’t be here of my own free will. I should be doing all I could to call for help.  
 
    But as Elder stalked me deeper into the room, and my butt crashed against the table, I couldn’t remember why. Why would I want to leave when he scared but protected me? Why would I want to run from his cruel honesty and go back to a home I no longer fit into, to a mother who didn’t want me, and fight to survive in a world that no longer understood me?  
 
    Elder was my doctor, shrink, and coach all in one. He was training me to live again just by being himself. How could I give that up when I so desperately wanted to be the woman he expected me to be?  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I breathed. “For whatever I did wrong.” My fingers latched around the table behind me, the ledge digging into the back of my thighs. 
 
    “You’re not. But you will be.” His face etched with dangerous desires. “I don’t ask much of you, Pim. In fact, I give too much of myself in return for nothing from you. But then you fucking shy away from me. You look at me with worry after everything I told you last night. That is not acceptable.”   
 
    “I told you, habits are hard to break.” 
 
    And I told you, I wouldn’t break mine.” Having me pinned didn’t stop his advance. “Yet here I am. About to fucking break them.”  
 
    My chest rose and fell as he erased the final distance, placing his hands on either side of me on the table. His flat palms made his long fingers splay out, showing silver scars and graphite scribbles from previous battles won, along with the newer abrasions from this morning.  
 
    How much violence had he seen? How much love had he lost? Questions swarmed my mind like locusts desperate to be fed.  
 
    Dark eyelashes hooded dark pupils as his gaze dropped to my lips. 
 
    I licked them, breathy and paused, ready but not ready all at the same time.  
 
    “Do you want me to kiss you?” 
 
    My tummy leapt.  
 
    I nodded slowly. 
 
    “Answer me other than with silence, Pim.” His eyes tightened. “Speak because you have no fucking clue what that does to me. But take that away—after I’ve had the gift of your voice—and I won’t be accountable for what I’ll do.” 
 
    I gasped as his hand left the table and looped around my neck.  
 
    Old memories of ropes and strangulation made me stiffen and tears prick. My throat was still hardwired to a past that I slowly cracked the chrysalis off and spread newly minted wings. Those wings were wet and useless, though, still drying in the sun and not quite ready to fly.  
 
    His thumb pressed over my pulse, his jaw clenched and lips pressed. “You still doubt me. Your heart is racing like a rabbit.” 
 
    I swallowed, feeling the pressure of his fingers as I forced myself to remember this was Elder not Alrik. This was chemistry, not slavery.  
 
    “I don’t doubt you.”  
 
    His mouth parted to inhale. “Yet you fear me.” 
 
    I couldn’t lie, not while my blood gushed beneath his touch. My veins and arteries were a perfect lie detector, and he was the sonographer programed to read them.  
 
    “I do.” My voice tangled with breath. “But there’s more than just that.” 
 
    “There is?” His tone drifted into coaxing sex. I didn’t think he’d done it by choice but merely slipped into the heavy fog rapidly deleting the outside world and amplifying him and me and whatever it was that grew between us.  
 
    The unsaid things. The secrets. The bargains. The dangerous need growing quickly past controllable. We were on opposite ends of the scales. He couldn’t let himself go because he would go past sanity. And I couldn’t let myself go because I honestly didn’t know how to be a woman who wanted a man’s touch and not want to scream and die at the same time.  
 
    We were fated for disaster before we’d even begun. And we had just begun. The fact Elder had been inside me didn’t count. In my mind, we hadn’t had sex. Not yet. That had been a fight turned mistake. A stumble turned awakening.  
 
    For both of us.  
 
    “What else do you feel for me, little mouse?” His whisper kissed my lips, making my nipples pebble. If he wasn’t pinning me with his body, I would’ve swayed closer just because I wanted to rub the tingles on my skin against his.  
 
    I forced my brain to work. “That’s not a fair question.” 
 
    “It’s not?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He breathed, “How so?” 
 
    “Because I don’t know how you feel about me. Why must I be the one to show any weakness?” 
 
    “You feel weak around me?” 
 
    I sighed as his thumb dropped from my pulse, caressing my throat in tiny sensual circles.  
 
    “In what way do I make you weak, Pim?” His voice dropped into a growl, thick and potent, rough and consuming.  
 
    “In every way?” I’d meant it as a statement, but it came out as a question. Seeking his approval. Unsure how to fight passion with passion. 
 
    “Pick one.” His knees bent, bringing his mouth in line with my neck. His teeth found me first, nipping at my overheated flesh before licking me with the tip of his tongue. “Tell me.” 
 
    My heart exploded into tiny finches, all desperate to find a way out of the cage of my ribs. I turned woozy and hazy. I felt drunk.  
 
    How could he make my skin so hypersensitive and my body so warm and heavy by a simple kiss and touch? What magic did he hold? What curse had he put over me?  
 
    I couldn’t answer. I had no answer. How could I explain that I never thought I’d feel this way about touching or affection? That he’d done more for me than I ever dreamt possible?  
 
    His teeth found me again, smothering his frustration into my neck with a harsh groan. My back buckled, tumbling into his arms as his hot mouth sealed over my throat and sucked.  
 
    I tingled. I shivered. I became wet and warm and ready for things I couldn’t describe.  
 
    “Yet again you won’t answer me.” He sank incisors into my neck. “You won’t put me out of my goddamn misery.” Pulling back, he captured my chin, holding me steady even as my eyes did their best to shed the tiny anchors dangling like dew on my eyelashes.  
 
    “I’ll tell you why you make me weak, Pim. You make me so fucking hard I can’t think straight. You crawl inside my mind when you have no right to do so. You intrigue me, confuse me, and make me contradict everything I know and believe. You corrupt me.”  
 
    Taking my wrist, he tugged me slightly to see how pliable I was. Finding I offered no resistance, he slowly brought my arm forward, never taking his eyes off mine.  
 
    I dropped my gaze to where he held me, lips parting to breathe harder as he increased the pressure until my arm lowered to between his legs.  
 
    His eyes glittered with black diamonds as he leaned back, rotating my wrist and turning my palm upwards. I knew what he was about to do. Any woman would with this much lust crackling in the space and his confession echoing in her ears.  
 
    I didn’t want it. 
 
    I did want it.  
 
    I wanted to pull away.  
 
    I didn’t want to pull away.  
 
    I swallowed a moan as he pressed my palm against his erection, forcing me to cup him even while his fingers remained loose enough for me to jerk away.  
 
    He made me do it, but I was the one who obeyed. I didn’t have to. I could yank back. I could punch. I could scream.  
 
    But I didn’t.  
 
    Our eyes locked as my fingers curled around the large, long, hot length in his jeans. My fingernails scraped on the denim.  
 
    His eyes shot blacker than solar systems with no stars or planets. He stumbled, wedging himself harder into my hold.  
 
    His throat contracted with so many things. But he didn’t command me to suck him. He didn’t throw me to the floor and break every rule by taking his need out on me.  
 
    Instead, he stood quaking and steadfast, allowing me to touch him how I wanted. His hand fell away from my wrist, planting back onto the table beside my hip. He didn’t thrust into my touch, merely gave himself to me in the basest of ways. 
 
    My eyes watered with blended joy, terror, and confusion as I squeezed in experimentation. I didn’t squeeze to bring him pleasure. I didn’t harness the many skills I’d been taught to make a man orgasm. I allowed foreign to become known, feeling the thud of his pulse beneath the jeans, the heat of his desire, and the heaviness of a man’s body that had once been inside mine unwanted but now might just be tolerated.  
 
    “You haven’t pulled away yet.” His forehead furrowed with discipline and torture. “Why?” 
 
    I drew my hand up toward the head of his erection, pressing on the soft, hard flesh hidden by his trousers.  
 
    He shuddered but didn’t grunt or swear. His fingers dug into the table, rocking the furniture beneath me.  
 
    “You haven’t forced me to my knees or commanded my mouth yet.” I looked up, trusting and imploring. “Why?” 
 
    He grimaced. “Believe me; it’s a battle I’m not sure how long I’ll win.” 
 
    His admission at how close he was to snapping made fear crawl through me, hiking up my spine like a rock climber with sharp crampons and hooks. 
 
    But I didn’t let it control me.  
 
    If he could be honest, so could I.  
 
    I didn’t care we were at his place of work, in an unknown office, surrounded by staff behind a shuttered window. All I cared about was evolving. “Touching you like this…it’s different.” My fingers explored further, dropping down and down to the soft bulge where delicate flesh resided.  
 
    He let out a low groan, the animalistic noise echoing in the chambers of my heart.  
 
    “I see how you struggle not to use me, and that empowers me to explore.” I feathered my fingers wider, pressing the steel against him. “I’ve never touched someone like this before.” 
 
    “Never?” His eyes blazed. “Not a boyfriend? Before—” 
 
    Before the rapes. 
 
    I shook my head, glad when a lock of hair fell over my eye, offering partial shielding from his intensity. “Never.” 
 
    His back arched as I pressed my thumb into his crown, growing frustrated with the thick denim protecting him. I never thought I would willingly entertain the thought of unzipping and pulling a man free just because I wanted to. Because there were no expectations on where his cock would end up and no fear that it would hurt me.  
 
    I wanted to explore him. To learn how to make him buckle because seeing him fight his base desires, all to keep me safe, made something glow deep and red and hot inside me.  
 
    “Do you like it?” His question was a bite. “Touching me?” 
 
    I answered back in kind. “Yes.” 
 
    He froze, searching for lies. I froze, searching for insanity. A shared look of understanding blazed from him to me. I’d just admitted to being open to a sexual friendship. I’d just given him permission to unlock whatever chains he kept around himself and believe there could be more between us.  
 
    “Fuck.” His hand cupped my nape, bringing my face toward his. Pressing his forehead to mine, our noses brushed, our lips so close to kissing but still separate. “What are you doing to me, Pim?”  
 
    “What are you doing to me?”  
 
    He chuckled darkly. “Giving you a better existence…if I’m doing it right.” 
 
    I smiled then gasped as he dragged me forward and kissed me. This kiss vibrated with tension; an explosion just waiting to detonate. But he kept himself controlled, gentle. His tongue barely broached my mouth. His taste subtle and sweet. The faintest flavour of copper from his cut lip. He pulled away before I was ready, leaving me aching and needy.  
 
    “You still owe me that bet.” 
 
    I frowned. “What bet?” 
 
    “The one where you agreed to spend one night with me if you stole something but didn’t keep it.” His lips turned into a calculating smile. “You failed. You owe me.” 
 
    The bet in question came back. We’d been on the deck after my first pickpocketing lesson. He’d gambled my freedom in return for one night. Funny how I no longer looked upon my freedom as the preferred choice.  
 
    My throat went dry as images of abuse and rape tangled with innocent dreams of caresses and cuddles.  
 
    He noticed, his fingers tightening around the back of my neck.  
 
    “I told you last night I wouldn’t sleep with you. And even if I did, it would never be painful for you. You have my word.” He licked his lips. “I’ve already been inside you without your permission. I should keep my distance. My one-time rule is fulfilled. But, fuck, Pim…” His gaze hooded, turning hazy with want. “You drive me goddamn insane.” 
 
    His lips smashed on mine again, cancelling words in favour of pleasure.  
 
    I gave into him, kissing him back until he ended it as quickly as he’d started.  
 
    “I shouldn’t do this. I know I shouldn’t do this. But—” He squeezed his eyes shut before opening them again with manic resolution. “Give me one night. One night and then I’ll be better. I’m fucked up from telling you things I’ve never told anyone. I need something from you after what you took from me. I need balance between us.”  
 
    His hand trailed from my nape to my shoulder then down my arm to link his fingers with mine. “I know I’m asking for too much. I know you’re not ready. But give me what I need, and then I can control myself again. I’ll…I’ll go mad if I don’t.” 
 
    My stomach knotted into a thousand bows, pulling tight—so tight my womb clenched and a jagged bolt of delightful pain stabbed me. “You want me?” 
 
    “So fucking much I can’t see straight.” His nostrils flared. “I’ve been telling myself that it can’t happen. I wish I had more willpower. But then I think about all the firsts you’ve been denied, all that pleasure you’ve had stolen, and it makes me so goddamn angry. I’m blaming my needs on you. I’m fooling myself into thinking I’d be fucking you for you. To show you how sex should be.” 
 
    His voice dropped to a shot of merlot or warm whiskey. “I want to give you your first orgasm. I want to see what you look like when you come with my tongue between your legs.” 
 
    I jolted.  
 
    I physically tightened, spindled, and flinched in his arms. The reaction he left me with was visceral and far too intense to be real.  
 
    “Christ, Pim.” He groaned, backing away from me as if it tore him apart. “Then you go and do a fucking thing like that. Your eyes glow, and your skin heats, and you invite me to fuck you even though you’re probably terrified.”  
 
    Dragging his hands over his face, he grunted, “I can’t do this anymore. I need this for me. One time. Then it’s over.” 
 
    My heart pouted. That wasn’t what I wanted at all. I wanted him physically because for the first time ever, I wanted someone emotionally. He couldn’t give me everything he’d just described and then walk away.  
 
    But if that’s what it takes to get him to care for me?  
 
    To show him how much I cared without having to find the right words?  
 
    Did I truly need a written guarantee we’d be a couple once we’d slept together?  
 
    Elder thought he was the one with the power in this. That he had the choice about how and when and often we would be intimate.  
 
    That’s what he thinks. 
 
    If by some miracle I enjoyed it. If I didn’t have a panic attack and fell into old adopted habits, then he would regret surrendering. I would want him again and again—I would use him to claim everything that had been stolen from me.  
 
    He wouldn’t have a choice.  
 
    He would owe me regardless of his issues and desires to master me or warnings of obsession.  
 
    Elder moved to the door with stiff sharpness as if doing this hurt him more than I would ever know. 
 
    My selfishness suddenly made me sick. Once again, I’d only been thinking of myself. Elder had opened up last night. He’d shown me why he had rules and requirements.  
 
    If one night could help him with his issues, then who was I to expect more? I wouldn’t make it harder on him by doing the same things that were done to me. I would carry the scars for a lifetime. Elder already had enough to bear.  
 
    Unlocking the door, he glanced over his shoulder. “I’ve left a gift for you in the warehouse. Use your pickpocketing skills to find it. You’re not stealing from anyone. It’s meant for you. I’ll come find you when it’s time to leave.” 
 
    With a final heated look promising a night I’d never forget, he stalked from the office, leaving me to melt boneless against the table.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Elder 
 
      
 
      
 
    WHAT THE FUCK was that?  
 
    How had I gone from talking like a rational human being with my staff to dragging Pim into a locked office and practically forcing her to give me a hand job?  
 
    My mind clouded, switching the willingness I’d seen in her gaze to the same wounded girl I’d saved from Alrik. How could I make her touch me after others had done such wrong to her? How could I even think she’d want to touch me?  
 
    But she had. 
 
    Didn’t she?  
 
    Didn’t her fingers wrap on their own accord? Didn’t her breath come faster and her skin flush hotter? Did I mistake the signs of reciprocal lust all because I craved her to the point of obsession?  
 
    Fuck, what had I done?  
 
    What about my promises the night before of not sleeping with her? What about all the shit I’d told her that I’d had no intention of ever telling?  
 
    I was breaking. 
 
    Fast.  
 
    What was I thinking?  
 
    Selix found me stomping back toward Charlton and the other managers. Now I’d decided this yacht was Pim’s, the interior décor and rooms had to be redesigned to suit her. I wanted something lush and opulent but homely and open.  
 
    I wanted her to be able to relax, knowing she was protected and safe from everything.  
 
    If she ever accepts it, of course.  
 
    “Ah, there you are.” Selix crossed his arms, looking ten times saner and more put-together than I felt. “Been looking for you.”  
 
    My blood imitated a rally car, zipping and crashing in my veins. I was anxious and about to jump out of my motherfucking skin. The farther I strode from the office where I’d left Pim, the more the dragon on my ribcage became alive and hissing, slithering over my flesh, desperate to return to her and order her to fix the goddamn ache between my legs.  
 
    If I didn’t have Pim beneath me, crying my name, coming….If I didn’t find a way to control myself before tonight… 
 
    Shit.  
 
    “What?” I barked. “What do you want?” 
 
    He didn’t flinch at my outburst, merely gave me a smug smile. “The team is ready to be briefed about your amendments.” 
 
    “Great.”  
 
    Just fucking great.  
 
    I had to go to a meeting and discuss logistics while my mind couldn’t stop thinking about Pim and my cock hadn’t got the memo to stop being so damn hard.  
 
    I brushed past him, subtly rearranging my hard-on. Getting rid of it while Pim still danced upon my thoughts would be impossible.  
 
    This was all her fault for showing up at my quarters last night. Looking so brave, so tempting. She’d flipped the tables and somehow made me be the one in need of comfort.  
 
    I didn’t like it.  
 
    I didn’t like the way she’d watched me with newfound courage and lust shining in her eyes. I hadn’t wanted to talk. I hadn't wanted anything to do with her. Yet she just kept pushing. 
 
    She did something she should never have fucking done. 
 
    She showed me she wanted me for herself. She convinced me that my touch was no longer abhorrent and my kiss was no longer a sin. She let me press her onto the bed. She let me— 
 
    Christ, man.  
 
    She’s just a girl.  
 
    A girl you need to stay the hell away from if you value all the control you’ve fought for. 
 
    That task would’ve been easier if she was just a girl—if she still watched me with terror. I could’ve ignored the throb to take her if I knew it would hurt her. Now, she invited me. She made it seem as if I hurt her by refusing her.  
 
    She made me believe that I could have her one more time and everything would be okay. That I wouldn’t fall. That I wouldn’t fuck it up. That I wouldn’t spend an eternity paying for the short amount of pleasure we’d find together.  
 
    No, it wasn’t worth it.  
 
    I’d find her and tell her I hadn’t meant what I’d said. That there would be no tonight. That things wouldn’t change between us. 
 
    It’s for the best.  
 
    Even as I tried to convince myself, I went against my reasoning. 
 
    Selix placed his hand on my shoulder. “You okay?” 
 
    I jumped a bloody mile, too obsessed with my own carrouseling thoughts.  
 
    Fuck it.  
 
    I couldn’t keep functioning this way. 
 
    I needed to have her.  
 
    Once.  
 
    One time where she participated fully. I’d take her pleasure. She’d take mine. We’d be equals in the electricity humming so damn strong between us.  
 
    Then and only then could I put my laws back into practice and return to my cool, collected lonely world.  
 
    Spinning to face Selix, I ordered, “Book a suite at the Hôtel de Paris for tonight. Have the housekeeping staff on the Phantom pack an overnight bag for myself and Pimlico along with the red parcel on my bed. Send the items to the suite.”  
 
    “Just one room?” Selix asked innocently. Too innocently. “I’m guessing because you said an overnight bag for both you and Pim, there will be two guests.” 
 
    I gave him the finger and didn’t answer. 
 
    He knew exactly how many guests there would be. 
 
    And exactly what we’d be doing.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Pim 
 
      
 
      
 
    IT TOOK ME a while, but I finally found it.  
 
    Ever since Elder stormed from the office, I’d sniffed around trestles and tools. I’d ducked into nooks and corners. I’d hunted through storage and knickknacks. In my treasure hunt, I came upon the silver photo frame I’d stolen previously, back where it belonged, covered in sawdust and glinting dully next to a rasp and hammer.  
 
    Elder had been true to his word and returned the item to its rightful owner.  
 
    My heart hugged itself with joy.  
 
    If he could keep such a flimsy promise—just to ease my conscience—then I could trust him to keep his promise that tonight would be mutual. That I could direct what would happen just as much as he could. That I had no need to fear the thought of sleeping with him because if it all became too much, I could say no, and he’d listen.  
 
    At least, I think he will.  
 
    We hadn’t discussed the rules. We hadn’t discussed much of anything. It seemed our voices were becoming drowned out by our bodies and their demands. Until we’d satisfied a physical conversation, I doubted we’d be able to have an intellectual one.  
 
    Picking up the gift Elder had hidden for me made my heart stop hugging itself and turn into a little hammer. Striking at my ribs, it pounded a tune I didn’t recognise. A tune slowly becoming known the more my fingers feathered over the origami prettiness. The paper gritty with warehouse dust, the soft green faded beneath wooden shavings. 
 
    That soft fluttering. That unmistakeable bubbling.  
 
    I’m…happy.  
 
    I was happy after years of being miserable.  
 
    I was happy because Elder made me feel valuable with his self-restraint and origami presents.  
 
    That was the true gift: the ability for me to find cheer in a world I thought I was ready to depart.  
 
    Bringing the origami closer, I inspected the firm folds and elegant, crisp lines. The little house was made from a hundred dollar bill, hinting, perhaps, at both past and present.  
 
    Did the four walls and the tiny roof represent his house on the hill where his mother had screamed at him or whatever place he’d take me tonight to see if we’d survive each other?  
 
    My imagination flowed heat through my veins as I pictured Elder's elegant fingers as he crimped the hundred dollar bill, forcing it to turn from rectangle to three-dimensional design.  
 
    When had he done it?  
 
    He was so talented, so hidden.  
 
    What other secrets did he harbour?  
 
    What other pain did he conceal?  
 
    Cradling the intricate paper home, I strode back through the warehouse. 
 
    I needed to find Elder and thank him. I needed him to know I was happy to take this token because it wasn’t stealing, merely claiming. It was meant for me. It had a momentary and emotional value attached. Elder still expected me to steal to pay him back. To buy my freedom based on his estimation of my worth.  
 
    Well, my first repayment would be this hundred dollar bill—if I ever had the stomach to destroy what he’d folded. 
 
    Until then, the gift was priceless, and I wouldn’t spend a penny of it.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Elder 
 
      
 
      
 
    HÔTEL DE PARIS, Monte Carlo welcomed us with high foyers, marble colonnades, and stained glass skylights. The five-star hotel had housed celebrities and democrats, famously known for being a home away from home for Winston Churchill.  
 
    I’d stayed a few nights while searching for a house to buy and never forgot the discretion of attentive staff and smooth elegance of luxury. 
 
    Prowling through a hotel lobby should invoke sensations of relaxation and enjoyment at spending time in a new place and being looked after in utmost class. However, my back remained tight and upright, my hands aching from fisting.  
 
    Ever since Pim had found me and thanked me for the origami house, I’d been on edge. We didn’t discuss what would happen tonight, and when Selix appeared outside the warehouse with the car, she hadn’t asked any questions.  
 
    She didn’t demand to know if we were returning to the Phantom. She didn’t dawdle or pause as if having second thoughts.  
 
    She merely climbed inside and remained silent, turning into the quiet little mouse I’d rescued and not the bold little minx I wanted to fuck.   
 
    I almost preferred her that way. It gave me a reprieve and allowed protective instincts to shield her from outside threats as well as myself.  
 
    My stomach growled with hunger and stress. We’d stayed at the warehouse longer than I’d intended, mainly because the alterations to turn the yacht from Alrik’s to Pim’s included in-depth rearranging to switch warship to cruise liner.  
 
    Pim had been content to drift and watch, using her fingertips to draw sawdust patterns on the many work-tables and studying men and women of all ages transform wood and metal into a living vessel.  
 
    The intensity she gave everything was undeniably erotic.  
 
    I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye. Selix stayed behind us as Pim walked beside me. Her head tilted to take in the twilight glittering through the round skylight above. Her mouth parted in wonder at the one-story sized flower arrangement in the centre of the hand-stitched extravagant carpet.  
 
    She drank in beauty as if she’d never seen such things. She basked in colour and decadence in a way that made me take a second look and appreciate it all the more. I wouldn’t lie and say I didn’t enjoy her awe. It made me swell with pride as if I’d been the one to carve and whittle every masterpiece, cornerstone, keystone, and marble archway.  
 
    My stomach rumbled again while my cock throbbed with a different kind of hunger. All day, I’d entertained thoughts of Pim alone in a hotel room. Of taking her against the door or on the floor because I’d be unable to wait until we stumbled to the bed.  
 
    If she was any other woman, I would’ve acted out those fantasies. I would’ve gone hungry for the rest of the night if it meant a marathon of passion and climaxes.  
 
    But Pim was unique, and I was attracted to her because she was unique. Her strength and determination to even contemplate a night alone with me blew me away.  
 
    I wouldn’t destroy her trust or fledging acceptance of desire by using her for my own satisfaction. In fact, I would go one step further to ensure tonight was all about her, not me. That she would be safe from my needs.  
 
    If I could handle it, I would keep my dick in my pants and only focus on her.  
 
    As we crossed the massive foyer, Selix strode ahead to process our check-in. Slowing down, I touched Pim’s elbow, guiding her toward a large marble pillar to stand clear of milling guests, suitcases, and bellhops.  
 
    “Do you like it?” I asked, following her gaze as she glowered at a piano and an elderly man playing ‘Hungarian Rhapsody’. Her spine locked as the classical piece spread like perfume through the foyer, infiltrating every corner and shadow. The common fear whenever she heard music shone in her eyes. She swallowed and visibly shook herself free from the melody’s hold.  
 
    “Yes, it’s lovely.” She smiled distractedly, unable to tear her eyes away from the man’s fingers flying over the black and ivory keys.  
 
    I hated to see her so torn. I adored everything to do with music, and it upset me not to share that. I didn’t want tonight to be stolen thanks to her conditioning toward classical songs.  
 
    I’d tried to break those chains with my cello. Obviously, I needed to force her to play more often. To sit her between my legs while my fingers kept hers trapped on the strings. To hold her close while I kissed the back of her neck and dragged my bow to create wonderful sounds.  
 
     I’d find an instrument she connected with and make her play and play until she was the maestro and no one else.  
 
    “It’s only notes and rhythm, Pim,” I murmured as tears glittered in her gaze as the melody reached its crescendo. Moving closer, my shoulder kissed hers. “I won’t let it hurt you.” 
 
    Her eyes met mine. She gave me a watery smile, growing firmer the longer she stared. “I know. It’s not as bad as before, but it will take time.” 
 
    Time we had now she no longer demanded her freedom. Time we didn’t have now I’d started the downward slide into hell.  
 
    One night could so easily turn into two, then three, then fifty. She would never be free of me.  
 
    Run, Pim…while you have the chance.  
 
    Selix returned, holding a key. “Diamond suite Charles Garnier. Two bedrooms. Almost as nice as the Diamond suite Winston Churchill but that’s not available due to renovations.” 
 
    I cocked my eyebrow at the two-bedroom remark. As far as I was concerned, one was all we needed. Pim had entered this hotel knowing full well what we would attempt tonight. She stood beside me willingly instead of screaming for help. She hadn’t grabbed the concierge or begged for the police. However, if she decided she didn’t want this to happen, then it would be wise to have two rooms.  
 
    Somewhere she could run to and slam a door in my face.  
 
    Somewhere I could go and beat up the fucking furniture in frustration.  
 
    “Thank you, Selix.” I took the key with a quick fist. “I’ll call if we need you.” 
 
    Selix frowned. “You don’t want me to follow you to dinner…just in case?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not tonight. Just us.” 
 
    A fleeting fear of the Chinmoku extracting their revenge came and went. Then again, it had been years and they hadn’t found me. Tonight wouldn’t be their night. 
 
    It’s ours. 
 
    Pim glanced back and forth between us, her thoughts guarded. I’d give anything to know what she thought. How much she wanted this. How much she was terrified.  
 
    “Ready?” Holding out my hand, I gave her yet another chance to accept or deny.  
 
    I didn’t know which one I wanted her to do anymore. 
 
    She swayed back, still expecting a slap or worse, but just as quickly, she half-smiled, looked into my eyes, and bravely placed her hand in mine. “Ready.” 
 
    My heart leapt. Then sank like a pirate ship.  
 
    Nodding goodbye to Selix, I escorted her to the elevators. We didn’t say a word as the doors opened, we entered, and then were trapped, ascending to our room. The heat of her body, the closeness of her proximity, the knowledge of what we were about to do caused adrenaline to pump through my veins instead of blood.  
 
    The doors opened silently, depositing us onto our floor. I led her down the wide French Rivera inspired corridor and inserted the key into a white-painted door. 
 
    Opening it, I bowed for her to go first.  
 
    With a respectful nod, she drifted forward, a small gasp falling from her lips as she took in the room. “Oh, wow. This…it’s stunning.” 
 
    I had to admit, it was beautiful.  
 
    The main bedroom was dressed in duck egg blue with a cream four poster bed and heavy ruffles. The windows were double story, taking in the congested harbour, flash of skin from holiday-makers, palm trees, fountains, and cherry reds and canary yellows of Ferraris and Porsches below.  
 
    The lounge held turn of the century French baroque chairs with a chaise by the window and large off-white coffee table. Everything was creams or blues or deep rich greys, manipulating my mood from tense to relaxed.  
 
    Pim headed toward the master bedroom, ignoring the second, just as nice suite, off the lounge. She sat hesitantly on the high mattress, jumping a little to sit. Her legs dangled while her fingers dug into the expensive linen.  
 
    We stared at each other.  
 
    Neither ready to speak or move or break whatever spell we were in. I couldn’t stand it. All I could think about was her hands on my cock and her lips against mine.  
 
    Needing a distraction from the sudden overwhelming need to touch her, I stalked toward the wardrobe and wrenched it open. As expected, I found my black duffel next to the red parcel and a smaller bag for Pim. Taking both, I headed toward her still sitting on the bed and placed the red package beside the girl I wanted more than anything.  
 
    “For you.” 
 
    Her eyes widened as I stepped back and dragged a hand through my hair. “Wear them. Not for me. But for you. It’s time to remember just how powerful clothing can be.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    I glanced at the red box, already berating myself for how much harder this would be for me. “I mean the right wardrobe can erase multiple flaws and worries. The right wardrobe can bring your enemy to his knees.” 
 
    Her eyes sharpened, trying to decipher what I meant. 
 
    Tearing my gaze away, I stalked from the bedroom before she could crack open the box and cause me to lose the rest of my self-control.  
 
    I vanished into the bathroom to shower.  
 
    To prepare for the best and most likely worst night of my life.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Pim 
 
      
 
      
 
    LACE. 
 
    Garters.  
 
    Sex and sensuality and sin.  
 
    The box was full of lingerie all tucked demurely in pink and red tissue paper. To most women, it would be the prelude to one of the most romantic nights of her life. To me, it represented bondage and discomfort and the reminder I was soft while he was hard. I was useable while he was the master who could do what he wanted.  
 
    His body would go inside mine.  
 
    Was there anything more odd than one’s body penetrating another? Was I overthinking it? Would I ever be able to think about sex as emotion and sensation rather than brutal claiming?  
 
    Pulling a bra free from the snake’s nest of femininity, I eyed the cupid pink roses on the half-moon cups. The matching knickers were just as pretty, just as innocent. Tossing it onto the bed, I picked up another combination. This one jet black with velvet straps and lace panels in the underwear. Countless sets of whites and blues and cremellos.  
 
    Time ticked onward as my skin crawled at the thought of dressing in tight spandex and underwire.  
 
    My ears pricked at the sound of a shower turning on followed by the splashing of water. Instantly, my imagination took over. The image of Elder naked and soaked with his head tossed back and liquid slicking over his thick black hair. Soap bubbles coasting down his body, doing their best to wash away the pain inside him but failing.  
 
    My tummy clenched once again—surprising me, confusing me. I’d never felt such things before. Never thought of another and had a physical reaction. Never daydreamed about kissing voluntarily or entertaining the idea of more.  
 
    Elder had well and truly corrupted me just like he said I’d corrupted him.  
 
    Doing my best to concentrate on the lingerie and not my wayward thoughts of Elder covering his dragon tattoo in soap, of his hands sliding over dusky skin, of his body growing hard and— 
 
    I shivered, slightly lightheaded. 
 
    Stop it. He’s just human. Just a man.  
 
    But that was the thing.  
 
    Elder wasn’t just a man. He was more than human. He’d transcended into fantasy. He was the beast locked in a castle. He was the hero battling inner demons. He was more than just mortal because he’d already done so much more than any other roguish storybook prince would do.  
 
    He’d rescued me.  
 
    He’d awakened me.  
 
    He’d kissed me awake like Sleeping Beauty and removed the poisoned apple from my soul like Snow White.  
 
    He was my happily ever after. 
 
    I just had to be brave enough, strong enough, and fearless enough to claim him. 
 
    Get it together, Pim. Stop such fantastical thoughts.  
 
    This was just a date. Just sex. Nothing more.  
 
    Digging into the red box, I shoved aside the last remaining lingerie and pulled out a black dress. Simple in its sheath like satin but with a nod to the ‘20s with its flapper-inspired fringe on the hem and in-sewn strings of black pearls over the bodice.  
 
    So he’d bought me clingy lingerie, yet ensured the dress would whisper around my body with no claustrophobia.  
 
    He said the lingerie was for you.  
 
    I didn’t believe that.  
 
    It’s for him.  
 
    He wanted to see me dressed like a normal woman he was about to seduce. He wanted to forget my past so he could prevent the guilt and shame I witnessed in his eyes every time we kissed.  
 
    I didn’t want that.  
 
    I wanted this to be new, but I also wanted it to be us. Not us pretending to be other people.  
 
    The bathroom door opened, blowing clouds of steam into the bedroom as Elder stepped out with a white towel wrapped around his waist. 
 
    I froze with my hands on the black bra while my heart forgot how to beat and turned supersonic. Droplets danced over the planes of his chest, the dragon black with fierce ink, its scales and claws somehow entirely real. The illusion of his ribs never failed to make me cringe in worry and gawk in awe while the hair from his naval disappeared into the towel, making my mouth go dry from want rather than horror.  
 
    I sighed.  
 
    I had no choice.  
 
    I needed to exhale the sexual tension inside me. 
 
    I needed to know once and for all if I could do this.  
 
    If I could be normal.  
 
    He didn’t notice my staring as he rubbed his wet hair, shaking away water with rough hands. His shoulders sparkled with rain from his head, quickly joining the tracks of other rivers down his torso. “Bathroom is all yours.” Glancing at me with tight eyes and harsh features, he stalked into the other bedroom with his bag, vanishing from view.  
 
    I climbed off the bed, my feet drifting toward where he’d gone rather than the bathroom. I wanted to see how I’d feel if he dropped the towel and told me to get on my knees. I wanted to stare at him like I’d stared on the deck before he’d jumped overboard.  
 
    Stopping in the middle of the room, I clutched the black bra still in my hands. 
 
    What am I saying?  
 
    That I’m cured off all the monstrous things that have been done to me?  
 
    That I believed the moment Elder stripped, I wouldn’t seize up and have a panic attack?  
 
    You’re being ridiculous, Pim.   
 
    I wanted to see him naked. I wanted to touch and inspect. But how was that any different to what other men had done to me? How could I objectify him? How could I forget he was more than just a handsome thief? How could I get past what would happen after he was naked? 
 
    Yes, I found Elder incredibly attractive—I had since the moment I’d met him. I’d felt something the second his eyes met mine, and it wasn’t lust because, back then, I’d loathed that word.  
 
    It was something else, something worthy of seeking, something worthy of wearing lingerie to understand.  
 
    Something worth chasing even when it gets bad? Even when you second-guess everything?  
 
    My teeth locked together when I had no answers.  
 
    I hadn’t been in control of my future for so long, and I still wasn’t. Elder was doing things to me—crazy things, unknown things.  
 
    If tonight ended the way he’d hinted, I just had to hope I was strong enough to keep chasing. 
 
    Get in the shower. 
 
    Hopefully, the running water would calm my thoughts, and I could shed this sudden nervousness.  
 
    Turning on my heel, I returned to the bed and scooped up the knickers to match the bra. Rummaging in the red box, I found the black dress again and a pair of strappy heels then strode into the bathroom and shut the door.  
 
    For the first time in my life, I would primp and titivate with the sole purpose of making a man desire me. 
 
    I wanted to be free. 
 
    I wanted to be pretty. 
 
    For him. 
 
    Stranger things had never happened. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Elder 
 
      
 
      
 
    I PACED. 
 
    I wasn’t proud of it. I became addicted to the soft thud of my dress shoes on the rich blue carpet.  
 
    Left nine steps.  
 
    Turn around.  
 
    Right nine steps.  
 
    Repeat.  
 
    Ordinarily, when I suffered the jumpy signs of a free-fall into compulsion and repetition, I turned to my cello. I would forget about the world, evict myself from my exhausting mind, and allow the music to think for me. I’d pour everything I was into the melody until I was empty of myself and full of pure notes that didn’t need counting or cataloguing. I’d give myself to the only drug that had any power of keeping me sane.  
 
    But I couldn’t do that.  
 
    So I had to pace. And pace. I had to pace in steps of nine or the tic and skip of my faulty faculties would destroy tonight before we’d even left the goddamn room. 
 
    I’d keep it together. Pim would be ready any second— 
 
    The bathroom door opened.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    I held my breath as steam precluded the girl I couldn’t stop obsessing over. As mist gave way to clarity, the hazy black-covered figure grabbed me around the heart and made me silent. My thoughts turned quiet. My needs paused.  
 
    I slammed to a stop as she morphed from figment to reality, entering the suite with hesitant elegance.  
 
    Words deserted me.  
 
    Words like wow and holy fuck and what the hell am I doing? All I could do was stare. Stare at how stunning the black dress encased her with pearls and fringe. How the glimpse of velvet straps on her shoulders hinted at a bra beneath. How calf muscles tightened, giving definition to ballerina legs, tipping her higher in heels.  
 
    Pim had always been beautiful—even bruise covered and prison sick. Now, she looked like a goddamn goddess. An enchantress putting a spell on me.  
 
    Her eyes met mine, a shy smile creeping over her face. Her cheeks glowed as she looked me up and down. She’d used the hotel supplied makeup to darken her lashes and stain her perfect lips. Her hair hung like heavy silk over her shoulders. 
 
    I didn’t stand a fucking chance.  
 
    We stood with the room between us, neither ready to break the erotic studying of each other. I hadn’t been a saint in my past but staring at Pim…no other woman existed. 
 
    She was the only woman. She was the only creature with that title. It felt as if I’d never seen a female before. That she was everything sex and connection spoke about with her strength and hope and fledgling trust.  
 
    She was girl and witch and wife— 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I shook my head, dispelling such delusional thoughts. I hadn’t played my cello. I wasn’t thinking straight.  
 
    I take no responsibility for my thoughts. None. 
 
    Pim was just a slave I’d stolen. 
 
    That was it.  
 
    But as her grass-coloured eyes teased down my black suit and lingered on the black tie around my neck, I grew hot. As she licked her lips at the grey shirt I’d chosen rather than white—blotting up the light rather than granting it—I grew hard.  
 
    She confused me by making me want to protect her all while the growing urgency to molest her made me go to war with myself.  
 
    The fact she’d worn the black lingerie beneath her dress made me crazy. Black was my colour of choice. She’d just made this night ten times fucking harder.  
 
    “You’re beautiful.” I cleared my throat from the heavy, needy rasp.  
 
    “You’re handsome.” She ducked her gaze, linking her fingers together as if afraid I’d reprimand her for the compliment.  
 
    I couldn’t let her be afraid.  
 
    I never wanted her to be afraid again.  
 
    Stalking forward, I hesitated as my hand shot out, aiming for her cheek.  
 
    Don’t do it.  
 
    Don’t let yourself feel.  
 
    My arm hovered.  
 
    I ordered myself to back away, but her face tilted up, her eyes widening in question when I didn’t touch her. The guileless way she stared—her gaze flitting from my mouth to my eyes and back again unravelled the rest of my self-control.  
 
    Slowly, ever so slowly, I closed the distance between us and softly cupped her face. My fingers shook from being tender when I wanted to be cruel. Wanted to growl at her to leave me alone. Tell her to run.  
 
    Words tumbled from heart to mouth rather than being analysed by my brain. I had no way to stop it. No censor to prevent the deep, dark truth. “I’ve never wanted anyone as much as I want you.” 
 
    Pim sucked in a breath. The tops of her breasts visible thanks to the lingerie.  
 
    The sentence could’ve been superficial. Wanting someone hinted at suffering from lust and nothing else. Wanting meant physical and selfish release.  
 
    But she already knew I wanted more from her than that. I wanted her mind, her history. I wanted to study her past under a microscope and pass exams on all things Pim.  
 
    And now, thanks to my failing willpower and her growing courage, I needed to rip apart every inch of her and pry apart every personality. I needed to understand her power over me.  
 
    But most of all, I wanted her. 
 
    Christ, I wanted her. 
 
    Goosebumps darted over her arms as I brushed my thumb over her lips. My hand continued to shake, and the slickness of her pale pink lipstick stained my fingerprint.  
 
    The feather of her breath on my hand clenched my gut.  
 
    She swayed into me. Her eyes clouding with the exact thing that infected me.  
 
    Desire.  
 
    Deep, true, unforgiving, burdensome desire.  
 
    Dropping my hand, I stepped backward, cursing the rigidity of my muscles and ache in my back. Wanting her had spread from my cock to my heart to my bones. She gave me lust rheumatism, and I hated that I was so far fucking gone, I came up with such ridiculous analogies.  
 
    I cleared my throat from the growl-gravel ready to order her onto the bed.  
 
    We needed to leave. I needed some distance.  
 
    I need to get myself under control.  
 
    Smoothing my jacket, pretending it was the fabric I stroked and not my heated skin and aching bones, I snapped, “We need to go.” 
 
    She blinked away the compress of desire, coming awake once again. “Are…are we late?” 
 
    “Late?” 
 
    She bit her lip, worry shimmering around her. “For a reservation?” 
 
    Of course, she would think that. Anyone would if told we had to go in the same snapped urgency.  
 
    I had no booking, no agenda. Tonight was open to any and all experiences. That was why I had to get out of this room. Immediately.  
 
    I half-smiled, already regretting every event leading up till now and every event here after. “No, we’re not late.” 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    I turned to face the door, bowing a little with my arm spread for her to join me. “Because if we don’t go this instant, then we’ll never leave.” 
 
    “Oh?” She came forward. Hips swaying. Hair shining. Eyes trusting. “Why?” 
 
    Christ, she couldn’t leave it alone. “Because I can’t be alone with you right now.” 
 
    I need public spaces and judging eyes.  
 
    I need to be reminded that I’m me and you’re you and whatever we’re trying to create can never work.  
 
    “Oh…” That one little word could be delivered in so many ways.  
 
    “Yes, oh.” I rolled my eyes and prowled to the door. She padded beside me with a soft smile on her lips. “I understand.” 
 
    Our eyes met.  
 
    Lust ignited.  
 
    And I knew she did understand.  
 
    All too well.  
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “A table will be ready in ten minutes, Mr. Prest,” the smartly dressed, middle-aged maître d said. “Can I perhaps interest you in a drink at the bar while you wait?” 
 
    I wanted to say no—that alcohol had no place in tonight’s activities—but I needed to do something with my hands to prevent from reaching for Pim. Maybe, for once, liquor would calm me rather than wind me up further. 
 
    I nodded. “Fine.”  
 
    “Great. Right this way.” The maître d guided us forward through the richly decorated restaurant to an intimate mood-lit bar. I’d chosen Hôtel de Paris’s signature eatery, partly because I needed to be close to our room in case I lost my shit, and partly to ensure Selix wouldn’t have an aneurysm for sending his protection away.  
 
    Pim was wearing on my self-control. In the elevator down here, I’d pressed myself against the glass wall and pretended I wore a straitjacket to prevent reaching for her. In the short walk across the lobby, I’d resisted the urge to bite my knuckles every time I glanced at her perfect ass.  
 
    If she broke my remaining restraint, then at least I had a room to vanish into before the world saw me snap.  
 
    I made the mistake of looking at Pim’s hips again as she moved in front of me, climbing seductively onto a velvet flocked bar-stool. I was so used to seeing her barefoot or in flat sandals, I hadn’t taken into consideration just how fucking sexy she’d be when wearing heels. How her natural step would switch from temptation to pure fucking addiction.  
 
    “What can I get you?” the bartender asked, his hair shaved on the sides and crew cut on top. His uniform matched the rest of the hoteliers with its sleek navy waistcoat and deep blue embroidery.  
 
    The colours reminded me of the ocean and how much I missed being on it. If I was on the Phantom, I would strip off my suit and dive into the cool waves. I wouldn’t come up for air until I’d suffocated every piece that had no willpower left when it came to Pim.  
 
    Gritting my teeth against the urge to count the stitches on his lapel or shove away an extra bowl of nuts on the bar because the numbers were even rather than odd, I waited for my date to order.  
 
    However, she glanced at me instead. The heavy weight of silence settled over her. Her eyes pinched with apology and worry—hinting she was used to talking to me but wasn’t ready for this—wasn’t ready for eager bartenders, five-star hotel escapades, and upcoming sexual encounters.  
 
    She was strong. Yet I kept forgetting how terrible her life had been, how much she had to overcome just to sit here with me and not sob into a martini.  
 
    Accepting her need not to speak to strangers and understanding her crutch because I had my own, I ordered for her. “She’ll have a tequila sunrise.” 
 
    Her lips parted.  
 
    I didn’t know if it was in approval or denial, but I added, “Make that two.” 
 
    “Right away, sir.” The bartender turned to create our drinks while Pim’s eyes remained locked on mine.   
 
    “What?” 
 
    She shrugged, taking a napkin from the bar and curling the edges. “Nothing.” 
 
    “It’s not nothing.” 
 
    “I just—” 
 
    I reached out, stilling her hands on the napkin. “Just what?” Her skin blazed beneath mine, electric and intoxicating. Touching her made me want to touch more and more and fucking more. I wanted to stroke, lick, and adore every inch. The itchy, overwhelming need crackled in my blood, begging me to let go and just give in. 
 
    To forget this sham of a dinner and go back where prying eyes wouldn’t judge. To layer Pim with warnings about how close I was to snapping and make this her fault when I finally broke.  
 
    But I didn’t. 
 
    I wouldn’t.  
 
    Letting her go, I nodded in thanks as two glasses of orange juice, tequila, and grenadine were placed in front of us. “You can use silence on others, Pim, but not on me.” 
 
    She sipped her drink, wincing at the potent taste of alcohol while avoiding my question. Giving her a few moments, I drank my own. The tartness of citrus didn’t help my on-edge mood. 
 
    A soft whisper beside me. “You don’t drink.” 
 
    I stilled, placing the glass back onto the bar, and turned to face her. “How do you know I don’t drink?” 
 
    She glanced at me shyly. “At Alrik’s…you refused the drinks he offered.” 
 
    She’d noticed that? Huh. What else did she notice? “That’s because I refuse to endure social niceties with a jackass.” 
 
    Her shoulders tensed, her mind going where I didn’t want it to go.  
 
    Touching the delicate skin of her wrist, I murmured, “A dead jackass. He can’t hurt you anymore.” 
 
    She gave me a sharp smile, changing subjects. “You don’t drink on the Phantom.” 
 
    “Because I have a better alternative.” 
 
    “Weed?” 
 
    “That and other things.” 
 
    “Your cello.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Her eyes lit up, narrowing in calculation. “You told me that first night that you have many laws ruling your life.” She sat straighter as if she’d been building up to asking me this. “What are they?” 
 
    I sighed, taking another gulp of my drink.  
 
    The tequila didn’t sit well, but I took another gulp anyway. 
 
    This was my fault. I’d answered her previous questions, which gave her the illusion that I’d answer more. I’d told her about my family. She’d witnessed how much my own mother hated me. She already knew countless things about me. So much more than I knew about her.  
 
    Our understanding of one another was lopsided.  
 
    It couldn’t be allowed to continue.  
 
    Pushing my drink away, I crossed my arms. “No more.” 
 
    “No more?” She tilted her head. “No more what?” 
 
    “Answers.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No more until you answer some of mine.” 
 
    She eyed me, worry creeping over her features. “Answers to what?”  
 
    “To everything.” 
 
    I had an encyclopaedia of things I wanted to know; questions I was desperate to ask. But first, she had to understand that just because I chose to be a gentleman and not enforce our prior agreement, she still had to pay me in other ways, not just her secrets.  
 
    The bartender had left his post to talk to an elderly woman by the window. Behind the counter in regimented racks and blue lit displays were oxidised black metal spoons, pressed napkins, and cocktail stirrers emblazoned with the hotel emblem.  
 
    Hotel property but with no value attached. Things guests used and pinched without a second thought.  
 
    Let’s see what Pim does… 
 
    I smiled. “Before we talk, you’re going to do something for me.” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “You are.” Pointing at the display with my chin, I said, “Steal me a spoon.” 
 
    Her eyebrows shot up, highlighting how flawless her skin was, how she didn’t need makeup to make her green eyes pop or hours with a hairdresser to ensure her hair tempted me constantly. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Remember our agreement? You’d steal things for me?” 
 
    “I remember you saying such things. But I don’t ever remember agreeing to them.” 
 
    I smiled. “Oh, you agreed to them by indulging me. Besides, did you think your silence prevented your eyes from answering me? You’re forgetting I can read you, Pim, just like I’m guessing you can read me.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, neither confirming nor denying my belief that she was a master at understanding body language. 
 
    “Besides, you’ve already stolen a few things on my behalf. That makes you a thief.” I leaned closer, keeping this conversation strictly between us and not the diamond glittery gentry around us. “And a thief needs practice.”  
 
    The scent of her skin shot up my nose, grabbing me around the cock. I swallowed my groan as she shifted closer, her neck lengthening into a swan curve, begging me to bite.  
 
    “I have that one hundred dollar bill you turned into a house. Can I give you that?” Her voice wavered, soft with mirroring desire. “Surely, that’s worth more than a stupid spoon.” 
 
    My heart raced as she shifted closer.  
 
    Her knee against my knee. 
 
    Her body heat against my body heat.  
 
    I forced myself to stay still even though my vision turned hazy and all I could focus on was her. Her smell. Her voice. Her temptation.  
 
    “I don’t want money. I have plenty of money.” 
 
    She inhaled sharply, a slight shudder working down her spine. “What do you want then?” 
 
    Fuck, that was a loaded question.  
 
    And one without a simple answer.  
 
    “If I told you what I truly wanted, you’d run out of this place so fast I wouldn’t be able to catch you.” 
 
    She pulled back, eyes locking onto eyes. She licked her lips, and I fought every fucking instinct to kiss her. I knew she’d taste of tequila and orange juice. I knew she’d be warm. I knew she’d kiss me back.  
 
    Christ, this is harder than I thought.  
 
    Straightening, I swiped my drink and finished it in two long pulls. “What I want, Pim, is for you to steal me a spoon.”  
 
    She shuddered as the heat between us sputtered out thanks to my avoidance of everything we danced around. “A spoon?” 
 
    I rubbed my mouth with the back of my hand, enjoying this game because it put me back in power while stripping her of hers. “Yes. Specifically, a black spoon from behind the bar.” 
 
    “But you have countless spoons on the Phantom.” 
 
    “That’s not the point.” 
 
    “What is the point?” Her growing belligerence made me hide a smirk that she felt secure enough to show attitude and annoyed because it made me even harder for her. 
 
    I lowered my voice to a rumble. “To make you obey me.” 
 
    She swallowed, staring long and hard.  
 
    Time stood still.  
 
    The hotel faded, shimmering with lust and rapidly straining boundaries of date etiquette. Who the hell cared about dinner and conversation when just the idea of spreading her over the bar, barking at everyone to leave, and taking her right here, right now almost made me come?  
 
    That fantasy was too good, too real.  
 
    I rearranged my rapidly hardening cock as she finally dropped her eyes and slid off the bar-stool. Her tension said she didn’t approve. Her cocked eyebrow said she’d obey…with vexation.  
 
    “Just one?” Her tone reeked with sarcasm. “Are you sure that’s enough?”  
 
    I let her surly remark go without reprimand. “Just one.” 
 
    She didn’t say another word as she huffed then moved around the bar, keeping an eye on the attendant who continued to speak to his elderly customer.  
 
    She moved like the ocean I loved. Like a river tumbling over pebbles, cashmere and velvet, never splashing, never breaking, journeying somewhere new. 
 
    The fact she did what I asked, all while her fire never extinguished fucking ruined me. 
 
    How had she been kept as a possession for all those years and never broken? How could she be treated so terribly but never allowed them to ruin her? Did no one else see what I did? See the empress in mortal form? See the warrior so much braver than anyone?  
 
    Fuck, if she moved and spoke and put me in my place so quickly after captivity, what would she be like a month from now? A year from now? I’d be the one on my knees begging for any attention she’d bestow.  
 
    Not dallying, Pim strode past glittering glasses and expensive bottles of liquor to the object of her theft. With swift fingers, she plucked a long-stemmed black spoon from the rack holding its brothers and sisters, and without shyness or fear, turned to face me.  
 
    The lights designed to entice patrons to buy bourbon or brandy from their richly decorated decanters dazzled over her face. She looked as if the stars had fallen from the sky and found a new home upon her skin.  
 
    Trapping me in her hot stare, she smiled once then inserted the utensil down her cleavage.  
 
    I gulped.  
 
    My legs tightened.  
 
    My body hardened.  
 
    My heart went a mile a minute.  
 
    This girl was too dangerous.  
 
    This girl was hell itself.  
 
    Swiftly, but with every authority, she walked back toward me just in time for the maître d to announce our table was ready.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Pim 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SPOON HAD long since switched from cold metal to warm friend.  
 
    It nestled between my breasts like an emblem of who Elder was turning me into.  
 
    I’d stolen for him.  
 
    I’d headed from the bar with something that wasn’t mine and sat at a table with no guilt.  
 
    Sure, the hotel had thousands of spoons—and most would go missing over time or be thrown away from overuse—but I’d taken it without requesting, and I would keep it with no shame this time. 
 
    Unlike the photo frame, I didn’t itch with the need to return it. I relished in its weight inside my bra. Somehow, it became a talisman of power. I sat taller. I breathed deeper. I became alive with its magic wedged against my breasts.  
 
    The breasts I used to hate as they made men beat me.  
 
    The breasts I used to despise because it made me female when I wanted to be nothing. I wanted to be no one with no physical form, no pain, no blood or body to hurt.  
 
    But now…sitting with that spoon kissing my skin and Elder sizzling with everything he bottled up, I unlocked another part of me.  
 
    A part that was finally grateful to be a woman. Thankful I hadn’t given into death’s delightful siren and had survived. Life was better. Life was mine to steal and manipulate and decide.  
 
    I wanted to hug myself with how exciting the world suddenly seemed. How many opportunities and missed experiences I had to compensate for. I wanted to steal another spoon. And another. And another. I wanted forks and knives and vases and figurines. I wanted to take and take—to take back what was stolen from me.  
 
    Elder didn’t speak as we sat facing each other over an intimate table swathed in shadow and cloaked in privacy. A single candle flickered on the navy table cloth. A white rose beside it almost as perfect as the origami dollar ones Elder had perfected. 
 
    The air was heavy with everything we didn’t say.  
 
    He knew something had happened to me.  
 
    And I knew he battled far more than he let on.  
 
    We read each other—holding entire conversations in nuances and flickering eyelashes, building our own decisions and theories without asking for the truth from the other.  
 
    “Hello, I’ll be your waiter for tonight.”  
 
    I flinched in surprise as an unwanted interloper ruined the heightened atmosphere between Elder and me.  
 
    Elder tore his eyes from mine, smiling curtly at the stylish young man with a white cloth over his arm and crisp notepad and pen.  
 
    The waiter tipped his head. “Are you ready to order? What can I get you?” 
 
    My ears rung as Elder snatched up the unlooked at menu and barked a command. His seductive timbre entered my hearing, but his words didn’t compute.  
 
    I didn’t have a clue what we’d eat as my ears stopped working in favour of my eyes imprinting every little thing about him. The way he sipped his water after the waiter left. The way he fiddled with his silver wave cufflinks. The way he tried to stop looking at me, but within a few seconds, his eyes found mine again and couldn’t let go.  
 
    I had the same affliction.  
 
    He was gravity.  
 
    He was the moon, and I was the ocean, and together we couldn’t look away for a moment. 
 
    He hadn’t asked for the spoon, and I hadn’t attempted to give it to him. It was our little secret and probably not the only reason his gaze travelled to my chest more than once, lingering on me in a way that made me hot and cold and wet and tingly all at the same time.  
 
    Our appetiser arrived. 
 
    A crispy wonton base with tuna ceviche and crème cheese.  
 
    Once again, we held no conversation as Elder gathered my plate and placed two of the delicate appetisers in front of me.  
 
    Using my fingers, I placed one into my mouth. My appetite had only one thing it was hungry for, and it wasn’t food. Once again, that terrible word lust had twisted me up and made me believe I was cured enough to want what I desperately hungered for.  
 
    My taste buds came alive as the subtle flavours grabbed my attention, finally giving me something else to focus on than just Elder.  
 
    He chewed slowly. His eyes closed for a moment, enjoying the light but aromatic food.  
 
    My mouth watered as his powerful throat rippled as he swallowed. My teeth locked together as his hands flexed to gather his napkin. When his head turned to survey the restaurant and fellow diners at their own oasis of eating, I studied his perfectly formed ear, the rouge blue-black curl on his forehead, and the roughness of his five o’clock shadow.  
 
    Did the ceviche have illegal substances in it? Why was I suddenly so aware of every little thing about my dining companion?  
 
    And why hadn’t we spoken?  
 
    Why was I afraid to speak when only a few glances revealed what our words never would? We ached for one another. We bruised for one another.  
 
    I’d never been a girl who needed physical contact to feel loved. My mother wasn’t a hugger, and I was more suited to never being touched after my miserable history.  
 
    But Elder’s presence tugged on me.  
 
    I didn’t like being on the other side of the table. I wanted to be beside him. I wanted to be able to touch him.  
 
    Table-cloths and fine dining were still a novelty after my dog bowl and chains. I was an imposter in this world.  
 
    I needed Elder close like he’d been on that first night when he’d tried to give me a penny for my thoughts. That first meeting when he brought about the end of my world.  
 
    I needed him to shield me from the whispers of my past, hissing that I didn’t have permission to eat in a place like this. That I didn’t have a license to think I was a woman rather than a pet.  
 
    He was the one who made me believe. He was the one who nudged me closer to confidence. 
 
    Our main meal arrived.  
 
    Elder had ordered the same for both of us: cauliflower puree with seared scallops, garnished with things I couldn’t name and herbs that detonated on my tongue. 
 
    Silence was a third entity as we ate and stared and ate some more.  
 
    My stomach tangled with food and fancy. Tension born from questions… 
 
    What will happen when we go back to our room?  
 
    What will we do when we’re alone?  
 
    I forced myself to eat every delicious mouthful all while Elder glued me into place with a stern look and a frown that never stopped shadowing his gorgeous almond eyes.  
 
    It was only once we’d finished our meals and our dirty plates taken away that he sat back, dabbed his mouth with his napkin, and switched his scowl for determination.  
 
    The vibe changed from desire-heavy to purposeful.  
 
    I was grateful in an odd way. Thankful that the connection throbbing between us wouldn’t devour us just yet. That we had time. That we weren’t just hostage to what our bodies screamed.  
 
    I mimicked him with my napkin, taking a sip of water to bolster my courage in preparation.  
 
    Never taking his eyes off me, Elder reached into his blazer pocket and pulled out his money clip. Peeling off a hundred dollar bill, he smoothed it onto the table, pushing it toward me with elegant fingers. “For you.” 
 
    I gawked at the money, lost and slightly cheapened. He’d given me money before, but the notes had always been quaintly dressed in origami. I hadn’t counted how much he’d gifted thanks to his paper creations—it was more than I’d had in years—and I would continue to accept any number of his folded artwork because I had no intention of destroying them to spend it.  
 
    They were presents. 
 
    This was payment.  
 
    Payment for what?  
 
    I would never accept straight-up cash.  
 
    I sat back in my chair, my lips thinning.   
 
    He leaned forward, understanding my subtle refusal. “I thought as much.” Taking the bill, he creased the green paper, his face shedding the tense affliction between us and becoming almost innocent in study. His fingers crimped and folded, magically turning flat money into a simple crane even I had been taught in school.  
 
    Pushing it back toward me, he murmured, “Now, it’s a gift. Not payment.” 
 
    I hated that he understood me so much. That he could read me so well. It was an invasion of my privacy. An assault on everything I tried to keep hidden and secret.  
 
    I paused for a second before reaching forward and plucking the green bird from the table-cloth. Just because he’d read me correctly didn’t mean I’d punish him for it. I loved his origami just as much as I hated his music.  
 
    Cradling it in my palm, I nodded in acceptance. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet. It’s in return for something.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    He rubbed his jaw. “For things I want to know.” 
 
    I sat in silence, trying to make sense of this.  
 
    Elder leaned forward, his hands clasped together, elbows resting on the table. “For each question I ask, you will give me an answer.” 
 
    I waited for more.  
 
    When he didn’t continue, I asked, “Where does the money come in?” 
 
    “I told you I’d give you a set worth. A value you had to repay in order to earn your freedom. You refused my offer of freedom. Now, you must do what I say to receive it.” 
 
    “And if I don’t want it?” I blurted, surprising both of us with brutal honesty. “If I don’t want to return home to a city I no longer feel safe in, to a mother who never liked me, and to friends who no longer know me? What then?” 
 
    “Then you take your money and start a new life.” 
 
    My heart panged to think of another existence. One without travel and yachts, and most of all him. I wasn’t superficial. I didn’t like Elder for the expensive lifestyle he could give me. I liked Elder for the quality of life he could give me. The understanding he offered. The kindred knowledge he shared. Those attributes were priceless in my eyes.  
 
    Twirling the crane, I whispered, “So you still want to be rid of me?” 
 
    “It’s not a matter of what I want, Pim.” He glowered. “It’s about what’s right.” 
 
    I didn’t reply for a moment, trying to understand what was right and wrong. Was our connection wrong? Was whatever growing between us something terrible and in need of severing? Who was pure enough to judge right and wrong? Who was there to tell us we were breaking the rules when we were making our own and finding ground where we could both survive?  
 
    I looked up, studying the grey shadows under his eyes and the tension in his jaw. Elder seemed so capable that I forgot what he’d told me. Conveniently ignored his need for simplicity, music, and the unorthodox ways to keep his tendencies at bay.  
 
    “You want me gone for you.” 
 
    He shook his head. “That’s not true.” 
 
    “So you deny I’m making your life more complicated?” 
 
    He snorted, his bark becoming a sad laugh. “I would never deny that when it’s so painfully true.” 
 
    I bit my lip, hating how helium had replaced oxygen making me squeaky and thin and ready to burst at any moment. “Oh.” So I was the wrong in this equation. Elder was my right, but I was his wrong. As I healed, he succumbed. As I got better, he got worse.  
 
    We couldn’t survive together because I fed off his charity and protectiveness while he drowned under my fledgling sexuality and hope.  
 
    I supposed it was a good thing to be honest with each other. To know now that no matter what happened tonight, we started this knowing we had an ending.  
 
    You knew that, Pim! 
 
    You always knew this was temporary.  
 
    Just because I knew didn’t mean it wasn’t a rusty blade stabbing at my heart.  
 
    Stroking the money crane as if it would come alive and peck at the crumbs left from dinner, I murmured, “How much am I worth?” 
 
    His jaw clenched. “How much do you think you’re worth?” 
 
    What an awful question. Answer too low and he would still believe I hadn’t overcome my past. Answer too high, and he would think I was above his help and send me away. That I valued myself more than I valued him. “I can’t answer that.” 
 
    “In that case, how much do you think I’m worth?” His eyes glowed black, daring me to guess.  
 
    The question caught me by surprise. “Do you mean literal net worth or figurative soul price?” 
 
    “Are they two separate things?” 
 
    “Definitely.” I placed the hundred dollar crane on the table, resting it in the middle of my napkin as if the white linen was a pond it had just landed upon. “A soul is priceless and could never have a monetary sum attached. Net worth might make a difference in this life, but when we die, we’re all worth the same.” 
 
    “And what is that?” Elder’s voice was deceptively low and provocative.  
 
    “We’re worth the weight of what we leave behind. The people we’ve touched. The lives we’ve shared. The knowledge we’ve gathered and traded. Physically, we’re worth the dust our corpses turn into, but spiritually, we’re rich forever.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. “That’s all very pretty, Pim, but you haven’t answered my question.” He licked his lips. “Pick one. Pick a worth and tell me a figure.” 
 
    I forced myself to look at Elder.  
 
    Truly look.  
 
    See past the exotic handsomeness, the brutal boyishness, the man I’d come to know and only see a roughish businessman in a fancy restaurant wearing an immaculate suit.  
 
    “You’re rich.” 
 
    He nodded. “How rich?” 
 
    “Millions?” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Wealthy enough to travel the world on the biggest yacht I’ve ever seen and proctor deals with men like Alrik.” 
 
    He tensed. “And do you believe my mother when she said I stole it?” His shoulders tightened, his body language shutting down as if hoping I had no clue. He’d asked a question he didn’t want an answer to.  
 
    At least, he didn’t have to worry. I wouldn’t believe one person over another until evidence stated otherwise. “You’re a musical genius with a talent at perfecting anything you do. Money would’ve come to you, regardless if you stole it or not.”  
 
    “You think far too highly of me.” He laughed, his face falling into polite indifference as the waiter arrived to deposit salted caramel tarts for dessert.  
 
    We didn’t touch them, too absorbed in this complicated conversation.  
 
    Staring at the sugary treat, I whispered, “Will you tell me? How you became this way? How you created this empire?” 
 
    Picking up his fork, Elder used the dessert as a delaying tactic. Placing a sweet, sinful bite into his mouth, he chewed slowly. “That is a tale for another time, Pim.” 
 
    “But you will tell me?” 
 
    He looked away. “Not tonight.” 
 
    I copied him and took a bite of caramel.  
 
    Another bite later, Elder asked, “Do you think I deserve it?” 
 
    His questions made my brain ache and fear clutch my insides for getting it wrong. When he’d said he wanted to ask questions, I’d expected them to be about me, not him. I’d prepared to be evasive and noncommittal, not have to search past his barricades and rip out things he never wanted me to see.  
 
    I answered his question with another. “Does anyone deserve more than they can spend in a lifetime?” 
 
    He smiled coldly. “Good response.” His eyes clouded with things I couldn’t understand. “The right answer is no, I don’t deserve it. My mother was right. I did steal it. None of this is real.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that. This is real. You’re real. What I feel for you is real.” I gasped, whipping my fingers to press against my lips.  
 
    Whoops.  
 
    He froze, locked like an ancient statue in his chair. He sucked in a heavy breath, his eyes inspecting me for an eternity. “How can you be sure of something when you don’t know a thing about me? When the only things you know are I’m a murderer, a criminal, with no family or background?” His temper etched his face, sliding into his shoulders and hands. “How can you look at me the way you do?” 
 
    “What way?” 
 
    “The way you’re doing right now. As if you trust me to keep you safe all while I’m dying over here not to fuck you on this table.” 
 
    His admission shut us both up.  
 
    Silence crackled.  
 
    Ignoring the tart, I picked up my crane again, desperately needing to fidget from the whipping intensity he’d caused. “I know I seem naïve to you, but I can’t help what I feel. It’s been so many years since I’ve felt anything. Even before I was taken, I just existed in my previous life rather than living.”  
 
    I shut up again.  
 
    I hadn’t shared a single thing about me yet. I didn’t know if I started now if I’d be able to stop.  
 
    But Elder didn’t let me close the door I’d just opened. “How do you mean?” 
 
    I stared at the table-cloth. Writing to No One and telling an imaginary pen friend how upset I was with my mother was different than saying it out loud. Writing it down didn’t feel as much as a betrayal. I didn’t want to admit that to this day, I still loathed her for her strictness and lack of love. That I worried about her. That I hated her. Loved her. Missed her. Cursed her.  
 
    The familiar itch to grab a pen and scribble consumed me. It’d been days since I’d written to No One. How had I forgotten to share this new part of my life with ink and papyrus? Only…I wasn’t right when I said Elder didn’t know about me.  
 
    He does. 
 
    He read my notes to No One.  
 
    Each and every letter.  
 
    I looked up, faint anger folding with warm annoyance. “You already know more about my past than you let on. You read my inner most thoughts. You stole them.” 
 
    His forehead furrowed as denial wedged into his muscles only to drip away with the truth. “I did.” 
 
    “So why the need to learn me? Why say you need to ‘master’ me to be free of me when you already know more about me than anyone?” 
 
    He rubbed his jaw. “I might’ve read your notes, Pim, but didn’t you ever stop to think who you were writing to?” 
 
    “I was writing to No One.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    I frowned. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair. “Why title them to No One? Why that particular address?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It was the least pretentious one. Dear Diary was too young. To The Person I Wish Would Rescue Me was an invitation to being beaten. It just…felt right.” 
 
    Elder chuckled under his breath, shaking his head a little. “It just felt right.” 
 
    I didn’t understand his melancholy or the direction of our unusual conversation.  
 
    I wanted to ask him to elaborate, but he looked up, pinning me with black irises. “Do you know in my culture if a family member is renounced, they’re called no one? They have no home, no people, nowhere to go. Until I saved you, I was no one. Do you understand how crazy that coincidence is? To steal your notes and feel as if you’ve been writing to me this entire time? To believe that you were begging me to find you, yet it took me two fucking years to free you?”  
 
    He dragged a hand through his hair. “I don’t believe in coincidences, Pim. I won’t let what I read on paper twist my need to hear the truth. I want to know everything. I need to know everything. Do you understand now? I already feel as if I know you, yet I don’t know you. What I’ve read doesn’t satisfy me in the slightest. I need to hear it from you.” His eyes burned, flipping to a new topic just as fast as he’d flipped to this one. “We’ve finished dinner. We have nothing else to distract us from what we both know will happen the very fucking second we step into that hotel suite.”  
 
    I breathed harder, faster. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m saying anything.” He schooled his features into a tortured mask. “I thought I knew how tonight would go, but I don’t have a clue. If you return with me to the room, I won’t be responsible. I won’t apologise. I won’t be in control.” 
 
    I stopped breathing altogether. How was I supposed to react to that? Run down the street screaming? Pad after him trusting? What?  
 
    “You need to say it,” he urged. “Say you meant what you said before.” 
 
    “What did I say?” 
 
    “That you feel something for me. That you know tonight isn’t just about you anymore. It’s about me. About both of us.” 
 
    He stood, holding his hand out like a dark prince ready to cart me to the underworld rather than the promised kingdom. I’d invited this. We’d been inching closer to this precipice for weeks.  
 
    He had no idea how he’d react.  
 
    I had no idea how I’d react.  
 
    We could find equal ground and ultimate pleasure. Or we could ruin one another in a rain of incompatible pain.  
 
    Is it worth it?  
 
    Was I strong enough to take that gamble? To trade our awkward friendship for terrifying romance?  
 
    I didn’t have an answer. I doubted I would find it until I placed my hand in his and followed him back to the room. Until I gave in and let whatever was about to happen…happen. 
 
    So that was exactly what I did.  
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 Elder 
 
      
 
      
 
    HÔTEL DE PARIS seemed voyeuristic as we silently made our way from dining room, to elevator, to suite.  
 
    While eating the dinner I hadn’t tasted, surrounded by people I didn’t want, the walls had been lifeless, the furniture blind and deaf and dumb.  
 
    Now, walking down corridors and into our opulent suite with its heavy drapery, welcoming pillows, and turn of the century décor, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up as if the walls had sprouted eyes and the furniture ears.  
 
    I felt guilty for doing nothing. 
 
    I felt ashamed for expecting everything.  
 
    I was twisted up and tangled and jumping out of my goddamn skin.  
 
    Pim swayed ahead, entering the room as if she wasn’t under a spotlight or answerable to the chandeliers or couches for every misdeed in her past.  
 
    I paused on the threshold, asking myself one last time if this was what I wanted.  
 
    My one-time rule had been broken in favour of two.  
 
    If I did this, who the hell knew if I’d wake up myself, or if I’d return to the kid who didn’t care about anything but his own obsessions. Who played until cello strings chewed his fingers to the bone. Who beat up people all because he craved the pain and victory of being a weapon.  
 
    If I was this close to falling into the rhythm of addiction, how much longer before I just gave up entirely?  
 
    My hand reached out, connecting with the door to push and lock it. The safety chain clattered as I slid it home. I didn’t know if I was locking out potential rapists and murderers or locking Pim inside with one.  
 
    Goddammit, get it together.  
 
    I massaged my temples as I turned around.  
 
    I froze as Pim’s fingers dipped between her cleavage. 
 
    I knew what resided there. I hadn’t forgotten about the stolen utensil. Throughout dinner I couldn’t stop looking at her chest and fighting the desperate desire to go hunting for it.  
 
    I swallowed as she headed toward the side table by the bathroom door, ready to free the spoon and drop it into the teal bowl sitting on top.  
 
    It couldn’t be allowed to cool alone. I needed to feel the heat of her body.  
 
    “Wait.” I held up my hand, moving forward stiffly. “Let me.” 
 
    Her eyes widened as I stopped in front of her.  
 
    With pressed together lips, she nodded slightly and dropped her hands, her chest heaving. 
 
    With every muscle braced against my oppressive need, I slowly inserted my fingers down the valley of her hot, perfect breasts.  
 
    Jesus Christ… 
 
    My eyes snapped closed, flooding with lust. Her skin was so soft. Her breath so delicate. Her invitation too welcoming as my fingertips locked around the spoon.  
 
    With a hooded gaze, I tugged gently.  
 
    Pim shuddered, her lips parting and the sexiest flush climbing from her chest to her cheeks.  
 
    My cock grew so hard, it punched my waistband, desperate to escape and do what I wasn’t man enough to do—to pounce on her and fuck her helpless.  
 
    I filled with manic yearning as I tugged again, sliding the spoon from her cleavage and drifting the rounded end around the globes of her flesh.  
 
    She shivered as I drew the Japanese character for silence over the hill of her right breast.  
 
    Silence for her. 
 
    Silence for the faction I’d stupidly signed my life to.  
 
    Chinmoku was the Japanese word for silence and I hated how, just like she’d been writing to No One, it had come full circle in ways I’d never expected.  
 
    We both trembled as I clutched the still warm spoon in my palm and took a step away from her. I needed some space. I needed to breathe without inhaling the matching scent of longing.  
 
    I clutched it tightly. “How do you feel? Taking this?”  
 
    Pim raked fingers through her hair, tussling the glossy strands, waking herself up from the sexual trance we’d slipped into. She deleted the sleek delicious creature from dinner, replacing her with a wilder, somehow even more beautiful version. “The spoon?” She blinked as if conversation was the last thing on her mind. 
 
    I knew the feeling.  
 
    It was why I chose speaking over grabbing her and kissing her senseless—to give us a little more time. “Yes, the spoon. Do you regret taking it?” 
 
    “I should. It wasn’t mine to take.”  
 
    “You should? Does that mean you don’t?” My mouth twitched into a proud smile. “Are you saying you enjoyed taking it? That you got a thrill?” 
 
    She moved around me, heading toward the bed. “Not really.” 
 
    “Liar.” I snapped the word in half.  
 
    She spread her hands as if seeking forgiveness. “Fine. It…did things to me. It helped, of course, knowing it was one of thousands of spoons and wouldn’t be missed.” 
 
    “Ah, the excuses have started.” 
 
    She planted hands on her hips. “I’m not excusing my behaviour. I know it was wrong, and I wouldn’t do it again…but it did show me things about myself that I’d lost.” 
 
    “Like what?” My interest skyrocketed. My ears begging for scraps.  
 
    “Like the knowledge I missed out on a lot of things. That I don’t want to keep missing out because I’m too scared to try.”  
 
    I did my best not to read between her lines. Not to hear a sexual invitation. 
 
    “That’s the thrill of thievery, Pim. It only gets worse the more you do it.”  
 
    She shook her head. “That minor blip of excitement is nothing compared to the thrill I get when—” She cut herself off, eyes glistening with shock that she’d almost slipped and said something she didn’t want me to know.  
 
    My obsession with her exploded from manageable to borderline dangerous. “When you what?” Moving toward her, I locked my spine in place when she stepped backward to avoid me. Having her move away did brutal things to my instincts. It made me want to chase, hunt, devour.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” She dropped her gaze to the rich blue carpet. “Forget it.”  
 
    “I don’t forget anything, Pim.” Tossing the spoon on the bed behind her, I crossed my arms. “Tell me.” 
 
    She fidgeted on the spot before inhaling sharply. “It wasn’t a thrill compared to the thrill I get when you kiss me…touch me.” Red glowed on her cheeks. “I-I haven’t been kissed much. I didn’t think I’d like it, but you…” Her eyelashes fanned up, letting me stare into shadowy green eyes. “You make it good.” 
 
    “Ah, Christ.” I swallowed a groan as every inch growled to delete the remaining distance and take her. To have her speak to me was one of the greatest rewards after her self-imposed silence. To have her admit she liked kissing me? Fuck, it was more than I could bear.  
 
    “Can’t say things like that to me, Pimlico. Especially now.” Stepping away from her, I headed toward my duffel and the small side pocket where I’d packed something for emergencies. My mind was full of body parts and thrusting. Of fast, fierce fucking. Of taking what I wanted with no thought to her traumatised psyche. 
 
    The compulsion inside became stronger thanks to Pim’s admission. My lawless thoughts focused on things it shouldn’t.  
 
    The curtains were made from fabric with stripes on it. Would it be even stripes or odd if I counted them? The carpet had swirls of lighter blue in the navy. Would the ratio of light and dark be equal?  
 
    I closed my eyes, hiding away from overstimulation.  
 
    My fingers fluttered over imaginary cello chords doing their best to circumnavigate the disorder in my blood. I wanted to touch Pim. In a way, I needed to touch her to remain centred and not give in.  
 
    But it wouldn’t just be touching—it would be complete and utter domination. I would strip her, lick her, climb inside her. I would clutch and ride and hold and manipulate until she’d given me everything.  
 
    And because I was fucked up and she was tragic with her history, it would only destroy us. I refused to ruin her progress or mine.  
 
    I’m better than that.  
 
    I gritted my teeth as I unzipped the duffel pocket and pulled out a pre-rolled joint. The effects of this herbal medicine were minimal but needed. It calmed my mind, made the jagged edges of my preoccupation fade a little, and gave me some peace from needing everything now, immediately, all of it with no exceptions.  
 
    The sound of Pim’s heels whispered over the carpet as she came closer.  
 
    I turned my back on her, holding the joint while searching for a lighter in my pocket. My fingers struggled to find the fire conjuring device, digging deeper as Pim moved to stand beside me. Sad eyes landed on the weed, her face torn between asking questions and giving me space.  
 
    “Don’t ask me not to, Pim,” I grunted as I spotted a spare lighter in my bag and snatched it. “You can’t ask me to do that.” 
 
    “I can’t?” 
 
    Holding the flame to the joint, I lit it but didn’t inhale. I needed her to understand. This was for her protection as well as mine. I wouldn’t hurt her more than she already had been. I should fix her not make her worse because I couldn’t control myself.  
 
    Sweet, cloying smoke rose, stinging my eyes. I still didn’t inhale. “You can’t ask me to stop.” 
 
    She ran the tip of her tongue over her bottom lip, watching the smoke curl toward the ceiling. “Why?” 
 
    “I just told you why.” 
 
    Her eyes latched onto mine. “No, tell me a different truth, so I don’t feel as if you’re numbing yourself to be with me. Tell me, so I’m not left thinking you don’t want me after all.”  
 
     What a loaded question. An even heavier answer.  
 
    I’d already told her at dinner on the Phantom, but I had different reasons tonight. 
 
    I craved the first puff of weed, but I held it away, doing my best to be honest. After all, tonight I’d demand every shred of her honesty. She’d have nowhere to hide, no one to help her.  
 
    It would be cruel as well as pleasurable, and having such extremes meant I needed all the help I could get.  
 
    “Remember what I said to you? That first night in your bedroom at Alrik’s?” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around herself, barricading bad memories. “What did you say?”  
 
    I wasn’t surprised she didn’t remember, but it made anger bubble beneath the surface, showing how close I was to losing it. “I told you how I wanted to be the first to touch you—to make you wet by my voice alone. That I needed to be the first to lick you—to taste how you come. To watch how beautiful you are when you let go on my tongue.” 
 
    She shivered, her skin decorated in goosebumps.  
 
    “I told you I’d be the first man to bite your nipples and kiss your stomach and make you realise how much fucking power you have over a man like me.” 
 
    She looked up, her breathing quick and prey-like. “Are you going to do that tonight?” 
 
    My breathing slowed, heaving and hunting, ready to pounce even while I did my best to hold back. “Do you want me to?” 
 
    She shrugged like a child rather than a woman standing with pinpricked nipples in a sultry black dress.  
 
    I stepped toward her. My knees groaning under the weight of my self-control. “Answer the question. Just like you’ll answer all my questions tonight. Just like you’ll finally give into me and let me show you how lust should be.” 
 
    She tensed on the word but didn’t move away as I brushed aside a lock of hair and gathered the rest of her strands at the base of her neck. “Answer me.” 
 
    Slowly, her gaze grew soft and inviting. “Yes, I want you to.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Her eyes flared then hooded again. “Because I need you to.” 
 
    “Because?” 
 
    Her forehead furrowed, unhappy at the test. “Because I want to be normal. I want to understand the heaviness you create inside me. I want—” 
 
    I sucked in a breath, waiting for her to continue. I glued my fucking feet to the floor, so I didn’t throw her on the bed and screw every damn rule to hell.  
 
    Her whisper barely met my ears. “I want to know what it’s like.” 
 
    “What what’s like? Sex?” I ate the word. I decimated the word. I butchered it until it was claw riddled and fang chewed, exactly like the salivating beast inside me.  
 
    She nodded quickly. “Sex with you. It has to be…it has to be different. Better than—” 
 
    I jerked her forward, crushing her to me.  
 
    I hadn’t meant to do that. I didn’t want her any closer than necessary. But once again, I couldn’t help myself when it came to Pim. Her complex blend of vulnerability and courage made me battle with monster and hero.  
 
    Her arms tentatively went around my waist, her heat and willowy frame slotting right against my hardness. Fuck, I wanted to squeeze her; to promise I’d never let her go. That she was safe when that was a lie. That she was mine when I couldn’t make that true. That she never had to fear me because that was the biggest untruth of all.  
 
    Loosening my hold, I vowed, “Sex between us will be unlike anything you’ve experienced. I promise.” 
 
    Sex between us would be unlike anything I’d experienced. And that was what terrified me. Petrified me that I’d become so goddamn addicted I’d forget to eat, breathe, and drink once I’d had her. 
 
    Her embrace unwound as she stepped away. “I’m sorry if I…disappoint you.” She shook her head, using her hair as a barricade. “I’m sure you’ll have had better—” 
 
    “What?” The roar fell from my lips before I could stop it.  
 
    She jumped, her face turning white as rage painted my features. “I, eh, I’m not stupid to think you’ve been with other—” 
 
    I couldn’t fucking do this anymore. 
 
    “Stop. Right now.” Pacing away, I took a drag on the slowly smoking joint. The thick cloud entered my lungs, stinging my tongue on the way out. “Do you know why I need this? Why I’ve only had to smoke since you’ve come into my life? That the last time I had to resort to such methods was three fucking years ago?” 
 
    She shook her head.  
 
    “It’s because of you. It’s because of how fucking much I want you. It’s because you tear me up inside. You do things to whatever sick and twisted heart I have left and make me crave things I don’t deserve.”  
 
    I stalked the suite, doing my best to shut the fuck up so I didn’t spill my entire rotten soul. “I can’t be in this hotel with you without this, do you get it? I can’t ask you to take off your dress without help, do you understand?”  
 
    I looked at the ceiling, cursing my very existence, the troubles I’d caused, the wrongs I’d done, the karma I’d painted myself with. “It’s you, no one else. Knowing that you’re going to let me get close to you. That you’ve forgiven me for taking you. That you have the strength to even entertain sleeping with me corrupts me so fucking much that just one kiss will break me.” 
 
    The pearls on Pim’s dress begged me to count them.  
 
    The fringe on her hem taunted me to arrange into ordered groups rather than the wild mess they currently were. 
 
    I stopped, forcing myself to look into her sorrow-filled, wise green eyes. With one glance, she sent me to damnation. “I’m this close to snapping, Pim, so don’t you fucking apologise for being the only woman to get under my goddamn skin, all right?”  
 
    The rage I’d fought for too long sprung into force. Throwing myself into a leather buttoned chair by the marble fireplace, I sucked deep on the joint, tapped the ash into a crystal tray, and pinned her with my stare. “Now, strip. Show me what you’re wearing under that dress.” 
 
    She gasped.  
 
    Her fingers leapt to her chest as if adding another layer of decency. She didn’t move to obey.  
 
    I took one last pull, sending red charcoal devouring the rest of my joint. When the heat singed my skin, I extinguished it, leant forward with my fingers clasped together between my legs, and threaded them tight to form a shackle—imprisoning myself so I didn’t reach out and touch her.  
 
    This part was for Pim.  
 
    Not me. 
 
    Everything about tonight had to remain about her. 
 
    The weed would help me keep that promise. It would let me focus on one thing and one thing only. 
 
    Her. 
 
    It would let me remain calm and not shatter out of my skin.  
 
    It would kill me, wound me, make me beg upon every genie lamp in Morocco to break my self-imposed ban, but I wouldn’t.  
 
    Because she needed to understand her own power.  
 
    To claim her own beauty.  
 
    To take possession of her own body.  
 
    Perhaps then, she’d be strong enough to bear me taking what I wanted.  
 
    With my fingers turning white and my heart racing a mile a second, I growled, “I won’t ask again, Pim. Strip. I want to see every inch of you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Pim 
 
      
 
      
 
    HIS VOICE ricocheted inside my skull.  
 
    I want to see every inch of you.  
 
    See every inch.  
 
    It didn’t make sense.  
 
    He’d seen me. I’d been naked more often than clothed. He’d touched me, been inside me—he’d seen me.  
 
    Why ask as if he’d never seen a woman strip before? Why sit as far away from me as he could with his body vibrating and fingers turning blue-white from clenching so hard? Why try to dull his senses when his eyes smouldered with a thousand bonfires?  
 
    “Pim.”  
 
    The growl reached inside me, tugging on every heartstring and passionate nerve. I jumped, my hands crawling to my throat. 
 
    The same throat that still harboured recollections of rape and restraint and ravaging awful masters.  
 
    “Take off your dress.” 
 
    I forced my hands to drop down my body, refusing to let them bunch up and shield me. Hadn’t I asked for this? Hadn’t I pushed for this to happen?  
 
    Why then, when it was happening, was I absolutely petrified?  
 
    I dropped my gaze, fingering the fringe flapper dress. I never thought I’d trade the freedom of being naked with the claustrophobia of remaining dressed. But here I was, reluctant to move because his eyes burned me until I threatened to combust into fire.  
 
    He would incinerate me if I stood bare before him.  
 
    His neck muscles rippled as he swallowed, never taking his gaze off my body. He stared at me as if I was his, as if I wasn’t human with opinions and decisions of her own. He didn’t make eye contact. He didn’t check to see how uncomfortable his intensity made me.  
 
    He merely gave hunger a new symptom, turning everything against me.  
 
    My heart swelled for sex. My pussy clenched for sex. My nipples pebbled for sex. 
 
    Sex. 
 
    Sex. 
 
    Sex. 
 
    How was this possible?  
 
    I hated sex.  
 
    I wanted nothing to do with sex.  
 
    Yet the craving only grew worse.  
 
    With a choir singing in my veins and a marching band pounding my chest, I stood taller.  
 
    Sex was just something two consenting adults did together.  
 
    Consent being the key word. 
 
    I’d never had sex. 
 
    I’d only had rape. 
 
    This was new. 
 
    This was fresh and unknown and nothing to be afraid of.  
 
    Slowly, ever so slowly, I reached to my side and unzipped the dress from under my arm to halfway down my hip.  
 
    I shivered as the heavy material gaped, letting warm hotel air slip against my waist, drifting around my navel and down.  
 
    Elder didn’t move.  
 
    He didn’t breathe as I reached up to tug the thin straps off my shoulders, both at the same time, moving maddeningly slow as my instincts to run fought with my courage to stay. The fabric slid to my elbows and hung there, teasing the line of my bra, asking me politely if this was truly what I wanted. Did I truly want the dress to say goodbye and abandon me for the carpet? Did I honestly want Elder’s savage eyes to see what was hidden?  
 
    My answer switched from yes to no to yes to no a million times over in a matter of seconds. I fought a war between the slave I’d been and the woman I wanted to become. Pim and Tasmin. Captive and free.  
 
    With a heavy gulp, I dropped my arms.  
 
    The heavy beaded dress skipped down my curves, licking my legs until falling into a lifeless black pool around my high heels.  
 
    Elder grunted, short and deep, as if the simple act of unsheathing had affected him far more than he would ever acknowledge. Brushing his lips against the back of his hand, his gaze burned midnight, drinking me up and down.  
 
    “Believe me when I say this. You are the most beautiful creature I have ever seen.” His eyes met mine for just a second before dropping back to the black velvet and lace lingerie I wore.  
 
    All dinner, I’d cursed the tight elastic, the unforgiving underwire, the scratchy garter and slippery stockings. Having so many sensations clinging to me had caused more than one distraction throughout dinner. Not to mention the strappy black heels cutting into my feet, highlighting bones that hadn’t healed right and arthritis that shouldn’t have found me until I was much older.  
 
    I would never be entirely limber. I wouldn’t be a gymnast with my fused cartilage and abused ligaments, but I could be beautiful.  
 
    Elder had said so. 
 
    And for the first time, I believed him. 
 
    I believed in the way his lips parted as if I was the sunrise and sunset and not just a girl. I believed in the way his body contracted and softened as if one moment he’d leap to his feet and come to me and the next he forced himself to remain sitting and locked away.  
 
    A shimmer appeared in my blood. Magic I’d never felt before.  
 
    He gave me the gift of lust just by watching me. He made me understand the different layers and complexities of desire and the respect and magnitude of control it took to gaze upon the object of your fascination and not reach out and grasp it, not bruise it, not claim it, not do anything but appreciate it for however long you were permitted.  
 
    I know what he’s doing.  
 
    I suddenly understood the rules to everything without him having to speak.  
 
    He nodded, following my thoughts as clearly as he had when I’d refused to speak to him. “You understand.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath.  
 
    “You understand you are the one giving me this gift, no one else. I’m not taking; you’re giving.” He eased back in the chair, his large hands going to his thighs where they dug hard into his muscle. “You’re in charge of this night, Pim. You tell me what you want. It’s up to you to show me what you want me to see. Give me what you want. Ask me to give you what you want in return.” 
 
    It was my turn to be mesmerised as he cupped the fierce erection in his black trousers.  
 
    “This is what you’ve done to me. The pain I’m in. The need you’ve caused. It’s all because of you. But no matter how much I want you to put me out of my misery, I won’t force you. I’m not going to touch you until you give me permission.”  
 
    My nipples hardened beneath my bra, turning to diamond the longer he looked at me and squeezed himself unforgivingly. He bit his lip as his hand turned white, touching himself not with pleasure but pain.  
 
    Pain, I knew. Pain, I understood.  
 
    I didn’t want that for him. I didn’t want that for me. I wanted something different. Something already building between us that was nameless but known all at the same time.  
 
    My hands went behind my back to unclasp my bra. The thought of showing Elder another piece of me because I wanted to gave me a surge of tingling heat. 
 
    He stiffened; his hand firm on his cock.  
 
    My eyes darted to the hotel door, making sure it was locked—almost shocked to see a door. How many years had I lived where no privacy was offered? Nowhere to run or hide? And now, here I was, standing before a man who looked less and less human the longer we played this game, and I wasn’t afraid.  
 
    I was empowered, emboldened, alive.  
 
    His voice sounded that of a beast. “You can go if you wish. I won’t stop you.” 
 
    I didn’t tell him I hadn't been looking for an escape but making sure we would remain undisturbed. That I trusted him more than I’d trusted anyone—even myself. That he’d proven to me, by remaining locked in his chair, that I could do whatever I wanted.  
 
    I could undress for him.  
 
    I could lay on the bed for him.  
 
    I could touch myself, and he wouldn’t move.  
 
    It would kill him. But he wouldn't move. 
 
    And knowing all that made me tumble faster into whatever it was that existed between us.  
 
    Locking eyes, I unhooked the bra strap, allowing it to unfold from my breasts and flutter to join the dress below. The air was warm around my nipples but not as warm as his mouth would be. I fantasied about him gathering me tight and sucking me. I imagined him touching me soft but firm, possessive but controlled.  
 
    My tummy clenched, making me wetter than I’d ever been. My body had healed enough that I could stand in front of a man and adapt for sex, to actually entertain the idea that I could willingly engage and enjoy.  
 
    Elder rubbed his mouth, placing both hands over his lips as if to silence any commands he might give. 
 
    Stepping away from the fallen dress, I moved backward to the bed. My hips swayed, accented by the high heels. My stomach rose and fell with shallow breaths. My body twitched and tingled as parts of me became heavy while others became light as air. My peripheral vision abandoned me and I no longer saw hotel finery, fireplaces, or fabric…only him. 
 
    He was at the end of my vocal point, slowly growing larger the more I focused. He became all I could see, acknowledge, and understand.  
 
    Bending over, my hair tumbled over my shoulder as I reached to undo the tiny buckles on my high heels. Freeing my ankles, I kicked the heels away with tiny flicks, wincing a little as my tortured metatarsals realigned from bent to straight.  
 
    Elder continued to watch, but he didn’t leave his chair to come closer.  
 
    He wouldn’t.  
 
    Not until I told him to.  
 
    And for that, I would be forever grateful.  
 
    In a way, he was the one wearing the ropes and chains tonight. 
 
    Not me. 
 
    With no shoes, no dress, no bra, only three pieces of clothing remained.  
 
    My garter belt, stockings, and knickers.  
 
    My hands shook as I reached for the garters, unclipping them before slowly rolling the sheer silk down my legs, feeling as if I’d shed another piece of me, removed another fear, deleted another past moment.  
 
    My fingers went to my hips, hooking around the lace. The chair Elder sat on creaked as he shifted.  
 
    Embarrassment flooded me.  
 
    Not embarrassment at the thought of being naked—I’d embraced my nakedness long before lingerie could hide me. No, embarrassment for how much I needed him. How empty I was. How hungry. I’d never experienced such a visceral reaction before. And because of it, I worried Elder, no matter how handsome and perfect he might seem, might not fulfil the rapidly building itch.  
 
    What if he’d cursed me to feel this depth of desire only to leave me forever unsatisfied? What if sex was no different to rape? What if my body couldn’t tell them apart? What if that promise of pleasure never came true?  
 
    Stop… 
 
    Believe. Trust. Relax. 
 
    I swallowed back those fears before they could steal my remaining confidence. Sitting on the bed, I left my knickers on, making the decision for myself, not for him or anyone else. I held up my finger, bending it in a come-hither request. 
 
    Instantly, Elder shot to his feet. One hand clenched into a tight fist, the other still on his steely erection. “You sure?” 
 
    I licked my lips, fighting everything, embracing everything. “I’m sure.” 
 
    He stalked me.  
 
    Head down, eyes blazing, body braced. He crossed the space in a few leggy strides and then he was here. Only a foot away, both hands fisted, both legs locked, entire body on orders not to move.  
 
    Not close enough. 
 
    Swaying to my feet, I stood before him.  
 
    He groaned as my hands landed on his blazer buttons. His eyes shot closed as I undid them, pushed aside his jacket, and inserted my fingers into the warmth of his shirt covered chest.  
 
    I wanted to rub my face against him.  
 
    I wanted to smell him, pet him, revel in him.  
 
    But I didn’t know how far I could push when his face strained, and the sheer power of his self-control howled in the space.  
 
    Instead, I grabbed his black tie, looped it around my fingers and tugged him forward. 
 
    His eyes flared wide as he stumbled into me then followed me as I fell backward onto the bed. Never letting go of his tie, I shimmied higher up the mattress, pulling him with me.  
 
    He let me.  
 
    He obeyed me. 
 
    I’d never had a man submit before. 
 
    I grew drunk on it, powerful on it. I swallowed a star and glowed with it. 
 
    Crawling over me on all fours, his back bowed thanks to my tight grip on his tie, his large hands looking like savage paws as he chased me into the middle of the massive bed.  
 
    I lay down, relinquishing his tie.  
 
    I had no idea what came next.  
 
    He hovered over me, breathing heavy, lips full, eyes wild, temples tinged with sweat.  
 
    We didn’t move.  
 
    Nervousness siphoned through my blood. Being on my back with a man above me wasn’t new. It had always been utter hell. But now…just staring at Elder with no expectations or knowledge of what was to come, I was able to appreciate just how spectacular he truly was.  
 
    How he trembled to keep me safe from him. 
 
    How he rolled onto his back to give me space. 
 
    Lying side by side, his fists dug into the bed. He closed his eyes; his forehead etched with restraint.  
 
    “Fuck, this is harder than I thought.” Pressing a flat palm to his brow, he gave me a sideways glance. He didn’t speak again, and my ears strained for some instruction, some guidance on what two normal people would do when lying side by side in bed.  
 
    Neither in pain. 
 
    Neither in tears.  
 
    Mutual and wanted and safe.  
 
    With a rumble in his chest, Elder shifted from lying on his back to resting on his side, propping his head up with his hand. “I’m going to touch you. I can’t not touch you.” His other hand whispered over the sheets and connected with my waist. 
 
    I jerked away—not from fear but from the insane intensity his fingertips caused. How blood bloomed out like a rose on fire beneath my skin. How every womanly part of me tightened and coiled with pleasure.  
 
    His hand flattened on my belly, his teeth imprinted in his lower lip as he slowly caressed up and up until he cupped my breast.  
 
    My eyes snapped closed as memories tried to consume me. His heat, his weight—it all made me tremble until sweat misted my skin to match his. We’d barely touched, yet adrenaline and need burned through whatever control we had left.  
 
    His fingers massaged me, rolling my nipple, petting me like I’d never been petted before. Instead of begging for it to be over, of disappearing into my mind where physical sensation couldn’t hurt me, I arched into his touch.  
 
    The second I pressed more of my flesh into his hand, he snapped.  
 
    His hips shot forward, pressing black trousers and shirt against my mostly naked form. His head fell downward, slamming soft, damp lips onto mine.  
 
    I moaned as he kissed me.  
 
    Hard.  
 
    Fast.  
 
    Deep.  
 
    Wet.  
 
    Whatever patience he had left was gone as the hardness of his erection seared my hip, and the teeth of his still-zipped fly scratched my thigh.  
 
    I wriggled to get closer.  
 
    He left his humanness behind and kissed me deeper. Bruises from my teeth indented my lips. My tongue fought his. Our tastes mingled with caramel and tequila.  
 
    Never in my life had I been kissed so tenderly but so viciously.  
 
    Never in my life had I willingly sought out the next stage—to have a body grow warm and wet, seeking more.  
 
    “Goddammit, Pimlico.” He wedged himself closer, his hand dropping from my breast and to the lace protecting the final piece of me. Hooking his fingers into the waistband, he ripped them down my legs, contorting his body so his mouth continued to ravage mine while he stripped me.  
 
    I bent and flexed, and when the knickers were low enough down my legs, I kicked them off without waiting for instruction.  
 
    I kissed him back harder than before. I opened wider, licked deeper; I threw myself head first into new experiences, better existences, and a world I desperately wanted to be a part of.  
 
    My fingers landed on his belt, fumbling to undo it, tugging at his shirt.  
 
    He was still fully dressed. 
 
    I wasn’t dressed at all.  
 
    I was the one at mercy.  
 
    But then again…I wasn’t.  
 
    Having a black-clad seducer kiss me, all while shuddering with self-control didn’t make me vulnerable. Oh, no. It made me powerful. Brave. A queen being worshipped by a suitor she’d chosen, not a slave made to obey a wrathful master.  
 
    Elder captured my wrists, slamming my hands above my head. Tearing his mouth from mine, his lips glistened as he panted. “No.” 
 
    No?  
 
    No to what?  
 
    Touching him?  
 
    Pleasuring him?  
 
    Before I could ask, his free hand cupped between my legs. His full hand. His entire strong, elegant, cello-playing, wallet-stealing hand.  
 
    I flinched in desire. 
 
    I winced in fear.  
 
    I shook so hard his eyes lost the feral glint and turned liquid with understanding. “It’s me, Pim. Just me.” 
 
    Licking my lips, I nodded. Silence was once again my friend. I wouldn’t speak. I couldn’t. It took all my concentration to stay with him—to not fall down the rabbit hole.  
 
    His fingers tightened around me, making me gasp and squirm. The heat of being held in such a way scorched me until my clit throbbed for something, anything.  
 
    I wanted to run and hide. 
 
    I wanted to beg and ride.  
 
    I split in half with complications.  
 
    “You’re not ready.” He pressed his forehead against mine. “I should stop this.” 
 
    I shook my head, arching up to bring his mouth back to me.  
 
    I kissed him.  
 
    That was my answer. I might not be entirely free to enjoy this, but I wanted it regardless. I wanted to experience all the firsts he’d talked about. I wanted pleasure to replace my pain.  
 
    Another tumbling groan fell from him into me as he wedged himself impossibly closer. The heel of his palm dug into my clit, sending rockets and missiles jettisoning through my belly.  
 
    Then his hand moved downward. 
 
    His fingers feathered over my pussy.  
 
    His touch explored until they found my entrance.  
 
    Everything froze. 
 
    Me. 
 
    Him.  
 
    Time.  
 
    Our lips never disengaged, but we didn’t move as he asked a silent question and earned a silent answer. 
 
    Do you really want this? 
 
    I-I think so… 
 
    Another long second while he deliberated and checked the chains around his self-control.  
 
    And then he touched me.  
 
    Invaded me.  
 
    Pressed one long, strong finger inside me with concession, possession, and pent-up aggression.  
 
    Everything else faded.  
 
    I hated it. 
 
    I loathed it. 
 
    I wanted it.  
 
    I needed it.  
 
    My body stretched to accommodate his invasion. His finger slim and firm.  
 
    My mind turned dirty.  
 
    Curse words. Swear words.  
 
    All I saw was red and velvet and smoke.  
 
    His finger kept going, claiming me from the inside out.  
 
    Holy shit.  
 
    I’d never been touched that way before. Fingers were used to check how dry I was or slap lube on places I never wanted to be violated.  
 
    Elder touched me so reverently, I forgot about all that. I deleted the screams and tears and focused only on how odd and perfect and strange and splendid it was.  
 
    My wrists grew hot beneath his finger-shackles. My breath grew shallow as he hooked his finger and rubbed some spot inside me that doubled the deliciousness I’d only just been introduced to.  
 
    My eyes flew wide, wanting to imprint everything. I couldn’t look away from his teeth clamped on his bottom lip and the erotic sway of his hips into mine. His trousers kept him bound, but it didn’t stop his erection from branding me.  
 
    There were too many stimuli.  
 
    I didn’t know what to focus on. His body pressed entirely along mine, his leg flung over mine, his hand ordering me to feel, to clench, to open for more. 
 
    His deep voice echoed in my ears. “Do you like it?” 
 
    Like it?  
 
    I didn’t know.  
 
    I suffered every condition known to the human race. I was guilty, ashamed, afraid, awoken. I wanted him to stop, keep going, leave me alone, climb entirely inside me.  
 
    I was a jumping castle with every spectrum of feeling bouncing around inside.  
 
    He chuckled, sounding in pain. “You’ll grow to like it…I’ll show you. I’ll be the first to show you how it should be. I’ll be the first to feel you come.” 
 
    I wanted to believe him, but my ugly past was a third bedfellow between us. My heart raced with scars and wounds, doing its best to shut down my body that had decided to trust him.  
 
    My animalistic desires weren’t complicated. My body knew it was with a new partner and that partner would treat it well. But my mind…it had been conditioned too much to relax—to not tense for the first blow, first hit, first blood.  
 
    For me to be able to come? To become so wrapped up in Elder that I was able to shatter like I’d read about?  
 
    I didn’t think I could.  
 
    I doubted anyone could make me, no matter how much I wanted them to.  
 
    He angled his wrist, dipping deeper inside me. A second finger joined the first. The pressure was greater, the stretching wider. He filled me so differently to what had been used on me before. 
 
    Memories of unwanted objects and loathsome abuse played centrefold in my mind. I turned rigid as Elder’s breath heated my hairline where he pressed a lingering kiss. “Stay with me. Don’t leave.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath and forced my body to relax, for my mind to focus on Elder and only Elder, for the hotel room and soft silky sheets to remind me I would never be tortured again. That this was me claiming myself back. That this was imperative for my future healing.  
 
    Elder moved his fingers inside me, stroking, thrusting—slowly at first. Slow and deep and long.  
 
    I wasn’t prepared for how quickly my body forgot pain and reached with eager arms for what he promised. My eyes shot wide as his thumb found my clit, pressing in all the right ways.  
 
    I gasped, my hands opening and closing still pinned to the mattress above my head.  
 
    “Jesus Christ, you feel good.” His fingers drove firmly, deeply. “You need to come, Pim. I need this to feel good for you because I won’t fucking last much longer.” 
 
    He was so different to everyone I’d had to suffer through. He expected things for himself, but when it came to me, he was beyond generous.  
 
    I opened my mouth to apologise—to warn him that I might not be able to come, no matter how good this initial part felt. But he shook his head and thrust his fingers higher.  
 
    I moaned, thrashing my head to the side as a wave of bliss crested over me.  
 
    “Would it be better if you closed your eyes?” he murmured. “Focus only on what I’m doing to you.”  
 
    They remained resolutely open. I didn’t want to shut him out—not when I didn’t trust myself not to run.  
 
    My heart slapped worried hands over its mouth. Would he punish me if I didn’t come? Would he take it personally if I failed?  
 
    New fear at disappointing him rose.  
 
    “Pim, relax.” He stroked firmly. “Close your eyes. Trust me.”  
 
    I already knew what would happen, but for him, I closed my eyes. 
 
    The moment I obeyed all I saw was Alrik and my white prison cell and classical music and chains and ropes and pain. I was back there. I was bleeding again, screaming again, wishing for death again. 
 
    I was in pieces. 
 
    I was in broken torn little pieces.  
 
    Stop. 
 
    Stop. 
 
    Stop! 
 
    “Pim. Pim!” Elder released my wrists, grabbing my chin to jerk my face to his. “Pim, open your eyes. Right now.” 
 
    It was a fight.  
 
    A struggle to climb from the quicksand of horror and remember there was another world out there. My eyelashes had glue on them, glue in the form of fear of finding out where I was, who I was with, and if everything that’d happened with a dragon-tattooed stranger called Elder Prest was a dream or real.  
 
    “Pim. Look at me.”  
 
    I came back to him, to the bed, to the hotel with a teeth-clattering lurch. My skin was coated in cold sweat, and whatever pleasure he’d conjured was muted beneath sick terror. I wanted to curl into a ball and vanish. 
 
    It had only been a few seconds, yet I cowered as if Alrik had reincarnated in the room with us.  
 
    Elder kept his fingers inside me, but he didn’t move. Brushing aside damp hair off my cheeks, he whispered, “Are you okay?” 
 
    My throat was a bullfrog croak. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    “Didn’t mean to leave?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a choice this time. I-I couldn’t stop it.” I looked away. “I only closed my eyes for a second.” 
 
    He smiled sadly. “No, you didn’t. You disappeared for a few minutes.” His hand moved to disengage, to end his quest to make me come. “This was a bad fucking idea.” His hips moved, his erection harder than ever.  
 
    “Wait!” I grabbed his wrist, preventing his fingertips from leaving me. “I don’t want to stop.” 
 
    He gritted his jaw, his nostrils flaring. “I don’t think I can do this. I’m this fucking close to losing it, and I absolutely refuse to take you when you’re not ready.” 
 
    Tears sparkled in my eyes, prickly and hot. “I know I’m asking a lot but…please…” 
 
    He studied me. His gaze skating from my lips to my nose to my hairline and finally down to where his hand rested between my legs. “Goddammit.”    
 
    I wouldn’t beg again. I wouldn’t force him to do something he wasn’t capable of doing. Letting his wrist go, I lay back and commanded every limb, ligament, and sinew to relax. To heat because of connection. To throb because of attraction. 
 
    Staring at Elder helped. It grounded me. It kept me here and not there. 
 
    Hesitantly, I reached for his shirt buttons. He stiffened as I undid one, then two, then three. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “What are you doing?”  
 
    “I-I need to see you.” 
 
    Needed to touch and stare and lock onto him. 
 
    He pursed his lips as if he’d refuse. His forearm tensed to stop touching me.  
 
    I undid the remaining buttons while he deliberated. With swift fingers, I loosened his tie, spread his shirt, and heaved a breath as his magnificent tattoo came into view.  
 
    His sculpted stomach etched with muscles. He barely breathed. “You like looking at me?” 
 
    I couldn’t stop my quick laugh. “Like? No.” I traced his dragon’s snout, adoring the way he shivered. “I love looking at you.” I let my fingertips explore his achingly hot skin, to press firm muscles, to introduce myself to his chest and ink. “I find you very…attractive.”  
 
    I swallowed, shyness overtaking my boldness. I’d never had to seduce someone before or convince another person they did wondrous things to me just by being them.  
 
    Elder swore beneath his breath, his head tipping forward as I pressed my entire palm over his heart. “You’re full of surprises, little mouse.” His fingers pressed back inside my pussy, swift and sure, wet and warm. “You want this?” 
 
    I nodded, feeling more centred and less at the mercy of the snapping jaws of my past. “Yes.” 
 
    He drove into me hard, activating everything he’d already built and layering another coil of pleasure. “Are you sure?” 
 
    I dug my fingernails into the horns of his dragon, feeling connected and safe. “Yes.” 
 
    His thumb circled my clit, making my legs clutch together and hips buck.  
 
    “Do you want to watch?” He added more pressure, his fingers disappearing entirely inside me. “I can get a mirror if you’d like? Show how fucking good you feel.”  
 
    I desperately wanted to shake my head in case he thought my silence was a request for such things. But he just chuckled at my discomfort and bent to kiss my neck. “Maybe another time, I’ll make you watch every little thing I do to you. Maybe next time, I’ll tell you how wet you feel on my hand, how hot your pussy is, how much I love the quiver of your legs as I do this—” He thrust up hard and fast.  
 
    Instead of making me shut down, it was the scissors to the ropes I was bound in. They fell away, harmless and unwanted as I went lax and loose in his touch.  
 
    This was what I needed to stand any chance at coming. It wasn’t myself who had the courage to fight for pleasure. It was him. He lent me his courage. He let me steal from him to be braver, stronger. Touching him. Listening to him. Feeling him. He was the charm that would set me free. 
 
    His fingers kept moving, dragging me from the darkness and into a random scattering of fireworks as my body gathered and strained. 
 
    “You like me talking to you, Pim? You like touching me while I finger you?”  
 
    His voice was my anchor. His body my staircase. His presence my shield.  
 
    Holding him allowed my body to climb and seek all while knowing he’d catch me if I fell the wrong way.  
 
    A gush of heat clutched his fingers as my womb gave up pretending it didn’t know pleasure and gave in.  
 
    Elder groaned as he felt my acquiescence. “There you are. Fuck, yes. Let go. Let me make you come.”  
 
    So I did.  
 
    I latched my hands on his chest and held on.  
 
    I locked my eyes on his handsomeness, let his dark beauty steal my breath, and fell into a fantasy where a raven-haired thief inked with dragon scales dragged me writhing and gasping from my awful history.  
 
    Sharp teeth punctured his perfectly formed lips as he followed my gaze to his tattoo and where our bodies kissed. His black gaze darkened even further, unable to hide his building lust.  
 
    The impenetrable mask he always wore slipped for a second as he studied me just as hard as I studied him.  
 
    This was more than a fight to make me climax. More than stolen slave and vengeful fighter. The way we stared braided us in something far deeper than sex. The way we found sanctuary in the other’s messy soul bound us far truer than any crude fucking.  
 
    My heart opened, drawbridge down, moat dry, banners fluttering for him to enter and claim it as his own. I no longer wanted to fight. I wanted to fall and fall and find something I never thought I’d find.  
 
    Something precious. 
 
    Something eternal.  
 
    Elder bent to kiss me, his thumb circling, fingers thrusting, my pussy tightening until I twitched with intensity. His lips barely grazed mine, then, as if remembering that this wasn’t supposed to be tender—that he was supposed to be proving a point and not falling in love, his mask refastened into place, and his touch turned harsh. 
 
    My breath caught as he forced my body higher. His fingers arched, gathering electricity, somehow managing to pinpoint and focus my heartbeat directly between my legs.  
 
    I tingled with a strange kind of heaviness.  
 
    I panted with an odd kind of frustration.  
 
    Dipping his thumb into my wetness, he pressed on my clit, and I lost any remaining decorum.  
 
    “Oh, God!” I threw my head back. My fingers scratching at his shoulders.  
 
    His smile was Hades itself. “That’s it, little mouse. Don’t fight it.”  
 
    My nickname tightened my muscles yet again. Mouse. Past blended with present. Innocence plaited with lust.  
 
    Up and up, I soared.  
 
    Yes. 
 
    Yes.  
 
    Yes.  
 
    I pulled him closer. Needing his heat. Needing him near.  
 
    Elder let me clutch him. His leg locked around mine, his fingers losing any hint of soft and driving into me with grim severity.  
 
    His cock wedged on my hip, throbbing beneath the material. “You have no idea how much I want to stick this inside you, Pim, but for your sake, I’m going to wait until you’re dripping fucking wet and coming down from an orgasm you’ve never felt before.” His nose skimmed mine. “Isn’t that fair of me? Nice of me?” 
 
    I nodded crazily.  
 
    So fair. 
 
    So nice. 
 
    More. 
 
    More. 
 
    More.  
 
    Grabbing my wrists with his free hand, he slammed them once again above my head. Pinned to the mattress by his hands, hips, legs, and erection, I was completely helpless, hopeless, and utterly at his discretion.  
 
    His sharp thrusts increased in ferocity, unashamedly bruising me with his desire to dry-hump himself into bliss.  
 
    I gulped as his throat worked hard, his hair falling over one eye as he pressed his forehead against my temple. “You’re going to fucking come, Pim. It’s all in your head.”  
 
    I clamped my lips together as a betraying moan built in my chest. Something new happened below.  
 
    I tightened and relaxed all at once.  
 
    I vibrated and tingled all at the same time. 
 
    My sex squeezed and clenched, searching, seeking for something more rewarding than just fingers.  
 
    “Feel that? Feel how your body is giving in?” Elder’s tongue traced the shell of my ear, his cock driving into my hipbone. “You’ve got me so fucking obsessed with you; I’m seconds from coming just from touching you.”  
 
    His thumb circled faster. “So come, Pim. Come so I can. Christ, I need to come.” His two fingers became three.  
 
    My torso soared off the bed.  
 
    Yes, that was what I needed. 
 
    Thickness and hardness and possession.  
 
    He knew that.  
 
    He read my needs better than I could describe them. I was in awe of how he made me react. Shell-shocked that I was capable of such euphoria.  
 
    The first band of an electrical pinnacle found me.  
 
    My mouth fell open as I strained for another. 
 
    Another. 
 
    Another.  
 
    “There you go, listen to your body.” He drove into me. Again and again. “Don’t think. Don’t fear. Just feel.” His breath turned into gusting swirls. “I want you so fucking much. I want my cock balls deep inside you. I want you to shatter on my fingers. I want your tongue in my mouth, and your pleas in my ears.” 
 
    His dirty tirade made more nerve endings zero into my core. The commanding bite of his voice drenched me in sexual thoughts, transforming his words into actions, imagining him on top of me, his hips pistoning into mine, his cock deep inside me. My mouth watered for his tongue, and I did something I never believed possible.  
 
    I threw myself head first into passion. “Please…please…” 
 
    His lips twitched with victory. “You’re ready to come for me? Ready to milk my fingers?” His face hovered over mine, his eyes black-shot and merciless.  
 
    My chin tilted on its own accord, desperate for a kiss. 
 
    The spindling anticipation in my womb thickened and twisted, ready to spiral into fireworks if only he gave me what I needed.  
 
     “Do you want me, little mouse? Will you scream for me? Cry for me?” His fingers turned slippery with my lust, and I couldn’t tell anymore how he touched me, only that he did. He touched me deep, deep inside and massaged hidden parts of me.  
 
    My head fell back as my eyes rolled and I gave up entirely. Whatever this was, I didn’t want it to end.  
 
    Ever.  
 
    Ever. 
 
    Ever. 
 
    I shifted restlessly, desperately. My attention riveted on his dexterous fingers and masterful manipulation. My breasts turned heavy and aching, my body empty and needing. I entered a galaxy where I was queen and ruler, and my earthly form had to do exactly what I bade.  
 
    I want to come. 
 
    Come. 
 
    Come. 
 
    Come.  
 
    “Let go, Pimlico.” He reared up over me, his fingers digging deep, his fingernail catching me and adding sharp punishment. His teeth latched onto my neck. His tongue licked my throat. His dominion made me burn until I sizzled like a charred piece of ash.  
 
    So close. 
 
    So close. 
 
    So close. 
 
    I panted and gasped as my body strained and willed the heavy cyclone inside to catch me and make me fly. 
 
    Elder hissed with heat, wisps of desire seared from him to me. I couldn’t survive while he watched me like that, finger-fucked me like that, stole everything from me like that.  
 
    His heavy-lidded glower was that of a beast wanting to eat me alive. His tongue slid along his bottom lip, making me crave. I wanted his tongue on me, inside me, consuming me.  
 
    And when he bit his bottom lip, as was his signature trait, I gave up whatever piece of me I’d kept private and threw it wholeheartedly into his possession.  
 
    “Good girl, that’s it. Do you feel it?” His voice switched to a purr, pleasuring himself harder, faster, more and more brutal against my hip. “Fuck, I want you so much.” His teeth landed on my ear, biting hard as his pace turned frenzied. The bed rocked, and my hip bruised where he masturbated against me. “That’s it. Come. I’m rubbing your clit, pinching it, hurting it, fucking bruising it if that’s what you need. Ride my goddamn fingers, Pim. Ride me and come so hard you forget to be silent and scream.” 
 
    Something happened. 
 
    The finale found me.  
 
    My rolling eyes locked onto him.  
 
    My breath caught.  
 
    He scared me, ensnared me, and hurled me up the final crest of whatever my body strove for.  
 
    I… 
 
    I… 
 
    I let go.  
 
    And when I let go, I stopped breathing, thinking, living, existing, fearing.  
 
    I became nothing more than clenching elements and gushing liquids and heated femininity.  
 
    My lips fell into a soundless scream at the sensational heaven of it.  
 
    I bucked and trembled and was shoved higher and higher up a mountain I’d never climbed before.  
 
    He was tireless, relentless, finger-fucking me so deep I lost all concept of who I was and detonated. 
 
    God, I detonated.  
 
    I came. 
 
    I shattered. 
 
    I broke. 
 
    Violently. 
 
    Hungrily.  
 
    Explosively.  
 
    It could’ve been seconds or hours, but the spooling bands of ecstasy finally left me boneless and mind-drunk in Elder’s fierce embrace.  
 
    The moment I opened my eyes to a spinning room and out of focus lover, Elder removed his fingers, jerked at his belt, and scrambled for his zipper.  
 
    He didn’t do it as a striptease. He did it because he was in pain. Brutal, lustful pain. I’d never seen anything so seductive as he yanked his cock out and flinched with overwhelming sensitivity.  
 
    The length and girth of his angry erection dwarfed his large palm as he spread his fingers wide and squeezed so hard his knuckles turned white. His face flushed. He thrust into his hand once. Twice.   
 
    He was so long and thick. Undeniably ruthless and terrifying. “Look at me, Pim. Watch me come for you. Next time, I’ll be inside you, and you’ll feel me mark you, claim you.” He was utterly shameless, blameless, and caught up in the fury of what we did.  
 
    My nipples sprang into an unbearable ache, my womb snatched at emptiness, and in the boldest move of my life, I trailed drunken fingers to my breasts and squeezed.  
 
    His nostrils flared, and the sexiest rasp of lust and danger fell from his lips. “Fuck, you don’t know what you’re doing to me. Do it again.”  
 
    I wanted to be reckless for him. I wanted him to know I was looser than I’d ever been. Happier than I’d ever been. I was obsessed with him, and I wanted to brand myself onto his heart, so he never forgot me.  
 
     If he wanted me to turn a body—that up until two minutes ago I’d hated—into a porn show, I would. If he wanted me on my knees or contorted into some painful shape, I would. 
 
    Because I chose it. 
 
    No one else. 
 
    I would give him that gift. 
 
    He wouldn’t take it without permission. 
 
    We were equals.  
 
    “Pinch your nipples, Pim. Touch yourself.” 
 
    His commands bewitched my brain, making my hands obey without thinking. I arched my back, spreading my legs, confused as to who I’d become but embracing her anyway.  
 
    “Fuck!” Elder bent in half, his hand jerking his cock.  
 
    His hoarse growl curled my toes as the first splash of his semen sent me convulsing with a full body spasm.  
 
    My heart rate relocated behind my eyes and throat, making me utterly breathless as thread after thread of white shot from his crown and splattered onto my belly. He clutched his cock and brutalised himself, thrusting into his palm as if he would die if he didn’t find a release. 
 
    His stomach turned rock hard as the final wave of his orgasm spurted from him to me, lacing me in pearly cum.  
 
    I had no desire to rush and wash it off. 
 
    I had no need to vomit at being marked.  
 
    I lay there trembling from the best thing I’d ever experienced and suffered clench after residual clench as he shoved his trousers down to his knees and shifted on top of me. He hadn’t even finished coming before his hand unwound from his cock and his fingers plunged back inside me.  
 
    I cried out from pleasure then froze as his cock nudged my inner thigh.  
 
    I froze. 
 
    He froze. 
 
    Our breathing was loud and out of control.  
 
    “I need you.” His voice was barely a sound, but it echoed with desperation. “I need to come again. Please, Pim.” His fingers withdrew, smearing my previous orgasm, ensuring I was wet and ready and practically shivering for him to fill me. 
 
    I curled into him and bit his shoulder, not caring the dragon blew smoke at me, or his ribs were gory in their detail.   
 
    He groaned deep and low, a ragged sound of torment. “You’re gorgeous when you let go.” His fingers wrapped around his cock, guiding his crown to my entrance. “Let me do this. Stay with me.”  
 
    I jerked, but in my unwound state, I couldn’t remember why such a sensation should make me upset. It felt good. It felt right. It felt like home.  
 
    With the tip of his erection inside me, his hands shot up and dug into the mattress beneath my head. Fisting my hair, he tugged hard, forcing my back to arch and hips to open. “You’ve come. You’re ready. You’re mine.” His teeth clamped over my neck with no finesse or tease.  
 
    I flinched as his tongue lapped over the bite of his canines, and I shivered as he murmured harshly, “I’m going to fuck you now. Hard.” 
 
    He kept his promise to make me scream.  
 
    I screamed in delirium as he rammed his cock inside me. Thicker than fingers. Longer than digits.  
 
    Wider, deeper, all-encompassing. 
 
    Thoughts, gone. 
 
    Fears, gone.  
 
    Horror, terror, panic…all gone.  
 
    My legs wrapped around his hips as his mouth crashed over mine. I clutched him close. His naked chest to mine better than anything. We stuck together, sweat to sweat as he drove into me again and again.  
 
    I lost track of being alive or dead, fiction or real, captive or free. 
 
    Elder was my sun, my air, my world.  
 
    And I let him ride me. 
 
    I held on as his hips drove faster and faster. His kisses wet and fierce. I didn’t know where he began and I ended. We were one. We were wild and manic and dazed and searching. Questing and begging for a finish line where we could rest and breathe. 
 
    Heaviness. Heat. Rocking and moaning. 
 
    He didn’t stop fucking me, and I didn’t stop wanting him.  
 
    I had no panic attack. No tears. With him holding me, I remained his and only his. 
 
    And when his breath caught for the second time, and he reared up to drive like a raged stallion inside me, I cried out from a heart release rather than superficial body.  
 
    He came, flooding me with a second climax. 
 
    I came, but with everything that made me human. I didn’t know if the orgasm originated in my belly or soul, but every extremity tingled and unwound. Every cell sparkled and unspooled. Every hatred and anger I held toward the opposite sex was calmed, letting me inhale with pure joy. 
 
    We clung to each other, coming down from our vicious high.  
 
    Finally, after we’d caught our breath and shed our animalistic hides for human skins once again, Elder slowly propped himself up over me. Watching me from above, his face hadn’t lost any of its sharp secrets or shadowy agony, but his eyes were calmer, less black rapids and more obsidian ocean. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Why was he apologising?  
 
    He hadn’t done anything wrong.  
 
    Rolling to his side, he pulled his cock out, leaving me with sticky dampness from shared releases. Placing his arm over his eyes, he muttered, “We’ll go to the doctor tomorrow. Get you the morning-after pill.” 
 
    Chills crept down my spine. As long as he was touching me, I could do this. I could pretend I was normal. The minute he stopped, memories of being a slave returned. I couldn’t have the best sexual experience of my life be ruined by history.  
 
    Curling into him, I burrowed deep until his arm slipped around me, cradling me close. “I don’t need it. The injection Alrik gave me is valid for another few months.” 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    One little word but a thousand unsaid things behind it.  
 
    Our thoughts returned to less happy places, and a mixture of disappointment and odd sadness filled me.  
 
    I bobbed around on a lake of melancholy, unable to fully understand who I was, where I was, or what I wanted to become. 
 
    “We should sleep.” Kissing the top of my head, Elder let me go and climbed out of bed. Hoisting his trousers back up to his waist, he disappeared into the bathroom. The splashes of a tap filled the suite before he returned and shed his remaining clothes. 
 
    His tie was ripped off, the shirt shrugged free, and trousers abandoned on the floor.  
 
    Turning out the light, he kept the curtains open, and the night sky painted him in a ghostly silhouette of starlight and streetlight.  
 
    Climbing into bed, I waited until he rested on his side. I didn’t know if he wanted me to go into the other room. To give him space. Was I allowed to touch him?  
 
    He removed my questions by pushing my shoulder until I lay on my side just like him then hooked his arm around my waist and dragged me into his front.  
 
    I didn’t expect a hug or after-care. I didn’t want him to give me something he wasn’t comfortable giving.  
 
    But when I wriggled away, his embrace turned harsh with no way out. “Stay. I need to feel you.” 
 
    I sighed heavily, wanting to be honest. “I need to feel you, too.” 
 
    His slight inhale was the only sound that I’d surprised him. The mattress rocked, and his legs touched mine before his bicep tightened around me, half in protection, half in possession. 
 
    I stiffened for a moment, claustrophobia appearing on the edges of my comfort.  
 
    He kissed behind my ear. “Relax, Pim. Sleep like you did that first night. Trust me to keep you safe.” His fingers stroked my back, encouraging me to arch into him like a domesticated cat. “Sleep. Tomorrow is a new day.” 
 
    Tomorrow was a new day. 
 
    Tomorrow was a day for conversation. 
 
    Tomorrow was a day for more of tonight. 
 
    And tonight was the night I found heaven.  
 
    And Elder was a man I’d never hoped to find.  
 
    And I was better because of him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Elder 
 
      
 
      
 
    MY EYES KEPT drifting to the hand-painted decorative ceiling three stories above me, picturing Pim still in bed, waking up alone, seeing the origami horse made from a hundred dollar bill and the small note inside.  
 
    Only a few words because even a thousand alphabets couldn’t convey what last night had meant to me. What her orgasm had done to me. What her trust had made me feel.  
 
    I’d stared at her sleeping form and pondered how to carve out my heart so she could read what was imprinted on there, rather than try to scribble something incoherent. 
 
    In the end, I’d decided to keep it simple and almost emotionless.  
 
    It was for the best.  
 
    For both of us.  
 
    Gone for a morning meeting with Selix. Be back soon.  
 
    What would she think when she unfolded the origami horse and read those impersonal lines?  
 
    “Are you listening to me or what?” Selix cleared his throat, taking a sip of his macchiato as the sun stencilled the carpet around us in the hotel café.   
 
    Snapping my mind away from Pim, I matched him with a coffee sip of my own. “Of course.” 
 
    “What did I just say then?” He sat back with a cocky smirk on his lips.  
 
    I cursed the day I’d asked him to come with me all those years ago. 
 
    Should’ve left him on the streets, arrogant bastard.  
 
    “You said my mother and uncle are no longer at the Monte Carlo house.” 
 
    He scowled as if annoyed to find I had been listening, after all. He didn’t need to know I’d only half listened. Pim had successfully taken up most of my brain.  
 
    “Do you know where they’ve gone?” Selix asked, finishing his coffee.  
 
    “I do.”  
 
    “And are you going to go after your mother? Talk to her?”  
 
    I shook my head, smoothing my jeans even though they weren’t creased. “No. No point.” 
 
    I hadn’t let myself think about her since that unfortunate evening when I’d told Pim far too much. And I wouldn’t chase around the world as I’d done before, begging for forgiveness.  
 
    I’d done what I could.  
 
    The rest was up to them.  
 
    And if they never wanted me back in their lives, then fine and fucking dandy. I’d continue to protect them from afar and remain in my lonely existence. 
 
    I’d survived this long with no one. I could survive lifetimes. 
 
    Selix narrowed his eyes. “Family always has a point. If I had one, I wouldn’t take no for an answer.” 
 
    Selix had been on the streets because of a clerical error in the Child Adoptive Services after his parents were shot at a local cinema. He had no one…just like me.  
 
    I waved away his comment with a jaded hand. “My family prefers to think of me as dead.” 
 
    “Your family is a jackass.” 
 
    I huffed, giving him a smile for loyalty. “My family has their reasons.” 
 
    Reasons I had no intention of telling Selix, but knowing him, he’d probably already either figured it out or would snoop until he did.  
 
    “Okay, so ignoring the mother and uncle visit, even though I think you should follow and make them talk instead of using your place as their own vacation home and then fucking off without a thank you, we have other topics to cover.” 
 
    I rubbed my chin, savouring the last flavour of coffee. “I offered it to them. I don’t need thank-you cards.” 
 
    “Moving on then.” Selix pulled out his phone and glanced at whatever agenda he had to cover today.  
 
    In an hour, I was due to return to the warehouse and approve some hefty orders for new steel and a one-of-a-kind pool table that weighed more than my car for my latest client. It upset the ballast to the point our mathematicians were having trouble with the arrangement of galley and bedrooms compared to where the game room should be.  
 
    “Pim has a dentist appointment tomorrow morning before we leave port, along with an optometrist test and gynaecological exam. Michaels arranged them to ensure her overall health isn’t impaired now he knows her body is on the mend.” Selix looked up to make sure I was paying attention. “He also said the gynaecologist is a woman—for obvious reasons. He didn’t think Pim would be happy for him to perform the examination or any other man for that matter.” 
 
    Anything to do with Pim had my utmost concentration. 
 
    And it wasn’t because of last night.  
 
    I wouldn’t tell her, but I’d smoked another joint this morning. All night, I’d barely slept. I’d counted the stripes on the curtains. I’d done arithmetic and recited countries. I’d played my cello in my head until the chaos Pim caused in me quietened enough for me to sleep.  
 
    Only, my dreams had been worse than being awake. 
 
    I dreamt of fucking Pim again and again. Of her begging me to let her rest but my needs not permitting it. She was crying by the time I woke, and dawn gave me an excuse to smoke, shower, and get the hell out of there. 
 
    “Got it.” I jiggled my leg, impatience starting to build. “Share the location and time with my phone. I’ll escort her myself.” 
 
    Selix gave me a strange look before nodding and tapping a few things on his cell which in turn made mine beep with new notifications.  
 
    “We’ll depart at sixteen hundred hours tomorrow. New catering and supplies are being delivered today along with fuel. We’ll be set to travel to South Hampton, as you requested.” 
 
    “South Hampton?” I frowned. “Why the hell are we going to England again?” I couldn’t recall building a yacht for someone there, and there wasn’t anything coming up—  
 
    Ah shit, yes there is.  
 
    I groaned. “I don’t want Pim rubbing shoulders with those criminals.”  
 
    Selix laughed under his breath. “Says you with one of the largest theft records I’ve ever known.” He lowered his voice. “What’s the prison time for stealing over three quarters of a billion again?” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” I growled low, glancing at fellow breakfast goers. “That’s different.” 
 
    “Just because they deal in diamonds and not money doesn’t mean—” 
 
    “It means they have blood on their hands, Selix. The Hawks are not a family to be taken lightly. Especially that oldest son…whatever his name is. Ever since he took over from his father, their business has been deathly quiet. No rumours. No info. Signs that he’s either even more ruthless than the previous successor, or he has a knack for killing off rumours before they start.” 
 
    Selix consulted his phone. “His name, for your records, is Jethro Hawk. And you might be right about the ruthless part, but he’s throwing the most prestigious ball in the Northern Hemisphere. Countless clients will be there, along with others who want your skills and quality. You’re going. Who said you had to take the girl?” 
 
    My temper hissed. “She isn’t just a girl.” 
 
    His gaze tightened, judging me. “Yes, I can see that. Careful there, El.” 
 
    He knew I hated that nickname. However, for some reason, if Pim ever used it, I doubted I’d mind so much. 
 
    Hypocrisies be damned. 
 
    “Could say the same for you, Selix. Shut it.” 
 
    He smirked. “Am I confirming your attendance or cancelling? Plus one or no plus one?” 
 
    I glanced at the ceiling again. Pim had already been around enough evil without her being subjected to the Black Diamonds of Buckinghamshire. The rumours surrounding that family and ancient debts wasn’t something I wanted Pim to be involved in.  
 
    But then again, it wasn’t up to me to protect her from life. It was up to me to show her she was strong enough to handle anything with or without me.  
 
    Fuck it.  
 
    “Confirm. With a plus one.” I stood, ready for this meeting to be over. I needed to get to the warehouse, but first, I wanted to check on Pim.  
 
    I wanted to see her one last time before the weed faded from my system and I was back to being fucked up and would either have to self-medicate again or avoid her. 
 
    “Ah, before you go.” Selix stood, tucking his phone into his blazer pocket. “We have a problem.” 
 
    “Problem? What problem?”  
 
    He rubbed the back of his neck. “Some of the leads you were tracking down on Pim’s mother came back.” 
 
    I froze. “And?” 
 
    “And I know where she is.” 
 
    My heart fucking charged. I didn’t know if I was happy or gutted. Pim had a family looking for her. She had others who loved her. She was someone to them while I would forever be the man who stole her.  
 
    Would that mean she’d leave? That I’d have to let her go just like I’d promised? Goddammit, that would be impossible. I’d given into the craziness she made me feel. There was no way I could go back now… 
 
    Shit.  
 
    “Where is she?” Already my mind ran ahead with ways to inform Pim. To change my travel plans to return her home. We were on our way to the UK. She was from there (I think)—thanks to her accent—even if she hadn’t come out and told me exactly where.  
 
    The visit to the Hawks might begin with her on my arm and end with her leaving me.  
 
    I won’t do it.  
 
    I didn’t want to let her go. 
 
    But I knew I would because it was the right thing, regardless of what I wanted. I’d made my choices. I would stand by them. And I would do the right thing where Pim was concerned. 
 
    Always.  
 
    Raking a hand through my hair, I barked, “Tell me, Selix.” 
 
    A few diners looked up at my outburst, reminding me our conversation wasn’t private. Lowering my voice, I commanded, “Come with me. We’ll discuss this outside.” 
 
    Selix nodded and followed me.  
 
    We pushed through decadent lobbies and into vibrant sunshine and then he promptly scrambled everything in my future. 
 
    He told me about Pim’s mother.  
 
    About what she’d done. 
 
    About where she was. 
 
    About everything.  
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “There you are.” Pim stepped from the bathroom.  
 
    Every muscle locked into distress. The addiction fought away the mellowness of weed and made me crave. Fucking crave to have her again.  
 
    Goddammit, couldn’t she stop trying to kill me for one fucking second?  
 
    Dressed in a towel, her hair clinging like melted chocolate around her collarbone, she was my every fantasy come to life. Her skin glowed. Her lips smiled. She had a looseness—a sexiness about her that she’d never had before. A sensual calmness that stole my breath, sucker-punched me in the gut, and made me want to attack and kiss her all at once. 
 
    I was already screwed up when it came to her. 
 
    I was even worse now I knew about her mother.   
 
    Looking away, I clenched my fists to combat every dirty desire swirling in my head. “Sorry, meeting with Selix.” 
 
    I know what happened to you. 
 
    I know who you truly are. 
 
    Her secrets were my secrets.  
 
    And I couldn’t tell her any of them. 
 
    Her feet thudded softly on the carpet. “So your note said.” She smiled brighter, coming toward me with intentions in her gaze. Intentions of kissing me or touching me or maybe even boldly dragging me back to bed to deliver on the promises I should never have fucking said. “I missed you.” 
 
    I held up a hand, backing away from her and toward my duffel. “Not now, Pimlico.” I threw the clothes I wore last night—the same ones that reeked of sex and her—into the bag and zipped it tight. “I have other things on my mind.” 
 
    Things like distracting myself so I don’t throw you to the floor and spread your legs. Things like preventing myself from locking this hotel room and never letting you out of my bed.  
 
    The ache in my balls almost made me violently ill. Last night, I’d come twice in quick succession, and it still wasn’t enough to fully satisfy. My body had no limit on pleasure when it latched onto what it wanted. Some men might call me lucky. I called myself damned.  
 
    I’d slept with her back to my front with my cock hard all night.  
 
    It wasn’t that I was a sexual deviant with no end to his libido. It was because my addiction made everything—including my cock—obey its needs in its quest to conquer and control.  
 
    I was just a tool to achieve the highest manipulation possible. And Pim was swiftly replacing my obsession with martial arts, origami, and cello. 
 
    I couldn’t let that happen.  
 
    Because if it did, nothing would keep me calm. Only her. Only when I was inside her, touching her, kissing her, loving her could I stop the counting, mania, and preoccupation that came with such a deliberating, exhausting condition.  
 
    “Oh.” Sad acceptance pencilled over her face as I clutched the duffel and marched to the door. The progress we’d made last night vanished, and she returned to a meek belonging, looking for the next fist, fearing the imminent kick.  
 
    She shook her hand like a dying butterfly. “Of course. Sorry, I know you’re busy. I’ll…I’ll get out of your way.” With lowered shoulders, she padded back into the bathroom. The door started to close but not before I saw the ghost glitter of tears in her eyes.  
 
    Shit. Shit. Shit.  
 
    I wanted her to keep her distance. I’d been cruel and cold to achieve that. If it was up to me, I’d have grabbed her the second I entered the suite and have her sitting on my face this very fucking moment.  
 
    But I wasn’t healthy.  
 
    My needs weren’t right.  
 
    She had to stay away for her sake and mine.  
 
    But I couldn’t stomach her pain or live with myself knowing I was the cause of it.  
 
    “Pim, wait.” Striding forward, I slammed my hand on the door, keeping it open.  
 
    Her lips parted. “What are you—” 
 
    I couldn’t concentrate on anything but her mouth and the delicate wings of her collarbones and the pinkness of her freshly showered skin. Screw her past, her mother, our future.  
 
    Pushing the door wide, I scooped her up one armed and shot forward to place her on the vanity. Her weight transferred to the marble basin, her legs dangling, eyes wild with uncertainty. 
 
    I hated that uncertainty. 
 
    I hated my uncertainty and the awful fucking knowledge I now carried. The debt of knowing something she didn’t and having to tell her when I would give anything not to. 
 
    “I missed you, too.” Cupping her face with both hands, I kissed her.  
 
    She melted into my touch. One moment hurting and untrusting. The next welcoming and liquid. She tasted of cool water and mint toothpaste, her skin damp and hot. 
 
    Her head tilted to kiss me deeper, her tongue a skilled serpent making my head swim and rules shatter and self-control fray at the edges.  
 
    I lost my grip on sanity and hooked my fingers around her hips. Dragging her toward the edge of the vanity, I slotted myself between her legs.  
 
    She moaned as I shoved the towel aside and rubbed my hard-on against her. Her lips parted faster than before, more sure and confident than our other shared connections. Her tongue fought mine before I had the chance to manipulate the kiss. Her exploration brave and bold, sending every drop of blood to my cock.  
 
    The pent-up aggression from holding myself back last night overflowed. 
 
    I ripped off the rest of her towel—past caring I might hurt her.  
 
    She wobbled on the vanity, her hands locking onto my shoulders. All I wanted to do was push down my jeans and enter her.  
 
    To ride her like she wanted me to. 
 
    To remind us that two broken things could become whole when bound together in bed.  
 
    Her fingers feathered over my chest to my belt. Her touch grazed my cock as she struggled to get the buckle undone while I wedged so tight against her.  
 
    I stood on the precipice—seconds away from leaning back, letting her strip me, and hoisting her up to slip inside her.  
 
    But one thing stopped me.  
 
    One thing I held onto to prevent myself from fucking this up even more than I had.  
 
    Her mother.  
 
    Pim was no longer mine. She’d never been mine. She belonged to a parent. A parent who’d done unspeakable things. A parent who didn’t deserve her but still had ownership over this incredible woman who was her daughter.  
 
    “Pim…stop.” Pulling away, I clamped hands on her arms, pinning her down, stopping her fingers from opening my fly. “I’m not doing this again.” 
 
    She blinked, dazed and heated. “But—” 
 
    “I told you last night. I would only sleep with you once.” I let her go, backing away and dragging hands through my hair. “It’s over.”  
 
    Damp chocolate strands clung to her collarbone as she shook her head. “But I thought—” 
 
    “You thought nothing. We had our fun, and now we’re leaving.” Turning my back on her agony—the agony I’d caused—I muttered, “I’ll drop you off at the Phantom. I have to return to the warehouse for a few hours.” Bracing my hand on the doorjamb, I didn’t let her see my back-breaking pain. How my guts lassoed my heart and hung me out to dry. How my body trembled to spin around and drag her to the tiled floor. To mount her. To kiss her. To fuck her until we both couldn’t survive.  
 
    In a way, I was glad Selix had given me such terrible news. I focused on that. It gave me a boundary I couldn’t cross. I used it now, replacing what I wanted with what was best for Pim.  
 
    I cleared my throat, still tasting her on my tongue. “Once I finish work, we need to talk.” 
 
    I’ll tell you something you won’t want to hear.  
 
    The sound of her jumping off the vanity followed by a soft groan of pain from abused bones tingled the back of my neck. Her electrical presence came closer. The softest flutter of her hand landed on my back. “If you need to talk…talk to me now.”  
 
    She thought I was the one who needed to spill things?  
 
    That I’d dump the rest of my heart out like I’d done the previous night? 
 
    Hell, no. 
 
    The next time we talked, every subject would be about her. I’d tell her what I knew and she’d better to all things holy tell me everything she knew in return. I wanted to know what school she went to. What her friends were called. What her favourite subject was. Her favourite movie, colour, smell, taste. I wanted to own her every memory, not because such things would solidify my feelings for her, but because I needed to make what was hers mine.  
 
    I needed it more than my next smoke or cello session. 
 
    I needed it too damn much.  
 
    Whirling around, I bared my teeth. “This isn’t about me. This is about you.”  
 
    Doubt filled her gaze, searching my face for clues on what the topic might be. “If it was about last night…” 
 
    “It’s not.” 
 
    Her eyebrows hung over her gaze in a wounded look. “Okay.” Energy filled her spine, inflating her to stand tall regardless she was naked. Once again, she was in the form of dress she preferred, and it looked fucking stunning on her. “Are we sailing somewhere new tonight?” 
 
    I fought the urge to close my eyes, so I didn’t drown under her perfection. So I didn’t stare at her nipples or the sleek lines of her belly leading to the one place I wanted more than anything.  
 
    “Tomorrow.” My voice was a scratch on vinyl. “In the morning, you have a few doctor visits. Then we’re setting sail.” 
 
    “Oh.” She looked down, her fingers darting as if she played an imaginary chord just like I did when I got stressed. 
 
    “Oh?” Every inch of me craved to capture her hands, to slip my fingers up her thigh and— 
 
    Goddammit, get it together.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I huffed.  
 
     “Nothing.” She smiled bright, fake. Moving to push past me, she lowered her gaze, hiding her true thoughts.  
 
    I didn’t budge. “There’s something.” I crossed my arms, barricading her path. “Tell me.” 
 
    “It’s fine. Truly.” 
 
    “I don’t like liars, Pim. And I definitely don’t like people withholding the truth.” 
 
    Hypocrite.  
 
    Tell her. Right now. Tell her about her mother. 
 
    But I didn’t because I had fucking double standards and expected more from Pim than I did myself.  
 
    Bastard.  
 
    Pim swallowed, bracing her shoulders. “I just…I thought…you know what, it doesn’t matter. Never mind.” 
 
    I vibrated in frustration. For her to tempt me with conversation and then deny it…yeah, that isn’t gonna go down so well. Lust built. Self-control wavered. Danger brewed. “Everything about you matters, Pim. Every random thought. Every request you’re too afraid to say.” I lowered my voice, trying to hide my snarl. “Tell me and don’t refuse again.” 
 
    She threw her chin up in defiance. “You said you’d give me one night. You told me you’d take me. That we’d—” She waved her hand in the air. “You know.” 
 
    “Have sex.” 
 
    She glanced at her toes. “Yes.” 
 
    “And you’re disappointed? Hurt? Wishing you could take it all back?” 
 
    “No!” Her eyes popped wide. “Not at all. How could you even ask that?” 
 
    “I can ask because I knew you weren’t ready. I shouldn’t have used you like that.” 
 
    “You didn’t use me.” Her cheeks warmed. “I mean, last night…it was the best night of my life. You showed me how to own my body again. You showed me what it’s capable of yet—” 
 
    “Yet what?” 
 
    “You gave me something incredible, Elder. You gave me pleasure. You are the first person I’m not afraid of. The first man I willingly want to touch and kiss. That’s huge. Life changing. You have no idea what that means to me.” 
 
    Heat twined its way around my heart, but I shot it away. “And your point is?” 
 
    She flinched a little at my cold-heartedness but pushed on. “My point is I was only able to come and enjoy what happened between us because you let me touch you. You let me kiss you. You let me use you as my anchor.” 
 
    I didn’t see her point. My arms shook as I battled the need to either yell at her to spit it out or run. Run back to the Phantom and grab my cello, so I had something to do with my hands, my mind, my sanity.  
 
    “Wrap it up, Pim. I’m late.”  
 
    Work was a good excuse. It wasn’t running if I had prior engagements.  
 
    She slammed her hands on her hips. “What I’m trying to say, Elder, is you can’t give me something like that and then refuse to give it again.” 
 
    A dark chuckle fell from my lips. “That’s the biggest load of bullshit I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    “What? How?” Temper glowed in her eyes. “I just told you I was able to achieve an orgasm—something that was the holy grail never to be achieved for a girl like me—thanks to you. I just told you how much it meant to me to be able to touch you, kiss you, and now you’re telling me I can never have that again? Don’t you get it? I could only come because it was you. And now I don’t have you anymore. You want to talk and that only means one thing.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” 
 
    “You’re sending me away. You’ve had me, and now, I’m not a challenge.” Furious tears tracked down her face. “You give me something I never thought I could enjoy, and it comes with time limits and caveats!” Her little fist struck my chest. “I would rather you never showed me what love could be like because now I not only know abuse but I know the pain of being alone!” 
 
    Grabbing her hands as she went to hit me again, I yanked her against me. “That wasn’t love, little mouse. That was fucking.” 
 
    “It wasn’t fucking, and you know it! There was something there. If there wasn’t, I wouldn’t have been able to do what I did. I wouldn’t be standing here screaming at you to give it to me again.” 
 
    “Give it to you again?” I swooped forward, spinning her around and slamming her against the door. “You want my cock again?” Wedging my body along hers, I growled, “I warned you, Pim. Once is all I could give you. You already had me twice. Don’t push your luck.” 
 
    “Twice? The first time wasn’t sex, Elder. That was rape!” 
 
    I locked down.  
 
    Muscles, skeleton, heart, and soul. Locked down into a tiny box where nothing could touch me.  
 
    Throwing her away, I backed up. “You’re right. It was. And that’s why whatever this is…it’s through.” 
 
    She laughed like a deranged necromancer. “I just told you I want more. That I don’t care about the first time. That I only care about what happened last night. And all you can focus on is ending it! I want more, Elder. Not less. I’ve never wanted something for myself other than freedom, and now I’m asking for more of you, and you don’t want to give it!”  
 
    Stalking me, she crammed me against the vanity where only moments ago, I’d been the one controlling things. “I know I’m making this difficult on you. And I know I shouldn’t. At dinner last night, I promised myself I wouldn’t ask for more than what you wanted to give. But why can it only be the once? I don’t understand. We can figure something out. We have to figure something out. You need to master me? Well, master me! Tell me what you need so I can get what I need.” 
 
    I braced every part of me, ignoring all the invitations and solutions she was willing to give. “What you need is a good fucking hiding for thinking you can manipulate me.” 
 
    She stood stock-still, bare toes white on the marble tiles. “That’s what you want? Have you been lying to me this entire time? That you aren’t protecting me but secretly wanting to beat me…like him?” 
 
    I snarled. “Don’t ever compare me to him. It’s a turn of phrase, that’s all.” 
 
    “Well, what am I supposed to think?” She threw her hands up. “Was I that terrible? Was sleeping with me such an awful experience that you’re using your OCD as an excuse, so you don’t have to touch me again?” 
 
    Arguing with me was never a good thing.  
 
    Throwing accusations that were completely false right in my goddamn face was a red flag to a raging bull.  
 
    My hand came up. My fingers wrapped around her throat. I forced her against the wall. “Don’t ever speak to me like that again. You don’t know me.” 
 
    Her fingernails scratched at my wrists. The age-old panic of her neck being touched sent her straight to her past. If I was a better man, I would let her go. I would gather her in a hug and tell her the truth—that I was doing my best to protect her all while hurting her. 
 
    But I wasn’t.  
 
    So I didn’t.  
 
    Instead, my fingers tightened until she hung submissive and listening in my hold. “You’re wrong on everything.” 
 
    Her lips thinned, but she didn’t retaliate. Her entire concentration was used on remaining here with me and not letting her mind disengage to remove the threat of my hold.  
 
    I would use that to my advantage.  
 
    “You have to know why you’re wrong.” I stepped closer, crowding her against the wall. “You must know.” 
 
    Light pinpricked through the anger in her gaze. She wouldn’t speak, not while I held her larynx but I could.  
 
    It was her turn to fucking listen.  
 
    “Last night, I came twice and didn’t soften. Last night, I got to bed a girl who I can’t stop thinking about.” With my free hand, I tucked damp hair behind her ear. “I want that again. I want to bend you over and fill you, right here, right now.” My cock sprang up, wanting to admit how cruel I was to deny my need to fuck her with every breath. “But if I do that, little mouse, that’s all I’ll be able to do for the rest of goddamn time.”  
 
    She sucked in a breath.  
 
    With that breath, the fight left her body, her hate shimmered into sadness, and she melted into an angel I could no longer hurt—physically or verbally. 
 
    My temper snuffed out as quickly as it had built.  
 
    “Last night meant a lot to me, too. But that’s beside the point.” My fingers slid away, resting on her collarbone. “Please don’t make it any harder than it already is.” 
 
    We stared in silence for a long pause, accepting that this was over. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Elder.” She sighed heavily, swiping at the tears on her cheeks. “I became selfish. I guess, I hoped…” She looked up with sudden determination. “You have no idea what you did for me last night. You brought me here, you showed me romance, and connection, and togetherness. You took me out to dinner and showed me what love could be like. I need you to know how grateful I am, and even if we never get to do that again, at least I know what I’m searching for when I go home.” She gave me a sad smile. “I have a comparison of what I want and will never settle.” 
 
    My heart bruised then set fire to itself at the thought of her with another man. A nice man. A man who would marry her and dote on her and kiss her good night for the rest of their lives.  
 
    It hurt. 
 
    It fucking killed. 
 
    It was exactly what had to happen.  
 
    I backed away. 
 
    Coming toward me, she took my hand and pressed it against her face. Kissing my palm, she nodded as if she’d finally accepted my terms. “Thank you, Elder. For everything.”  
 
    Pulling away, her gaze softened. “There’s only been one man I’ve loved, and he was taken away from me when I was far too young. I loved my father. And even though we haven’t had much time together, I want you to know, I love you, too. Maybe not the traditional kind of love or in-love between a couple who found their way through fewer messed-up beginnings but a love that is forever fundamental. I love you for rescuing me. I love you for helping me. I love you for showing me the true meaning of lust when I was so afraid.”  
 
    Her shoulder kissed mine as she moved naked and regal toward the bathroom door. “I won’t make the rest of our time together any harder on you. I’ll go get dressed.” 
 
    I couldn’t move. 
 
    Literally couldn’t fucking move.  
 
    My heart had stopped beating. It had to have. It was replaced by some supernova catastrophic starburst.  
 
    She’d used the word love.  
 
    She’d said she loved me. Not in love with me. Not family obligation love. Not friendship love. A love that I’d earned. A love that could never be bought or broken.  
 
    Love. 
 
    The one element I’d been denied. 
 
    The one emotion that’d crippled me beyond measure because it’d been taken away, and I never expected to get it back. To find someone other than my family to give it to me? To have her grant me such a selfless, wonderful gift? 
 
    It made my knees buckle.  
 
    Did I deserve such a thing? 
 
    Had I shown her what love could be like?  
 
    Hell no.  
 
    I’d done a shitty job.  
 
    I’d been cold and ruthless and only worried for myself. I hadn’t let myself fall. I didn’t show her a fraction of what it could be like between us. And now, I never would because she would command me to take her home the moment she heard about her mother.  
 
    She’d take me up on my offer for her freedom, and I’d be left on my yacht alone, empty, and cursing the very ground she walked upon for ruining what was left of me.  
 
    I moved.  
 
    My legs, my body, my heart.  
 
    “Pim, wait.”  
 
    She spun around, her dress from last night in her hands and shock upon her face.  
 
    I barrelled into her, gathered her up, and stormed toward the bed.  
 
    She let out a gust of surprise as I placed her gently on the mattress, climbed on top, and kissed her.  
 
    In that moment, I wasn’t battling my own needs but giving her everything she deserved.  
 
    I kissed her sweetly, delicately, adoringly.  
 
    Her mouth parted, her tongue touched mine, and her moan echoed in my heart far louder than in my ears.  
 
    My hips pressed into her belly, fully revealing just how much I wanted her. Not just once or twice or a thousand times. But forever—if a man like me could ever hope for such a thing.  
 
    Breaking the kiss, I held her face in my hands, locking my elbows on the bed. “I never want you to doubt how wonderful you are again. You’re everything and more. You’re more than I can bear. You have the power to hurt me worse than I can stand. Don’t you see that? You’re blind if you don’t.” 
 
    I kissed her again, claiming her protests and questions with a deep sweep of my tongue.  
 
    I dropped my fingers from her cheeks to her breast, sucking in a grunt at the full heat of her flesh, relishing in the healthy glow replacing the yellow and green bruises from before.  
 
    She bowed into me, her lips parting wider in pleasure. Kissing my way down her neck, I murmured, “I want you, Pim. I want to fuck you so much you have no idea.” 
 
    Her skin flushed as I ducked and captured her nipple in my mouth. “I’m barely holding it together knowing you want me. That you wouldn’t try to hide. That you’d let me touch you again…”   
 
    Her arms instantly wrapped around my head, holding me close, taking control over my pressure and speed.  
 
    I fucking loved it as much as I cursed it.  
 
    I might be at my gentlest right now, but I couldn't let her restrain me. Teaching her a lesson, I bit her delicious breast.  
 
    She flinched then shivered as I circled my tongue over the nipple I’d just punished. “You use the word love, yet you don’t fully understand it. Do you want me to show you…one last time? Do you want me to make love to you?” 
 
    Fear drenched me. 
 
    Knowledge of what this would do to me.  
 
    What it would mean. 
 
    But as her eyes turned hazy and a sensual smile decorated her face, I knew I had to do it for her. I would suffer the consequences. I would wear the pain, the shame, the horror of what would become of me all to honour what she’d given.  
 
    She stared, not giving me an answer.  
 
    “You have to say it, Pim. Tell me.”  
 
    Her eyes tightened as she sucked in a breath. “Yes, I want you to make love to me. One more time.”  
 
    “In that case, you have me.” 
 
    “Now?” The terrified, hopeful look undid me. 
 
    “No, not now.” Climbing off her, I backed away from the bed. If I didn’t put space between us quickly, I wouldn’t be heading to work. I’d break all my rules, and she’d be well and truly fucked not just once but again and again. 
 
    I’d promised I’d make love to her not fuck her.  
 
    I needed to find a way to do that without killing myself. 
 
    Rearranging my erection so it didn’t drive me insane, I muttered, “We’ll stay one more night.” 
 
    Scooting off the bed, she stood naked with victory and anticipation. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t thank me, little mouse. Don’t thank me for giving me exactly what I want. You should curse me. I would.”  
 
    Without saying goodbye, I left her to dress while I went to drown myself in work.  
 
    Tonight, she was mine one last time.  
 
    Tomorrow, I’d tell her about her mother.  
 
    After I’d shown her exactly what love could be.  
 
    After I’d tasted her.  
 
    Licked her.  
 
    Used her.  
 
    And become utterly, corruptly addicted to her.  
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 Pim 
 
      
 
      
 
    For half an hour, I sat in the hotel suite, dressed in a floaty baby blue dress that’d been packed for me by Phantom staff, staring out the window at the foot traffic and sparkling harbour beyond. The cheery architecture and rich toys of the wealthy and famous below beckoned me to play with them.  
 
    The thought of being out there on my own—of going where I wanted with no master to beat me, no rules to bind me…it was terrifying as well as liberating.  
 
    Elder hadn’t given me instructions not to explore, and I had no idea how long he’d be at the warehouse.  
 
    I was jittery with things that’d happened between us. Confused as to how nervous I was about tonight. And a little lost for telling him I loved him when I didn’t fully understand the word. I’d only known hate for so long…could I be mistaken about this warm magical feeling inside?  
 
    I couldn’t sit and do nothing anymore.  
 
    I couldn’t be surrounded by my thoughts.  
 
    Slipping into courage and a pair of black flip-flops, I marched purposely toward the door and opened it.  
 
    Instead of an open corridor full of indecision, there stood two strangers. 
 
    Men.  
 
    Instantly, my instincts prickled and hackles shot up. “Oh, hi.” I clutched the handle, eyeing the two men in dark suits. I swayed back, ready to slam the door in their face and lock it tight if they so much as sniffed toward me.  
 
    One, with a bald head and Mediterranean skin, smiled professionally. “Hello, Ms. Pimlico. Did you need something?”  
 
    They know my name? 
 
    “Um…” I glanced past them toward the elevator that would deposit me on the street where countless strangers and shops and sensations would be. If I couldn’t handle two strangers in a hotel…how would I handle teeming crowds in the wide-open world where crime was committed just as easily as lawful activities?  
 
    Puffing up my chest, I looked down my nose. Hoping I seemed in control and aloof and not trembling with rapidly building fear, I said, “I was just going for a walk.”  
 
    Was that permitted? 
 
    Who were these men?  
 
    Had Elder placed them there to keep me under lock and key? Were his talks of freedom worthless?  
 
    The shorter guard with a thin moustache and startling blue eyes moved out of the way. “Of course, great day for a walk.”  
 
    My mouth hung open as the corridor was made clear and the men granted me space to walk past. Terror replaced my fear. Perhaps I had it wrong, and these weren’t Elder’s men but sinister people who might hurt me the moment I stepped from the suite. Perhaps they were here to take me back.  
 
    Steal me back for Alrik.  
 
    Maybe Alrik had somehow woken from the dead and sent people after me? 
 
    Maybe it’s Monty?  
 
    Monty wasn’t there the day Darryl and Alrik tried to cut out my tongue.  
 
    He’s still out there…alive.  
 
    Backing into the suite, I shook my head. “On second thought…I might stay—” 
 
    The guard with blue eyes frowned. “Whatever you want, ma’am. Mr. Prest told us to go wherever you go and to protect you. But if you’d rather relax, we’re happy to keep you safe from out here.”  
 
    I paused, my fingers tightening on the door handle. “What did you say?” 
 
    “I said we’re here at your beck and call. Where you go, we go. Just to keep you safe.” 
 
    “So…you’re not here to prevent me from leaving?” 
 
    The bald guard grinned. “Not at all. We live on the Phantom and are under the employment of Elder Prest. Selix is with Mr. Prest, so he asked us to guard you.” He shrugged. “I know it’s an inconvenience, but those are the boss’s rules I’m afraid.” 
 
    Inconvenience?  
 
    Hell, I owed Elder an apology. I’d just thought the worst of him. After all my talk of trust and affection, I still expected him to keep me prisoner.  
 
    Wait…could I trust these men? They knew my name and Elder’s but so did Monty. He might not know Selix was Elder’s bodyguard, but I couldn’t shed my suspicion. 
 
    Would I ever believe someone without doing my own research? Would I ever be able to enjoy the company of people I didn’t know without searching for an alternate agenda?  
 
    My mind couldn’t comprehend why Elder had not only freed me, shown me the world, and given me things I could only dream of, but then gone out of his way to keep me safe.  
 
    I might have trust issues, but he trusted me to wander on my own with no approval from him. He was thoughtful enough to provide me with guards in case the world in its monstrous size scared the timid little mouse suddenly freed from her cage.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes, testing the guards. “Do you know a man named Monty?” 
 
    The two guys glanced at each other. I searched for lies but only saw puzzlement on their faces.  
 
    The bald man shrugged. “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “Fine. Next question. What if, on this walk, I went to a police station or airport…would you stop me?” 
 
    The two men once again looked at each other. A question flitted between the two. The blue-eyed one raised his hands in confusion. “Our orders don’t cover specifics, Ms. Pimlico. We’re here to protect you. What you want to do and why are your business, not ours.” 
 
    “And if I tell you to let me go on my own?” 
 
    The bald headed man scowled. “Well, I guess we’d call Mr. Prest and get his approval.” 
 
    And would Elder say yes to letting me leave?  
 
    I had no doubt seeing as he’d tried to force freedom on me only a few days ago. But that was before things had changed. 
 
    Before I’d yelled at him in the bathroom. 
 
    Before he’d given in and agreed to bed me one last time.  
 
    I swallowed my suddenly pounding heart.  
 
    I hated the truth in that. That something had changed between us. Something huge and poignant. Something irreversible and both Elder and myself weren’t ready to face it.  
 
    He was trying to stop it. 
 
    I was trying to seek it.  
 
    We would run into problems worse than the ones we’d solved this morning soon enough. 
 
    Enough thinking.  
 
    The sun is warm, and the city is vibrant.  
 
    Elder was busy, and besides, I wanted to do something for me. To claim back another piece of my confidence without him there to bolster me all the time.  
 
    It’s now or never.  
 
    Moving over the threshold, I smiled with determination. “You’d better tell me your names, so I know who I’m walking with.” 
 
    The bald guy smiled with slightly crooked teeth. “I’m Lance, and this is Bill.” He held out his hand to shake.  
 
    Bill with his blue eyes tapped his temple. “Pleasure to be of service.” 
 
    “Hello.” Awkwardly, I completed social niceties and inserted my hand into Lance’s.  
 
    The instant his skin touched mine, his fingers wrapping over me, his warmth infecting my body, I was no longer in the hotel but back there.  
 
    There with Alrik.  
 
    There in the white mansion.  
 
    Terrible memories replaced safe memories of Elder. History of hating all men and silent self-preservation and internal hatred and dreams of death all triggered a panic attack so swift and violent, I stumbled backward.  
 
    Lance moved with me, his hand tightening around mine. “Everything okay, Miss?” 
 
    I blinked as Bill moved closer, hemming me in.  
 
    All I saw were men and me alone.  
 
    Men and me. 
 
    Me and men.  
 
    Like so many times before.  
 
    Sucking in gulps of air, my throat closed over, my lungs becoming useless sacks for oxygen.  
 
    They’re not going to hurt you.  
 
    They’re here to protect you.  
 
    Don’t lose it.  
 
    Don’t be afraid.  
 
    “Hey, Miss?” Lance squeezed my hand.  
 
    I grunted like an animal.  
 
    “Let her go, man.” Bill tugged Lance’s arm, pulling him away from me. “Stop touching her.” 
 
    The moment Lance’s contact ended, and my hand was my own again, I clutched my middle and breathed.  
 
    It’s fine. 
 
    It’s fine. 
 
    You’re fine. 
 
    Ragged inhales rattled in my chest.  
 
    Bill muttered, “I have a sister who has panic attacks. Recognised the symptoms.”  
 
    I looked up beneath my curtain of fallen hair. His face held shadows of concern and understanding.  
 
    His sweetness stopped the spiral into darkness, and I hugged myself harder to return back to living.  
 
    I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t deal with the quagmire of embarrassment threatening to tug me into the floor.  
 
    God, I thought I was stronger than this.  
 
    That Elder had cured me of the evil infections of my past. Turned out, he’d only reprogramed me to want his touch rather than abhor it while I still feared everyone else.  
 
    No wonder he no longer wanted that responsibility. 
 
    No wonder he wanted to be free of me when I was so clingy and helpless.  
 
    I’d believed I was on my way to being repaired…I still had so much more to go.  
 
    One of the men’s cell-phones rang, shattering the strange silence. My breathing evened out, and my diaphragm no longer tried to suffocate me.  
 
    Bill pulled a phone from his blazer breast pocket and answered. “Yes, sir?” 
 
    Silence as the caller spoke.  
 
    “Sure thing.” Bill passed the phone to me. “It’s for you.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow, taking it hesitantly. My hand shook. The cell vibrated against my ear. I didn’t say hello, but it didn’t matter. Elder’s warm syrup-rough voice filled my head, cancelling out the past few seconds, giving me a life raft full of cosy cushions and warm blankets. “Pim? Look, I’m sorry, but I’m going to be a little later than I thought. You didn’t answer the hotel phone, so I’m guessing you’ve left.” He chuckled. “I had a bet with myself to see how long it would take for you to explore.” 
 
    I cleared my throat, hoping he didn’t hear the weakness I’d just suffered. “You knew I’d attempt to leave?” 
 
    “I’d be disappointed if you hadn’t.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “My only request is to let my staff follow you. It’s not to keep you trapped; you’re free to go wherever you want. It’s only to give me peace of mind knowing you’re protected even while I can’t be there.” 
 
    He hadn’t said for my peace of mind. He didn’t demean me by saying the guards were there because he didn’t think I had what it took to enter the normal world without a chaperone.  
 
    I didn’t know why that meant so much to me—that he believed I was stronger than I truly was.  
 
    I know why.  
 
    It was because I wanted things from Elder, and for some reason, I knew he wouldn’t give them to me if he wasn’t sure I could handle them. He had issues he wasn’t fully disclosing—issues I wanted to understand because the more time I spent with him, the more times we touched, the more times we kissed, the more I was drawn to him.  
 
    I was using him to find myself.  
 
    I was sexually and emotionally drawn to Elder, and I couldn’t let him end it.  
 
    Not yet.  
 
    “Thank you for thinking about me.” I turned my back on the staff, even though they’d politely moved away and pretended not to listen. “Can I go for a walk?” 
 
    “Why are you asking me?” 
 
    Because I’m conditioned to believe my own wants don’t matter.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” I sucked at this. I’d failed my first test at being normal.  
 
    Elder’s voice drifted to a languid purr. “Do you have two feet?” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “Do you have two eyes?” 
 
    “You know I do.” 
 
    “Well then, go use them. Use your feet to explore and your eyes to watch. Don’t return to the hotel until you’ve seen everything there is to see and your feet ache.” He laughed under his breath. “If you need rules and boundaries, there you go. You have them. Obey me.” 
 
    I smiled, my body melting at the complexities of this man. I’d judged him so wrong. I had so much to repay him for. If I had money, I’d buy him a gift.  
 
    You do have money…the origami cash he gave you. 
 
    Elder interrupted my imaginings of shopping for him, of buying him something that would hopelessly convey the gratitude I had for him.  
 
    “Oh, one other thing, Pim.”  
 
    My heart skipped. “Yes?” 
 
    “Your tasks are still on-going. I expect you to pickpocket me something. It doesn’t have to be big; it doesn’t have to be of value. But I want something that started off someone else’s and ended up yours. Do you understand?” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the guards. “You want me to steal? In full view of your staff?” 
 
    His chuckle was pure masculine challenge. “If you’re any good, they won’t see you.” 
 
    “I don’t like stealing. You know that.” 
 
    “Too bad. I don’t like feeling this way, but I have no power to stop it. Fair’s fair.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath, goosebumps scattering over my skin.  
 
    I loved when he was honest with me. I loved the way his words flew around my insides, decorating me in tinsel and candyfloss.  
 
    A pregnant pause turned heavy with things we weren’t ready to say. Eventually, he muttered, his voice dark and gruff, “Steal me something, Pim. After all, you’re already stealing something of mine.” 
 
    My heart stopped.  
 
    Vocabulary had never tumbled so fast in my mind.  
 
    What am I stealing?  
 
    Your heart? Your love? Your lust?  
 
    What?  
 
    But the phone went dead.  
 
    The call ended.  
 
    Elder left me full of sparkling questions.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Elder 
 
      
 
      
 
    I PLAYED MY cello harder, longer, more brutal than I ever had before.  
 
    Note after note. Chord after chord. The calluses on my fingers weren’t enough for the fury I poured into my music.  
 
    I bled. It was only right.  
 
    I ached. It was only fair. 
 
    I conjured dark melodies and broken hymns and mournful classics and blended them with death metal, punk, and techno.  
 
    For two hours, I played until my shirt was drenched and breath was ragged. And only once the magic of music had restructured my brain to focus on rational things and not the crazed fixations I struggled with or the nightmare I’d just witnessed this afternoon, I returned to earth a little better, a little safer, and hopefully sane enough to give Pim one night of pleasure before I lost control again.  
 
    Afterward, in the tiny shower at the warehouse, I washed away my cello-playing sweat and let my mind return to my house upon the hill.  
 
    To the disaster where there’d once been order. 
 
    After leaving Pim, I’d requested Selix to drive me there for no other reason than to make sure my mother was truly gone. I stepped over the threshold full of stupid fantasies that my okaasan and uncle would finally decide to talk to me—to sit and listen and forgive and move on. That there might be a future where she wouldn’t hate me.  
 
    After all, I’d earned the love of one woman.  
 
    If I could do that…didn’t I deserve a second chance from my family? What I wouldn’t give to have a network of loved ones to introduce Pim to. To show her how good a big family could be—how protective and wild and heart-breaking all at the same time.  
 
    But those dreams were dashed and pointless as I entered my house, noticing the Chinmoku had done what I’d always feared and found me.  
 
    Tables were upended, drawers open, windows smashed. The cupboard housing the shrine to my father and brother wrenched wide and massacred with brutal force. My temper turned black with fury that their memory had been desecrated by the same filth who had killed them.  
 
    This was where I came to pray, to forgot, to beg for forgiveness.  
 
    Snippets of happier times played in the silence of the house. My father’s laugh. My brother’s tiny punches. It physically hurt to remember them.  
 
    But the fucking Chinmoku’s version of a cleaning crew had been through and yet again destroyed my temple.  
 
    I stood in my ransacked lounge and breathed war.  
 
    My mother should never have used her passport to travel here. She should never have left the anonymity of her new home with family members the Chinmoku didn’t know about.  
 
    Now, they knew where she would return to and where I was.  
 
    It had finally begun. 
 
    In a way, I was glad.  
 
    I’d been waiting for this day for far too long.  
 
    They wanted to kill me for leaving their brotherhood and I wanted to kill them for murdering my loved ones. This deadly chase would end in either their deaths or mine—it was just a matter of who found who first.  
 
    Game on, motherfuckers.  
 
    Stalking around broken pieces of furniture and eyeing up the kitchen knives imbedded into my walls, I sought clues as to how many had trespassed and if they’d left a calling card—just like they had when they’d burned my childhood house to the ground.  
 
    Moving into the master bedroom—where my mother had made herself at home—I found it.  
 
    Not written in blood this time but just as invasive in black dripping spray-paint. The acrid stench of chemicals replaced any comfort the house naturally permeated.  
 
    My eyes skated over their message: ‘Once a Chinmoku always a Chinmoku. You ran like a coward. Now you will die like a traitor.’ 
 
    The promise was reminiscent of the last one. My rage turned into a tar ready to creep and suffocate anyone who so much as touched me and mine.  
 
    Pim… 
 
    She was out there...on her own.  
 
    The heartbreak at losing my father and brother was nothing compared to the heart-destruction at the thought of Pim being executed by the bastards of my past.  
 
    I had to find her.  
 
    I had to protect her.  
 
    I had to do a better fucking job than I did when I was thirteen.  
 
    The ocean called to me—its waves urging me to sail away and never return to shore. Out on the watery horizon, no one could sneak up on us. Alrik might’ve asked me to install weaponry on his ill-fated yacht, but his suggestions were nothing compared to what I’d adorned the Phantom with. 
 
    She was a floating fortress. An ark.  
 
    And it was time to return to her.  
 
    But your promise…to make love to Pim.  
 
    My hands curled even as my pulse remained steady in the face of the upcoming battle. Pim needed one more night of affection. Shit, I needed one more night of affection.  
 
    I wanted her too much to be chased into hiding by these cocksuckers.  
 
    One more night.  
 
    In that case, I needed something to ensure I behaved. 
 
    Ignoring the oozing spray-paint dripping onto the bed and pillows below, I picked up the kicked-over bedside table and pulled free the bamboo box from its interior.  
 
    Pim had wrung a promise from me that I didn’t know if I could deliver. Tonight would either be in my realm of capabilities, or it would send me into a dark, dark place I would struggle to climb out of.  
 
    Either way, I wouldn’t return to that hotel without being prepared.  
 
    Weed wouldn’t help me tonight. 
 
    My other crutches would fail.  
 
    I had to come up with another plan. One that might, just might, circumnavigate my useless brain. A plan that could technically help Pim as it did me. It would force her to take accountability for what she was asking me to do.  
 
    Stroking the bamboo lid, I didn’t need to open it to remember what was inside.  
 
    Gifts from the men who’d torn apart my house.  
 
    Tools of my trade as a fighter for their cause. 
 
    Making sure I had the key to the box in my pocket, I called the service I used to maintain this mausoleum and requested an urgent tidy up.  
 
    I didn’t know why the Chinmoku hadn’t hung around to finish the job when I entered. I didn’t know where they’d gone. But I’d been ready for them for years. It was me they should fear, not the other way around.  
 
    Storming outside, I slid into the car, and ordered Selix to drive me to the warehouse.  
 
    There, I’d found he’d had my cello delivered, and all thoughts of working were dismissed.  
 
    And now that I’d had my musical fix, I was ready to find Pim.  
 
    Ready to hunt her, watch her, and somehow find the strength to love her.  
 
    * * * * * 
 
    I’d followed her for the past ten minutes.  
 
    She hadn’t seen me thanks to my habits as a thief and my training as a killing ghost.  
 
    Normally, my heart rate didn’t spike when stalking my prey. I remained focused and sharp, locked on one mission and one mission only. 
 
    But Pim?  
 
    Fuck me, this girl made my entire body disobey me. My palms sweated as she weaved between travellers and locals. My heart raced as she bumped into strange men and battled with her training to drop her eyes ready for a fist, to tentatively smiling and believing she was safe from harm.  
 
    The two guards I’d demanded follow her did a good job; shadowing her but not suffocating her, they diligently watched foot traffic and made appropriate calls on what and who were a threat.  
 
    I scanned the crowds for any sign of the Chinmoku, but all seemed normal. If they were here, I’d sense them before seeing them. For now, the hairs on the back of my neck remained unchanged. Knowing them, they’d retreat to plan an attack now they knew where I lived.  
 
    Unfortunately for them, they thought I resided in the house upon the hill and not in a garrison on the open waters. 
 
    Apart from my mess catching up with me, Monte Carlo was too drunk on its own superiority to be a danger to most. The worst crime in this city was a high-powered poker game with a million dollar buy-in followed by the tears of those who lost. Petty criminals weren’t here. They were outcast by the masterminds who operated in full view under the guise of well-known businesses.  
 
    In fact, the only person who was a threat to this city was Pim.  
 
    She was a thief in their midst, and no one paid any attention. 
 
    My lips pulled into a crooked smile, pride filling me as Pim slowly switched from meandering daydreamer to focusing on the task I’d given her. I’d expected her to complete the thievery sooner, but either she hadn’t found a perfect mark, or she’d taken this long to work up the courage—either way, I was lucky enough to have first row tickets to her infraction.  
 
    Eyeing up handbags of women brushing past in barely covering material and dripping with jewels, she grew distracted by wallets in men’s back pockets as they followed in the wake of their wives and mistresses.  
 
    Giving up on looting a moving individual, she searched stalls selling fresh fruit and others toting cheap beaded jewellery.  
 
    Each one, she discounted as a target.  
 
    I’d given her an impossible task. I’d commanded she do something she wasn’t comfortable with and accept the guilt and shame that would undoubtedly accompany it.  
 
    I pushed forward a little, intending to save her from having to do such a thing, but she suddenly veered direction, stepping off the curb and heading toward the beach where late afternoon sunbathers left their belongings to dip into the turquoise bay.  
 
    Sand kicked up behind her flip-flops until she kicked them off and looped her fingers through the rubber thongs. Her security detail followed, looking ridiculously out of place in their matching black suits. I kept back, blending with the foot traffic rather than exposing myself on the sand.  
 
    Pim trailed around multi-coloured towels, glancing at paperbacks and sunscreen bottles, eyeing the occasional sunhat protecting wallets and keys below. Her pace slowed as she approached a scrunched-up beach bag and two bleached deck chairs.  
 
    The owners of such belongings were no doubt swimming. Too absorbed in their happy holiday to notice the slim thief spying something beneath their chair.  
 
    I held my breath as Pim looked left and right then ducked to her haunches and stole a small book from the sand. Instantly, the pilfered item vanished into the folds of her dress. I expected her to stand quickly and carry on, but she replaced the book with a small piece of paper, half burying it so it didn’t blow away.  
 
    The moment the note was secure, she moved swiftly away.  
 
    Her posture was guilty but resolute. Her shoulders braced but calm.  
 
    If I didn’t have feelings for her before, I sure as fuck did now.  
 
    She might have just stolen a book, but to me…to me, she’d just stolen my heart.  
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Pim 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE BOOK WEIGHED so much more than the four-hundred and fifteen pages stated in the index.  
 
    It weighed on my conscience.  
 
    It weighed on my heart.  
 
    Countless times, my feet slowed as the desire to return it to its rightful owner consumed me. Sand stuck to my soles as I looked over my shoulder to see if there was still time. 
 
    Oh, no.  
 
    An Asian couple climbed from the sea, laughing and hugging, beelining for the deck chairs and my guiltily written note.  
 
    I shook a little as they sat down, dripping with seawater, happy and in love. The husband bent to grab his bottle of water, his eyebrows rising as he noticed the crinkle of my half-buried apology.  
 
    I couldn’t stand and watch him read. 
 
    I couldn’t see him get angry at having something of his taken so callously.  
 
    Turning on my heel, I charged ahead, hugging his possession that had now become mine. In my mind, I saw the words I’d scribbled onto a piece of paper from the café where I’d stopped earlier today. Bill had bought me a coffee, saving me from embarrassment of forgetting the age-old custom of bringing money on this excursion.  
 
    So many things I used to know. 
 
    So many things I’d have to remember. 
 
    Things like walking with foot traffic rather than against it. No dillydallying in front of shop windows unless I wanted to be grumbled at. No walking in the middle of the road for a moment’s clemency from the press of strangers’ bodies unless I wanted to be run over.  
 
    And no stealing.  
 
    Seemed I’d ignored that rule entirely, thanks to Elder.  
 
    The weight of the book condemned me in the folds of my dress. My note wouldn’t stop my shame. It didn’t make what I’d done right. But it was better than nothing… 
 
    I think. 
 
    I visualised my penmanship as if I’d just written it.   
 
    Dear Person I Just Stole From, 
 
    I’m so sorry for the violation into your life. For the anger you feel and the frustration you can’t shake at having something you bought and paid for taken. I hope you know the monetary value of such a thing is nothing compared to the debt I now owe you.  
 
    I hope you can forgive me. I promise I’ll look after what I took.  
 
    Yours, Minnie Mouse.  
 
    I shook my head, cringing at the signature. My dad would send hail down from heaven for stealing and using his nickname to commit it.  
 
    But I couldn’t use Pimlico as that wasn’t my true name. And I couldn’t use Tasmin as I didn’t deserve to claim that yet.  
 
    No doubt the couple would think I was being shady and using some cutesy calling card.  
 
    They couldn’t be more wrong.  
 
    I’d given up a huge piece of myself by signing it that way.  
 
    I’d traded my childhood for something of theirs. Something Elder had requested I steal for him.  
 
    Turning the book over in my hands, I ran my fingers over the cover.  
 
    Why had I stolen a Japanese to English dictionary? Why rob that couple of the ability to translate and converse?  
 
    I knew why. 
 
    It’s because— 
 
    “I’ll take that.” A large, beautifully formed hand shot over my shoulder and captured the book, tugging it free from my grip.  
 
    “No—” I spun around, colliding with Elder in his black t-shirted, blue denim dressed glory. The glow of orange and shadow from the sun setting behind him made him seem not quite real.  
 
    My heart clanged like a church bell as his dark almond eyes met mine. Somehow, every time he looked at me, he invoked the deepest belly-tugging desire.  
 
    He stiffened as if he felt the undercurrent of alchemy whenever we were together, then dropped his gaze to the gift I’d stolen for him.  
 
    He froze, noticing the Japanese characters switching to English on the cover with the Webster logo in the corner. His lips worked, his jaw clenched, he shook his head. “Why?” 
 
    He didn’t need to add more.  
 
    Why this?  
 
    Why a dictionary?  
 
    Why the language of his mixed heritage?  
 
    I flushed with yet more shame for thinking I had a right to dabble and use what little I knew about him for my own purpose. Stealing had been terrible. Having him refuse my gift would be horrifying.  
 
    “Because you gave me back the gift of language. You reminded me how to speak. You bridged the gap somehow, and now, I’m no longer afraid of words.”  
 
    Elder groaned, his brow falling over his eyes now tortured and full of pain. “Pim…stop.” 
 
    “No, you asked. I stole it for you. I know it doesn’t have a large cash value. In fact, it’s dog-eared and well-used. But it carries so much I need to say to you. To prove just how grateful I am. We might all speak different verses and use foreign alphabets, but you understand me. I don’t want to be silent anymore. I want to talk. To you. I want to understand—” 
 
    “Enough.” He shuddered, clutching the dictionary tight. His throat worked as if fighting to respond then his features slipped into unreadable as he asked, “Do you know Japanese?”  
 
    His subject change slowed me, but I willingly followed his direction. If he wasn’t ready to discuss what happened between us last night and the fight we’d had this morning, then fine. I could be patient because unlike Elder, who had a finish line in mind for us, I had no intention of letting it end. “No. I studied one year at school, but I’ve forgotten most of it.” I took a step forward, looking harder into his eyes. “Do you?” 
 
    He swiped a hand over his face. “You already know the answer to that question.” 
 
    We shared a stare, and I saw the reply I already knew. He was born to mixed-race parents. He lived in the valley of East and West and been raised with blended laws and requirements.  
 
    He was honourable as well as ruthless. 
 
    He was kind as well as cruel.  
 
    He was everything I wanted to be and everything I feared. 
 
    Then again, if he could speak Japanese, he’d learned it from his mother’s side, yet she hadn’t yelled at him in Japanese, only English. Why was that? Perhaps having a European father meant his mother talked in English out of respect for his memory? Maybe she just preferred it?  
 
    Who knew?  
 
    Only Elder had the answers, and once again, I was willing to be patient to earn them.  
 
    “Teach me?” I asked softly.  
 
    “Japanese?” 
 
    “Everything.” My voice owned that word—begged him to make it true. Inside those four syllables and ten letters lived acceptance; I was ready for him to teach me to play the cello, learn his history, and let him educate me on everything I missed out on.  
 
    Starting tonight with sex and passion and lust and love and all things I desperately needed.  
 
    The sun extinguished behind him, leaving us in twilight.  
 
    Endless moments ticked past before he pressed the book to his heart and nodded. “I’ll teach you whatever you want to know.” He paused, signalling an end to his sentence. But then his face softened, the mood darkened, and his lips moved with sensual promise. “I’ll show you anything you want to see, Pimlico.” His hand came up, cupping my face for a blistering second. “For you, I’ll do anything.” 
 
    The moment was far too big for a small sunset on a crowded beach; far too moving to be wasted in public.  
 
    I ached at the sacrifice in his tone; the knowledge he would hurt himself to give me what I wanted.  
 
    His temper from this morning was gone. He’d finally reached the same conclusion I had—that we had no choice. We had to hold on and give in and hope we survived whatever it was our bodies and hearts and souls had decided we must endure.  
 
    Standing with sand between my toes and sweat upon my skin, I’d never been more alive, more sure, more ready to step forward into something so incredibly special.  
 
    I’d had sex with this man and remained unbroken. 
 
    I’d lived with this man and remained unhurt. 
 
    I’d fought with this man and remained unbruised. 
 
    And now, I hugged this man and found a new home. 
 
    My arms went around him, my face nestled into his strong chest, my body kissed his from shoulder to hip.  
 
    I hugged this man and in some wonderful twist of fate…he hugged me back. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “It’s getting dark.” 
 
    I glanced at Elder who’d moved stealthily beside me for the past half an hour. His eyes were never still, hunting the public, expecting evil when I only saw romance. I didn’t know why he was so alert or why he stayed so close to me. I wanted to ask but I also didn’t want to ruin this wonderful stroll like a normal couple. 
 
    We’d walked the beach as it slowly became deserted. 
 
    We were just like the other men and women in love.  
 
    After our hug, we’d separated shyly, looking away and making excuses to walk and focus ahead rather than stand and stare at each other.  
 
    Elder sent Lance and Bill away, and our tingling connection hadn’t faded. It sparkled around us like stardust as night slowly draped Monte Carlo. Streetlights turned on, battling away the gloom and reminding people sunbaking was over, and it was now time to party with the moon.  
 
    People slowly gathered up deck chairs and sodden towels, hoisted up sandy clothes over soggy bathing suits, and tramped up the beach.  
 
    Hotels everywhere would be drenched in salt water and sprinkled with sand from returning tourists.  
 
    The more people left, the more aware of Elder I became until we were the only two people left with the soft slap of waves on the shore.  
 
    We stopped and faced each other, neither ready for tonight even though it was the only thing I could think about.  
 
    I was neither hungry nor energetic. Weary nor eager.  
 
    The electricity hissing between us exhausted me to the point where I didn’t know if I was ready to return to the hotel or not. If I was prepared or not. The last time Elder and I were alone, we fought. Would he fight me again over this? Did it make me a horrible person that I knew this would be hard for him, yet I didn’t give him a chance to change his mind? 
 
    Elder cleared his throat. “Did you hear me? I said it’s getting dark.” He rubbed his nape. “That was a hint that we should think about going back.” 
 
    I walked ahead a little before turning to face him reluctantly. I didn’t know what had changed in the thirty-one minutes since I’d given him the stolen dictionary. Why I’d traded certainty for unsureness and why the very idea of touching him made half of my body warm and melt and the other want to throw itself in the ocean and never stop swimming.  
 
    The gentle lap of waves was the only noise as Elder murmured, “We don’t have to do this again, Pim. If you’re not ready.”  
 
    I searched his tone for hidden messages. Was he not ready? Would he rather we didn’t have sex again?  
 
    You already know the answer to that, silly. 
 
    The balmy breeze snatched my hair, whipping it over my shoulder.  
 
    Elder came forward, capturing the wayward strands, his warm fingers kissing my neck before settling on my shoulder with a fistful of brown locks. “There is no right or wrong answer here. Forget about what we discussed this morning. If you’ve changed your mind, then we can return to the Phantom and go back to the way things were.” He swayed closer, whispering in my ear. “You’re the one with all the power.” 
 
    I shivered, wishing his lips would close the distance and kiss me.  
 
    He thought I was the one with all the power? Couldn’t he see that was a lie? I didn’t have the power. He did. He had every power.  
 
    Power of strength and wealth and security. Even standing tall and strict, holding my hair, not touching me in any other way, made him the master of everything because he didn’t use violence on me but let me choose. 
 
    That alone gave me all the confidence I needed.  
 
    I choose you.  
 
    I choose tonight. 
 
    “Let’s go back to the hotel.”  
 
    His eyes tightened. “Are you sure?” He looked toward the watery horizon where the Phantom glittered in the distance like an expensive jewel on the crown of a water god. “We could return home.” 
 
    Home… 
 
    He made it sound like he’d already given me half of that wonderful word. That I had a home. That I had permanency even when whatever we danced around hadn’t been named.  
 
    Letting me go, Elder rubbed his chin, weary and wary. “We can try another time. When you’re—” 
 
    I held up my hand. “When I’m what?” 
 
    His face shadowed with pockets of frustration. “When you’re more sure it’s me you need. That another night with me is—” 
 
    “It is you I need.” 
 
    “How can you be sure? After all, I was the man who stole you. I kept you away from everyone. I did exactly what he did and imprisoned you. If you have feelings for me, they’re because I put them there.” He stalked away, dragging tormented eyes from the horizon back to me. “I don’t want to be the man who—” 
 
    I followed him, clutching his forearm, needing to lean on him while he tried to pull away the foundation he’d built beneath my feet. “Are you saying you don’t want me? That you’re the one having second thoughts?” 
 
    “Jesus, Pim.” He groaned at the silver moon. “How many times do I need to tell you? Fucking you is all I can think about. It’s the only thing I can worry about. You want me? I’m yours. Hell, I’d take you right here on the beach if you asked me.” 
 
    I shuddered with the aching violence in his voice. I didn’t doubt him.  
 
    “Take me back to the hotel, Elder.” 
 
    He grabbed my cheeks, holding me tight, his fingers biting into me. I didn’t gasp or flinch. I let him tilt my head so he could search my eyes for something he needed. Something he must’ve found because a second later, he let me go and captured my hand.  
 
    Dragging me up the beach, he growled, “So be it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Elder 
 
      
 
      
 
    I HAD NO appetite, yet I ordered room service.  
 
    I had no desire to rest, yet I commanded Pim to sit beside me while some shitty soap opera played on TV.  
 
    I had no thoughts apart from fucking her—even the Chinmoku threat didn’t compute—yet I did everything I could to forget what we were about to do and focus on everything else.  
 
    I leapt to my feet when our food arrived. 
 
    I over tipped. 
 
    I growled too loud when Pim complained she wasn’t hungry and couldn’t eat the rich lobster bisque.  
 
    I paced too fast when she refused to watch TV and stood awkwardly in the middle of the room.  
 
    I stopped breathing as she bent and pressed the off button to silence the actress moaning about being stood up, and hushed the pictures of a simpler, less X-rated world.  
 
    Silence fell like a curtain around us, thick and soundproof, heavy and final like that on a theatre production after the final encore. 
 
    That was what my life boiled down to. 
 
    I was an actor who finally had to stop pretending. My life had been a performance, and now, the production was over, and I had nothing left. No lines to rehearse, no actions to perfect, no director to tell me how to behave.  
 
    This was all on me.  
 
    The entire outcome of tonight was on my shoulders and without cues from stage-hands or prompts from script-writers, I would fuck it up. 
 
    I just know it.  
 
    Pim linked her fingers together, coming toward me on bare, hesitant feet. The blue dress she’d worn today fluttered around her legs, making her seem like a virginal goddess dressed in clear cerulean sky.  
 
    The Japanese dictionary she’d stolen for me rested on the coffee table. Each time I glanced at it, my heart did a strange tumble-trip, making me fight overwhelming instincts to crush her close and kiss her. 
 
    She was the first person to give me something with thought behind it. To treat me like a lover and not a captor. In her presence, I was more accepted and cared for than I had been in years. The loneliness I was so used to was now a third wheel with her around.   
 
    I should meet her halfway.  
 
    I should join her on the carpet and make this easier for her—take away the nervousness of being the one to make the first move. I should sweep her off her feet and lay her on the bed and be gentle and kind and sweet.  
 
    But fuck me, I couldn’t.  
 
    The moment I touched her, it would all go to shit.  
 
    I knew that.  
 
    Already, my mind turned from sleek order into chaotic chaos. My disorder pulled on every trick and mechanism to stay sane and not start rearranging the pillows into odd numbers or run back to the Phantom to play a concerto precisely seventeen times until the strings became slippery with my blood.  
 
    I was fucking broken.  
 
    I hid the depth of that fact from everyone (including myself) through sheer determination. 
 
    But here was Pim asking me to throw away every tool I used and hope to fucking God I remembered how to find my way home.  
 
    I stumbled back a step as she forced herself to stand before me. The tips of her toes turned white from digging into the carpet.  
 
    She’s afraid.  
 
    She should be.  
 
    She shouldn’t be.  
 
    Fear. 
 
    An emotion no one should suffer when approaching a person they wanted to sleep with. Why was she doing this to herself and to me? Couldn’t she see I was moments away from losing it?  
 
    I’d forced myself on her that first time.  
 
    I’d already been inside her twice.  
 
    I couldn’t have a third.  
 
    I’d fucking snap.  
 
    But the memory of her this morning—of the spirit and fire and desire—I couldn’t say no. I couldn’t resist her, and that was the real reason for my ruin.  
 
    The reason I’d stolen her in the first place. 
 
    The reason I’d kept her when I should’ve sent her back to her mother.  
 
    If I’d done that, I wouldn’t be standing here about to shatter everything I knew. I wouldn’t be worried about her safety knowing war was coming for me. I wouldn’t be on the brink of destroying my way of life—my very world. To her, I was just a night or two—a man who could show her pleasure. She was using me to be free of her past.  
 
    I liked that.  
 
    I wanted to be the one she remembered for helping rather than hindering.  
 
    But to me? She was fucking everything.  
 
    She wasn’t just asking me to sleep with her. She was asking me to keep falling when I’d had no intention of ever tripping.  
 
    For my own sanity, I needed to stop this. 
 
    But how could I, knowing the life she’d lived?  
 
    How could I say no even knowing how empty I’d be the moment I told her about her mother and took her home?  
 
    “El…” 
 
    That nickname again…and just like I’d suspected, I didn’t mind it nearly as much when she used it.  
 
    “Pim.” I bit her name into fragments, my voice octaves lower than normal, borderline beast.  
 
    “Can…can I kiss you?” She looked up at me through eyelashes that didn’t need mascara or shadow to make her the prettiest, sexiest fucking creature I’d ever seen.  
 
    I balled my hands.  
 
    No. 
 
    Get away from me.  
 
    I nodded stiffly. 
 
    She came closer, but I didn’t bend for her to reach my mouth. I didn’t buckle when her hands landed on my chest in a questing plea for me to do the kissing, to take charge.  
 
    Christ, Pim…don’t you know what you’re asking of me?  
 
    The calamity just waiting to unfurl slammed into me.  
 
    Threes and itches and pandemonium.  
 
    I shot back, dragging both hands over my face. “I can’t do this.” 
 
    She froze, agony and rejection shawling her. “Oh…” Breath by breath, she shut down until no hopeful light remained in her eyes. I hated every second of it, but I meant what I said. I would stand by it once and for all.  
 
    I could have something once.  
 
    That was my rule.  
 
    My one strict and fast rule.  
 
    I’d already broken it and had her twice. 
 
    But there is another way… 
 
    I wished I hadn’t gone to the house on the hill. I wished I hadn’t found the blasphemous mess, or foreseen how this night would go. I wished I hadn’t brought something that would give me another chance at granting Pim what she wanted, while somehow tricking my mind into believing my laws hadn’t been broken.  
 
    Tearing my eyes from her, my heart seized for how I’d hurt her already. I glanced at the bamboo box condemning me on the bedside table.  
 
    Pim followed my attention, a question landing on her features. Before she could ask, I strode toward the box, unlocked it with the tiny key beside it, and pulled out the secrets inside.  
 
    Keeping them hidden behind my back, I moved toward her. “I’ll kiss you…under one condition.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around herself, already preparing for the worst. “What condition?” 
 
    I wasn’t ready to show her. “We’ll have sex tonight…if you obey.” 
 
    Her lips pursed at the wording I’d chosen.  
 
    Not I’d fuck her or make love to her. We’d have sex. She would have to be an active participant. I wouldn’t be the one doing the taking like last time…because that one-time pass had been used.  
 
    However, there was a loop-hole in my law.  
 
    A crazy concept and not backed by rational response but would hopefully keep me sane.  
 
    “How do I have to obey?” She arched her neck, doing her best to see around me. “What are you hiding?” 
 
    It was now or never.  
 
    Bringing my arms forward, I revealed what I’d taken from my home.  
 
    The clink of chains and whisper of silk ropes cascaded from my palms. “This is my condition.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open, terror springing bright and stark. She backpedalled so fast she tripped, landing on her ass. She didn’t make a sound even as she landed awkwardly, once again silent as the mouse I’d stolen.   
 
    Instinct made me dart toward her. I grabbed her with my hands full of bondage, hoisting her to her feet. “Are you hurt?”  
 
    “Don’t touch me!” She shoved me away, her face wild and white. “You—you want to tie me up? You want to hurt me? Like him?” Tears welled in her eyes, becoming a mirror where I saw myself, saw how unhinged I’d already become, how desperate for her to understand. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “Never.” 
 
    She didn’t hear me. “You want to strap me? Imprison me? What was this? A sick joke? All this time, you let me believe that you were different. That you weren’t going to hurt me—” 
 
    I was many things, but I wasn’t tolerant when it came to being called a liar or a sadist. “I am different. I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    “Liar!” She darted to the door, her hands fumbling with the lock and chain she herself had put on once room service had left so we wouldn’t be disturbed. “I can’t believe I thought you were different.”  
 
    “Pim…” 
 
    The chain fell away. The heavy lock clicking open under her terrified fingers. “No! Get away from me!” 
 
    Clutching the ropes, I stormed after her. “Pim. Listen to me.” 
 
    “No! Let me out of here.” She bolted out the door, barefoot and manic. No guards stood outside to witness our dispute. No Selix to yank Pim away from me because he would see the fucking mess I was in already. He wouldn’t let her ruin me further.  
 
    It was just us.  
 
    Just me to fix this. 
 
    I chased her to the threshold but stopped, bracing myself against the door as she ran down the corridor. “It’s for me.” 
 
    She didn’t hear, too intent on escape and the elevators.  
 
    I hated her for making me shout, but I did because if I never saw her again, I didn’t want her cataloguing me as yet another monster from her past. “It’s for me, Pim.” 
 
    Her feet slammed to a stop, twirling her around with untamed hair and blotchy-terror filled skin. “Wh-what?” 
 
    I sighed, hating her all the more. “I won’t do this unless you restrain me.” 
 
    She dashed at tears sticking to her cheeks. “I-I don’t understand.” 
 
    My fingernails dug into the doorjamb as if I could shred it into pieces. She wouldn’t understand because she hadn’t fully comprehended the man she lived with. The man she’d given her trust to.  
 
    I deserved her trust, even if many people would disagree. And I wouldn’t ruin that trust by proving I was a liar.  
 
    “I fucked you last time. I took from you.” I hung my head, drained beyond belief, and we hadn’t even kissed yet. “I can’t do that again.” 
 
    She took a step toward me. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying if you want this, you have to take from me.” 
 
    When she didn’t move, I added, “It’s the only way I’ll do this, Pim. Tie me up, use me however you want. Find your pleasure through whatever means necessary. I’ll be with you every step. I’ll talk to you. I’ll command you. But I won’t physically touch you.” I sighed. “And once we’re through, that’s it. No more. I’m not messing around. I’m not making up stupid rules for the sake of making this harder than it already is. It’s this way or no way. Your call.” 
 
    Backing into the room, I pushed the door wider in welcome. “Fuck me or don’t, little mouse. But understand that there can only ever be tonight. I won’t be responsible for what will happen if I break that vow.” 
 
    Ducking to grab a fallen piece of rope, I held it up, my skin already crawling and my cock already throbbing at the thought of her being utterly in control.  
 
    That was my loop-hole.  
 
    Last time, I’d been in control. 
 
    This time, she would be.  
 
    A single time in both dimensions. 
 
    A first time, not a repeat. 
 
    And then it would be done.  
 
    My free passes redeemed and no more to use.  
 
    I’d made the mistake of believing I could control myself around my family, around the hobbies I’d loved and the crime I fell into.  
 
    Each time, I’d been wrong.  
 
    Each time, I’d fucked up.  
 
    I’d finally learned my lesson, and I wouldn’t let it happen again. 
 
    I’d fallen into my obsession too deep, too fast, and I’d been the reason my father and brother were killed. 
 
    I wouldn't be the reason for any more death or hurting.  
 
    Tonight was the only night Pim and I could be together. And then, once she’d claimed her body and used me however she pleased, I would tell her about her mother. 
 
    I would sail her to England.  
 
    I would set Phantom on a course and travel far, far away from her. 
 
    I would hunt the Chinmoku and forget about this entire fucking disaster. 
 
    For her sake. 
 
    And for mine.  
 
    Giving her a sad smile, I beckoned her to come back to me. Begged her. Promised her. “Your choice, Pim. Yes or no.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Pim 
 
      
 
      
 
    I TRADED CORRIDOR for hotel room. 
 
    What the hell am I doing? 
 
    I padded behind a man I thought was invincible but had revealed his mortal flaw. 
 
    What the hell am I thinking?  
 
    I followed him as he moved toward the bed, and, without a word, pulled his t-shirt over his head. Unbuckling his jeans and stepping out of the denim and boxer-briefs, he was just as regal, just as proud, just as majestic as he had been that night he’d jumped overboard for a midnight swim.  
 
    I shouldn’t do this.  
 
    Naked, Elder pulled the covers back and bunched them at the bottom of the bed. Sitting on the mattress, he swung his long legs to horizontal, and with a pained look, lay down.  
 
    I should leave. 
 
    With a clenched jaw, he held up a black rope, shiny with quality and soft as silk. He didn’t give me commandments on what he wanted me to do. He merely draped it over his inked belly, arched his arms above his head, and clasped his fingers around the spindles of the French baroque four-poster bed.  
 
    Don’t you dare, Pim. 
 
    I ignored my jumpy terror and rapid winged heartbeat. My body had become a fortress—expecting the worst kind of things the moment Elder had revealed the bondage, erecting turrets and gun posts. I was ready to run and fight and maim.  
 
    But that was before he turned everything I knew into an opposite.  
 
    He would be bound.  
 
    Not me.  
 
    He would be at mercy.  
 
    Not me.  
 
    What does that mean? 
 
    I couldn’t understand.  
 
    I’d always been the one taken from. I had no concept of how sex would work with the male granting all control.  
 
    The word submissive popped into my head, just like it had when he’d allowed me to kiss him on the Phantom.  
 
    I drank Elder in.  
 
    Once again, it was the wrong word. 
 
    Elder might order me to tie him up, but he was not submissive. Never.  
 
    The tameless glare in his eyes was that of a predator behind bars: contained for now but just waiting for the right moment to strike. His body didn’t lie sedately; it hummed with twisted energy, crackling with desires he refused to bow to.  
 
    Elder was not submissive. 
 
    He was the most dominant man I’d ever met, and the fact he’d ask me to trap him in rope hinted he was afraid—not of me but himself. 
 
    This wasn’t a game. 
 
    This wasn’t just sex. 
 
    This was his life. His sanity in the gift of pleasure.  
 
    My entire body quaked as the fortress I stood in threatened to shatter into rubble or fortify its walls, depending on my acceptance.  
 
    Can I do this?  
 
    Will I do this?  
 
    His stomach rose and fell as I approached the bed.  
 
    Turn around. 
 
    My hand shook as I reached for his sublime nakedness and focused, not on the hardening erection between his thighs or the whorls of black hair travelling to his naval, but on the equally black rope coiled like a cobra on his belly.  
 
    Don’t do this.  
 
    He shivered as I pinched the end and teased the rope from him. The threads were cool and surprisingly erotic—nothing like the coarse twine Alrik had used or the brutal chains he’d favoured. 
 
    Chains. 
 
    There were chains.  
 
    Looking around the room, I noticed the pile of glinting links on the coffee table, half strewn onto the floor. I knew without a doubt if I did this—if I stood any chance of doing this—chains could not be a part of it.  
 
    Looping the rope through my fingers, I bowed my head. “Just this. Nothing else.” 
 
    Elder flinched at my voice but slowly nodded. “Tie it tight, and there won’t be a need for anything else.”  
 
    I shivered, balancing on needles of worry. How had tonight changed from Elder holding me. Elder kissing me. Elder making love to me. To Elder leaving me all alone with my memories.  
 
    He wouldn’t hold me. He wouldn’t kiss me. He wouldn’t make love to me.  
 
    I would be on my own.  
 
    Will my mind stay with him or flee?  
 
    How did I think I’d have the confidence to use him like Alrik used me? How would I have sex with someone rather than them having sex with me? 
 
    It was too strange, too foreign, not right… 
 
    Elder sighed heavily, his gaze locking on the ceiling. He didn’t direct or condemn me for my hesitation, or question the decision I still fought to come to.  
 
    This isn’t me…  
 
    With trembling hands, I reached forward and looped the black rope around his right wrist. 
 
    But maybe that’s a good thing… 
 
    He froze. He stopped breathing.  
 
    He doesn’t want this… 
 
    My knees locked as Elder’s eyes met mine. “Do it.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think I can.” 
 
    “Then you can’t, and this is over.” 
 
    The pain at not having him—not feeling the wondrous fullness of him again—gave me a shot of confidence. With my teeth clamped together, I threaded the rope through the bedhead and tied it tight.  
 
    I knew knots. 
 
    I knew because they’d been used on me.  
 
    Elder gave me an agonised smile followed by a nod of sick approval. “And the other.” 
 
    This is insane. 
 
    Don’t you think you’re screwed up enough without doing this? 
 
    I listened to the rattle in my chest as I breathed far too heavy and hard, drenching my blood in oxygen, making the room spin.  
 
    But I didn’t back away. I didn’t free him. I obeyed and wrapped the rest of the rope around his left wrist and imprisoned him to the bed and submission.  
 
    Submission. 
 
    That awfully misleading word again.  
 
    Elder had given himself entirely to me to do whatever I wanted. He visibly shook with how much this cost him.  
 
    He was in my every thought, every breath, every action.  
 
    He controlled me more than anyone ever had.  
 
    He dominated, ruled, and mastered me. 
 
    I’m not alone.  
 
    As I moved away from the bed, my eyes fell to the proud erection, stiff and shiny on his muscular belly.  
 
    His eyes met mine, darker than a black canyon and just as vast. Every inch of me tingled and sparkled and not necessarily in good ways.  
 
    When I didn’t move, he licked his lips. “Let me see you.” 
 
    His voice touched me rather than his hands. His voice would be my anchor tonight.  
 
    Trust it…trust him…trust yourself.  
 
    My hands crept up to the straps of my dress then paused.  
 
    If I did this…there was no going back.  
 
    Elder tested my knots, his hands jerking hard. The rope didn’t give; he remained tethered. With dangerous eyes, he looked me up and down. “Just because I’m not able to touch you doesn’t mean you can take all night, Pimlico.” His cock jerked on his belly. “Strip for me. Now.”  
 
    My fingers hooked into the straps before my brain could interfere. I slipped the dress down my arms, letting it puddle around my ankles, revealing I had no underwear on underneath. 
 
    Shyness heated me, but the brimstone on Elder’s face reminded me how much he’d burned for me last night. How, no matter my insecurities, he wanted me. He wanted me to touch him, fuck him. He wanted it so much, but he couldn’t do it himself.  
 
    I grew wet looking at him, knowing if I wanted him inside me, it would be me who had to do it. I’d have to take him. There would be no denying that I chose to have sex, not gave it.  
 
    I hated the responsibility that layered me with. I’d hoped I could lay back and let him work his magic like last night. That I’d succumb and swim in sensations he caused rather than be the one composing whatever strange song we’d sing.  
 
    “Get on the bed, Pim.” 
 
    I leapt at his instruction, grateful for it, hungry for it. I hoped he could see this would be a lot easier for me if he gave me his voice to hold. 
 
    His lips tilted into a half smirk as I obeyed, sitting on my knees on the mattress like any obedient pet. My naked thigh touching his. My skin heating because of his.  
 
    His throat worked as he swallowed; his voice roguish and full of challenge. “I’m not going to direct you through every part of this. You have to be the one in control. Otherwise, it negates what I’m trying to do.” 
 
    “What are you trying to do?” 
 
    “Save us from a lifetime of misery.” 
 
    My heart lurched at the thought of a lifetime with Elder. Not of misery but happiness. Hadn’t we had enough misery in our lives?  
 
    But how could we have a lifetime together if he kept his promise that tonight would be our last? How could I spend two years with a man who’d abused me and made me wish for death, only to find another man who made me beg for pleasure then denied me?  
 
    What sort of cruel joke was the world playing?  
 
    “Stop thinking.” Elder shifted on the bed, his cock bouncing as he rearranged. “I didn’t make you undress. I didn’t force you to bind me. Yet you did both those things. Turn off your mind, little mouse, and give in…because you already have.” 
 
    I couldn’t look away. I had to keep staring. His lips. His jaw. His chest. 
 
    He breathed faster as my gaze drifted down his front and locked onto his thick cock.  
 
    “Touch it.” 
 
    My head shot up. “But I thought you said you wouldn’t guide me—” 
 
    “Fucking forget what I said. When you stare at it that way, you make me goddamn insane.” He tested the ropes again, yanking on the spindles. “Do it.” He arched his back, his neck straining against the pillows. “Please, fucking touch it.” It wasn’t a beg but a growled bark.  
 
    My hand shot forward. 
 
    I touched it.  
 
    He groaned long and low as I cupped his overheated flesh. How odd to think this was the first time I’d been allowed to just hold rather than suck or present myself for their choosing.  
 
    I’d never studied the veins and complexities. Never run my thumb over the crown and noted the texture of smooth skin to utmost velvet. 
 
    Elder’s thighs turned to rock as my fingers captured him, stroking, squeezing, learning. He bit his lip, his nostrils wide and eyes clamped shut.  
 
    I hated that I caused him discomfort all while unwilling to let him go. I might not be good at preliminary touching, but I was a master at oral.  
 
    Straddling him, I forced myself to be brave and pulled my hair to one side. Draping it over his hip, I lowered my mouth over him.  
 
    The second my lips touched his tip, he bucked. “Holy fuck.” 
 
    The echoing shock and throbbing need in his tone infected me, granting me the courage to keep going. I’d tasted him once before, but he’d stopped me. He’d called me a whore.  
 
    My back prickled with bad memories.  
 
    He might’ve stopped me previously, but he couldn’t stop me now.  
 
    I sank down his length, swallowing him deep.  
 
    The bed shook as he fought the knots I’d wrapped him in. “Pim…stop. This isn’t for—” He strangled on the last word as I sucked him hard, corkscrewing my hand down his length.  
 
    Something happened.  
 
    The usual disgust and shame I suffered when performing such a sex act were eerily vacant. Instead of my heart shutting down and my mind turning numb, I found heat bubbling in my blood. My hips widened over his legs to sink deeper. My jaw loosened over his cock to suck harder.  
 
    To Elder, it might seem as though I gave him a gift. 
 
    To me…I wholeheartedly claimed him.  
 
    I took his breathlessness, his straining. I stole his twitches and grunts. I relished in the power cloaking me.  
 
    This wasn’t for him. 
 
    This was for me. 
 
    And I had no intention of stopping.  
 
    My tongue swirled, mouth watered; Elder grew impossibly harder between my lips. My fingers drifted lower to the twin balls drawn tight and hot. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Pimlico.” His eyes shot wide, drenching me in pure, potent lust. The muscles in his stomach stood out in stark relief. His dragon almost distorted with how he braced himself.  
 
    Another lick. A deeper suck.  
 
    And his voice rained again, this time thick and lost to me. “Stop. Unless you want me to come. I’m seconds from—” He groaned as I unsheathed my teeth and bit him gently.  
 
    The tell-tale ripples of a release flickered beneath my fingers. For a moment, I wanted to finish him. To take that for me. But another part—a small sadistic part—wanted him to linger in lustful agony.  
 
    Pulling back, I wiped my lips, staring up his wicked torso to tortured eyes.  
 
    He sucked in greedy breaths, clamping down on the climax I’d left him to fight. When he could finally talk, he growled, “That was cruel.” 
 
    A triumphant smile spread my lips.  
 
    I never expected to feel proud or in charge from licking something I used to hate. Wonders had never ceased.  
 
    “You took that from me, little mouse.” His mouth spread into his own smile; only his was calculating and dark. “Time to return the favour.” 
 
    I frowned.  
 
    What? How?  
 
    “Sit on my face.” 
 
    I reared back. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No buts.” He pushed down the bed a little; his arms strained straight. “Come here.” 
 
    “I-I don’t understand.” 
 
    His eyes blazed. “What don’t you understand?” 
 
    “I’m naked. If I sit on your—” 
 
    “I’ll be able to do for you what you just did for me.” 
 
    “No way.” I scrambled off him. “I’ve never….No one has—” I shook my head. “No, I’m not comfortable—” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter if you’re not comfortable.” He chuckled, slipping more into his role as guardian as well as tormentor. “I told you I want to give you many firsts. Well, tonight I’ll have to give you as many as I can—starting with you sitting on my face.” 
 
    My tummy somersaulted. “I won’t.” 
 
    “You will.” His eyebrows jerked into a sullen scowl. “I want to taste you. Get over here.” 
 
    The very idea of doing something so vulgar upset every value I had left, but beneath that horror was the small question of what a tongue would feel like down there. What Elder’s tongue would feel like.  
 
    Seconds ticked past as quickly as my heart.  
 
    “I won’t ask again.” Elder rattled the bedhead with his rope-tied wrists. “Come here.” 
 
    The only thing that made it remotely possible for me to put aside my embarrassment and behave was Elder’s command. I held onto his voice as I moved on all fours up, up, up the bed. 
 
    I gulped as I looked down on him. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “More sure than anything. I’ve been dying to do this since the day I saw you.”  
 
    When I didn’t move, he ordered, “Straddle me—just like you were doing before.”  
 
    A pounding began in my head, but I managed to lean forward and grip the bedhead. With jerky motions, I opened my legs and gradually straddled his neck.  
 
    His gaze locked on my pussy, bare and spread for him. 
 
    I couldn’t look.  
 
    Closing my eyes, I clung to the bed full of wrongness. 
 
    “Come closer.” His breath tickled the inside of my thighs.  
 
    I was close enough, thank you very much. Any closer and— 
 
    “I want to lick you, little mouse. My tongue wants to bury itself deep inside you. Don’t deny me that.”  
 
    Oh, God. 
 
    Forcing myself to do what he commanded, I shuffled forward until his breath skated from inner thigh to core.  
 
    I flinched as he pressed a delicate kiss on my leg. “Now lower until you feel me.” 
 
    I hated this. Positively hated this.  
 
    My legs bunched as I descended. This was dirty and stupid and— 
 
    Holy shit… 
 
    My head lolled forward the second the wildest sensation touched me. Hot and wet and dexterous.  
 
    Beneath me, Elder groaned as I cried out.  
 
    Never in my life had something been so insanely incredibly wanted. So quick to change my opinion. So fast to admit that I didn’t hate this. Not at all. I loved this. I wanted this.  
 
    More. 
 
    More. 
 
    More.  
 
    I’d been missing out.  
 
    What was this wizardry?  
 
    Elder’s tongue was more skilful than any finger, more hypnotising than any kiss. It dipped inside me, swirled around me, worshiped me, corrupted me, claimed me in every dimension.  
 
    I became nothing more than two hands holding the bed and whatever Elder wanted me to be. My hips began moving in time with his thrusting tongue. My mewls and pants falling whenever he speared up and filled me then pulled out and bit me.  
 
    I was glad he was my first. 
 
    No one else could do this better. 
 
    I’d already told him I loved him for everything that he’d done. I hadn’t told him I loved him for him—for pushing my boundaries and showing me heaven lived behind the doors I was too afraid to open.  
 
    With him between my legs, I fell in a different kind of way. I tumbled from safety and let his tongue direct on when I landed. I fell in a romantic way. A heart way. A way that made me swell and burn and cry out from the beauty of it. 
 
    “Fuck, you taste good,” he purred, seeming as high on me as I was on him.  
 
    I glanced down. 
 
    My breath caught. There were no words to describe how handsome he was. How royal. How kingly. He smouldered with a heavy-lidded gaze as his tongue licked his lips. Boldly lapping up every drop of me, he looked as if he wanted to eat me alive.  
 
    My thighs quivered as he arched up and continued to pleasure me.  
 
    My back bowed as I gave in to him entirely. Falling under the hypnosis of his tongue and the familiar but still unfamiliar pulling as my body gathered and spiralled. My heart turned faulty, skipping and begging for more. 
 
    I knew that feeling.  
 
    I knew where it would lead if I kept following up and up, riding Elder’s tongue until I reached the highest point. 
 
    I wanted to follow it.  
 
    But just like I’d left him on the knife edge of an orgasm, it wasn’t fair of me to finish alone.  
 
    Reluctantly, I sat up on my knees, pulling my throbbing flesh from Elder’s incredible mouth.  
 
    He lay dazed and drunk, lips glistening, his chin wet from my desire. His voice scratched my oversensitive skin with sensual gravel. “Come back here. I haven’t finished.” 
 
    For once, I didn’t obey.  
 
    Sliding down his body, I lowered myself onto him. Breasts to chest. Pussy to cock. I lay on him, granting all my weight, touching him in every way I could.  
 
    This was heaven.  
 
    This was home. 
 
    A growl rumbled in his ribcage as I rocked my hips into him, imprisoning his cock between us. “Christ, what are you doing to me?”  
 
    “Anything I want.” I ran my finger from his jaw to his hip. “Isn’t that what you told me to do?” 
 
    He clenched beneath me, his eyes as black as coal. “You’re screwing me up, Pimlico. You have no fucking idea.”  
 
    My heart gathered up every word and tucked them deep into her pockets. The novelty of him telling me how he felt pushed me higher toward an orgasm without any other stimulation.  
 
    I became fixated on everything about him. I ached for him. I burned until I had no choice but to combust or die. 
 
    “I want you,” I murmured. “I need you,” I begged.  
 
    “You have me.” The cords in his throat stood out as I rubbed myself against him. “Fuck me, little mouse. Put us both out of our misery.”  
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Elder 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’D LOST THE feeling in my hands from the rope around my wrists. 
 
    I’d lost the chaos in my mind from the taste of Pimlico on my lips. 
 
    I’d lost the things that made me human as Pim blushed then rocked against me.  
 
    I trembled with lust so deep and profane, I wanted to flip her onto her back and plough as fast as I could inside her.  
 
    But as Pim gave me an impish smile—looking contented and comfortable and confident—I couldn’t take that away from her. I couldn’t command her to release me so I could take charge. By having me tethered, she was free to finally take ownership and understand that nothing was better than sex between two people who respected each other.  
 
    And I respected the fuck out of her.  
 
    My respect was the hardest thing to earn. My heart even harder.  
 
    So why did I rip both from where they lived inside me and hold them out to her in bloody hands, desperate for her to take them?  
 
    “Tell me what to do,” she whispered, her hips rocking like a tempest sea, smearing her lust along my length.  
 
    My tongue burned to lick her again. She was my acolyte and I was her tutor. I wanted to teach her everything I knew and everything I didn’t.  
 
    My law of once would never be enough. I needed to eat Pim for every meal. I needed her with me always. 
 
    How the fuck would I walk away from this? How would I survive having her on the Phantom as I escorted her home and not trap her every morning, noon, and night in my bed?  
 
    How will I say goodbye?  
 
    Pain fissured through me until I groaned from agony as well as ecstasy.  
 
    “El…you didn’t answer me.” Pim dragged her fingertip over my dragon. “Tell me what to do.” 
 
    My stomach clenched beneath her touch. “Take me.” 
 
    “That’s not enough.” She shook her head. “I need you to guide me through this. If you won’t touch me, I need your voice to keep me here with you.” 
 
    I forgot about the pressure in my cock and drowned in the sexual haze in her eyes. Pim had come so far since we’d met. She astounded me at every turn. But there were still insecurities, dread, and the finest sheen of aversion at the thought of sex. 
 
    Would she always battle? Torn between two polar extremes?  
 
    Giving her a gentle smile, I nodded. “Okay, little mouse. I’ll talk to you.” 
 
    Her answering smile was lethal to my jagged self-control. So beautiful. So kind. So strong.  
 
    “Come higher up my body.” My biceps clenched against the rope.  
 
    Pim scooted higher, removing her pussy from touching my cock, sitting just below my ribcage. She glanced down at my tattoo then back to my eyes. “Tell me more.” 
 
    “Arch your back, lean over me.” 
 
    She obeyed. Her face came within kissing distance. I’d never wanted anything more. “Kiss me.” 
 
    Her eyebrows rose, but a dreamy look negated her surprise as she bowed and pressed her lips to mine.  
 
    I tilted my face toward her, greedy for whatever she wanted to give. It started fleeting, barely-there, but then morphed into a proper seal. The first kiss she’d stolen completely from me, and I didn’t guide her. I let her set the tone and speed and groaned as her tongue flickered almost instantly to taste me. 
 
    I opened for her, welcoming her deep.  
 
    Her hair tickled my face and shoulder, strands velcroing to my five o’clock shadow. Her pressure was soft. Her languid pace enough to make me drunk.  
 
    However, the longer she kissed me, the more my irritation rose for more. I wanted her. And that want only grew worse the more her tongue teased me like a lyric I couldn’t remember or a place I couldn’t recall.  
 
    I wanted teeth to clack and tongues to war.  
 
    Frustration vibrated in my throat. I bit her—not as gently as I should—slightly afraid of myself. My grip on sanity was slipping.  
 
    My heart rate climbed as she whimpered at my nip, pulling away to look at me. Rubbing her mouth with her fingertips, she made eye contact with me. We both breathed hard as if we’d run a marathon and not just indulged in an innocent kiss.  
 
    “Harder,” I commanded.  
 
    With the slightest sign of hesitation, she returned to me, lowering her mouth to mine, licking deep.  
 
    She took me slower than I wanted and still too soft. The sensation of her possession trussed me up and made me buck for freedom. Freedom to direct the pace, the pressure.  
 
    She was lying to me. She acted demure and pure, but I’d seen glimpses of what hid beneath her strength and healing. Pim was a creature with intricacies, same as me. Where mine were bad, hers were very much right. I wanted to know that Pim. The one with a secret coiled deep inside her full of malevolent mistrust for men but with molten heat for love and passion.  
 
    She held herself back too much. She’d switched that distrust onto herself—not prepared for her own acceptance of pleasure and kink.  
 
    It pissed me off.  
 
    My hips surged upward, unsettling her balance and breaking the kiss.  
 
    I didn’t know where my anger came from, but it weaved through my sacrifice to keep her safe, smoking with blackness I wanted nothing to do with. 
 
    She rested her forehead on mine, making my heart pull in all the wrong ways.  
 
    “Elder…” Her voice cracked a little.  “Now what?” 
 
    Now what? 
 
    We end this before bad things happen. 
 
    “Now?” I cleared my throat, fisting my fingers and focusing on why we were doing this.  
 
    It’s for her. Not you. You can do this…for her.  
 
    “Move back down and grab my cock. Angle it up so you can put it inside you.” 
 
    Our mutual body heat escalated as she did as I requested.  
 
    Her tiny hand wrapped firmly around my girth, shifting my length to spear up from my belly. “Like this?” Her legs widened around my hips as she blushed. Her breasts bounced. Her back arched. She drove me goddamn insane.  
 
    “Exactly like that.”  
 
    She paused, doubt filling her beautiful face.  
 
    “Don’t overthink it. Just do it,” I forced through clenched teeth.  
 
    Slower than before, she obeyed, hovering in just the right way above me. With wide eyes, she lowered down and down.  
 
    I jolted at the first feel of her. The heat. The wetness.  
 
    Holy mother of God. 
 
    Her shoulders rounded as she froze with the tip of me inside her. Her eyes snapped closed, and I didn’t know if it was from the same rhapsody I enjoyed or horror.  
 
    So I did what she’d asked me to do.  
 
    I talked.  
 
    My voice resembled a dried and scratchy riverbed, drought-riddled with desire. “I’ve never met anyone like you before.”  
 
    Her eyes opened, finding me, locking onto me. Tension vibrated around her as she pressed down another inch.  
 
    I swallowed my groan. “It’s me. I’m here. You’re mine now.” 
 
    Another slide. She gasped as she stretched for my size.  
 
    “I’m never going to hurt you. You’re safe.” My hips rose, forcing myself inside her faster than she expected. She fell forward, bracing herself on my chest, her forehead furrowed with deep concentration.  
 
    I thrust again, unable to help myself. The crawling, cawing need eroded my walls, hijacking my body. “Feel me, Pim? Feel how much I want you? How hard I am?”  
 
    “Yes.” She pressed downward, granting me another intoxicating inch of her. “I feel it.” 
 
    I wasn’t satisfied. I wasn’t contented or appeased. I wanted more.  
 
    Now.  
 
    Immediately.  
 
    My ankles dug into the mattress as I rocked up again, climbing deeper into her. 
 
    Her head fell forward, chocolate hair cascading over her shoulder. She shuddered.  
 
    I hadn’t planned on participating, but goddammit, she made it hard with those sexy pants and nibbles of her bottom lip.  
 
    “Sink on me. Let me fill you.” 
 
    Pim took a deep breath then slowly switched from bracing against my urgency to sitting deeper into my lap. Each action and muscle clench sent her farther down my cock. Each inch sent my mind to places it should never go. 
 
    Don’t give in.  
 
    Promises and pledges whispered for me to just stop fighting. That I could let go and still be me. That I could fuck Pim with no holding back and somehow climb from the pit I desperately wanted to jump head-first into. 
 
    But I knew those sirens swimming inside my skull, and I knew they were the most artful of liars. I could never give in.  
 
    I need this over. 
 
    I’m too close.  
 
    Ignoring my cautioning, I threw my head back, eyes rolling at the sheer heaven of being inside her. “That’s it. Keep going.” 
 
    All I could think about was being surrounded by her. Ruled by her. When inside her, I thought of nothing else. No numbers. No quickness. Just her. Just rapidly building obsession bulldozing through my rules and whispering how good it would be just to always think of her. To never worry about other things again. To never have to conquer another task as long as I conquered her.  
 
    Forever her. Nothing but her.  
 
    Her.  
 
    Her.  
 
    Her. 
 
    The call was sweet, strong, seducing.  
 
    I slipped a little more. 
 
    Finally, she sat over me, her thighs imprisoning my hips, my entire length deep in her body. Her skin wavered between white with discomfort and pink with satisfaction. Her pupils dilated until I swore I could sink inside them and never find my way back.  
 
    I could so easily. I could stop clinging to a life where mania constantly tried to split me in a hundred exhausting ways and slip into one. She could be my cello. I could play her night and day.  
 
    The idea grew, billowing like mind-twisting smoke until I choked. 
 
    Her hands landed on my stomach, her fingernails pinpricks on my skin. “I’ve never…been on top before.” 
 
    A caveman rush came over me. Yet another first I’d taken. There were so many more I could steal. The thief in me sat up in lawless glee. Why did I want to stop at this? Why not teach her everything? Why not steal her every first and be inside her twenty-four seven? 
 
    The ceiling lights cast her shadow over me bound beneath her. With her pinning me down, the sensation of being owned scrambled my thoughts.  
 
    I didn’t like it. I fought my addictions hard, but how could I fight this new one? The new obsession that’d firmly planted itself into this woman who already had me shackled and prone for her use?  
 
    Wasn’t that what always happened? I gave in and became enslaved. I fought, yet I was already tied tight. 
 
    And then, she began to move.  
 
    The staggering hunger decimated my system as whatever mayhem inside me opened its flood-gates. A thousand things demanded I obey all at once. A million dirty, filthy things all swirling around this woman like a hurricane.  
 
    My wrists jerked in the ropes, my teeth ached, and my heartbeat relocated to my cock and fingertips.  
 
    I could only think about one thing. 
 
    I could only crave. One. Thing. 
 
    She rocked again, claiming me, making me goddamn insane.  
 
    “Elder, talk to me. Please.”  
 
    Her beg unravelled the rest of my sanity, and unspeakable things became the only things I wanted.  
 
    Once upon a time, I was addicted to the cries of men in pain as I hurt them for the Chinmoku. I’d shattered knees for pleasure. I’d fought, not for glory, but because I had no choice. I was trapped in my mind and the calling of my blood.  
 
    That calling had murdered those I loved.  
 
    That calling had caused me to live a life alone and unwanted. 
 
    And now it was back with claws and teeth, demanding I rivet myself to a new enslavement.  
 
    Her.  
 
    Whispers worked their way through me.  
 
    I felt it. 
 
    I heard it. 
 
    I became crippled with it.  
 
    I no longer wanted her to end this. I wanted her to keep going to finalize my fall.  
 
    I couldn’t talk without snarling. I couldn’t behave without breaking.  
 
    This wasn’t working.  
 
    I was losing.  
 
    I was restless and callous and fixated on the need to drive into her at my pace, not hers.   
 
    I was no longer the man I’d diligently groomed myself to be.  
 
    I was no longer in control.  
 
    No matter how much I’d promised myself, I was back to being the animal I’d tried to slay and never could.  
 
    Beneath the thickening welcome of obsession shined the tiniest sabre of light. If I could cling tight enough, I might be able to stop this.  
 
    Before it was too late. 
 
    “Pim…” 
 
    Her eyes turned to shimmering moons at the struggle in my tone. At the conflict tearing my skin from soul. 
 
    I couldn’t say anything else.  
 
    She studied my face. Her hips rocked of their own accord, believing I wanted her to fuck me when I wanted her to rip herself away and run. 
 
    Run! 
 
    She moved faster, deeper, plummeting me quicker and quicker into hell.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Her pussy clenched around me, keeping me with her while I tumbled and tangled. Her concern was treacherous, her willingness to be my addiction beyond precarious.  
 
    No, I wasn’t okay. 
 
    I was fucking terrified. 
 
    This was what I feared.  
 
    My history. My weakness.  
 
    A curse had been placed on me from birth, and staring into her sweet, expressive eyes, I knew I couldn’t let it take me again. I paid homage to it when I played the cello. I shook its hand when I practiced martial arts. I would be forever joined with this hard taskmaster, but I never wanted to be its bitch again.  
 
    “Pim, get off me.”  
 
    The servitude of it ate away at me faster and faster.  
 
    “What?” Her body shifted, revealing the tiniest bit of agitation.  
 
    My eyes locked on the shadows of her stomach muscles and the globes of her breasts. Language wasn’t going to be my saving grace tonight. Actions were. 
 
    Actions I’d tried to fight and lost. 
 
    Actions that would solidify everything I’d tried to run from.  
 
    I gave up.  
 
    My hips shot upward, filling her full, making us both grunt in harmony. And then I flipped her sideways with a move long since mastered from fighting. The moment she was on her side, I rolled again and pinned her beneath me.  
 
    The ropes on my wrists tightened. My circulation compromised. But I didn’t care. I no longer cared about anything but her.  
 
    Her! 
 
    With my arms crossed and bound, all I needed was to rut into this woman, feed the orgasm desperate for release, and end this. I no longer needed substance or light or air. I was no longer human with multiple concerns and responsibilities.  
 
    I was hers. 
 
    She was mine. 
 
    The simplicity of it took my breath away. 
 
    My lips slammed down on hers in apology. She’d traded Alrik for me, and I could no longer tell which one of us would be worst. My body locked tight with her legs spread and my cock deep inside her.  
 
    I should ask how she was. If she was still with me and not back in her past. But she’d pushed me too far, and I no longer had the capacity to care.  
 
    All I cared about was what the disease told me to care about.  
 
    And right now, that was ridding the heavy pulsation at the base of my spine. Coming until I couldn’t come anymore. I was itchy for the conclusion and empty at the thought of it. I needed to finish but was ravenous to start again and again.  
 
    There would be no rest now.  
 
    Once I came, I’d start the cycle all over again with no reprieve. That was how it was for me. I was never satisfied. Never sated. Always chasing something to make the crawling in my blood go away. 
 
    I could never say I’d mastered something because I never reached perfection.  
 
    Pim would be my instrument of finding that perfection.  
 
    We would never be apart. I would forever be inside her because that was the only place that made sense anymore. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” The words were acid on my tongue. I buried my face into her neck and drove harder.  
 
    She jerked beneath me, her fingers scratching my back. “Elder—” 
 
    I didn’t know if it was a beg for me to stop or a moan to keep going. Either way, it didn’t make a difference.  
 
    I bit her throat as if I hated her when the opposite was true. I held her with my teeth, fighting the need to consume her while holding her with a warning to let me do this. That there was no other way now. I was hard. I was inside her. It was over.  
 
    My mind became hypnotised on the countless ways I could take her. Instead of being excited at the thought of sleeping with this wonderful woman for the rest of my days, I wanted to scream at the moon and beg for mercy. To give me a bullet. Euthanize me. End me.  
 
    It was the best thing.  
 
    For both of us.  
 
    I couldn’t live with this sickness again. I couldn’t be so one tracked with no way free.  
 
    It was debilitating. Taxing and tiring and wrong. 
 
    Wrong? What the fuck are you talking about? It’s amazing.   
 
    I plunged inside her again and again.  
 
    See? So good. 
 
    My thrusts were so forceful she inched up the bed beneath me. I moved with her until my knuckles nudged the knots she’d tied me with.  
 
    She likes it, too. And who cares if she doesn’t? 
 
    Her struggle beneath me echoed in my ears. Her heart flurried in her chest sandwiched so tight to mine. She was so breakable. She was just bone and breath and belief that I was different. That I would protect her and not hurt her like I was doing now.  
 
    Silly Pim. 
 
    I’d tried to warn her, and she didn’t listen.  
 
    Now, I needed this over with.  
 
    So I could start it all over again in a matter of minutes. 
 
    Giving myself over to the mosaic of monstrous urges, I reared back and looked down at her. Her skin was splotchy and eyes wide with unshed tears. I knew I should have thoughts and consideration to her plight, but nothing was left. Just instinct. Just raw, basic instinct.  
 
    I’d already reserved a throne in hell for what I’d done to my family. This just solidified my membership.  
 
    She did her best to wriggle away. I waited for her to scream or beg, but her past and my past were not good companions. I lost myself in my thoughts. She lost her voice in her fear.  
 
    She wouldn’t utter a single syllable even if terror decorated her face.  
 
    She feared me. 
 
    I feared me. 
 
    She wanted me to stop. 
 
    I wanted to stop. 
 
    She would hate me, curse me, and would vanish into her mind and leave me any second now.  
 
    I knew that. 
 
    I knew everything as if I were a voyeur to my own predicament. 
 
    But it still didn’t stop me.  
 
    It didn’t stop the aroused anger and helplessness tearing me apart.  
 
    “You’re mine now.” I drove deep. “I won’t be able to stop.” I fucked hard. “Are you happy now? Happy that you made me do this?” I thrust over and over. “You’ve ruined me. Fucking ruined me.”   
 
    I took her mercilessly, piercing her goodness, her generosity, her love. This was why I was alone. Why no one wanted me. Why I was dead to them. 
 
    Because I destroyed everything good in my life.  
 
    Humans most of all.  
 
    My cock filled her cruelly as I thrust and penetrated and gave in to the final savagery consuming me.  
 
    This wasn’t love. 
 
    This was destroying. 
 
    And I threw myself head-first into it.  
 
    My hips pistoned faster and deeper.  
 
    Pim returned to her silence. Her eyes wedged tightly shut. Her fingers latched on to my shoulders.  
 
    The pulsing on my spine crept between my legs. Heavy and hot, needing to crest and deliver. The orgasm found me deep in the darkness as I drove into Pim again and again. But it wasn’t tingly and warm and promising good things like normal climaxes did. This was black and oppressive and wrong.  
 
    I didn’t want it because the moment I had it, I’d need another and another and another.  
 
    But I fucked Pim faster, giving in to the pressure and press of delight. 
 
    And when it found me, I howled as it burned like vinegar in my veins. 
 
    I spilled inside her, breathing hard, wishing I’d never agreed to break my law and have her more than once.  
 
    Because of that, I’d just committed a fatal mistake. 
 
    There was no going back now. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Pim 
 
      
 
      
 
    WHERE HAD ELDER Prest gone? 
 
    Where had the caring, secretive man who’d saved me disappeared to?  
 
    What had just happened between us? 
 
    Elder collapsed on top of me, his climax wringing him dry. His breathing wasn’t of a man who’d had sex and orgasmed but that of a wounded animal, tortured and lost.  
 
    I stayed frozen beneath him.  
 
    My skin drenched in sweat while ricochets of terrified pleasure coursed through my body. My voice had vanished just like my mind had attempted. I no longer knew what was up and what was down. Things I’d trusted had turned out to be false. People I’d known had turned out to be imposters. 
 
    Who was this man inside me?  
 
    Was I wrong believing I could love him? Care for him?  
 
    He was just like all the other males I’d survived. 
 
    My body wracked with silent sobs as I did my best to hold back the crashing, swelling confusion. Elder had ruined me. Not because he’d been rough—he was still a saint compared to others—no, he’d ruined me by the sacrilegious act of twisting my disgust for sex into a tentative enjoyment of it.  
 
    He’d disorientated me. He’d perplexed me. He’d shoved me into a storm with no coat or umbrella and expected me to survive the icy needles of reality.  
 
    I stemmed my tears by burrowing into his heavy body even while I knew I should be appalled by him. I shouldn’t seek comfort from the man who’d just stripped me of everything. I’d never sought the approval or company of my captors.  
 
    I wouldn’t start now.  
 
    So why didn’t my body detest his inside me?  
 
    Why was I still wet? Still swollen for more?  
 
    Elder had been bitterly brutal, yet my body remained sensitive and singing for him.  
 
    I shouldn’t like what he just did.  
 
    And I didn’t.  
 
    But he’d been the first to show me pleasure. I’d trusted in that pleasure. I wanted to believe in that pleasure.  
 
    How dare he twist it back to hate? 
 
    I was sick of hating something that was natural to want. I was sick of resenting something that I should embrace.  
 
    My mind split from wanting to hide from him and wanting to stay. I wanted him to talk to me to perhaps help with the maladies he suffered.  
 
    Wasn’t that worth something? 
 
    The fact I hadn’t let my panic attack whisk me away to an imaginary castle?  
 
    I’d stayed.  
 
    For him.  
 
    I was willing to change. To grow. To deal with my issues. 
 
    So what the hell is going on?  
 
    Above me, Elder groaned, reminding me all over again of his vicious rutting and blind rage to finish. When I’d kissed him, something had connected us. When I’d placed him inside me and sank down until the tip of him pressed against deep, dark places, I’d felt as if I’d found someone I could rely on.  
 
    Yet once we were joined in a way I would forever battle just a little, that slow burn turned to wild-fire as mutual affection became heavily one-sided.  
 
    Physically, he’d overthrown me, smothering me with his lust. Emotionally, he’d vanished. His eyes turned empty. His face vacant. There was no more heart joining and mind fusing. 
 
    Just unemotional fucking.  
 
    He’d used me.  
 
    And I couldn’t quite believe it had happened.  
 
    I didn’t care that I should’ve seen this coming. That I was stupid to think it could be any different. I’d felt Elder. I’d believed in what my instincts told me. That he wanted me deeper than just lust. That there was something rich and raw and worthy of taking a risk.  
 
    So what had happened? 
 
    And how could it be fixed?  
 
    Wearily, as if he’d just returned from battle and still saw blood and carnage instead of a luxury suite and me, Elder disengaged and removed himself without apology.  
 
    With a heavy sigh, he collapsed onto his back, his wrists crossed and tangled with rope above his head. His hands were white from lack of blood, but he didn’t seem to notice or care. 
 
    His handsome face turned waxy with things that terrified me.  
 
    I sat up, hugging my knees to my chest. 
 
    He didn’t look at me, just stared at the ceiling, his neck working as he swallowed, fighting thoughts he wouldn’t share.  
 
    The golden glow of the lamps painted him in reflections and interrogations. Somehow, even after what’d just happened, I still found him otherworldly in his perfection. He was a broken prince. The knight who didn’t fight the dragons but pencilled them on himself, borrowing their power to fight the darkness within. The flames from the chimerical beasts might help ward off what he most feared.  
 
    He cleared his throat, making me jump. 
 
    His lips twisted with a bitterness that hurt my heart. “Untie me, Pimlico. Immediately.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Elder 
 
      
 
      
 
    IT WAS OVER. 
 
    It was done.  
 
    I had a split second of blissful mental silence before everything I’d been running from found me. The noise, the chatter, the obsession to fix and collaborate and order. I yanked at the rope around my wrists. “Pim. Now!” 
 
    Her body tightened into a smaller ball as if she could pretend we were the same as before. She rubbed her nose with the back of her hand. Her eyes strained and stark.  
 
    She didn’t move.  
 
    My imprisonment drove me crazy. My cock already switched from minor relief to stoney need. I wanted to be free to take her again. There were many hours in the night, and I wouldn’t waste them by not being inside her. 
 
    Jerking my arms, I snarled, “Pim! Untie me. Instantly.”  
 
    My yell finally knocked on the shut door of her mind, making her flinch. Quickly, she unfolded from her ball and reached over my head to fumble with the knots.  
 
    Her breasts swung over my face. An invitation. An offering.  
 
    I couldn’t stop myself.  
 
    My mouth opened and I sucked on her nipple hard. So fucking hard.  
 
    She cried out.  
 
    Her spine bowing, her belly clenching, her moans undoing the last figment of my control. My hips rocked with need, desperate to start again.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat then two, tattered and torn with adrenaline.  
 
    Get it together.  
 
    Fight it.  
 
    Sucking her nipple, I groaned at how weak I was. If I was free and not strung up like a dog, I would’ve been back inside her and chasing my second release by now.  
 
    It was a good thing she struggled with the knots I’d pulled far too tight in my rush to fuck her. It gave me a few seconds’ reprieve where my rationality could tiptoe in front of my feral desires and slap some sense into me.  
 
    You need to leave.  
 
    Right now.  
 
    Tearing my mouth away from her breast, I growled. “Now, Pim. Let me go. Now!” 
 
    I had to get away. 
 
    Fast. 
 
    If I could run while sane, I had a chance.  
 
    The rope tightened and then loosened as Pim finally undid the left wrist then my right.  
 
    The moment I could move, I shoved her away from me and threw myself off the bed. I stumbled to one knee in my rush to run, the rope still tethered to one wrist by a loop.  
 
    I didn’t care it trailed after me. I didn’t care I wobbled on legs compounding with pain to return to her.  
 
    I half-ran, half-tripped to the bathroom.  
 
    I didn’t stop to make sure she was okay. I didn’t look back. I careened into the marble tiled haven and slammed the door before locking it and wedging the plush chair by the bath beneath the handle.  
 
    Only once my solitude was secure did I lurch to the mirror, look into the crazy eyes of my youth, and come face-to-face with the man who’d destroyed my everything.  
 
    I clutched the sink as ghosts I’d long since killed came back to haunt me.  
 
    The pain was agonising.  
 
    The urge to return to Pim and pin her down terrorising.  
 
    My muscles quaked as I held onto the basin, locking myself in place even as my flesh bruised to obey other orders.  
 
    Orders to fuck and never stop.  
 
    Orders to give in and let go.  
 
    The infection turned thicker, louder. Bending in half, I clutched the sink with all my might.  
 
    I won’t give in. 
 
    I won’t. 
 
    I won’t. 
 
    But even as I promised myself, I knew it was only a matter of time before I failed. Pim had crossed the line. But I’d sprinted over it. I was so far gone, I couldn’t see who I’d been or how to get back.  
 
    Denying my mind the allure of what it most wanted made it hiss and crow and turn to other things. I had no cello. I’d run out of marijuana. There was no reprieve from the ceaselessness inside my head.  
 
    Just the knowledge that Pim was outside that door, waiting to spread her legs— 
 
    Christ! 
 
    I shook harder as things crawled over my hands. Not insects. Not phantoms. Just itches and imaginary filth. But it had to be cleaned. Immediately.  
 
    Ripping open the taps, I lathered my hands with soap and washed.  
 
    I rinsed.  
 
    I washed again.  
 
    I rinsed. 
 
    I washed again.  
 
    One, two, three times.  
 
    And once the magical number was met, my thoughts hopscotched to a new one.  
 
    The drive for utter cleanliness overrode my teeth-chipping tension for more sex.  
 
    I threw myself into it, accepting the lesser of the two evils.  
 
    Crashing into the shower, I didn’t wait until the water was warm before hurling myself under the spray.  
 
    I never stopped shaking as I palmed handfuls of hotel shampoo and dug it into my scalp.  
 
    I rinsed. 
 
    More shampoo. More washing. Nails scraping my skin and bubbles stinging my eyes.  
 
    I rinsed.  
 
    One, two, three times I washed my hair.  
 
    The rest of my body was next.  
 
    One, two, three towels I used to dry every last droplet.  
 
    One, two, three times I brushed my teeth.  
 
    One, two, three razors I used to shave.  
 
    One, two, three… 
 
    One, two, three… 
 
    Stop it! 
 
    Breathing hard and out of control, I once again bent over the sink and held on as if my life would end if I let go. 
 
    Which was true. 
 
    The life that I knew and carefully cultivated would be gone if I didn’t find the strength to ignore these awful psyche-bending urges.   
 
    I fought the need to wash the basin three times, to cut my nails three times, to rub the foggy mirror one, two, three. 
 
    I listened to the noise of numbers and became physically ill trying to fight them. I was microseconds away from tearing from the bathroom and spreading Pim wide.  
 
    Every inch of me howled for her. I wanted to be inside her for every goddamn minute of every goddamn day. I needed her more than I needed blood in my heart and oxygen in my lungs.  
 
    Stop it! 
 
    I clutched my head.  
 
    It couldn’t be like this.  
 
    I’d had myself under control for years.  
 
    I hadn’t had a breakdown since the last heist that made me who I was today.  
 
    I needed Selix to bring some weed and for him to remove Pim from my immediate vicinity.  
 
    What I needed were the open seas. I needed the waves beneath my feet and open skies upon my face. I needed to be free. I needed to dive into cool water where everything was muted. The ocean was my medicine. And I was in desperate need of it.  
 
    All I had to do was get it together, stay the hell away from Pim, and make it until morning when all of this could be over.  
 
    It would be the hardest night of my life. 
 
    You could be fucking her all night and stop this in the morning.  
 
    I’d never heard a better plan.  
 
    I spun and had my hand on the door before I understood I’d moved.  
 
    No! 
 
    Spinning around, I met my eyes in the mirror, and I did something I hadn’t done since my father and brother died.  
 
    My eyes misted with furious, panicked tears.  
 
    I lied to my reflection. “It’s okay, it’s okay, it’s okay.” 
 
    But nothing was okay.  
 
    And I begged for the sun to rise.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
   
  
 

 Pim 
 
      
 
      
 
    ELDER NEVER CAME back to bed.  
 
    I’d waited for him. I’d sat up until my eyes became dry pebbles and the tired scratch made me close them.  
 
    I slipped into fitful sleep. 
 
    In my dreams, I hated him and ran far, far away.  
 
    In my nightmares, I loved him and begged him to stay. 
 
    By the time I woke up, I was confused and angry and ready to forget what had happened. I didn’t know if it made me weak or brave, but I was willing to trust him despite the circumstances of last night.  
 
    Maybe it was because of last night.  
 
    He’d shown he wasn’t as invincible as he believed.  
 
    He was fragile…same as me. And that fragility made him brittle and incapable of bending. 
 
    He’d broken something.  
 
    I was willing to see if there was a cure before running away.  
 
    I didn’t know the time when he finally exited the bathroom, but the sun pinked the sky and dawn had well and truly stolen the night.  
 
    I lay still beneath the covers. The same covers that smelt like him. Like us.  
 
    My heart reached out to soothe him, but I didn’t ask if he was all right. Something had happened. I could taste, touch, and hear it.  
 
    Tension cascaded in giant rolling sheets off him like a cape or royal cloak, strapped tight to his throat and trailing wherever he went.  
 
    Shedding my tiredness, I lay stiff and uncertain as he prowled around the room, gathering his clothes and slipping from white towel to black suit.  
 
    I waited until he was dressed before I sat up, clutching the bed covers to my throat. I didn’t ask if he was okay. It was obvious that he wasn’t. I didn’t ask what had happened. It was obvious he wouldn’t tell me. I didn’t ask a million things I should’ve asked. Instead, I asked the one thing I probably shouldn’t.  
 
    The one thing I’d fretted over all night. 
 
    The one thing I needed to know to be able to put this behind us.  
 
    “Elder…” 
 
    He didn’t look up from fastening his tie.  
 
    “El….  
 
    His body twitched—the only sign he was faking ignoring me and was as attuned to me as I was to him. He didn’t reply and another interminable long minute passed. I let him believe I wouldn’t press. That whatever I needed to say wasn’t that important. 
 
    But that was the thing. It was important. Deathly important because I wanted more of what we’d shared—despite the terrifying ending. I wanted more of the magic he weaved and not just from intimacy but from the emotional bond linking and looping, tying and tethering us the longer we spent together.  
 
    For him to deny me that after showing me its existence… 
 
    For him to fuck me rather than make love to me—now I understood the difference—would be the cruellest trick I’d ever endured.  
 
    I inhaled hard. “Please tell me there will be another time.” 
 
    My voice never rose past a whisper, but the silence in the room made it seem like the loudest shout.   
 
    Elder shifted, his large hand falling from his tie like a heavy paw. He clenched it into a fist. “There won’t be.” 
 
    “Ever?” 
 
    “Ever.” He turned and raked his fingers through his damp hair, his shoulders slouched and face pinched from tiredness.  
 
    I let him vanish to the other end of the suite, partially hidden by a wall and roman column. Should I leave him or go to him? Should I push or back away?  
 
    Tears prickled. It was hard to give so much when he’d hurt me. I needed an apology, even if he couldn’t reassure that it wouldn’t happen again.  
 
    With nervousness morphing into trapeze fleas inside my belly, I slipped out of bed and wrapped myself in the sheet. Padding toward him, I willed my eyes to remain dry as I found him sitting on the couch with his hands clasped tight between his legs.  
 
    I looked at the carpet and asked one word. “Why?” 
 
    His shoulders slouched. His face pinched with stress as if he held himself back and it drained every ounce of him. “As I told you before when you asked that question, they’re my reasons not yours. I don’t need to explain them.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, exhaling hard. “Just stay away from me.” 
 
    I didn’t know the English language could be so vicious. He didn’t speak letters, he spoke weapons, and they cleaved and shot me into pieces.  
 
    I hugged myself tighter in the sheet.  
 
    Another long minute ticked past. “I’m stronger than you think,” I murmured. “I know I still have a lot to overcome, but my mind is already in a better place because of you. If you think what happened last night has ruined—” 
 
    “It’s nothing to do with you,” he snapped.  
 
    “Well…I’m glad. But you need to know that other men…they still make me fear. Other people don’t have my trust. But you do. You mean something to me.” 
 
    Standing there, I was an outcast to his life, and it wasn’t fair. He’d yanked me into his world, he’d set my fate on a different path, and he expected me to share everything I was in return. 
 
    Yet he refused to do the same.  
 
    I wanted to talk after two years of silence. I wanted someone else to know me rather than scrap letters to an imaginary friend called No One.  
 
    “Talk to me. Help me understand why you don’t want to touch me again. Tell me how I can make it possible for us to be together.” 
 
    His body vibrated with something I couldn’t name—fighting urges I didn’t understand. “I didn’t say I didn’t want to touch you.” His voice was grim. “I want to so much it hurts.” 
 
    Sparkles dusted over my skin. “Touch me then.” I inched forward, the white linen billowing around my legs.  
 
    He shot up, his hand out to halt me, backing away as if I wanted to give him poison and not a kiss. “No.”  
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No.” His eyes squeezed shut for a fraction of a second. He shook his head. “I told you. This was a one-time deal. I’m barely keeping it together, so stay over there and fucking accept that this is where this ends. Do you hear me?” 
 
    Cactus spikes and fish hooks stabbed at my arteries. “So this is over?” 
 
    He marched away, his legs not nearly as steady as he portrayed. “You want to label this?” He glared over his shoulder. “Fine. Yes, this is over. I am your rescuer. Nothing more. You have doctor’s appointments today that Selix will escort you to. You will be well looked after in my care. But tonight, when we’re back at sea and I tell you what I should’ve fucking told you yesterday, I doubt you’ll even wish to call me that.”  
 
    “What…what do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean I have information on your mother.”  
 
    I sucked in a gasp. Could that be true? Where was she? How was she? And why exactly did that knowledge fill me with dread rather than hope?  
 
    “You’re trying to get rid of me.” 
 
    He chuckled deep and dark. “Finally clicked, has it?”  
 
    I staggered back. “You’re being mean.” 
 
    “I’m always mean.” He smirked, showing sharp teeth. “Grow up, Pimlico. I’ve fucked you. You no longer interest me. Get over it and let me take you home.” 
 
    God, I hurt. I ached. “I-I don’t believe you.”  
 
    He’s lying… 
 
    “It’s not up to you. That’s the way it is.” 
 
    “You just told me you want me so much it hurts. That’s the truth but I think you’re trying to push me away because you believe I’m not strong enough to be in a meaningful physical relationship. That my past will somehow come back to haunt me and I’ll hate you.” I moved forward while he shot back. “Doesn’t last night show you how wrong that is? You scared me, Elder, but I’m still here. I’m still willing to talk to you. I’m begging you to talk to me. Please don’t cut me off.” 
 
    He slashed his hand in the air like a guillotine. “I’m done wasting time on this.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not.” I stood as haughty as a princess. “I need to know why you can stand there and lie to me! How can you shut me out when I’m the one with the fucked-up past and have the balls to face this together?”  
 
    Elder flew forward as if his dragon once again lent him lacy, scaly wings. His hand latched around my throat. He knew my aversion to my neck being touched yet he squeezed anyway. 
 
    The panic attack that always triggered tried to swallow me. The gaping chasms, the blustering winds—all telling me to go, go, go—to give into the breathlessness.  
 
    But if this was a trial, then I couldn’t fail. I had to show Elder what I said was real. That he could rely on me not to bail if only he would tell me the truth. 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I stood still, never looking away from his burning eyes. His jaw clenched as he allowed a landscape of aggression to paint his features. 
 
    And then, he was gone.  
 
    Tossing me away, he charged to the other side of the room. “This has nothing to do with you, and everything to do with me. You want the cold fucking truth?” He spun with his hands fisted and body braced. Black hair danced over his forehead, wild and tameless.  
 
    My heart shrivelled into a cranberry, tart and tiny. I nodded even though it took everything in me to face his wrath. “Yes.” 
 
    He shrugged, his face twisting into a sneer. “You’re not worth it.” 
 
    I wasn’t prepared for yet another sentence weapon. This one was a nuclear missile aimed straight for my soul. I shattered into hundreds of messy pieces.  
 
    I couldn’t— 
 
    I had no reply. 
 
    I was soundless. Wordless. Mute.  
 
    Elder laughed like the devil, his face torn apart by admission and anger. “Being with you fucked me up. Normally, I can handle temptation. Normally, I can remain sane. But you—” He pointed a trembling finger at me as if I was a witch and should burn at the stake. “You got inside my heart before you got inside my head, and it’s tearing me fucking apart!” Stalking toward the sideboard, he picked up a red and white vase and threw it across the room.  
 
    I flinched as it exploded on impact, sending porcelain everywhere.  
 
    “I’d give anything to fuck you again. I spent all night crippled with the need. I almost lost. So many fucking times. I almost came back to you and buried myself as far as I could inside you. But as I fantasised about fucking you and crawled on my hands and knees to the door, I remembered my promise. A promise to the dead who know when I break them. That was the only thing that kept me behind that door.” His eyes glittered. “The only thing, Pim.”  
 
    His chest heaved with breath as he dragged a hand over his suddenly sweaty face. “I meant what I said.” His nostrils flared and hands balled. “You’re not worth it. I lost myself once before. I wear countless deaths and carry an eternity of shame. I lost everyone I ever loved all because I didn’t have the willpower to say no.” 
 
    He backed away from me, shoving aside a chair and stumbling toward the other bedroom. “I’m saying no now. I won’t do that again. Not for you. Not for anyone.” 
 
    He slammed the double doors leading toward the untouched bedroom, leaving me shell-shocked, shivering, and for the first time, no longer afraid for me but entirely terrified for someone else.  
 
    Everyone had trials.  
 
    Everyone endured pain. 
 
    My past had been shitty. 
 
    But Elder, he lived a reoccurring nightmare.  
 
    And no one had the cure.  
 
    Not me. 
 
    Not him. 
 
    Not even fate.  
 
    * * * * * 
 
    I didn’t know how long I stood there.  
 
    I didn’t know how my body remained upright and not crumbled on the floor.  
 
    My mind raced. My pulse thrummed. My decision morphed from soot and heartbreak. 
 
    Elder had taken me from my certain death and given me life. He’d killed my master, cultivated my courage, and sowed the seeds of hope for a better world.  
 
    He’d sacrificed himself for me.  
 
    He’d given me his everything and what had I done? Just asked for more and more until he had nothing left to give.  
 
    I’d done this. 
 
    I’d driven him to this point.  
 
    I was the root of evil, and no matter what my own heart wanted…I couldn’t hurt him anymore. 
 
    He’s hurting enough. 
 
    Wrapping my arms around myself, I pretended No One gave me a hug. That the thoughts in my head transcribed onto paper and my pen friend could read and understand them. That they would nod wisely and say I was right. That they would pen me a reply and tell me the future; reveal how the hell I would move on from here.  
 
    Elder was in pain.  
 
    I’d overstayed my welcome.  
 
    He mentioned my mother, so she was alive.  
 
    I had my voice, so I could ask for directions.  
 
    I made him unhappy, so it was time for me to leave.  
 
    Last night had taught me two things: one, beneath the scramble of torture I was a woman who could enjoy sex with the right partner, and two, I cared for Elder much more than I wanted to admit. 
 
    I cared enough to put him before me, no matter the agony. 
 
    I wasn’t ready to go.  
 
    But leaving for him made a world of difference.  
 
    In a daze, I wandered back toward the bed where we’d last been together and slipped into a simple pink sundress from the bag Elder’s staff had packed for me. Plaiting my hair and rubbing my face, I swallowed the tears welling deep like an endless pond.  
 
    With glassy vision, I opened the bedside table and found hotel stationery beside a pocket-sized bible.  
 
    Barely breathing, I sat on the bed and composed a letter for someone other than No One.  
 
    Dear Elder,  
 
    It’s so strange writing this to someone who is real. Someone who will touch what I’ve written, read what I’ve spoken, and be affected by the sentences I choose.  
 
    First, I want to say how grateful I am for everything you have given me. I never thought I would talk again, let alone willingly kiss and go to bed with a man.  
 
    But you made that possible.  
 
    You saved me from Alrik and from myself.  
 
    You are my guardian angel.  
 
    I know that’s silly and a little overdramatic, but when I’m with you, I’m stronger. You make me face new things, yet you stand by me until I overcome them.  
 
    Because of that generosity, I took everything you gave me, lynching your strength and leaving you with nothing for yourself. I understand now that I’ve taken too much and I’m so unbelievably sorry.  
 
    I always knew our time together was temporary—just like you. 
 
    When you first took me, I believed it would be temporary by ending my life. And now that I know you, I understand it’s because two people like us can never have forever.  
 
    We’re too damaged.  
 
    Too wary. 
 
    I stupidly hoped I could change us into permanent, if only we worked together, but I see now that was my true naivety.   
 
    I need to let you go.  
 
    This is goodbye, Elder.  
 
    Don’t worry about me. You’ve taught me to survive.  
 
    Don’t follow me. I’m no longer your concern.  
 
    Don’t regret being with me. Because I will forever think of you fondly.  
 
    I’m alive because of you—  
 
    I paused as a tear splashed onto the paper, smearing the ink until it turned into a swirling watercolour rather than cursive.  
 
    The letter was already too long. I had to leave before he returned and broke my heart some more. However, I had something else to say. Something he’d mentioned at dinner and filled me so full of love I’d almost burst with it.  
 
    The pen swished across the paper.  
 
    You once stole my letters to No One. To begin with, I felt so violated having you read my deepest confessions. But now, I’m glad. You were right the other night. I think I was always writing to you. It hurts to think of you as no one. As someone so alone. But it gives me something so priceless to know all along, my letters were meant for you.  
 
    And you found me.  
 
    I begged for help, and you delivered it. 
 
    I cried for a new life, and you provided it. 
 
    I craved a kinder existence, and you showed me it was possible. 
 
    I’ll never forget you, Elder Prest. 
 
    I’ll always love you, No One. 
 
    Please never forget me.  
 
    Pimli— 
 
    I stopped mid signature.  
 
    Did I really want to say goodbye to Elder with a slave name? To let him forever remember me as some beaten girl, when, thanks to him, I was so much more than that?  
 
    I could sign off as Little Mouse—the nickname he’d chosen to use when we were intimate or heart-joined. But even that wasn’t perfect. 
 
    My true name had been my secret. 
 
    Elder had wanted my secrets.  
 
    Now, he would never have them. But I could give him one as a parting gift.  
 
    With my fingers tight around the pen, I scrawled my old name, turned new name, turned known identity.  
 
    Yours forever, Tasmin. 
 
    I didn’t bother with my last name as I didn’t want to give him any way to chase after me. I couldn’t vanish into the world, return to my mother, and forever look behind me hoping he’d find me. I couldn’t lie in bed at night believing he’d hunt me down and admit he couldn’t live without me.  
 
    No. 
 
    This was the way it had to be.  
 
    He would only know my first name. He would never know where to look. He would have no way of ruining us further.  
 
    With tears dripping down my cheeks, I kissed the letter, folded it carefully—wishing I was talented enough to transform boring rectangle into pretty origami—and placed it on the end of the bed.  
 
    With a heavy breath that whistled through all the new holes inside me, I slipped feet into flip-flops, glanced at the Japanese/English dictionary and black metal spoon I’d stolen for him, crept from the hotel room… 
 
    and vanished. 
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