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Garden of the Gods is a collection of standalone novellas shadowing the lives of the Mistresses and Masters who occupy it. Although each main character will only have ONE book, they may appear in the others throughout the series. Some stories will also have BDSM elements, but these stories are NOT BDSM. Mistress and Master is a title, showing nothing more than ownership. The scale of darkness in the stories will range from Pitch Black, Static White, to the extreme, Oblivion. Please be aware of this before you dive in. The rating will be in the blurb of each book. Trigger warnings are all over the board. If you are not comfortable with dark reads, please DO NOT read this series.
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Rules are subject to change. If you neglect to follow these rules, you will undergo an investigation/trial where punishment is evaluated by the Board and Main Master, Elec Wexler. Punishment can range from fines to lockup in Hell Row to Death.

1) Keep your hands to yourself.

2) The only property you may destroy is your own. (slaves included.)

3) You are a number. Your peers are a number. Use them.

4) Respect your neighbor’s privacy.

5) GOTG is NOT to be discussed outside of this facility.


Glossary


W

Virgin slave. Wears a white robe during the auction.

B

Nonvirgin slave. Wears a blue robe during the auction.

D

Docile, drugged slave. Can be w or b. Heavily trained. Good for elderly or those with disabilities.

M

Male slave.

Crow

(fc: female crow, mc: male crow) Ruined, disfigured slave. Convicts fall into this category. Black robe during the auction. Usually the cheapest slave.

Blank slate

Mostly male slaves who have undergone forced indoctrination through various scientific methods. (Brainwashing, programming, training, etc.) Most remember their identity but have key parts of their past erased if it could pose a threat or alter their role as a slave. They’re programmed to be focused solely on their Mistress or Master. They are made to be obedient, loyal, and protective.

*Master numbers written out throughout the stories are capitalized. (Ex. Twelve-twelve.) Also, the word Master throughout is capitalized. (Ex. Master Twelve-twelve.)

*BC

Beta Couple (Ex. Mistress BC #)

*AC

Alpha Couple (Ex. Mistress AC#)

(Master numbers will stay the same. There will be no AC or BC attached to their title or number.)

*Slave numbers written out will not be capitalized. The word slave throughout will not be capitalized outside from the beginning of a sentence.


“Death ends a life, not a relationship.”
-MITCH ALBOM
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Garden of the Gods

Colorado Springs underground facility

Confessions didn’t come easy. The truth was always harder to tell than a lie. My entire life had been one excuse after the next. Dishonesty. Shame. Even at the Gardens, I couldn’t embrace my sins. I should have felt at home here. Some of my best friends ran this underground world of nightmares. That didn’t make it any easier. I felt judged. Sick from the truth. Acceptance should have been easy. Most flaunted their evil. Not me. There wasn’t a soul who learned my secret that would live to tell about it.

Laughter was loud around me as Masters and Mistresses showed off their God and Goddess costumes in the theater seating. I joined in, pointing and smiling towards Master Four-Ninety-One who was in a row ahead, but I felt none of the joy any of them displayed. Some were drunk. Some were high. Others were just running from the adrenaline of a kill long overdue. I didn’t feel their impatience. I didn’t have reason to. My slave was in our apartment…waiting. She was probably doing what she did best…waiting.

“Here we go! Fuck yes.”

The male voice was deep behind me, but my eyes locked on the Main Master, Elec Wexler, as he walked onto the stage. Cheers went up and I laughed along with the elite and celebrities I was surrounded by. The spotlight followed him to the center of the stage, highlighting his black hair and blue eyes. Even that high up, he loomed over us, standing a few inches over six feet. Although the majority of us surrounding the stage were wearing costumes, he was dressed in his famous black suit. It was fitting. He was the true God here, and we all knew it.

“Masters and Mistresses, welcome to the third auction for the Garden of the Gods. This is our first themed event together, and I’m happy to see you all had fun with it. Very creative,” he said, smiling and pointing to me.

“Suck up.”

“Fuck off, Pete.”

The actor laughed from the seat next to me, elbowing me playfully as the Main Master continued.

“For those who didn’t make it to the first two auctions, I’m going to recap this as quickly as possible. Before you were permitted inside, you took classes to learn the rules. You underwent tests, and you’ve proven yourself worthy. Some of you are still in the Beta stage while others have moved up to become an Alpha. A lot of you have inquired why. I’ll sum it up right here. There can be many different reasons why I’ve advanced a select few. Perhaps the auctions aren’t new to them. Maybe they’re more experienced and accepting of who they really are than others. What it boils down to is: they’ve put in the time, and I trust them to be our foundation. It is not an easy rank to obtain. For some, it may take years. Only when I’m satisfied by your progress will I move you to Alpha.”

Pete leaned in again. “I’m going to be Alpha soon. I belong here. Did you know Ethan O’Brien is already an Alpha?”

“I did know that. I saw him the other day.”

Pete sneered as I went back to putting my attention on Elec.

“Aside from the A and B attached to your name, there is a number. You are a number. Your outside status got you here, but that means nothing inside the Gardens. Your identity exists no more. Here, you have no power, nor will there be favoritism. This world is mine. If you follow the rules, you’re wildest, darkest dreams can come true. If not...” He looked around the room, shrugging. “You’re dead.”

“No favoritism. Bullshit. I can’t believe Master Eleven is already an Alpha. Can you believe Ethan even beat me out over the number? I’m Master Thirteen, he got Eleven. How is that fair?”

My smile melted as I glanced back to Pete. “And I’m Master Three-sixty-one. Do you think I give a shit?”

“You’re only that high because you rejected the invitation the first time it was offered.”

My eyes narrowed. “Who told you that?”

“I hear things. It doesn’t matter. I still didn’t beat Ethan.”

“Of course you didn’t. He’s an O’Brien. The O’Brien. He’s an actor like you, but that’s more passion than position. He enjoys it. He still runs O’Brien Industries. He’s a Billionaire. Are you?”

“My parents are still more famous than his ever were. What did they ever do to get such prestige? Make money? So what.”

A long breath left me. Pete would never understand the workings of our world. He was too greedy. Too privileged and ego driven. He was a child actor who was bitter on never making it big. His father was a producer. His mother had been an actress and icon. Ethan O’Brien…he was it in Hollywood, and one of the most famous actors in the world. Pete would never compare, and he knew it.

“For those joining us for the first time tonight.” The Main Master stopped. “And there are quite a new number of us: new members, old members I’m giving a chance. Previous Main Masters.” He glanced up to one of the higher, private balconies. “I don’t think I need to go much into how this place is not Whitlock⁠i. The rules are different. The location is different.” Again, he glanced up. “I am not Bram Whitlock⁠ii. You cannot buy yourself out of trouble. You cannot buy me. I will die in this place, and I will never let the Garden of the Gods be taken over or fall. If you can accept that, welcome home. Just know, there is no special treatment nor any favors. I am no one’s friend. We have rules, and every single one of you will follow them.”

He turned, walking towards the other end of the stage.

“Now that we’re all clear, let’s recap bidding. First, we have the white, or w⁠iii’s. These are the virgins. We also have the b’s: or blue⁠iv. Not virgins. There are the d⁠v’s. These slaves are docile, trained, and good for those who are looking for a long-term slave. Lastly, come the black, or as we call them, the crows⁠vi. These are the convicts. The disfigured. The old. Repulsive.” He looped back around, making his way to the middle. “In this category, you’ll also find the breeders. These are through contract only and cannot be bid on unless you’ve already met with me. If you bid and you haven’t followed the rules, your bid will be revoked, and I will fine you ten thousand dollars. Breeders are special and are for only those I approve of.”

“For those looking for our programmable, ‘blank slate’ ⁠viimales and females, your auction is just through that door off to the right. These slaves are for those who want someone they can control. A bodyguard. A companion. A sex slave you can use or defile by any means possible that will not fight back. They have had a portion of their memories erased. They’re aware. They know who they are, but they only remember what we want them to. The best part is they obey every order. And I mean that. Every order.”

Elec glanced towards us, and I wasn’t sure if he was just looking down or looking towards someone in my vicinity.

“For those who are new, pay attention. I’ve said this before, and I’ll continue to repeat it. What you buy is yours. You can do whatever you want with it. Fuck it. Kill it. Share it. Marry it. Love it. Eat it. Destroy it.” Hesitation. “I don’t care so long as you follow the rules. Your business is your own. Keep it that way or you may come to regret it. I can’t stress that enough.”

“If you look down the arm of the chair, you will see a button. That is how you will bid. Do not press that button unless you are sure you have the money. There is no lay-a-way plan or loans. If the slave is too much for you to afford, don’t bid. At the Gardens, there are no such thing as accidents. If you bid, you will buy. If you don’t have the money, I will take my payment from you from the outside world, and you can stay here with me and the slave you so desperately wanted. This life can be simple if you just follow the rules. They’re easy. Complete acceptance into the Garden of the Gods is not. Honor your contract, abide by it, and Alpha status will be yours.”

We all turned our heads as lights ran the length of the room, traveling over the entrances where the slaves were lined up. My heart was racing. My hand was shaking. I knew I should wait on buying another slave, but I had prolonged this enough. It was almost time to move on and as hard as it was for me to let go, I couldn’t deny what was inside of me.

It was always wishing for the impossible…

Waiting…for her...
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They say when you meet your soulmate, you know. Time stops. Everything you thought you knew no longer matters. It’s not your life anymore; it’s the life you can build around them.

It’s true.

I once was a believer in love. Maggie had been everything to me. She was the first girl to sweep me off my feet. The first one I had ever said ‘I love you’ to. And I had loved her with every fiber of my being. We’d given our virginity to each other. Started planning and dreaming of a future. Every second was small caresses and kisses. It was so different than the cold life I’d lived before that. She brought life to the deadness I hid inside and warmed my frozen state. Fed it with her constant affection. But then she’d met Jake Princeton, Master Five, and all that changed.

She fell for him, and I lost her. Not that it stopped me from trying to get her back. For years, even after they married, I did everything I could to show her I was still here. That I still cared. One child. Then, she got pregnant with another. I would have taken them both to care for as my own. She had no interest in my offers or pleas. No interest in me. With her death, and then his suicide, I lost everything. Every hope. Every dream. Every chance I ever had to get her back. The warmth, gone. The affection, gone. Revenge, gone.

Some say true love can only happen once in a lifetime. Perhaps they’re right.

“God, she is so fucking hot.”

I glanced over to Master One-thousand-twenty-nine, nodding as a leggy blonde cautiously walked onto the stage. Although I didn’t know the Master very well, I was just glad it was him by me and not Pete, who’d left for the blank slates once the introduction ended. A few random comments I could handle. Shit talking and gossiping was not how I wanted to spend my night.

“What’s your type? Are you looking for anything special?”

Special? Yeah…a dead woman. But I’d never find another Maggie here. Maggie had been one of a kind. Just as beautiful on the inside as the out. Strong. Graceful yet every bit the leader.

“I’m not too picky.”

I lifted my drink, chugging back the vodka as the Master nodded, clicking the bidding button. His attention was on the stage, and mine…it was living in memories I couldn’t escape.

How many hours was I going to do this? No, how many years? How many auctions would I be chasing a ghost?

My head leaned back, and I closed my eyes. Time drifted as I laid there, staring into happy, love-filled eyes. Back to when she was mine. When she loved me too. It was the loud voice next to me that had my lids shooting open and me leaving Maggie.

“Hell yes. She’s mine. I’ve got to collect my new slave. Have a good night, Master Three-sixty-one.”

As I nodded, I glanced around seeing how empty the room had become. There was only one person left on my row, and that was a good forty chairs down.

“I need another drink. I’ll follow you out.”

I stood as the Master did, ignoring the announcer’s voice as we headed to the aisle. I reached for my wallet, jerking to a stop as I realized I wasn’t in my suit. I was in the damn God costume, which was ridiculous, if I wanted to be honest. A moment of confusion had me spinning for my wallet on the chair, only to turn back to the aisle as I remembered that I didn’t bring it. Fuck, I was buzzing more than I thought.

I stepped for the aisle again, not able to continue as almond-shaped light brown eyes connected with mine. She was walking to the stage, a mass of blue sheer material following behind. Dark hair that reached the length of her elbow swayed as she spun to look back at me. Even as she neared the stairs, she was peering over her shoulder.

And what was I doing?

Was I blindly walking back to my seat? Sitting? Fuck…I was.

Did she look like Maggie? Aside from the color of her hair and the shape of her eyes, I wasn’t sure. She had magnetism, and fuck if it didn’t suck me right in like Maggie’s used to.

That still didn’t make her Maggie. That was almost enough to cause me to stand and forget this silly feeling. If it wouldn’t have been for the fact that I needed someone new, I just might have.

“Up for auction is b-eight-forty-two.”

I couldn’t get sense enough to pick up the bidding button before lights flashed on the screen from another Master. The slave stood straight but I could see the small steps back and forth she took. Her eyes were wide. Her lips were parted. She was on the verge of running but knew better as she forced herself to stand straight through the sways. If that wasn’t a red flag, I didn’t know what was. She wasn’t taking her status easily. She wouldn’t be an easy slave. She was a fighter to her core…but hadn’t Maggie been one too?

“Fuck.”

I hit the button, biting down as I tightened my jaw through the warnings that kept going off in my mind. I should have welcomed this. I should have latched onto this new slave and never looked back. I wasn’t, which was ironic. All I had wanted now for years was Maggie. Now that I was getting a taste of some sort of familiarity of her energy, I was hesitant to take it. I wanted the woman I was in love with. I didn’t want a replacement, and maybe even intoxicated, I could see the possibilities of that.

Lights flashed from the previous Master’s number as he outbid me, and I hit the button again, cursing myself as he did the same. With the handful of Masters present, it could have been anyone. Back and forth we went. It didn’t take long before our bidding war wasn’t about the money or the slave and all about the determination to fucking win.

“Son of a bitch.”

The deep tone from one of the private balconies above had me smiling as I relaxed even more into the chair. Money wasn’t an issue. I didn’t give a shit how far he wanted to drive the slave’s price up. I wasn’t backing out. I kept my stare on the woman who was putting her full attention on me. I wasn’t hiding that I was in this bidding war. I kept my elbow positioned on the arm of the chair, clicker in the air as I kept pushing it. B-eight-forty-two would know…the Master who was fighting me to have her would know…This slave was mine, and I didn’t give a shit what either one of them wanted.

“I thought that was you! Bastard.”

I hit the button again, turning to look up to the first balcony level, four rooms down. My laugh couldn’t be contained as I stood.

“So, you’re Master Twenty-two. Jett LaRoe. Does your mother know you’re down here?”

“Ha. I’m a Master here. I’ve been spilling blood since I was a young teen. I’m legal and in college now; I’m good. Besides, I don’t make it a point to see my mother if I can help it. She’s off…doing her own thing.”

“Analyzing people?”

“Fucking their heads up, no doubt.”

I glanced back at the screen, seeing my number flash, indicating I was the winner. I locked eyes with the slave, watching as the guards quickly escorted her out.

“Little out of your price range, isn’t she, LaRoe?”

“I was going to ignore that part.” He laughed, something in his thoughts narrowing his eyes. “I could have gotten away with it. You owe me, Rivers. You remember that. She’s…a good one. Have fun.”

I laughed, glancing back up. “I plan to. Good luck finding a slave. I’m headed to go get mine.”

His head turned as a young w began walking to the stage.

“Oh, I’ll have fun. This one will do, right here. Have you ever seen anyone perform a lobotomy, Rivers?”

My lips separated at his question. His dark hair had his light green eyes shining as he kept his gaze locked on the terrified virgin who headed for the stairs.

So, that’s what he was doing with them. Perhaps the apple hadn’t fallen too far from the tree. His mother, Melissa, Mistress Two, was a shrink here. She was foundation at the Gardens and very established in our outside circle of elites. She was like Elec. She had this power to hypnotize or…make you believe unimageable things. Supposedly, she was the one who taught Elec everything he knows. What had she taught Jett about the mind? Anything? Nothing? He was probably more under her control than he realized.

“I haven’t seen one. Someday, you’ll have to show me.”

“I’d love to. You can’t imagine what I can do. I’m full of tricks. Find me when you’re ready to watch an exciting show.”

I nodded. “I’ll do that.”

As I headed to the aisle and towards the exit, I couldn’t stop from looking over my shoulder, back to the stage. That girl was doomed, and she had no idea what she was in for. That could have easily been my new slave. That could have been my new Maggie dying again. The thought had a weird twinge tugging in the pit of my stomach, and it wasn’t even centered on the woman. It was all about the lack of control I held. If someone else killed her, I couldn’t control that. If it were me…If I did it, that would be okay. But Jett. Anyone else…

No.

I didn’t like the cord of attachment that was put into place when I put the slave in hypothetical danger. It invented feelings that weren’t true. Emotions that shouldn’t exist. I hadn’t even got her to my apartment and already I felt the need to protect what was mine. To fight for it. And…she was mine. But she wasn’t real. She wasn’t Maggie. But I’d make her into Maggie. And then when it was time, I’d lay her to rest on my own terms. I didn’t get to do that. I never got to say goodbye.

Would I ever? No.

Heading through the exit, I let my steps eat up the distance of the hall. It wasn’t crowded, and aside from a man and slave leaving the room I was headed to, not a soul was in sight. I slowed as I approached, taking a deep breath before entering.

Just like the other smaller auction rooms, this one was filled with black leather sofas. Behind a tall desk in the back was a guard, staring down at a tablet. He stood by the doors to the waiting cells. Aside from me, the room was empty. Was it really so late?

No wallet. No phone. No watch. What the fuck had I been thinking?

As I headed for the guard, I knew what had been on my mind. Maggie lived there, laughing and kissing me. Loving me. Newly engaged to me again. How had eight months together felt like forever, and yet no time at all? Eight months…had consumed me for more years than I wanted to think about. Eight months…It sounded stupid. Unreal. My heart or brain didn’t give a shit. When your life revolved around responsibilities and duties, all you wanted was someone to help ease the hell that had been cast on you. At least that’s what I had wanted. I thought my life would be better with her warmth. Her love. I thought I stood a chance at happiness with more than a betrothed or partner. I never needed help. What I needed was a loyal woman who put me first and was ready to take on the world at my side. Maggie had wanted that. She made me believe it with her plans of our future and those kisses she used to seal the deal. I had been so excited, relieved even. But then Jake made her fall in love with him. Maggie went from genius business major to mom. He snuffed out her spirit and kept her focused on their family instead of her passion. As if she wasn’t strong enough to do both.

“I’m here for a pickup.”

“Master Number?”

“Three-sixty-one.”

The guard pressed buttons, his eyes lifting to take in my face to see if it matched my identity.

“Slave b-eight-forty-two?”

“That’s right.”

He hit more buttons.

“They’re finishing programing your code word now. It shouldn’t be much longer. Would you like your slave’s information?”

Last auction I hadn’t cared, and most guards didn’t even ask, but I couldn’t help the pause the question gave me.

“Email it over to me.”

“Yes, Sir.”

I stepped back, heading to the closest sofa but not sitting down. I paced. I debated on when I should introduce my two slaves. My mind stayed busy. When the door opened and eight-forty-two emerged with a guard, I didn’t waste my time playing nice. I reached for her bicep, taking solid hold as I nodded to the guards.

“I’m not going to run.”

My hand stayed firmly around her. “You’re thinking about it.”

“That doesn’t mean I’ll do it.”

“Doesn’t mean you won’t, either.”

Brown eyes cut to me, but she stayed quiet as I led her through the halls and into the main lobby area that held the elevator. More people were collected in the large room, lounging on the sofas and laughing through their intoxicated conversations. I hit the button for the elevator, sighing in relief as I led us on without anyone joining. Only then did I let go, but I pulled her a step closer as I did.

“You have abandonment issues.”

My mouth opened the slightest amount as I turned to her. The accusation was quiet, but I hadn’t missed it.

“What are you, a fucking shrink?”

“No. But I’ve taken classes and been to enough of them throughout my life to know. Your lack of trust is obvious.”

“Well, so is your lack of freedom, so spare me the analysis.”

More silence. It had her as stiff as a statue next to me as seconds passed. The door opened, and she lifted her arm for me to take. No judgement. No arrogance. She was trying to put me at ease, but I didn’t like it.

“Walk. If you run⁠—”

“You’ll kill me. It’s all they keep telling us.”

She headed out. I followed behind, watching her warily as I tried to measure what I’d seen of her up to this point. I thought she was scared. Nervous, as she’d swayed back and forth on the stage. Even her quick glances portrayed a woman stuck in fight or flight. But if she was afraid, her words didn’t show it. That she kept speaking at all was surprising given my other slaves were either crying or silent.

“This place is huge. Where are we? I know it’s called the Gardens, but where is it located?”

“Third door ahead.”

Her lips twisted at my response.

“I wasn’t trying to be mean by saying you had abandonment issues. I really wasn’t. I have them too. That’s how I know.”

My eyes narrowed as I stopped at the door, reaching up to grab the key from balancing on the frame.

“Someone could have seen that and got into your place.”

“They wouldn’t find much. Besides, there’s cameras. No one would be stupid enough to try to break in.”

Green lights flashed. I opened the door, waving her inside. If I’d been questioning the fear, I didn’t have to anymore. The emotion had her shoulders drawing in as her fingers fumbled with each other. She paused at the threshold, taking the smallest steps as she made her way inside the dim apartment. I could have pushed her. I could have told her to hurry. I didn’t. I wouldn’t have done that to Maggie. I wouldn’t do it to her.

“I thought you said there wasn’t much in here?”

More steps. The deeper she got inside, the more relaxed she seemed to appear. The door shutting had her spinning and her tensing up all over again.

“What are you talking about?”

She gestured around the room. “You said you didn’t have much.” As her eyes ate up my living room area, her head kept shaking back and forth. Her fingers went up and she mouthed words as she went deeper inside. When she got to my coffee table, her jaw dropped and she kneeled, tilting her head to study the small pieces before it reared back in shock.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“Do you like chess?”

“No. But…I know this set up. It’s twenty-four carat gold vermeil. Wood. Sterling silver. I know this exact board, and it costs well over one hundred thousand dollars.”

“Does it?” I walked forward. “I wouldn’t know. It was a gift.”

“A gift?”

“From my mother.”

“Oh.” The slave straightened to stand. “She must have bought those candle sticks over there on the shelves too. Same brand. Those cost over ten grand.”

My brow wrinkled in confusion. “You look too young to be a collector.”

She laughed. “I wish. My best friend interned at the place that sells them. She was obsessed. She even decorated her side of the room in the company’s famous colors.”

“I see.”

“If you could have, you would have seen how ridiculous it paired with black. I wouldn’t recommend matching the two colors. They don’t go at all.”

I tried not to smile. I failed.

“You should feel right at home.” I gestured to the black sofa and lack of color in my own apartment. “For now, you’ll be sleeping here.”

“In the living room?”

Was that relief? It sure looked like it.

“That’s right. I already have a slave, but she’s not well. If you give me a minute, I’ll go get her.” I caught my reflection on the mirror at the wall. My light blond hair was disheveled, and the gold winding leaves on the God crown had me rolling my eyes. “I’m going to change too. I’ll be back.” I paused. “If you run, and I have to come find you…”

“You’ll kill me? Like, really kill me?”

I took slow steps, not stopping until I was towering over the shaky brunette’s curvy frame.

“Not immediately, but you’ll wish I did. Life isn’t always what it seems, slave. Death is easy. Hell is surviving when you don’t have a choice. Cross me, and I’ll leave you alive, but you won’t even have the ability to beg me for death. It’s not a life you want. Trust me.”
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Iwasn’t sure what sort of slave I expected my Master to have. Maybe deep down I already knew. I definitely wasn’t surprised as a tall, tanned brunette clumsily walked from the bedroom, holding to his arm. With as beautiful as she was, she could have been Miss America. A model. She could have been on the arm of the most gorgeous man in the world by choice, and perhaps she was. She didn’t appear afraid. If anything, the way her head leaned against his bicep, I would have guessed that she adored him. They looked like a cute couple. So…why had he bought me? He said she was sick, but I’d seen who was lined up before me. I knew how much a few of the ones sold for. They didn’t compare to what my Master paid, and their looks blew mine out of the water. They were like her. Perfect. That wasn’t me.

“Eight-forty-two, this is Mae. Mae, meet eight-forty-two.”

“Your name. Almost like mine,” I breathed out. “It’s nice to meet you, Mae.”

A tear raced down her cheek, and she quickly wiped it away with shaky hands.

“It’s nice to meet you too, eight-forty-two.”

“Almost like you? What do you mean?

I almost couldn’t speak through the range of emotion that played across my Master’s face. There were plenty of men more handsome, but aside from looks, he made up for it with his aura. It alone was the perfect mix of gentleman and monster. Dominant yet genuine. He terrified me as much as he intrigued me with his sad, green eyes. They looked at me expectantly. Almost beggingly. For what, I wasn’t sure. He needed something. Maybe it was as simple as my life. My blood. The horror stories were making their way around the cells, and I wasn’t sure how much of them were true. But he had a slave still. She wasn’t dead. She wasn’t…healthy or in good spirits, either. I wasn’t sure how to take that as he waited for me to answer.

“I had a lot of nicknames throughout my life. Mae-Mae, Mags, Mag-pie. Margie.”

“Mags?” He repeated, almost breathless.

“My name is Margaret.”

“Maggie.”

“No one ever called me that, surprisingly.”

The slave clutched to his black shirt, collapsing in his arms. He hardly seemed to notice as he scooped her up behind her knees to cradle. Still, he couldn’t erase the haunting look that turned to horror as he gazed deep into my depths. Maybe for a second, I thought him incapable of the nightmares that were whispered, but I was wrong. He could have snapped my neck, and I wouldn’t have been surprised. He looked at me like a dreaded ghost. Like vermin he wanted squashed. Like…a mix of both hate and hope, and it wasn’t a good thing.

“I have to take her to bed. Follow me.”

The tone was suddenly harsh. My Master spun, heading back for the room. My feet didn’t want to work, but I forced myself to follow, swallowing hard as I paused in the threshold. Where I expected him to put her in the large bed that sat centered at the back wall of the room, he didn’t. He headed to the side, walking into one of two doors. When he came out without Mae, he gestured to the entrance not feet away from the slave’s room.

“Shower. I already laid out your clothes. I’ll get out your blankets.”

As he disappeared out of the bedroom, I quickly headed for the bathroom, shutting myself inside. The size of the room was larger than I had expected. A tub was off to the side. There was nothing special about it. It was the marble walk-in shower that took up the entire back wall that had me nearly gawking. I turned, going to lock the door, only to see there was no lock.

“Shit.”

My eyes closed through the slight let-down, but I forced myself to the counter to take in the clothes. Again, not special. It was a pale blue cotton nightgown with sleeves. As I held it up, it reached to my knees. Basic white cotton panties were also set out for me. I was good with this. Clothes were clothes, and it covered a lot more than the sheer, blue robe I wore.

“Ten minutes, slave.”

I jumped at the voice that came through the door, looking between the barrier and the shower. Ten minutes and then what? He’d come in?

I didn’t wait to find out as I unfastened the robe and placed it in a hamper along the wall. As I carried my towel to the hook by the shower and got in, I couldn’t force away all the what-ifs and fears. The only conclusion that I could come to so far was that I was safer than a lot of other women who’d been sold tonight. That was, if the stories were true. They might not be. All the training and classes could all be a ploy to try to get us to behave. Did I want to test that theory? Absolutely not.

Water poured over me like rain, and I lost myself in the warmth. Not enough to push my limits on time, but enough to calm myself as I went through the routine of washing my body and my hair. The need to break down was there. To cry and cry after what felt like years of rules and preparation for this moment. Had it been that long? The fact that my hair used to be a few inches over my shoulders told me it had to have been. It was almost to my elbows now. To me, it showed time. Time I’d lost with loved ones. With friends and…just…life. Everything was gone. All I had now was him. My Master.

I turned off the water, walking over and grabbing my towel to dry off. My lip quivered, but I held in the emotions as I put on my clothes. By the time I finished going to the bathroom and brushing my teeth, I could barely control the sob that kept trying to force its way free. The crying could wait. This night wasn’t over, and I wouldn’t let myself relax until it was. It was going to take days to see how it all would play out, and I couldn’t risk dropping my guard for a second. Weakness wouldn’t win with these evil men who bought us. They were here for a reason. Money…definitely, but that was just their ticket in. They wanted something from us that they couldn’t get anywhere else, and Mae was sick. From what? That’s what I needed to figure out.

Slowly, I walked to the door, pulling it open. My Master paused by his bedside table, watching me as I eased out. He was only wearing a pair of dark blue pajama pants. He was all lean muscle and in decent shape. Seeing his body just reassured me how much stronger he was. And tall. He appeared so much taller without clothes. And threatening. Definitely that as he started to glare.

“Let’s cut through the bullshit. I’m not going to be played. If you’re honest, you won’t get in trouble. I know Elec set this up. It seems impossible, but I know him. He’d want me to be happy. He’d want me to feel the connection and be okay with this.”

“I’m sorry?”

Confusion had me holding tighter to the doorknob as I stayed in place.

“Your name. You’re lying about it. Elec told you to say that.”

“Elec? Master, I don’t know who⁠—”

I could barely move before a growl tore from his throat and he was lunging towards me. I spun, but he quickly scooped me up around the waist.

“You’re lying. He did this.”

“I don’t know who that is!” I twisted myself in the crushing hold, managing to slip down the smallest amount, but it only had him shifting his hold to pull me up even more. I hit the bed hard, but not him. His hand locked around my neck, squeezing as he leaned in over me.

“Admit it. The Main Master put you up to this. He either told you to pretend to be her, or he convinced you with his brainwashing-shit that you’re Maggie.”

“I’m not.” My head shook as the tears I’d kept in for what felt like years escaped. “I’m not Maggie. I’m not Margaret. I’m no one.” I squeezed into his wrist with both of my hands as my head pushed hard into the mattress. “No one told me anything. I’m a slave. I’m no one. Eight-forty-two.” The last came out as air as my voice gave out from the pressure. “Please. No one.”

Deep breaths left him.

“I’m not Maggie. I’m not.”

All I was doing was mouthing words as my lips went numb and tingled. There was so much pressure in my face that my eyes felt like they were going to pop at any moment. Just as darkness dotted in, I was gasping and choking on oxygen.

“You’re not Maggie. You’ll never be Maggie; do you hear me?”

“I’m not,” I cried, sobbing through the confusion of what the hell was happening. “I’m no one. Eight-forty-two.”

The Master loomed over me. With the wildness in his eyes, I wasn’t sure whether he was coming back to finish me off, or if he was going to let me go. His expression softened and he blinked through thoughts that had him making another deep sound. Panic had me too terrified to move. One wrong decision, and he’d come back after me like a rabid dog. I couldn’t afford that if I wanted to live.

“I’m eight-forty-two. Please. Can I go to my bed now?”

“No.”

“What’s your middle name?”

My head quickly shook.

“Middle name.”

“A-Anne.”

He let out a long breath, collapsing to sit on the edge of the bed, away from me. Time stretched out as he didn’t speak.

“Last name.”

“…Leeman.”

“Fuck.” Another long breath. “You’re not Maggie.”

“No.”

“Your name really is Margaret. But you’re not her.”

“No.”

I kept quiet as more time passed.

“It’s so ironic, this need I have.” He turned to face me. “You’re not her. I don’t want you to be her. Yet, that’s exactly why I have you here. How does it even make sense?”

There were no words I could say. I was torn between remaining as still as possible or racing for the door. My legs itched to jump into action. Everything in me was screaming to go. The slave part of me couldn’t, and I didn’t understand it any more than why my Master wanted me to be another woman.

“You don’t look like her. No one’s come close. Yet…you’re…different somehow. I look back at old photos and she’s such a stranger to me. I don’t really know her, either, but everything I remember says she’s my reason to breathe. My reason to live. She made promises,” my Master said, slicing his gaze over to me. “She said she loved me. I loved her. Yet…she chooses him? Marries him? Gives him what she was supposed to give me? Maybe over time I could have accepted it. I think I was starting to with the new baby coming. But for her to die in that car accident.” He paused. “I thought getting revenge on Jake would have ended this.” His head shook as he stared ahead. “Nothing ended. I didn’t get my revenge. The son of a bitch killed himself after marrying Kayla. Just…fucking dead. Just like Maggie. Dead. Both of them. And do you know what’s left behind, slave?”

Green eyes were piercing as my Master turned to me.

“I don’t know.”

“Me. My fucking misery is what’s left behind. No Maggie. No heir. No revenge. Nothing but emptiness and sick, twisted rage. Abandonment issues; I’d fucking say so. You wouldn’t happen to have a cure for this bullshit dilemma I’m suffering through, would you, shrink?”

Somehow, I managed to ease myself into a sitting position. The Master’s words stirred no sympathy in me. Not when it was obvious he’d bought me as his cure, and it hadn’t worked with any of the other slaves yet. But that only had me questioning exactly what the cure was.

“You smell like alcohol, and I don’t think that’s the answer. Why is your slave sick?”

He sat taller on the bed as he continued to stare into oblivion.

“Go to bed, Margaret. It’s safer there. Safer than here. Soon, you’ll see that dreams are the only place we’re truly free.”
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It was hard imagining Maggie so pale. Dead. No blood pumping through her veins. No tanned skin or blush on her cheeks from some naughty threat of me fucking her somewhere I wasn’t supposed to. She used to love a good spontaneous fuck. We hadn’t been able to keep our hands off each other.

Once, I’d rushed her into a small ballet studio in our old college. So many mirrors. So many angles. I could still see her tanned limbs wrapped around me. Tanned. Greedy for more. Alive. She wasn’t anymore. She hadn’t been the last time I’d seen her in the morgue. I couldn’t believe it. I refused to accept that she was gone. Not even makeup at her funeral could disguise what had been stolen from both of us…life. But my new slave, she was pale. Not dead pale, more porcelain, but I felt the pull more to her than I had to Pauline, or Mae, as I liked to call her. It was closer to what I was looking for. Seeing that firsthand left me more than unsettled. Maybe I had been going about this the wrong way. I was backwards, trying to fight a truth I couldn’t stomach.

“It’s better this way. You know that.”

My fingers traveled across Mae’s cheek, but I didn’t see the gorgeous slave before me in the dim light. No. Just me and Mags. Just us repeating something we were getting quite good at.

“You understand, don’t you, Maggie? It was never going to work out between us. I keep saying that, but I’m serious this time. I have to say goodbye. I’ve found someone else.”

I kissed lips that didn’t return my passion. They didn’t move at all as I pressed my hard cock against her, adding more of my weight.

“I know you’re mad. I hope you are. I’m mad at you too. If you would have been with me, you’d be alive right now. I would have kept you safe. I would have loved you more than him. I sure as hell wouldn’t have had to find someone new.”

This part I knew well. The blistering anger. The rage that never ended. I locked on Maggie’s jaw, V’ing my hand at her chin. To even say she was Mae was a lie. She was Pauline. Mae was just close to Maggie without being too close. I kept doing this…but not with Margaret. She was close without me having to make her.

“I said I’m leaving you. Kiss me back. Tell me not to go. Say something.”

Tears raced down the sides of her face as she stared up towards me. No words. Nothing. But fuck, those tears left me desperate to have her. They were false hope. A lie.

“Don’t cry. I know you love me. It’s complicated. I accept that. Shhh, baby. Shh. No more crying. I’ll make you feel better. I’ll make it all go away.”

Wetness from the oil I’d applied met me as my fingers traced the outside of her folds. I closed my eyes, biting into my lower lip as I used my legs to spread hers wider. I slid in one finger, moaning as I eased in another.

“I knew you wanted me. I’ve been thinking about you all night. Are you mad at me for going to the auction instead of staying with you?”

Leaning down, I sucked against Maggie’s throat, pushing my fingers deep through the thrusts. As I lifted, I paused through the invading thoughts of my new slave. I glanced towards Mae’s door, not able to ignore the swirl of anger that surfaced. My teeth clenched, and I withdrew my fingers, wrapping around my cock as I leveled against her entrance. Foreplay wasn’t appealing. Reality was turning into role play, and I didn’t like that. My eyes went to Maggie’s and back to the door. Back to Mae, who suddenly wasn’t Maggie. Back to the door.

Harder, I bit down against my teeth, inching into her channel as I let her adjust to my size. Pleasure stole me momentarily from reality, and I let myself get lost in it as I began to slowly thrust. The grip around my cock sucked me down even more, bringing Maggie back to me. Making her appear below as I increased my speed through the need.

“Stop crying, baby. I’m back now. I didn’t want to have to leave you, but you’re making that impossible. Have you changed your mind?”

At the silence, I rotated my hips, burying myself as I held still. My cock was already throbbing, but not for the reasons I wanted. My stare went back to the door, twisting voices in my mind. Sensations heightened, making my cock throb as I fought the flashes of curves under that sheer blue material. Curves and pale skin. Pale, porcelain skin.

“Tell me you’ve changed your mind. Tell me you’re Maggie and you want to stay.”

More tears. It had me withdrawing, only to slam forward as hard as I could.

“Say it, Maggie. Say you’re not going back.”

More hard thrusts. Brutal thrusts. I repeatedly pounded into her nonresponsive body. Minutes passed. She didn’t speak.

“Still nothing? You won’t tell me because you’d rather be with him. Is that it? You’ve given up on us? Just fucking say it. You’ve already chosen. Admit it. You don’t want this. You don’t want me.”

The sound of our skin slapping only had me fucking her harder. Savage. I hated it. Hated her for more reasons than I could process. And now I had images of another woman invading through my moment of closure?

“Just fucking say it, or I’ll make you say it.” My hands locked around her throat as I continued to destroy her memory the only way I knew how. “Say it. Choose your fate. Don’t make me choose for you.”

But I would. Her life was in my hands, and without the ability to move or speak, her death was completely under my control. I could choose to let go, say the code word and make her come back to life, or I could continue crushing her windpipe.

My eyes swept to the door. When I came back, I still saw Maggie, but not her face turning a dark shade in the shadows of Mae’s dim room. I saw my Maggie in a wedding dress marrying my rival. I saw the woman I loved heavy with a child that wasn’t mine. Most of all, I saw her pity each time I begged her to love me again. I saw her anger when I couldn’t stop, and I was so tired of reliving memories that killed me. Couldn’t she see that? Didn’t she know what she was doing?

“Stop looking at me like that. He can’t have you. I won’t let him. Not alive. Not fucking dead. If I have to kill you a million more times to keep you here with me, I will.” Still, I thrust, watching Mae come back to me. She couldn’t gasp. She couldn’t scream. Her eyes were glassing over. Her mouth was opening but only because of the pressure of my hands.

She was gone.

Dying.

Dead.

I watched through the minutes as Maggie split back and forth with Mae. Gone eyes. Empty, like me. My cock thickened and my cum shot into both of them.

Had I care that my slave was dead? No. Was I going to fuck them again as many times as I could before I grew tired of their dead body? Absolutely.
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What was love if not self-sacrificing?

I was risking my sanity talking to a corpse. Even though I knew it wasn’t Maggie, I was letting the delusions convince me otherwise. I talked. We laughed. I caressed, I made her dead hands touch me, tease me. We fucked. Then, we talked some more.

Lies had always been easier than the truth. If I wanted to be honest with myself, I’d admit I was unstable. I always had been. The fights. The quick temper. I wasn’t reserved like Elec and the rest of our circle. But I’d gotten better over the years. No…only since Maggie left. I had nothing left to fight for. I was tired of the fight. But that wasn’t just it. If I wanted to face who I truly was, I’d embrace this for what it was. I was every bit as ruthless as the River’s name. As sick as my father. As disgusting as his.

Upbringing? Maybe. I was exposed to a lot from my earliest years. But my parents had been affectionate to an extent. I wasn’t lacking in knowing they cared. I was given the best education and the most luxurious surroundings, whether that was homes or clothing. That put it down to genetics. Was I predisposed to sacrilegious acts? To fucking the dead? To loving them more than the living?

It was debatable. Or…maybe I should just peel back the layers even more and admit that it was truly simple. Desperate, even, but…not very complicated. The dead couldn’t hurt me. The dead wouldn’t leave me. They wouldn’t fuck around on me or even get attitude when I wasn’t in the mood for it.

No. It couldn’t be that simple. Then again, morphed with my already twisted mind, perhaps it was.

“I’m getting hungry, Mags, and I’m pretty tired. Do you think the sun has risen yet? We used to like that. Remember when we spent that one night curled up in all those blankets together in the back of Cade’s truck?” I laughed. “He was so pissed that I’d stolen it, but I hadn’t cared. It was so cold, but not to us. We barely saw the sunrise; we were so consumed with each other. I asked you to marry me that morning, right there on the water, in the back of that piece of shit truck, but you loved it. You always did love the simpler things. You always wanted to escape who we were. Jake did give you that,” I mumbled, losing myself in the other truths I didn’t want to face. “He separated you from the circle. From all of us. I used to think it was because of me, but maybe it wasn’t really him at all. Maybe it was you.”

My fingers stopped trailing along Mae’s cheek, and I stared down at the ghostly white skin beneath my touch, watching her come in clear for the first time in hours. Her lips were blue, and her eyes were open. There was no mistaking the emptiness behind the gaze. Her skin was so cool. So…dead. My lids closed, and I forced myself to stand. As I stared down at my slave’s body, sprawled out and nude, my chest cramped. The pooling of blood had long darkened the bottom edges of her body due to gravity, and I didn’t want to see it. I reached down, fixing her to lay beneath the blankets, but it truly didn’t matter as I opened her door and left her small room.

I should have cared. I should have felt something more than sadness or anger over Maggie. I didn’t. The misery ruled, but I couldn’t ignore how something was different about it too.

“Master?”

I paused on my way to my bed, glancing at my closed door. Margaret’s tone had been low. Almost inaudible through the barrier.

“Master, please.”

Two tiny knocks were followed by a louder one. I headed over, unlocking my door to pull it open.

“Oh, thank God. I’m sorry. I didn’t want to disturb you, but I have to go to the restroom. You must sleep like a rock.”

I didn’t even get to reply as she swept passed, shutting herself inside. A groan left me as I looked at the clock on my bedside table. Was it truly already almost eight in the morning?

Only then did a smile come to my face, but it was fleeting. Truth. I pushed it away, grabbing my phone instead. I dialed, turning and collapsing diagonally on my bed.

“Good morning, Master Three-sixty-one, how may I be of service to you?”

“I need a pickup and breakfast. My usual.” I paused. “Make it two usuals.”

“Absolutely, Sir. The guards will be there soon for your pickup, and we’ll have your order up as soon as it’s ready.”

“Great. Thanks.”

I hung up, dropping the phone to the comforter. The water cut off in the distance, and I lifted my head only for a moment as the slave edged out. Her movements were slow. Cautious as she waited for some sort of order.

“Breakfast is coming. There’s clothes in Mae’s room. They may be a little big or small. I don’t know. Make something work.”

The slave looked as if she wanted to say something but kept quiet as she obeyed and disappeared into the entrance. Seconds passed as I waited. A minute. Crashing in the room had me slowly lifting to a sitting position as Margaret came racing out.

“M-Master. I think—” She pointed, words nonexistent as she waved the beige dress towards the closet door.

“She’s dead. I know.”

“But…But, why? How?”

I stood, leaving her standing there as I headed to my separate closet on the opposite side of the room. I didn’t answer as I walked inside, grabbing a dark gray suit. A good minute passed before I heard movement behind me.

“Master?”

My hand froze from grabbing a pair of socks. When I turned, Margaret inched back to the doorway.

“I’m sorry. I only meant to ask if you’d like me to make you coffee. I’m,” she paused. “I’m sorry about your loss. Mae seemed like a lovely slave. I feel horrible that she was sick, and that you’ve…lost someone else dear to you.”

I blinked through her words, closing the distance between us. My head cocked to the side, and I soaked in the fear and hesitancy she held as her light brown eyes gazed up at me.

“You’re sweet. A trait that will cease to exist once I’m finished with you. I should be sorry about that.” I reached out, tracing my finger over her plump, pink lips. “I’m not sorry. Save your pity for yourself, Margaret. You’re going to need it.”
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Iwas already through my first cup of coffee by the time my Master appeared, already showered, and dressed…smelling good enough to swoon over. It wasn’t enough to stop the trembling. Perhaps it was nerves. Caffeine. Or…maybe it was the bruising I saw around Mae’s neck. I couldn’t be for sure of that though. I had never seen a dead body before. Whatever it was, I was trying my damn best to get this Master to like me, and I was too awkward and introverted to know what to do. I felt lost. Like I was doing more harm to myself than good. But I was trying to hide it. I just had to find the balance between quiet and pleasant. Maybe even helpful if I were going to survive this nightmare I’d been thrown into.

“Where’s my breakfast?”

The Master spun, scanning the surroundings as I moved deeper into the kitchen.

“I put it in the oven to stay warm. I didn’t want it to get cold.”

“Oh.” He seemed surprised as he fastened his watch. I quickly opened the oven. “Did you already eat?”

I popped up from behind the counter, meeting his eyes as I put the tray on the top of the stove to remove our plates. “I was waiting for you.”

“To eat?”

“Of course.”

“Don’t do that.” A dissatisfied look appeared, but he headed over, meeting me at the small table as I put down his plate and stepped back to the counter with my own. “What are you doing, slave?”

“Eating over here.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Sit.”

Was I making things worse? God, I was. I was overthinking what I should do. I had to stop that.

As I sat down, I kept my head bowed, staring at my food as I began to eat. Two bites in and I remembered the coffee.

“Black?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Your coffee? Do you drink it black, or do you prefer sugar…cream?”

I went to stand but stopped as his hand shot up.

“Eat. I didn’t buy a d⁠i. I can get my own coffee.”

And he did. He stood, leaving me at the table as he swept by. I tried to ignore his aggravation as my head lowered again.

“I usually don’t drink coffee here. I’m surprised you even found any. I usually buy my coffee from the cart in the lobby.”

“I’ll remember that.”

“You really don’t have to. Just…” He walked by the table again with his cup, sitting. “Just do what I tell you to. If I don’t ask, don’t do it. It’s very simple.”

I nodded, debating to say more when knocking sounded. The surprise couldn’t be held from my Master’s face.

“Did they already pick up the body?”

“Yes, Master. While you were in the shower.”

“Who the hell is that?”

My hands clutched in my lap as he stood and headed for the door. When he opened it, my lips parted through shock.

“Hale. What are you doing here?”

A tall man in a leather jacket, covered in tattoos, pushed through, walking my way in a quick stride. The moment he saw me, he jolted to a stop.

“Hale. I asked you a question.”

“Who’s this?”

I stood, heading for the giant who couldn’t have been mistaken as anyone other than my Master’s brother. Both had light blond hair. Both had light colored eyes. My Master was tall, but this man dwarfed him. He was easily a few inches shy of seven feet.

“I’m slave eight-forty-two. So nice to meet you, Master.”

“Oh, hell no.” His head gave a hard shake. “Don’t say that.” He glanced over. “She looks like Maggie.”

“No she doesn’t.” My Master angrily shook his head.

“Bullshit. It’s her bone structure. Her jaw and cheekbones.” His eyes squinted as he moved in closer to my face. “Same eye shape. Same hair color. It’s a little eerie, actually. Is that what you’re doing here?”

“You don’t worry about me. Why are you here, Hale?”

The giant scanned my face again, finally turning to my Master.

“Because I’m pissed.” He got quiet, confusion and uncertainty filling his tone. “He did it. He had to of. I keep replaying it over and over again. The bastard fucked with my mind.”

“Elec? No way. We’re immune. Off limits. You know that.”

“Immune? Off limits? Apparently not anymore. I’m telling you. I’ve gone over the last few weeks and I’m…missing shit. Time. I’m missing a check-in while I was here. It was the first night June was moved to the apartment. I was protecting her. I was doing my job. You know me, Sebastian. I wouldn’t forget to report. No way in hell. He got in my head, and I don’t like it. I’d confront him, but…I think that’ll make things worse. I have to make a report.”

Silence played out between them as my Master placed his hand on my lower back, leading me to the table. He didn’t have to tell me to sit. I lowered, dropping my head again as I quietly started eating.

“You’re mistaken, brother. It’s been a rough few weeks for us all. You most certainly have vacation time. I think perhaps you should take it and go somewhere tropical. Don’t rock the boat. Let it go and keep your distance.”

“Are you fucking with me too? You want me to let him get away with breaking one of our laws? I’m off limits. To all of you. Especially him. I warned him that I’d go above his head, and I’m going to. Elec thinks he’s the all-mighty God because he’s the Main Master, but he’s still Elec. He’s not shit. Fuck him. He crossed the line, and he’s going to pay for it.”

My Master’s head shook, and he let out a sigh.

“Are you positive that he’s done this? Do you have evidence? You can’t go to the Uppers and present your case without proof. You know that, Hale. They will laugh you out of there so fast, and you’ll lose all credibility. I know you’re mad at the thought but think rationally. Do this right.”

A growl came from the giant.

“How would I have proof? He controls security. He has access to all the cameras here. Everyone is his fucking puppet.”

“Then let…it…go. Until you have proof, you have nothing. Do not tarnish our name with a temper tantrum in front of the Uppers because you don’t like Elec. You have status most of us don’t because of your job protecting the wives. Your reputation is flawless. You’re smart. Act like it.”

Hale’s head shook as he glared toward my Master.

“I’m not stupid, Sebastian. As my brother, I thought you’d have my back. I should have known.”

“Don’t you fucking pull that shit on me. I do have your back. I’ve stood up for you, protected you. I’ve killed for you!” He roared. “Don’t for one second question my loyalty.”

Hale was quiet as he shifted his feet and seethed.

“Take a vacation. Find a beach and cool off. I will speak to Elec and figure out what’s going on. If he did mess with your head, he’ll suffer the consequences. He’ll have to. Like you said, he knows better. Take a breath, Hale. Take two and calm down. We’ll figure it out.”

The giant pulled his brother in, hugging him before nodding and stepping back.

“I know you don’t want to believe me, but he did get in my head, Sebastian. I may not have proof yet, but explain to me why I suddenly have an invitation to become a Master. Tell me why the fuck it’s killing me not to accept the offer? Alpha status, Seb. Not even Beta.”

Surprise drew in my Master’s face. “Elec would never in a million years invite you to the Gardens. Especially as part of its foundation. I’m not even an Alpha.”

Hale reached into his back pocket, pulling free a paper to hand over. A good minute passed before Sebastian’s eyes rose from whatever he was reading.

“He got in your head.”

“Yes…he did.”

Silence.

“Forget tropical. Go to the villa in Tuscany. Stay there for a few weeks. I’m the head of this family. I’ll deal with this.”

“What will you do?”

“Don’t worry about that.” My Master pulled at his tie. “My breakfast is getting cold. Head out. I’ll call you soon.”

“I want to do it, Seb. Why do you think I’m so pissed? I want this. Every second the need gets worse. I could face him, but I know I’d drop to my knees and beg him to let me in. I can’t stand it. I literally feel sick over not accepting yet.”

“Son of a bitch. God dammit. Find Mistress Two.”

“Melissa LaRoe?”

“That’s right. Find her and get her to take the need away. Make her fix you and then get the fuck out of here. Don’t come back unless you don’t have a choice. Promise me.”

Hale nodded.

“Good. Make them patch you through and call my Master phone when you arrive in Tuscany.”

“I will.” Hale paused, his eyes coming to me. “It was nice meeting you.” He looked back at his brother. “That’s Maggie. I don’t give a shit what you say. You wanted her back. There she is. I love you, brother.”

“I love you too; but get the fuck out of my apartment. You always do this shit. Out. Go.”

But my Master’s words weren’t all anger. There was something underlining them. Almost a playfulness and yet…chaos. The giant waved, and I couldn’t meet my Master’s stare as he shut the door closed behind him. Only when he was sitting back down before me did he speak.

“He’s wrong, you know. You look nothing like her. Not even a little.”

“I believe you. Not if you’re doing what he thinks. I look nothing like Mae. I’m not beautiful like that so he must be mistaken.”

Green eyes rose to meet mine. My Master took a bite of his pancake, chewing as he kept eye contact.

“Maggie wasn’t beautiful in the classic sense, but you didn’t see that when she was around. She radiated this…energy.” His brow creased as his eyes lowered and he dropped his fork. “I don’t want to talk about it. I have to go find the Main Master. Find something to do. I’ll be back later. If you need anything, just call it in. Food. Whatever.”

Sebastian stood, grabbing his wallet from the counter. He didn’t even look back at me as he stormed through the front door. As silence took over, I played out the morning. Mae’s dead body. He and his brother’s conversation. My mind was swirling. None of it made sense to me, but I knew the entire situation wasn’t good. I was the only slave now, and this was the second time the Main Master had been accused of messing with minds. First, when Sebastian thought he’d made me into Maggie, and now with his brother. Was the Main Master so dangerous that he could brainwash people into forgetting things? Losing time? Becoming someone they’re not?

I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. What I did want to do was get out of here. I hadn’t seen much since I was kidnapped from a bar not far from my dorm room, but I had every intention of exploring the place I’d been brought to. I was a slave, but right now I was free. The rumors spoke of dangers at every corner of the Gardens. With as confined as I’d been, I was willing to take that risk.
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“Idon’t understand why you’re smiling. It’s not very funny, Elec. Did you or did you not get inside my brother’s head?”

“You really need to lighten up, Sebastian. It’s not a big deal.”

My eyes widened. “Not a big deal? So, you’re admitting it, then?”

“I merely tested him. It’s not my fault it worked.”

“Tested?” My fist clenched as I leaned more forward on the table. Elec didn’t seem to care as he continued his breakfast. “Why would you even do that? You know everyone in our circle is off limits. Especially, Hale. He has responsibilities to the wives. The wives. He has duties and vows to the uppers just like you. He’s not some random Master you can mess with, Elec.”

The Main Master’s lips twisted as he put his fork down on the plate. It had taken me nearly an hour to find him. When I did, he ate at the pace of a snail. Or maybe he was doing it on purpose.

“What do you want me to say? I’m sorry? I’m not. He had an attitude; I adjusted it. It’s as simple as that. And you know me. I would never put the wives at risk. Never. Relax. I’ve already reported it. If it makes you happy, I have to face the Council. I’m not sure what else you want me to do. I offered him a position here. I’m trying to make up for my mistake.”

“Hale will not be a Master at the Gardens. I forbid it.”

Elec sat straighter in his chair, a hard seriousness slipping over his face as he raised an eyebrow at me.

“Forbid it. Why?”

“Why? We’re talking about Hale. He’s not like us. He’s not on our side. I want to keep it that way. Let him take care of the wives. He’s good at that.”

“You think him incapable of murder? Of depravity?” A smile slowly emerged on his lips. “How well do you know your brother, Sebastian? Maybe he’d make a damn fine addition to this place. Maybe even enough to make Alpha immediately.”

“What are you talking about?”

Elec slid back in the chair, standing. I followed suit, joining him as he started a slow stroll through The Six.

“I’ve known you since we could barely walk. We all have secrets, Seb. Let’s just say…your brother hides them very well. He may be able to hide them from you, but he can’t hide them from me.”

“Main Master.”

At Master One approaching, I quickly turned to Elec.

“We’ll finish this conversation at another time. As representative of my family, I’ll be at your meeting with the Council. That’s not a request. Hale isn’t joining the Gardens. That’ll be a direct order. One, he’ll obey. Don’t get in his head again, Elec. I’d hate to lose trust in you. You know how I feel about people I can’t trust.”

His hand gripped tightly to my bicep.

“You can trust me. I crossed the line. It was wrong. He and I were fired up, and I did something I shouldn’t have. I know that. It’s why I reported it. As the heir and head of your line, I apologize to you. I won’t apologize to him. I give you my word it won’t happen again.”

But I wasn’t sure I believed his word anymore. I thought I was untouchable when it came to Elec. Knowing that he was able to get to my brother suddenly made me uncertain whether he would try to get to me too. It was no secret in college he played around and tried with us friends. He never liked how me and my brother seemed to be immune to his tricks. If Hale wasn’t resistant anymore, what about me?

“I have to go. I’ll see you later.”

I nodded to Master One and his wife, Vera, as I headed for the exit. I couldn’t think past the shitstorm this was going to cause. More, I had no idea what Council Elec was talking about. We had Uppers, but an actual Council? Why didn’t I know that? I’d have to talk to my father. Not that I expected to get much out of him. Some days he was the man who raised me. Other days…he didn’t know me at all.

Approaching the elevator, I hit the button, waiting. The hall was relatively empty. The Six restaurant was by invite only. I was lucky to have one, but with the way things ended between me and the Main Master, I wasn’t sure how long my special treatment would last. Getting on Elec’s bad side was not a good idea, but I had to protect my brother too, and he would always come first.

The doors slid open, and I got on, closing my lids as one thing after another bombarded me. The Gardens was supposed to be my escape. The damn place was more like a curse. All I wanted to do was disappear into my fantasies with Maggie. I wanted to forget everything else. I couldn’t do that until I sorted this shit out with Hale. I couldn’t even start to sort it out until he called me, so that did leave me a little time.

The ding brought my eyes back open. Laughter and voices were plentiful around the food carts and shops in the lobby, but I paid them no attention as I took the keycard from my wallet and headed down the hall to my apartment. I was barely inside when I realized the room was empty. The door shut behind me, and I walked for the bedroom, listening for any sound that might indicate where my slave was.

“Eight-forty-two?”

No water running.

No small bangs or footsteps.

I slowed at the opened bathroom door. The light was off. That had me heading to Mae’s small room.

“Slave?”

I took in the full-size bed and collection of simple dresses hung up along the back wall.

Nothing.

I spun for the front door, trying to get control of the colliding emotions that blinded me with a mix of rage and…fear?

“Margaret.”

Had that been a damn yell? It was close, and there was nothing I could do about it as I jogged and jerked open the door. Was the slave stupid? Ignorant? Did she have any idea the monsters that were looking for naïve slaves like her? Out there, they’d eat her alive. They could hurt her. Kill her.

My jog turned into a run as I headed for the lobby. Surely, she wouldn’t have been stupid enough to go out of the building. I mentioned coffee. Maybe she’d come to find the cart?

“Eight-forty-two. Margaret.”

Her name echoed from the walls, swallowed up by the hum of voices surrounding me. I broke into the small crowd, scanning the Masters and Mistresses who were out with their slaves.

“Margaret?”

A couple turned my way but ignored me as I swept past more of the crowd, moving deeper into the room as I scanned the small stores all around. Where the hell was she?

As I spun in a circle, still jogging toward the store, I could feel the sweat already beginning to soak into my shirt. I didn’t know this woman. I didn’t want to…yet…I couldn’t dismiss my brother’s words either. He saw Maggie in her as clear as day. I didn’t, but was it because she didn’t look like Maggie, or did I just not want to see the truth that so obviously sucked me in to begin with.

“Margaret!”

The room got quiet as stares turned in my direction. None. None of them were her. I forced myself into the closest store, eating up the aisles. Minutes passed. Longer as I went in every door and store that I came across. It was close to lunch now.

Nothing.

No Margaret.

“I’m going to kill her. I’m going to beat her alive.”

“Sir?”

I ignored the slave cashier, more stomping from the last store I could check than walking. I had tunnel vision, and I saw nothing but the elevator as I kept a fast pace. I felt sick. I felt…something aside from sadness. Aside from mourning and pining after a dead woman. It was enough to slow my steps, but not by much.

“Three-sixty-one.”

I didn’t even slow as I glanced over spotting Mistress Two. She was jogging from my hall, trying to catch up with me.

“I’m sorry, Mistress. I’m looking for my slave. She wasn’t in my apartment. Did you see my brother?”

“I did. I had a very nice talk with him and helped him out. I must apologize for the Main Master’s actions. He overstepped his bounds, but I’m trying to help him out with that too.”

“About that.” My finger punched at the elevator’s button as I waited. “He said he reported it. What do you know of this Council? I want to attend his meeting with them.”

“With the Council?” Her head shook. “I’m afraid that’s impossible.”

That was enough to have my attention. “What do you mean? I run my family line. I have every right to be there. What was done to my brother can’t be overlooked. I want to make sure of it.”

“I sympathize with your concern and wishes, but I’m afraid it can’t be done. The Council meets with no one. The Main Master will face them, and whatever happens…happens.”

“No.” My head shook. “I have every right to be present. It’s in the rules. This concerns my family. I have every right to stand as a witness.”

She got quiet. “I will make some calls. I just wanted you to know that I’ve helped your brother, and he’s going to be okay. I will contact you soon with what I hear.”

“Thank you.”

The door opened, and I jerked to a stop at the multiple people inside. But only momentarily. At the shocked expression, I couldn’t stop the deep rumble that left me as I fisted my slave’s dress and jerked her through the doors. I briefly noticed Jett on the other end of the elevator. His mouth twisted in aggravation, but it only lasted long enough for him to see Melissa and nod to his mother. I didn’t give it attention. I only had eyes for Margaret.

“Where have you been?”

“M-Master. I just…I⁠—”

It took everything I had to stop myself from continuing. I glanced at Melissa, not letting go from fisting my slave’s dress. “I have to go. I look forward to your call.”

A yelp left my slave as I pulled her closer, practically dragging her to the apartment. I had my hand locked in her hair and her facing me before the door even closed.

“Do you have any idea what could have happened to you? Where did you go? Did you leave the building? Did anyone touch you? Hurt you? Speak!”

But I wasn’t giving her time. I was turning her face back and forth. Using my free hand to pat down her arms and chest.

“Master, I’m sorry. I only wanted to look around. I’m fine. Nothing happened.”

“And you’re lucky! God, I could⁠—”

Somehow I forced myself to let go as I stepped back, but I found myself spinning for her again just as fast.

My heart was racing.

My stomach was flipping.

My cock was hard.

“You went out of the building?”

Tears were welling in her eyes as my slave tried to take steps back from me, but I couldn’t stop from closing the distance. The further she got in the room, the more the darkness inside me grew.

“I didn’t know there was a town out there. A city. I saw the shops and people⁠—”

“And you decided to go.”

“I didn’t get hurt.”

“But you got touched. That place is so packed, you have to squeeze down the streets. You can’t fucking tell me no one touched you out there. A slave, alone. You sure as hell don’t look the part of a Mistress. You’re food. You have no idea what you’ve done.”

Margaret crashed into the wall, not able to edge down as I leveled my hands to each side of her shoulders, trapping her in place.

“I’m sorry. I swear, I didn’t know.”

“You could have been hurt. Killed!”

Tears flooded free as a sob left her.

“It was a mistake.” She inched left. Then, right. “I said I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

“Damn right it won’t. It’s going to be hard to leave me when you can’t even move.”

“W-What?”

My eyes searched hers, and I could feel my identities battling themselves. The old me. The new me. They were fighting to the death as I took in scared, brown eyes.

“You fucked up, slave, and now I’m going to have to show you the consequences for breaking the rules.”

“But I didn’t mean to. I didn’t know it was a rule. Master.” Her head shook. “It’s not fair to punish me for something I didn’t know.”

“Nothing about the Gardens is fair. It’s life, and yours belongs to me…Maggie-Lynn.”
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Throughout my life, I had feared many things. Heights. Bees. All bugs, really. Monsters under the bed. Never once did I ever imagine that I’d be a captive inside my own body.

Maggie-Lynn…

Those words were all it took for me to shut down. I had collapsed right there in my Master’s arms, and there was nothing I could do about it. I screamed. I begged. I fought with everything I had. He never heard or felt anything. I didn’t move or so much as make a sound. I could feel the tears leaving me, but other than that, it was like I didn’t exist. I had a body, but it didn’t belong to me. It belonged to him, and he was in control of it as he laid me on his bed.

“Maggie, we keep doing this. How many times are you not going to listen to me? How many times are you going to run?”

Sebastian shrugged off his suit jacket, loosening his tie as he took me in. He didn’t look okay. He was covered in sweat, and his face was still tinted with red from the anger he’d displayed not moments ago. He gave a hard jerk, throwing the tie on the floor as he unbuttoned his vest.

“I don’t know why I assumed you had learned. You never learn. You’re too stubborn to follow rules, but I’m going to teach them to you one more time.”

He let the vest fall to the floor, going to the button at the base of his throat. As he began to work them free, I could hear my screams growing louder in my mind. I tried fighting to get my arms to move. A finger. Anything.

“Margaret. Maggie. Maggie. Margaret.” His head tilted as he gazed at my face. “The structure. I just don’t…know. I mean, maybe. It truly doesn’t matter. You could be her twin and it would change nothing. You’re still breaking the rules.”

Sebastian jerked his shirt free from his pants, finishing unbuttoning it. When he opened it and threw it down, I could see how hard is cock was through his pants. I hated how his hunger brought my body to life. He didn’t even have to touch me for me to react. My body was responding, even if I couldn’t, and it was all my fault. It was me. Trauma was my life. Taboo shit was just…a lure to me. Sure, I knew it was wrong what was happening. Even being here was sick. But I was far from good. Far from a virgin. I’d done things just to try them. I’d experimented with myself and with others just for the pleasure of it. Toys. Orgies. Threesomes with men and women. I wasn’t new to sex. But this…this I didn’t know. That didn’t stop the part of my mind that loved everything that was fucked up with it. I was a magnet for masochism. A goddamn feen for a good fuck. I liked older men, and I liked them with power. This one wanted me dead, there was no doubt about it. If I wanted to live, I would need to figure how he could have both. I hated that. I hated that my mindset was so watered-down and accepting of this. Accepting of him. My choices were limited, but my attitude was strong. If I ever got out of this state, he’d see. I’d convince him I was a good fit for him. I didn’t have a choice.

Clinking from his belt sounded, and I closed my eyes as I tried to calm the anxiety that kept leaving me panicked. He could kill me right here and now. He could do it with how mad he’d been at me leaving. He was worried about me getting hurt. Touched.

My brain was on overdrive as it raced.

That sort of emotion didn’t just come from nowhere. If he was worried or angry, it was important to him. My…safety and wellbeing was important.

“You are not allowed to close your eyes to me.”

The bed shifted and fingers pressed into my face. I opened my lids at the surprise, narrowing them just the smallest amount through that power. It had him waiting for my reaction. Waiting for compliance. Slowly, I closed my lids.

“Maggie. I’m not playing with you. Open your eyes.”

I wouldn’t. I refused.

“Maggie.” A pause. “Fine. Pout. You won’t be soon.”

My body was lifted, and I kept my lids closed as he pulled the dress over my head. I could hardly keep them closed. Barely open them if I wanted. Nothing was working right on me, only causing the anxiety to spike once again.

The darkness was terrifying. The thought that my lids wouldn’t open ever again and that I’d be trapped in this shell almost had my eyes shooting open. I didn’t. I tried to keep my breaths slow as my bra was unhooked and my panties were removed, but even my breathing didn’t feel completely in my control.

“If you think playing dead is going to save you,” he laughed, “you have another thing coming. Dead is the goal, baby. Dead is what you are.”

My lids did open then, but only long enough for me to over-exaggeratively roll my eyes at him. The split second of shock I saw on his face quickly turned to anger as he growled and cupped to the side of my neck.

“Just like her. Dramatic little shit. Open your damn eyes.”

I obeyed, only to roll them again. There had been some expression I couldn’t quite place as he stared down at me. Intrigue? Some twisted fucked-up version of hope?

Why did that hurt me? Why did I even care that this man was so broken that he’d gotten to this point? Why? Because I’d been broken too. By my molesting stepfather at the age of eleven, no less. But it didn’t end there. Far from it. All I knew was self-destruction. If I was going to be hurt, wasn’t it best coming from me? I could control that, and maybe even right now, facing death, I welcomed it.

“Keep giving me attitude. We’ll see how long it lasts.”

Pressure eased my legs apart. Where I couldn’t move them, I could sure feel the sensations of his fingers as he began to trace up one of my thighs. Craving and pleasure were immediate. The internal begging took over. Where half my brain was pissed and shouting ‘no’, the other half was home. And not with the rape. I knew that well. It was the mindset. The accepting, where I shouldn’t. If I accepted, it wasn’t real. It was a choice. It was mine. I clung to that view with everything I had. To view it any other way would have brought a terror I couldn’t live with. It would put me back as a victim, and I didn’t choose that. Not Sebastian. Not my stepfather. Even if a victim was exactly what I was.

“Fuck, you’re so wet. Like…really, really wet.”

Was that surprise in his voice?

Pressure from his fingers tugged at the side of my folds, separating me, but he didn’t touch my pussy. He kept moving closer. Rotating his fingers in circles, but never quite hitting the spot I wanted him to. If I could have moaned, I would have. Hell, I would have done a lot more. Arched my back. Begged like a little slut for his fingers. Fuck…for anything.

“Maggie.” I stayed in the darkness. “Margaret.”

My eyes opened. It was the softness of my name. The pain hidden below the surface of his call. Almost as if it were agonizing for him to say.

Fingers eased over my swollen folds, hesitantly, barely brushing my skin. He kept his touch light, not speaking. Not turning away from me as he teased and added more pressure. Sebastian was so close, moving between my entrance and my clit. Back and forth, he circled, taking his time as the need built.

I could feel my body shaking. My legs trembled on their own. So many different expressions kept crossing his face as he began looking between me and where he touched. When he eased a finger inside of me, I didn’t miss him biting into his bottom lip.

Slowly, he inched forward, stretching me wide with a second finger almost just as fast. I didn’t stand a chance. My body refused to let me. Spasms from the orgasm shook my legs, and screams echoed in the secrecy of my mind. My Master didn’t have to hear them to know what he’d done.

Green eyes widened. He was on me so fast, sucking against my neck and kissing my unresponsive lips. I was moaning inside. Clawing into his back in my thoughts as I tried to rush him to go faster. I wanted him in me. Fucking me. Using me exactly the way he wanted. The way I was used to dealing with pain, fear, or anger.

I couldn’t do anything but lay there as he inched into my pussy. As much as I couldn’t stand it, there was something sick and delicious about what we were doing. It didn’t have to make sense to me. It was wrong, therefore, right. Or at least appealing.

“You like this. You want this.”

A deep moan left Sebastian as he plunged forward, breaking deeply through uncharted territory. My mind said I should gasp, even though I couldn’t. Going through the motions was easy, but I could feel my mind split as it did. One reality of being lifeless. The other, a fantasy I was living in my head. One I could control and pretend to be participating in.

“God, you feel so good. You’re going to listen from now on. You’re going to obey the rules.”

He tilted my head so I could look up at him. My eyes closed causing him to slam his cock into me.

“You will follow the rules. Look at me so I know you’re agreeing.”

I stayed in this new powerful darkness, basking in the friction of his increasing thrusts.

“Maggie.” He growled as I didn’t obey. “Margaret, look at me and say you’re going to stay in this apartment.”

The thrusts. The depths he pushed into. Having him fuck me so angrily was heaven when it should have been hell. I could feel myself building again, already, and I wanted to come on his cock once more. I wanted to come a million times so that he’d see I was different than them. Different than the other slaves before me.

Would it help me live? Probably not. At least I was choosing to enjoy the time I had left. Me…choosing.

“Dammit.” Rumbling had Sebastian pulling me more into him. “You’re going to stay here. Inside. You’re⁠—”

At the new round of spasms that shook me, he made an even louder sound, crushing me into him as he buried himself impossibly deeper.

“Fucking shit. Fuck. Fuck.” He growled, going back to suck against my neck. Before I could process the movement, my Master was spinning me on top of him, pulling down my weight as he stirred brand new sensations.

I knew he was pulling behind my knees, fixing my legs to better accommodate his thrusts, but I was already there in my mind. I was riding him, rotating and grinding myself down. Slow. Deep. Erotic. All those sounds that were leaving him were because of me. From what I was doing. They were happening there, inside of me. In the darkness I’d given myself to.

“Enough games.” Pain tore at my scalp as he pulled me back by my hair. “Open your fucking eyes.”

I opened them.

“You’re—”

I closed them and cried out in my mind as he shook my head like a rag doll.

“Maggie.”

Nothing.

“Mags.”

I still didn’t open them.

“Margaret, so help me God.”

I looked at him. Where’d he’d stopped thrusting, he withdrew, easing back in as I kept his stare.

“I can’t stay here and fucking babysit you. If you can’t stay inside, I’ll leave you like this permanently. I’ll leave you like them.”

Deeper, he pushed. Had my eyes gotten bigger? Terrified. I sure felt horror as the truth began to sink in. The unstable legs with Mae. The weakness.

“You’re going to be good, and you’re going to give me reason to trust you.”

I debated closing my eyes. The thought of staying like this permanently kept them open.

“That’s right. Safe. Here. Just like this with me.”

I blinked rapidly as he began to lower me back to his chest. It was enough to have Sebastian pausing and keeping me upright.

“I don’t need you to say anything, Margaret. You agreed. You’re staying.” His eyes were lowering to my breasts. As his knees drew up and his free hand went to cup the fullness, I blinked rapidly again. Or I tried to. Quick actions were hard.

“Stop. Feel.” He pinched my nipple, bridging his arm as he let his palm slide to hold to my hip. His bicep flexed as he held me in position, so much stronger and bigger than I had known. The way his hips moved as he fucked me and held me suspended above him was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. I was in awe. Amazed, when I should have been saying a damn prayer. I wasn’t…I was blinking again. And again. And again. Until he was groaning.

“I should flip you facedown so all I can see is the part that matters. If I let you free and you do something stupid, you’re dead to me. Maybe in all ways.”

I blinked.

Seconds passed as he went back to biting his lip and thrusting again. Just when I thought maybe he wasn’t going to say it, the words were whispered through his moan.

“Maggie-Lynn.”

My body jolted, and I did finally gasp. Sensations were firing through me, adjusting as I moved my hands to press into his chest.

“What? What was so important that you had to glitch out?”

My head shook. I didn’t trust myself to say words. Instead, I braced on my knees, lifting and lowering to take him back inside of me. My Master’s mouth parted, and a moan left me as I put everything I had into fucking him at the pace I needed. And it worked. Both of his hands hesitantly lifted to my breasts. I ground myself down, taking every inch of his cock.

The wetness was unreal. I could feel it all over his balls. All on my inner thighs as I picked up the pace. My eyes were opened, and I couldn’t stop staring at the man who was torn on the woman who’d just taken control. I could see his uncertainty, and I didn’t want to bring attention to that. I wanted him to feel like the one in power, even though it was me who held it.

“Come.” I leaned forward, wrapping my hand along the side of his throat, trying to urge him to lift from the bed. “Sit up and help me. I’m so close. I need you to—” My deep moan took over as he rose, holding around me as I continued to ride him. “Right there. Please.”

Sebastian’s long forearm barred across my back while he held to my opposite shoulder. He was bringing me up and down, letting me move and rotate my hips to the speed I needed. I didn’t think as I wrapped my arms around his neck, bringing us closer. My chest pressed into his, and I met his mouth as if he weren’t some deranged, psychopathic killer. My Master and I met with chemistry. As lovers desperate for things we’d never get again. And maybe we wouldn’t if he killed me.

“There. Yes. Right there.”

He was drinking in my sigh. Swallowing my whimpers with every greedy kiss. I could feel his cock swelling, and I was hungry to have the only piece of him I ever would. I locked my legs around his waist, squeezing as I forced my weight down, and him deeper inside of me. I needed nothing else but his cum as I screamed through the spasms. And he gave it to me, moaning out just as loud as he crushed me to him, holding me down to him.

“Fuck. God. Fuck. Margaret.”

But that’s all it took to completely turn my world upside-down.

One name in the heat of his passion…and it wasn’t hers. It was mine.
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“Ithought I might find you here. Did you order my drink, or did you think I wouldn’t show?”

I didn’t have to turn to know it was Master Twelve-twelve moving in next to me at the bar. This was routine for us. Two men, heartbroken over the women we loved. Drinking more than we needed. Although Rob hadn’t lost his wife, he might as well have. He had hope she’d awaken from the poisoning she’d almost succumbed to after he bought her, but that wasn’t the case. He didn’t give up…just like me. At least he had something to fight for. Even if it was a lost cause. Me, I was fighting a ghost. Fighting for something I had lost sight of not hours ago. Had I used Margaret’s name in passion? Had I completely shut her down the moment I realized what I’d done?

“I was hoping I wouldn’t see you here.”

“That would have been nice.”

I scooted one of the multiple shot glasses towards him as I continued to go back and forth, taking shots and sipping my Jack and Coke.

“Look at you, Three-sixty-one. Pajama pants and a t-shirt. That’s a first. This must be a celebration. You’re hitting it hard tonight. Bad day?”

A nearly silent laugh left me.

“Bad fucking decade.” I glanced over to take in his dark hair and darker eyes. “But yeah. I’ve been drinking for hours. I was wasted before I left the apartment. Today was…I don’t know.”

“Now this is different.” He tossed back the shot. “What don’t you know? Last I heard, you weren’t connecting with the slave. She wasn’t right for you. Did you change your mind?”

“No. I killed her.”

“Ah.”

“That was easy. I got a new slave.”

“Oh.” His tone deepened. “That’s right. It was auction night. A better slave?”

I got quiet, taking a long drink as I tried to find the right words.

“My brother came to my apartment today. He saw the resemblance. I don’t see it like him, although…I must. I chose her. I had to have her. She gave me a fucking heart attack when she disappeared to the city below without me knowing.”

“Oh shit.”

“Yeah,” I said, glancing back over to him. He knew how dangerous it was down there. “I was afraid that maybe…afraid that…you know.” I took another shot, chasing it down with my drink. “I shouldn’t have given a shit. I did.” My head shook in disbelief. My words and thoughts were getting hard to separate. “There’s something between us that’s different. I said her name when I shouldn’t have. Her name, not Maggie’s.”

Rob was quiet a good minute as he motioned and took his drink from the bartender.

“Maybe this is good.”

“I don’t see how.”

“You won’t, either, until you let it play out.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. Not that it could play out smoothly after this. She won’t be happy when I finally set her free. It’s for the best, I suppose. I should just kill her and get this over with and go home. I have work to do anyway.”

“What the fuck is work? Stay down here like me. Forget the outside world. It’s not worth it.”

“I wish.”

I wiped out the remaining shots, blinking through the blurriness that had long taken over. I could barely speak straight anymore, and it was getting worse by the minute. I sure as fuck couldn’t sit without the slightest sway.

“I have to go. It was good seeing you, Rob.” I paused. “Twelve-twelve.”

“You, too. I’ll be here if you change your mind and come back.”

All I could do was a half-ass nod as I stepped off the stool and kept myself as straight as I could. Balance was almost impossible, but I somehow made it from the bar, through the mostly empty lounge, and into my hall. When I finally got to my apartment, everything was spinning. I shut the door, reaching forward as I made my way back to my bed. But it wasn’t how I needed it. How I had to have it.

“Maggie.” I tried to sit. I failed as I called out to her again. My eyes squeezed shut as I tried to put things in focus. My sight. My mind. It all kept circling around and around. “Margaret. Maggie.” I laughed, groaning as I turned and forced myself to sit. “Maggie come to bed. It’s time…for bed.”

I went, stumbling to the small room that still had the light on. I hit hard into the doorframe, crashing to my knees. That didn’t stop me. I crawled to the bed. The lifeless body had me transfixed as I pulled myself up onto the mattress. Ammonia was strong and my nose drew in, but I didn’t care as I hovered over her.

“When I say…come to bed. You come. Now we’re here. I don’t like this room.”

Brown eyes blazed. They were so expressive and angry as her lids narrowed. I couldn’t look for long. I collapsed nearly on top of her, resting my head against her cheek, drowning in her hair. I was okay with dying like this. I could die, and that would be okay.

Die.

Dark.

Maggie.

That wouldn’t be so bad. Then we could be together forever. But I couldn’t die. I had responsibilities. I had my brothers and my parents to take care of. My death would kill my mother. My father would follow. He was nothing without her. He could forget us all, but not her. Not yet. Their love was real…their demons stronger. I had wanted that kind of love. I had wanted…something…real.

But no. Abnormally pale skin. My fingers deep inside a cold, tight pussy. My moaning. More. My cock pounding to the sway of dark hair. To lifeless limbs. Harder. Deader. Harder.

Thoughts and memories were sucked down in the constant spin as I went in and out of consciousness. I threw up at some point. I knew that but fuck if I could stop it. I couldn’t even move. I couldn’t wake up. I was back and forth, but where I was, I didn’t have a clue. Time passed. Lots of time. And more pounding came, but not the kind I wanted. It was deep in my head, pulsing behind my eyes as it grew louder by the second.

Cracking my lids, I winced, reaching for my face. My eyes. I didn’t make it there before I gagged at the taste in my mouth and the smell breaking through the fog of my mind. I was damn near on top of a body. A small body. And there were chunks of something in her hair and along her throat. The bed was soaking wet with her piss. My pants and bottom of my shirt were wet where I’d had my leg over her waist. It was the tears and those heartbroken eyes that had me lifting. It was the hard knocking on my door that had me cursing.

“Fuck. Fuck. I’ll be back.” I didn’t even have to roar from the rage I felt at myself. The anger was alive in every inch of me as I lifted my hands towards her apologetically. “I’ll be back. One minute.”

As if she believed me. I sure as fuck wouldn’t. Not that I should even give a shit. I hadn’t with the others. I hadn’t cared about their comfort or my actions. They were here to be what I needed. Nothing else. Yet…one night and everything had changed. Wanting. Yearning. Passion. Her need for me, it fucking poisoned my heart. The acid it left behind was dripping Maggie’s essence free, taking her. Replacing her with...what exactly? Margaret? Change? Hadn’t I wanted to break free of this anyway?

I took large steps, swinging open the door to connect with blue eyes. Elec’s gaze lowered to stop at my wet pajamas.

“I don’t want to know. I really don’t want to fucking know. You have shit on your face too. Is that throw-up?”

“What do you want?”

My voice was raspy. Raw.

“Your brother’s been calling all morning trying to get through to you. When he couldn’t, he called me to see if I killed you. I’m afraid I can’t take credit for this one. You’re doing just fine killing yourself.”

“Fuck off. I can’t take this right now. Is that it?”

“Did you really tell him to go to Tuscany?”

My jaw clenched. “Bet your ass I did. I don’t trust the two of you close to each other. You’re like two fucking grenades waiting for an excuse to explode. Even Tuscany isn’t far enough.”

“Well, he’s not there, just so you know.”

“What do you mean he’s not there?”

I nodded for Elec to come in, but his hand waved as his head shook. “I’m not fucking going in there. I can smell you enough from here. Hale’s at home. He and I…we’re sorting out our differences.”

“Sorting them out? Like, how?”

“Like work acquaintances should. We’re making rules. Healthy boundaries, if you will. I let him know my offer still stood for acceptance into the Gardens.” At my glare, he lifted his hand. “So long as it was okay with you. He does belong here, Seb. It’s a damn lonely place out there to deal with this sort of heaviness on your own. You know that. Why deny him the help only we can offer?”

“He doesn’t need help.”

“You’re wrong.” Elec shoved his hands in his pocket. “Did you know he had a child?”

“What?”

Elec didn’t speak as he stared me down. “Had, Seb. Not anymore. Those wives…not all of them are good.”

“That’s against the rules. Hale would never cross the line with a wife.”

“Maybe she didn’t leave him a choice.”

“You can’t just tell me this shit and not go into full detail. What the hell happened with my brother? He never told me anything. Who got pregnant? Who is she?”

“That’s not my story to tell.”

“Bullshit. If someone hurt or took advantage of my brother, I have every right to know.”

“Will you let him become a Master if I tell you?”

“No.”

Elec shrugged. “Too bad. I guess you’ll never know. He’ll never tell you. He doesn’t even know I found out.”

“How did you find out?”

A smile came to the Main Master’s face.

“The nights are long, and I have nothing but time for my enemies. Thing is…I don’t see your brother like that anymore. The shit he goes through.” Elec’s head shook back and forth. “I have a new respect for him. Who knew he had such a hard job. Oh well. An outlet would have been good for the shit he’s dealing with. Maybe at a later date.”

He nodded a goodbye, taking off down the hall.

“Wait.”

He stopped but didn’t turn to face me.

“I’ll think about it. I want to talk to Hale first.”

“Of course. You know how to find me. I’ll be around.”

I stepped back in, cringing as I headed back to the room. Margaret wouldn’t even look towards me. She stared up at the ceiling, a constant stream of tears leaving her.

“Maggie-Lynn.”

Nothing besides a jolt. She didn’t stand. She didn’t scream or get up to attack me.

“I fucked up.”

Nothing.

“Margaret, I—I’m not going to apologize. Get up. You need to shower."

Her head rose, but she kept her stare ahead as she spun to dangle her feet off the edge. The beige material was sticking to her as she stood and headed for the bathroom. Even the back of her hair was wet with piss, all the way up to her neck. My jaw clenched repeatedly as I watched her disappear through the door. I took in the bed, pulling the sheets free to reveal the plastic-wrapped mattress.

“God dammit.”

But I’d been here before. Countless times. It didn’t hit me like it did now. Before, it had been an inconvenience. It wasn’t now. It was regret wrapped in guilt, and I liked that even less.

The water cut on in the distance. I threw the blankets towards the doorway, reaching for the disinfectant not feet away. The scent had my head pounding even more, but I finished cleaning up her bed, even putting new sheets and a blanket on. When I had the soiled ones bagged up, I called for a pickup, outside the main door. Time passed, but the water continued. I knew I should leave her alone, but I found myself going inside anyway.

Margaret was sitting on the marble seat, staring ahead as one of the numerous streams sprayed down on her. She looked like a zombie. Like she was no different than the lifeless woman I’d woken up to. It was how I wanted it. It was fine.

I tore off my shirt, not believing shit my mind was telling me. Her head turned the smallest amount, but only enough to glance my way and go back to staring ahead. I pushed down the soiled pajama pants, kicking them off as I made my way to my slave.

“You’re not going to say anything? Nothing?”

“Like what?”

I swung open the door, shutting it behind me. Margaret didn’t balk. She didn’t curl into herself or show fear. She stood, tilting her head up to me as she tried keeping her lip from trembling. She failed.

“Anything. Say anything you want.”

“You won’t like what I’ll say, and we know what will happen then.”

“Say it.”

“You want to know what’s on my mind?”

Tears left her as I nodded.

“Yeah, I do. I want to know exactly what you’re thinking.”

Her fist slammed into my chest. “You’re a son of a bitch for leaving me like that.” She hit again, sobbing, but I grabbed her wrist, pulling her wet body into mine.

“And I’ll do it again. And again. Do you want to know why?”

“Because I’m not her.”

I paused, hating the twisting in my chest.

“Because I’m the Master, and I make the rules.”

She jerked her wrist free, stepping into the water and dismissing me as if it were the easiest thing in the world. More sobs left her, but she didn’t even give me the satisfaction of glaring or blaming her tears on me. I was dead to her, just as I had wanted her dead to me. I didn’t like it.

“You need to wash your hair.”

“I’m working on it, Master.”

“How, when you’re not even facing the right way? You’re just standing in the stream. Turn,” I said, turning her, myself. “See. You have to get your hair wet to wash it.”

“If I have to wash it it’s your fault.”

More lip quivering. Another sob as her eyes jerked back and forth with wildness. Had I been in my right mind, maybe I would have seen from the beginning that she was in shock. It didn’t register until I took in how the black of her pupil dominated her eyes. It was in the slight twitching of her body. In the emotions she couldn’t control.

Son of a bitch. Yeah…that was me.

“Here.” I grabbed the shampoo, pulling her from the water. I poured the white liquid into my palm, lathering her long hair. The moment I cupped the sides of her head with my hands, she threw herself into me, wrapping her arms around my waist. The contact was so unexpected. Her cries were…familiar to me. Almost like the cries Maggie had made when she broke off our engagement. But Margaret wasn’t leaving me like Maggie had. She was holding to me like she’d fall through the floor at any moment if she let go. “Stop. You’re fine. You’re—” I tried to break her grasp, but the soap made it impossibly slippery. “Hey.”

Her eyes lifted, but her hold didn’t loosen.

“You’re okay.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t, but you are. You’re okay right now.”

“Yes.”

But she wasn’t coherent. She wasn’t okay. And me…I was even fucking worse. I liked her arms around me. I liked her desperation, and the way she clung to me as if I wasn’t the one who fucked her up to begin with. It wouldn’t be like this once her mind cleared. Things would change, and I had to be prepared for anything. She could shut down for good, or she could revolt. She might do both.
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Ithought I needed time. I’d always been one to bounce back quickly. After all, I’d hit the ground so many times throughout my life, picking myself up wasn’t much of a chore anymore. My stepfather ruined me and my mother. He beat the hell out of her every chance he got. Then, it was me. Both of us off and on. He’d destroyed me at eleven. Called me every name in the book by the time I graduated high school. Had it not been for all my hard work and dedication to softball, I might not have made it out of that town. But I did, and my scholarship didn’t just take me miles away, it brought me states away from the nightmare I called home.

Where I thought my life was finally going to get better, the first party I went out to destroyed that. I escaped my stepfather’s grabby, overpowering advances, but I wasn’t a match for alcohol. I never drank. I didn’t know what to expect. That landed me naked in a back room, raped by two men I didn’t know. It wasn’t how I wanted to lose my virginity. I sunk low. So fucking low, not even a year of university therapy could come close to scratching the surface of the hate or anger I harbored.

I went wild. I did things I didn’t want to remember. I did things I couldn’t remember. But I didn’t lose sight of why I was there or the opportunity I’d been given. School and my future were the only things I looked forward to…until I was kidnapped and brought here. That should have taken the cake of horrors I faced. It didn’t. Or maybe it was just all catching up with me.

One night of no control. One night as a shell of a person for my Master. It fucking decimated me. And although scary, it wasn’t being in that state that did it. It was being forgotten. Disregarded with no control to save myself. Even him leaving this place for three days did nothing to help me get out of this funk. If anything, it had the opposite effect, which made no sense. But now he was back earlier than his original week he’d told me he’d be gone for, and his problems seemed worse. Call after call. Hour after hour. I saw as he tried to move in to watch my show with me. He kept busy, and although I secretly watched his every move, I kept silent.

“Maybe you should have come home while I was there. No. We could have talked then. I know you were working. I was too. I still would have made time. Hale. I don’t care what you want. Absolutely not. God, do you even fucking hear yourself right now? Are you sure you went to Mistress Two?” He paused. “And she fixed you? She got rid of Elec’s brainwashing?”

I stole glances, pretending to stay glued to the television as my Master paced. The newest episode of ‘Pieces’ was starting, but after hours of watching, I was going crazy. I didn’t care which slave died or which Master or Mistress was the killer. Not when I could feel my own Master stare suddenly on me as he went back and forth. I couldn’t focus. How would it be when he finally did have time to talk to me?

“Could have fooled me, Hale. You’re making no sense.” Hesitation. “I know something happened. I know you’re hiding shit from me. It has to be bad if you’re this desperate.”

Silence had me quickly glancing over. My Master’s lids closed as he came to a stop and stared up at the ceiling.

“That’s not enough, Brother. Tell me what the fuck is happening with you, and I may consider it.” A growl. “I do have the right. Until you come clean, I refuse to allow you admittance. And I can do that as head of the family.” His face lowered in my peripheral. “You’d do that? All because I’m respecting your wishes? You don’t want this. You never did. Until you’re honest with me…no.” A pause. “Do what you feel you have to. I will too.”

He hung up, squeezing into the phone. I could see him glance my way, but I kept my stare ahead on the show as he kept going back and forth.

“You’re still mad.”

“I’m not.”

“You’re going to lie to me too?”

He threw the phone at the other side of the sofa making me jump.

“Great. Just fucking…great. Anything else you want to lie to me about while we’re having this fantastic fucking conversation?”

“No, but we’re out of coffee. I need to make a grocery order.”

“I told you I don’t drink that shit. I’ll go to the lobby.”

My head jerked over. “It’s for me, not you. The world doesn’t revolve around you, Sebastian. If I have to be here, I want some goddamn coffee.”

His eyebrows lifted in surprise, and he jolted to a stop.

“What did you call me?”

“You heard me.” Now that I had started, it was impossible for me to stop. I was shaking. Nauseous. I should have feared him saying Maggie’s name and shutting me down again, but I was too unstable for that. My mind was swarming on what I wanted or needed. I was confused at a pull I couldn’t understand. At empathy I shouldn’t hold. How could I fear someone and yet crave their presence? I was fucked. I was broken.

“Coffee. Fine. What else do you want to get off your chest?”

“Nothing.”

“No, please. Keep going. I think I’d rather listen to you bitch than to see you pout, watching that stupid show.”

“I’m not pouting.”

“Lies.”

“I’m not lying. I don’t lie. I have no reason to.”

“Then be honest. Say everything that you’re thinking. You hate me. You think I’m fucking sick. You wish I was dead.”

My lids lowered into a glare only for the black hole of emptiness inside to return. With it, the anger subsided, and I couldn’t keep in the truth.

“I should. I don’t.”

“What do you mean, you don’t? You don’t hate me? You don’t think I’m sick?”

My eyes rolled. “You’re not the only one who’s ever…been the way you have.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You were in love. She died. Your mind is trying to grasp what’s left the only way it knows how. I know pain. Having sex with…” I stopped as his brows lifted expectantly. “You don’t need to commit murder to replicate something close to what you need.”

“You’re going to tell me you know ways?”

“Well.” I swallowed hard. “There’s always ice.”

My Master’s head cocked to the side.

“You’re serious.”

“I don’t mind the cold. What I do mind is that…thing you do. Shutting me down like that. You left me. You⁠—”

“That’s what did it? You’re all fucked up because I left you alone like that?”

Tears clouded my eyes. “You didn’t just leave me. You were smothering me with your big-ass, heavy body. You threw up on me. Have you ever tried to hold your bladder until you couldn’t anymore? Try doing that multiple times. Have your body ache and go numb and not be able to stop the pain. Try enduring that shit. Hell, try thinking about someone other than yourself. What about our problems? What about our needs? But you can’t even fathom my questions because you can’t get over how ridiculous they sound. Why? Because it’s not you. You’re the head of your family. You’re the Master. You’re obviously rich so you’re probably some mighty, powerful CEO, spouting orders to the peons below.”

“Are you done?”

“Am I right?”

My Master’s mouth puckered the smallest amount. “I don’t think like that. I take care of those that matter to me.”

“I bet you do.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He got closer, and I knew I needed to stop.

“Margaret. Keep going.”

“Your brother needs your help. Something is happening with him. Or happened to him. If he’s not telling you, it’s because he feels he can’t. Maybe he’s embarrassed. Maybe it’s too painful. You know pain. God, you fucking live it. Call him back. Instead of attacking or arguing with him, make it right.”

For seconds my Master didn’t speak.

“I can’t call him. He has to be patched through to call me.”

“Then I guess you’ll have plenty of time to figure out how to approach the situation to garnish the best results. Do it for him before he gets worse, because we both know he will if he doesn’t get this off his chest.”

His hand rose, and his finger pointed towards me.

“Maybe…but don’t do that again. What you hear, you don’t speak. Especially about my brother. That’s a fast way to find yourself in a lot of trouble.”

My eyes lowered. “It won’t happen again.”

Sebastian walked over, picking up the phone. I put my attention back on the television as he walked around the coffee table, deeper into the room.

“That’s right. Bring me a canister of coffee. A big one. Yes. Great.”

He hung up.

“I hope coffee improves that mood of yours and this isn’t your everyday personality. I can’t promise how long you’ll live if that’s the case.”

“I better drink a lot then. I think this is me.” A smile tugged at his mouth, and I couldn’t stop the one that wanted to appear on mine. “Thank you.”

“It’s coffee. It’s not a big deal.” He gestured to the room. “I’ve been in meetings all morning. I smell like cigars and stale cigarettes. I’m going to take a shower and change. Go ahead and answer the door when the slave comes. Make enough coffee for me too. I think I could use a cup or two.”

My smile finally broke through, even if it was a small one.

“Alright.”

There was the slightest hesitation before he nodded and headed for the room, cracking the door behind him. I grabbed the remote flipping the channel. Raw celebrity interviews. Killer confessions. I groaned as I settled on the upcoming events page, watching it scroll through the dates as a good few minutes passed. There was an event every night. Specialty hunts. Mixers. Themed dance nights. Knocking had me standing. I headed for the door, smiling as I pulled it open.

“That was fas—” My smile fell at the younger, dark-haired man standing in the doorway. His eyes raked down my body before coming back up to meet my gaze.

“Well, well. And so we finally meet.”

“I’m…sorry? I thought you were someone else.”

“It’s okay.” His head tilted as he peered in the apartment behind me. “Is your Master home?”

“He’s not available right now. Maybe try coming back later.”

I pushed the door to shut, but his arm shot through, pushing it back open.

“Don’t be silly. Sebastian wouldn’t mind me waiting.”

“I’m not allowed to let anyone in. Try coming back in a half hour or so.” I pushed harder at the door, but his foot wedged in.

“I really thought you’d return to Ashley’s, that little boutique on the corner. You seemed to like it.”

“Ashely’s?”

“In the city. You never came back down. I’ve been waiting.” His brow creased. “That’s okay. I figured I’d just stop by. You know…to visit. I heard my mom earlier saying your Master was back in Chicago on business. He’s not here, is he?”

My heart raced as I put all my weight against the door. Pressure exploded at the barrier, and I flew back, crying out as I slid against the floor.

“No!” Weight was on me before I could try to turn and run. I swung, kicking and twisting as I tried to move out from under him.

“Listen to this. Are you listening? I know a trick. I know so many tricks.” His hands clutched to my wrists, squeezing with bruising force as he forced my arms down to my sides. His voice was changing. Turning deeper as I sucked in to scream. “Maggie-Lynn.”

My fight was gone. My resistance disappeared. My scream…nowhere to be found. The man’s smile turned evil as he scrambled back, pushing the door shut. When he appeared back over me, I couldn’t stop screaming in my mind.

“I knew it would work. Those guards should really take better care when it comes to those tablets. You wouldn’t believe all the information you can find in there. This was too easy. Look at you.” His hand brushed back my hair. “You should have been mine. Now, you can be. Sucks it has to be here, but shit happens.”

He glanced to the corners of the room. “Cameras see things, but all that stupid Main Master is going to see is a slut slave fucking his replacement. You asked for this. You opened the door. You might as well have invited me in. Sure, it’ll look like I forced my way in, but it’s what we do. It’s what we talked about in the city, right slave? They don’t have enough cameras there to verify if it’s the truth. It’s so perfect. If only your Master wouldn’t have shown up on that elevator, we could have done this sooner. Don’t you love divine timing? We have us…and this.” My eyes went big at the long, thin metal stick he held. It looked like an ice pick. “This was just me getting a little too carried away. Sebastian will get over it in time. I bet by next auction, he won’t even remember you.”

His free hand grabbed my breast, squeezing through the dress as he traced the end of the tool along my cheek.

“You’re so afraid. You won’t feel that for long. I promise. Soon, you won’t feel much at all. That’s when the real fun begins. The things I can make you do to yourself…”

Knocking sounded and the Master’s head jerked to the door. He glanced down at me, standing, and going to look out of the peephole.

“Fucking delivery slaves.” He opened the barrier, snatching the bag and tossing the coffee across the room. “Where were we?” His smile was back as he lowered his weight down on top of me. “That’s right. We were getting to know each other better.”

Pain stuck into the side of my throat, piercing through my skin as his teeth bit into my lip, tugging back. Inside, I was screaming with everything I had. On the outside, I didn’t move.

Warmth raced down towards the back of my neck as he pulled the tool free, itching my skin as it trickled into my hairline.

“I don’t have much time. I’m meeting my mom and the Main Master for dinner. We’ll make this quick.”

My dress was pulled up over my bare breasts, and he didn’t waste any time pulling my panties off. When he bent my knees and spread my legs wide, I squeezed my eyes shut. Tears were leaving me. Tears and pleas and more and more screams.

A sharp pain pierced one of my folds. It immediately had him moaning as he began repeating the act, switching back and forth to each side of my pussy as he stabbed the tool into the flesh.

“Damn you’re so hot.” The long end of the pick slid into my channel, punching holes here and there as he began thrusting it like a toy. White noise played in my ears, humming so loud I was sure I was going to pass out. It was the sensation of fingers smearing the blood that had me hanging on. He had the tool out of me, but he didn’t pause to savor what he was doing by shoving multiple fingers inside my pussy to thrust. That didn’t stop him from still using the tool. Pain began slicing deeply into my skin, making its way up the side of my stomach through his rush.

Stab. Thrust.

Stab. Thrust.

Stab. Thrust.

His fingers eased out of my channel as the stinging slices worked their way over my ribs and up to my sternum. More, he smeared the blood, moving up over my breasts, up to my throat. How much damage he was doing, I didn’t know. The pain was extreme at times, but even with my medical training, I couldn’t tell if it was just the tip of the pick he was stabbing in, or it was going inches deep. My adrenaline was soaring. The panic and insanity were all I knew as he leaned over me, rubbing his lips against mine. He pulled back, tracing the bloody tip of the weapon along my lower eyelid.

“God, you’re so gorgeous. Maybe I’ll keep you like this and come back. There are so many things I want to see you do to yourself. It would be a waste to kill you so soon. I think⁠—”

“I don’t smell any coffee, slave.”

The man’s head jerked up at Sebastian’s voice, and his eyes grew wide as he scrambled out of my view. Within seconds the door shut and time seemed to stretch out as I waited. Banging sounded in the room. The dresser? The closet door?

“Margaret. You’re seriously not ignoring me again, are you? I’m not in the mood…”

At his words trailing off, I was internally going crazy. Footsteps pounded, and he slid to my side, running his hand up and down my stomach in just as much panic as I felt. Blood was covering his palm and fingers as he clumsily reached up to try to find a pulse. All he found was more blood from the wound as he jerked back his hand to look at it.

“No, no, no. You’re not dead. You’re not fucking dead.”

Hands were all over me, sliding over the surface of my skin. Confusion and horror stayed transfixed on his face as I watched him drop a shade of color.

“Come on, baby, wake up. You’re okay. You’re…God, I can’t find a pulse. Talk to me. Move. Do something. Margaret!”

But I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t communicate when he was looking everywhere but my face. If he did look at me, it wasn’t long enough for him to realize I wasn’t dead.

“God dammit.”

He got up, leaving before rushing back. I blinked rapidly, but he was running his bloody hands down his face, spinning before lowering back down to examine the wounds on my body again.

“Yes, this is Master Three-sixty-one, I need the High Leader and Main Master in here immediately for an investigation. Fucking now! There’s been an attack on my slave. I-I need a doctor. I think. I can’t. I mean.” A roar left him as the phone shattered on the wall and he lowered.

“You’re not dead. Wake up, Margaret. He grabbed my shoulders, shaking me viciously. “Wake up!”

For the first time his eyes met mine and he froze. Sebastian’s lips parted and he sucked in a shaky breath, growing even paler.

“You’re not dead.”

I blinked as fast as I could, screaming so loud in my head that it was all I could hear. I couldn’t stop. I’d never stop. My Master’s head shook, and I watched a monster appear as a veil of pure rage slid down his face.

“No fucking way. No. Fucking. Way. Maggie-Lynn.”
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The screams were immediate. They filled my apartment as I pulled Margaret into my arms, more restraining than holding her. Her body was convulsively shaking, and she kept gagging between random screams. Blood was everywhere, smeared from her neck down. It was lightly pooled on the floor where her ass had been. It was even beginning to soak through my jeans as I kept her locked down on my lap, on the sofa.

“Shhh. I got you. You’re okay, now. Shhh. Just hold on to me. Try to breathe.”

But she wasn’t focusing on breathing. She was coughing and screaming and heaving.

Fingers dug into my back, clawing through the black, fitted t-shirt I wore. With each breath I took, every scream she made, I sunk deeper into the me I’d only just started to embrace. This me was dangerous. He was all wrath, and where it had been focused all on Maggie, it had a new direction now. The invisible cord that attached me and Margaret was now thicker. Growing by the second. Joining us together by violence.

I thought she had been dead. I thought I lost her for good. Another Maggie. Gone, and not from me. But she wasn’t Maggie, and I realized that as I watched her come back to life. She was my slave, Margaret. Just Margaret. Not Maggie. But she was still mine.

“Shhh. That’s right. I got you. Can you tell me who did this to you?” My tone deepened. “I really want to know who did this.”

Sobs. Her face was buried in my neck, and it was like she was trying to get closer to me, but she was already glued to my body.

“A m-man. D-dark hair.” She gagged again, becoming sick right across her lap. “Stomach hurts. My stomach.”

“I know, baby, they’re coming. A little longer. Tell me more about this dark-haired man.”

“I-I don’t know. I’ve never seen him b-before. C-city. He saw me in the city. Ashley’s Boutique. But I didn’t come back, so he came to get me.”

The cries took back over as I closed my eyes. More anger. More fury. The city? It could have been anyone.

“He said I should have been his. H-He.”

“Breathe and hold to me. He won’t hurt you again. I can promise you that. Keep talking.”

“I don’t know. I…” Minutes passed as she cried. Knocking sounded but ended just as fast as the door flew open. Elec burst through the room, his High Leader not a step behind him.

“What happened?”

“That’s what I’d like to fucking know.” At my tone, Margaret jumped, clawing more into me. “She was shut down when I found her, Elec. Someone has my code word and they used it against her. I never told a soul. Who the fuck could do that but you?”

“Don’t move, it hurts. Master.”

Margaret was squeezing, trying to climb and hold around me at the same time.

“I know, sweetie. Hold on. We’re going to get you help.” My glare cut up. “Elec, who the fuck got into your system? Who did this?”

“I’m trying to see. I’ve had the camera feed on your apartment up since I got the call. Almost there. Hold on.” Dark hair fell forward as his finger moved across the screen of his phone. Men were walking up in uniforms with medical bags.

“Master, we need to see the slave.”

“She’s…cut up or something. Holes. She’s covered in fucking holes.”

I stood us up, and blood raced down her legs, dripping steadily onto the floor. It had Elec’s head shooting up. He surged forward, grabbing her face and angling it from side to side. He zeroed in on her neck, cursing as he went back to his phone. Back and forth his head shook.

“Jesus.”

“Who the fuck is it?”

He took a step back, seconds passing as he watched the footage. “I did not give the okay for this admission. I challenged it, and I had good reason to.”

“Who the fuck is it?”

“It’s me.”

My eyes jerked to the door and Margaret screamed, wrestling through the doctor’s hold to fly back into my arms. I knew I was still moving forward with her hanging on. I could even recall Elec and the High Leader grabbing to me as I took in the cocky ass grin from Jett LaRoe.

“Let go of me.”

Margaret was pulled free, only making me drag Elec and Nineteen a few steps before they could stop me.

“You hurt my slave?”

“Let’s be honest, Rivers. I bid on her first. I let you have her. She wants me.”

“N-No. No. He’s lying. I’ve never seen him before.”

“I’m going to fucking kill you, Jett.”

“Seb.” Elec’s head shook but stopped as Melissa appeared in the doorway. If she was concerned over her son’s wellbeing, she didn’t show it.

“I must apologize for Jett. He told me what happened as we headed to dinner. It appears he got carried away during…relations with your slave.”

“He pushed his way in, Melissa. He attacked her.” Elec grabbed tighter to my bicep. “I just watched the video. He broke into this apartment, and he’ll face the board for it.”

“She likes it like that. Don’t you, Maggie.”

The rumble that left me was so deep as I dragged Elec and the High Leader closer to the door.

“Don’t you say her name. Don’t you fucking say either of their names. You think you’re getting away with this because your mommy’s big shit, but let me tell you something kid, I will ride this to the fucking execution stage outside. There’s an axe out there with your name on it. If I can’t have your life, I’ll make sure the one you live outside of these walls are ruined. I don’t give a fuck who you are in the circle. There’s a line you don’t cross, and you fucking sailed right over it. If you think I’m bluffing, turn and ask Mommy just how much trouble you’re in.”

Jett’s face was hard as he glanced up to her. Fear, yes, but also a smugness I was dying to wipe off his face.

“Main Master, we need to take her in. She may be bleeding internally. We won’t know until we do a scan.”

Elec nodded, holding to me tighter as I tried to get to Jett.

“Nineteen, take him to Hell Row. He can wait there as I collect the evidence.”

“Fuck you,” Jett exploded. “You can’t take me there. My Mom’s more important than you are. Just because you run this place doesn’t mean you’re really the one in charge. You’ll see. You really want to put your replacement in Hell Row? Try it and find out what happens.”

A deep laugh came from Elec as he looked between Melissa and Jett.

“My replacement?” More Elec laughed. “Wow. I could almost believe that you actually buy into that. You don’t have the temperament for a Main Master, nor the smarts. The only one you’re replacing is Master Ninety-two. Nineteen, take him to Hell Row. Swap them out.”

The blond-haired High Leader let go of me, nodding as he and two guards headed over, grabbing Jett.

“You can’t fucking do this. I did nothing wrong. She wanted it! She asked me to come. Some leader you are, Main Master. We’ll see how long your reign lasts. When you fall, my Mother will take over. My mother⁠—”

Whack!

Melissa’s hand connected hard with Jett’s cheek.

“I warned you. You gave me your word. If you’re lying about this⁠—”

“The board will decide his fate,” Elec cut in. “Get him out of here.”

I jerked from the Main Master as they disappeared, lowering as they strapped Margaret to a gurney.

“You said internal bleeding?”

“We’re not sure.” The medical guard looked between the other two, and then down to her lap. “The damage is on the inside. We won’t know anything until we take a closer look and see for ourselves.”

“In…side?” My eyes lowered to the blood splattered on the floor from the drips, only to move down to the lap of my blood-stained jeans. My fist drew in, leveling with my mouth. I kept in step as they began wheeling her out, stopping as Elec’s arm barred against my chest.

“I’ll have to go through the footage from the last few days to make sure, but how certain are you that your slave is telling the truth? You’ve been gone, and he mentioned the city.”

“I believe Margaret when she says she didn’t know or recognize him.”

“And you’re sure she’s not lying? Why would he choose her?”

My fists drew in even more as the medical guards and Margaret disappeared from the apartment.

“Jett and I got in a bidding war over her. It went up really high. Too high for him, and he knew it. He let me have her.” I let out a sigh. “As far as I knew, I thought he had taken it well. He didn’t seem to care. He was already bidding on the next slave entering. I thought it was fine. He even asked if I’d ever seen a lobotomy, inviting me to watch him do one when I was ready. I took it as some kid trying to connect or look cool. I brushed it off. Now that I think about it, I saw him on the elevator with the blonde slave he’d bought the night before. It was the morning Margaret went to the city. He didn’t say anything to me, but I was yelling at her. Now that I think about it, he appeared…aggravated. Margaret mentioned Ashley’s Boutique. That he’d been waiting for her to come back. He must have somehow thought I wasn’t at the Gardens.”

The Main Master’s hand eased up. “Shit. He knew. Melissa and I were just talking about it earlier. Your name somehow got brought up and one of us mentioned you were in Chicago. Jett was there. He heard. God dammit.” Elec almost seemed to wince as he grabbed to his head. “It’s all a little fuzzy. I’ll look it up to make sure what exactly was said. I have to go. I’ll collect all the evidence, and I’m sure you want to be with your slave.”

We walked to the door together, heading down the hallway. “Let me know the moment there’s any news on Jett. I want his head, Elec. He’ll never be trusted in my eyes again. He’s not right. He’s not one of us. Even as dark as we are, there’s a code to be respected in the circle, and he doesn’t give a shit about it. I want his fucking head whether you find proper evidence or not.”

“Do you know the war that would cause?”

“I don’t care. He should have thought about that before he came into my space and targeted what’s mine.”

The Main Master slowed as we approached the elevator, his expression shifting as he took me in.

“There’s a lot of shit going on right now that I can’t tell you about. And I shouldn’t do this. I fucking shouldn’t but…his head for Hale.”

“What?”

The door opened, but I couldn’t step in like he did. Elec reached out, pulling at my shirt until I made my way inside.

“I can’t even believe I’m saying this, but your brother belongs here. Maybe we were at odds once. Maybe we’ll come to hate each other again. We won’t know unless he becomes one of us. I need him. He’s loyal. He’s protective and trustworthy. Now, of all times, you can see the importance in that. Something is happening, and it’s bigger than you could imagine. I need people I can trust near me, Seb. You see how it is down here. No one can be trusted. Let him become a Master, and I’ll make sure the evidence points to the axe you’re so desperate to swing.
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Flowers. Always so many pretty flowers. I may have missed seeing my Master, but he always made sure I knew he was here. Even if we did see each other every day. Still, had this been the third time we’d missed each other this week? Had he come recently? Earlier this morning?

I hated how I was constantly being taken to different rooms, but it was needed to help me heal. Not just physically, but mentally as well. I had my Master to thank for that, not that I was enjoying working through my life with a stranger. Still, Sebastian said it was for the best, and maybe he was right. I wasn’t completely okay. It’d only been a little over a week. Although my body was healing and nowhere near as injured as it could have been, it was the nightmares and the fear that kept me in this hospital room. But not for long. My Master was coming to get me, and I was looking forward to that. The odd pull to be with him hadn’t wavered. Not after the care he showed when I was injured. Had anyone been so protective over me? Had anyone shown such possessiveness or anger over someone harming me? Hurting me? Definitely not my mother. Never any man I’d ever known.

“All set, eight-forty-two. Is there anything else you need?”

I pushed from the wheelchair, standing without so much as a wince. I really was fine, despite the lacerations. They were healing. I only had a few stitches in my stomach, but they’d dissolve in time. I wanted to leave. I wanted to go home.

“I’m great. My Master brought more flowers. Do you know if he left me a message on when he’d return?”

“I’ll check for you.”

“Thanks.”

I lowered to sit on the edge of the bed, smiling as Sebastian peeked through the door. He was in a dark suit today as he stepped in.

“You’re here. We were just going to check to see if you left a message. Are we going home now?”

At Elec and another man following him in, my smile fell.

“We’re going home. They just have some questions for you first.”

“Alright.”

“How are you, eight-forty-two?”

I tried to bring my smile back as I looked between the men.

“I’m better. Thank you, Main Master.”

“Great. This is Master One. He’s the head of the board and will be recording this conversation.” Just as the Main Master said that, the man lifted a device, hitting a button. “We wanted to talk to you about Jett LaRoe. We just need some clarification as we wrap things up for his trial.”

I nodded, looking between them. “I’ll tell you everything I know.”

“Excellent. Master One, go ahead.”

A man with brown hair and green eyes stepped forward. He appeared older than the Main Master and Sebastian, but not by much. Where the other two wore dark suits, Master One’s was a medium gray.

“Hello, Margaret.”

“Hello, Master One.”

“I want you to think back to the first time you remember seeing Jett LaRoe. Where were you?”

“At the door, when I thought he was the slave delivering the coffee.”

“You told your Master that he mentioned seeing you in the city. Is that correct?”

“Yes.” I laced my fingers, twisting them through the memories. “He said he saw me by Ashley’s Boutique. He noticed that I liked that place, so he was waiting for me to go back. That we could have…had fun sooner if my Master wouldn’t have shown up on the elevator.”

Master One nodded. “Did you let him in your apartment?”

“No. He asked if my Master was home. I told him he was busy, to come back later. That’s when he pushed his way in.”

Sebastian shifted, clearly still angry as he continued.

“Master Three-sixty-one claims you were incapacitated and unresponsive when he arrived. Did Jett LaRoe cause this?”

“He did. He used my Master’s code word to shut me down.”

“Did he tell you how he got it?”

“He did.”

The Main Master’s gaze lifted from his phone as I shifted on the edge of my bed. His lips tugged back on one side, and he watched me as I continued.

“The man, Jett, he said the guards should take better care when it comes to their tablets.”

The men looked back and forth at each other. Satisfied?

“Did he happen to mention when he broke into the tablet?”

“No. Just that he did.”

“Thank you, Margaret. Is there anything else you’d like to add?”

My eyes met my Master’s encouraging gaze, lowering as I nodded.

“He planned the attack. He told me the plan. He mentioned how the rooms had cameras, but all anyone would see was how.” I stopped.

“Go ahead, Margaret.” Sebastian stepped forward, taking my hand. “Keep going. Tell us everything. Try not to leave anything out.”

“He said…he said all the stupid Main Master would see was how a slut slave was fucking his replacement. That’s when he went into his plan. He said he was going to say that we met in the city, and that I wanted this. I didn’t. I swear I don’t know that man. I never saw him before he pushed his way through the door. He just attacked me. He said I was supposed to be his. He…kept stabbing me with that thing. He.” My voice was shaking so badly, I could barely continue. “He said he was going to come back to me after he finished dinner with the Main Master and his mother. He mentioned tricks. He had tricks, and he was going to get me to do things to myself. He had that thing…thing…at the bottom of my eye, tracing the lower lid. I thought. I was so sure he was going to.” My head shook, trying to block out the images that wouldn’t stop playing. “That’s when he heard my Master and ran.”

The Main Master nodded, and the recorder was clicked off.

“That couldn’t have gone any more perfect. We have it. Her story will corroborate the footage to the T. We have his confession recorded but to have her on tape validating it is better. We’ll get the board together this evening and let you know a date for the trial. It’ll have to be fast. The world is about to come to a stop. This isn’t done. It’s never been done. Not to anyone so deep in the circle.” The Main Master looked at me but went back to Sebastian. “We all need to hold on tight. The death is easy. What comes after will not be.”

My Master nodded, glancing between the two men as he talked in a hushed voice. “When has life ever been easy for any of us? We wanted a change, and if this isn’t a hell of a beginning to one, I don’t know what is. We have to set an example. That kid is a risk to everything we’re building. A solution solved early is a problem prevented. There’s no hope that kid’s mindset doesn’t leak into the outside world. I don’t want to imagine the damage he’s already caused. Sparing his life is not worth the risk. How would one of you like him as the betrothed to your future daughter, because someday he will have to marry. With ‘who’ he is, it’ll be someone’s daughter in the circle. We’re all pretty damn close. It’s a sickening thought. There’s no way it should happen. Our families are everything. The wives. The children. No fucking way in hell I can let what he did slide. He’s not safe. Your replacement, Elec? That’s his mindset?”

The Main Master looked at Master One, and they both nodded.

“You’re right.” Elec let out a breath. “It has to be done. He can’t be trusted. Not at the Gardens. Not with a chosen. I won’t risk it. What’s the word on Hale?”

Sebastian’s hand flexed as he held to mine.

“He’s waiting for my call. He’ll be here through the trial to show his support of our family, for me, and…to take his place as a Master. He’ll be here. And if I want to be honest, I think maybe you were right with him needing this. I don’t know what happened to my brother. He won’t tell me, but whatever it was, it wasn’t good.”

“No, it wasn’t.” The Main Master slid his phone into his pocket. “Have him report to me when he’s ready. I’m busy this morning so if anyone needs anything, call. In the meantime, keep low and quiet. Don’t talk to anyone.” His stare came to me. “I’m glad you’re okay, slave. Take good care of your Master.”

I glanced at Sebastian, nodding. “Always, Main Master.”

“Good.”

As he and Master One left the room, Sebastian lowered to sit next to me on the bed.

“How are you feeling today?”

“Better. I’m good.”

“Good enough to leave here?”

I smiled. “Yes.”

“Excellent. I figured we’d head home and make some coffee.” His green eyes softened. “Maybe even watch a movie or two. I got you this...” He laughed under his breath. “It’s stupid, really. Nothing big. It’s just this really soft, fluffy blanket for when you’re watching your shows. I thought it might help you feel better and…calm things inside of you.”

Was I smiling too?

“I like coffee and fluffy blankets.”

“Good. But we’re really going to have to talk about the shows you watch. If I have to sit through another episode of Pieces, I’ll lose my mind.”

I laughed, standing as he did.

“I was getting a little tired of it anyway. I’m open to suggestions.”

“We’ll find something.”

My Master held out his arm, and I took it, following him out of the hospital room. Walking was slow but steady. It was nice to finally see a different side of him. I knew his demons. I knew his darkest desires. I also knew it wasn’t everything he was. Here, he didn’t have to hide his true nature, and although that put me at risk, I was praying our slave and Master relationship was taking a turn for the better. At least enough to keep me alive. But I was smart to know the truth.

There were no guarantees for happiness at the Gardens. Today’s good mood could be followed by tomorrow’s worst nightmare.
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“Ugh, I have to stop laughing. I just…can’t.”

“One more episode,” my Master chuckled. “This is great. It’s just getting good.”

“I’m going to pay for this later. I just know it. My poor stomach.”

The smile faded from Sebastian’s face, taken over by a seriousness. He was sitting on the other side of the sofa, and there’d been such a comfortable companionship between us as we shared popcorn and started a new comedy series, but that was over now as he leaned closer to my curled, propped up body.

“I didn’t consider your injuries. Are you okay?”

“I’m a little sore. I just need a quick breather before we start the next. It’s okay. The injuries weren’t bad, really. I probably could have come home the second day.”

“It’s true. They could have been worse. We were lucky.”

At his change, I couldn’t help but sit higher against the arm of the sofa.

“Would it have truly mattered if he would have killed me? I mean—I know my time is limited anyway. I just wonder if maybe.” I grew quiet, shaking my head. “Sorry. What a downer. Let’s not go there. Dinner’s in a few hours. Are you the least bit hungry? If we have time, I can try to make us something to eat. I’m not sure what we have, but I can put together a small grocery list if you’d like me to cook for you.”

Green eyes blinked through my words.

“You don’t have to do that, Margaret.”

“What if I want to?”

“You want to cook for me? You just got out of the hospital.”

I shrugged. “I’m not incapable. You can help me if you want.”

He smiled, his lips pursed together as he looked down, only to bring his focus back on me.

“I have to confess; I have no idea how to cook. I’ve never tried.”

“You don’t know how to cook?” I laughed, leaning over and taking his hand. “Oh, this is brilliant. We’re going to cook, and we’re going to have fun doing it. Do you like music?”

“We’re cooking with music?”

“We are.” I let go of his hand, easing to stand as I headed to the counter. “What would you like for dinner, my good Sir. Anything you desire.”

Sebastian let out a bellowing laugh. “I like Mexican food.”

“You don’t say.” My head tilted as I gave him a dazzling smile. “I grew up in the deep South. We are going to make a meal you’ll never forget. So, let me see.” I grabbed a piece of paper and a pen. “For this, we will make the tortillas. We’ll need some flour. Some⁠—”

“Wait.” Sebastian stood. “You’re going to make them from scratch?”

“Of course.” I wrote down the ingredients, glancing back up. “We can make carne guisada. Carne Asada. Hmm. Arroz con Pollo. Tacos, of course. Or, we can try our hand at homemade burritos.” My lips peeled back in a cringe to expose my teeth. “I’m not going to lie, mine always come out a bit greasy, but oh so crispy. I wouldn’t say they’re the best though.”

He laughed. “I love your honesty. Well, let’s play it safe and go with carne guisada.”

“With Spanish rice, beans, and tortillas?”

“That sounds like heaven.”

“Great.” I added them to the list. “We used to let our beans cook throughout the day, but we have a few hours. It should be okay if we put them on soon.”

“You grew up making food like this?”

I shrugged, swallowing through my past. “My stepfather expected it.”

“I see.”

“Yeah. He wasn’t the nicest guy.”

“Margaret.” Sebastian walked over, grabbing one of the bar stools to sit on. “I read through your slave file while you were in the hospital.”

“My slave file?”

He nodded. “All slaves have them. It covers the medical screenings and bloodwork all slaves have to undergo. It also has family history if anything is triggered in the system concerning you or those closest to you.”

“Like police records and stuff?”

“Yeah.”

“So, you know.”

“He wasn’t a good guy.”

At Sebastian repeating me, all I could do was nod and agree.

“He hurt my mom a lot.”

“And you.”

“Yeah.” I pulled out the other stool, easing to sit as I stared at him.

“You left there though. You went to college. You were finishing up your bachelor’s in health sciences. You applied to Med School. You’re really smart.”

Tears blurred my vision as I spun back to look down at the list, taking glances at him.

“So close but so far. Story of my life.”

“You had a softball scholarship.”

I laughed, more out of surprise at hearing him say it than him actually knowing. It was so odd to hear about who I used to be. It felt like another life entirely.

“I was really good.”

“I believe it.”

His gaze kept scanning my face as he looked for whatever words he wanted to say.

“Margaret, I’ll be honest. I can’t quite put my finger on why I bought you. I needed a new slave, yes, but when our eyes locked as you passed...” He stopped. “Maybe it’s true and you do look like her. Maybe it’s so close, my mind refuses to see just how much. All I know is, I like you. I didn’t expect that. I didn’t want it, truthfully. When I shut you down, you weren’t meant to come back. Not more than a few minutes at a time. And now that you’re here, and this,” he gestured to the television and the list, “I need to go with my gut on this one, and that’s that you’re not safe to stay here with me.”

“Wait.” My head shook and that ping of my past roared its head. It was a twist of loneliness, of pain and loss, and a weird slash of losing Sebastian. It made zero sense. “You don’t want me anymore?”

“It’s not that I don’t want you. I have things I need that I can’t get from you.”

“Dead things?”

He gave me a dry look. “Maybe.”

“I told you…I know ways. We can replicate what you need. Can’t you at least see if you like my ideas?”

“Are you aware that you’re offering me a sexual proposal?”

My mouth opened at my pause. “I like sex.”

“With me?”

Was my face red? It was on fire because it was the truth. I coped with sex. I used it to help me work my way through my hardest times. Maybe it was wrong, but to me it just worked.

“Did I give you the impression that I didn’t? If I recall, Master…I couldn’t get enough.”

Sebastian cupped the side of my throat, bringing me forward, just inches from his mouth. For seconds he didn’t move. He just kept looking between my eyes and lips.

“No.” He let go, grabbing his phone. “Is this your list?”

“You didn’t like being with me?”

He snatched the paper, not returning my stare.

“I fucking loved it. You are not healed enough to have this conversation and by the time you are, you’ll be safe with Hale.”

“What? You’re giving me to the giant?”

That did bring his eyes up.

“He protects women. That’s his job. He’ll look after you while you work at the hospital. I’ve already cleared it with the Main Master. He’s fine with you learning under the staff and working there.” His brow creased. “This is a good thing, Margaret. The best life you can lead down here. When you’re finished with whatever training they provide and they move you up to being a doctor, or whatever you choose, they’ll provide you your own apartment. When that time comes, I’ll grant you your freedom, here at the Gardens.”

“Why can’t I do that living here?”

“We both know you can’t.”

My head shook. “Of course I can. What about Hale? Does he not have needs too? Isn’t that why he’s here? I’m supposed to just…impose? Have him tiptoe around me as he’s trying to figure out his own issues?”

Sebastian’s face hardened.

“I suppose you’re right. I’ll figure it out. Even if I have to somehow rent another apartment. I’m sure that’s possible.”

“So, then I’m alone, navigating this place by myself? Did you forget how that turned out last time? Whatever. I think I’m seeing the bigger picture now. Rent me my own apartment, Sebastian. …I’ll be fine.” I stood from the counter knowing I hadn’t hidden the hurt in my voice. I was not well enough to think rationally. I was terrified of facing strangers. Afraid of someone hurting me again. Hell, I was traumatized from the evil violence I’d undergone. And now I’d be alone with no protection? With no Sebastian?

Who was I kidding? I knew the truth. Sebastian thought he lost me, and to him, I resembled Maggie. He’d lost one. He couldn’t lose another, and cutting ties with me was the safest thing he could do. I should have been elated. I should have been praising God that I was being set up with an actual life here. And a part of me was. But I was sad, too, and even though I shouldn’t want to stay with him, the feelings were impossible to ignore.
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The Main Master’s ‘soon’ and my ‘soon’ were two different things. Where I was under the impression that the trial would be in days, it was actually set over three weeks later. Today. In just a few hours. Three weeks of hell. Three fucking weeks of outside life with only the weekends at the Gardens. I was such a mess. The days with Margaret were long and lonely. The ones without her were pure torture. She stayed quiet. I was quiet. Our comedy show held no joy like it once did. Not that I was really watching. My eyes were on the screen, but my senses knew nothing but her.

I hated seeing her so withdrawn, but what was I supposed to do? Keep her? Engage in acts meant for slaves and not for…her? Hadn’t I fucked her up enough with my ways? Not that the thought wasn’t appealing. Hell, I wanted to have her more than anything. Just not like I had before. I wanted something different. Something…more normal. At least at the moment. That was trouble waiting to happen. It’s why I was rushing to get her out of my apartment. Out of my life. It wasn’t happening anywhere near fast enough for the feelings evolving within me.

“What are you studying?”

Her head lifted and she glanced at me, going back to stare at the pages as our show mindlessly played on.

“I’m refreshing my knowledge of Anatomy and Physiology.”

“And how’s that going?”

“Better than I thought.”

“Good.” I got quiet again, letting out a deep breath. “I’m told the medical apartments are on the same floor as the hospital. That should make you feel better. You won’t have to go very far.”

“True.”

Silence. More reading.

“Margaret.”

She slammed the book closed, turning to face me.

“Stop. Just…stop. You don’t have to do this.”

“Do what? Try to talk to you?”

Her lips tightened.

“Yeah. You don’t have to feel obligated to do that. Pretend I’m not here. That’s what you want anyway.”

At my silence, her brow crinkled, and she turned, reopening her book.

“I’m only thinking about what’s best for you.”

“No, Sebastian, you’re thinking about what’s best for you, just like you always do. And that’s fine. On this, you’re actually right. Working at the hospital and being free is a golden opportunity. It definitely benefits me better in the long run than being your slave. I mean, if you weren’t dreaming of killing me, you’d feel obligated to care for me, and that’s not fair. Plus, I don’t want that. We laugh and have fun, but that would end when you had your urges and brought new slaves home. So, yeah, it’s fine. There’s nothing left to say. You’ll continue to relive your pain, and I’ll have a future becoming a doctor. I can actually have a semi-normal life working at the hospital. Dr. Bailor even says it’s better here than the outside world.”

“Who’s Dr. Bailor?”

The deepness in my tone couldn’t be hidden as I sat up straighter on the cushion.

“He’s the one who’s taken me under his wing, so to speak. He’s amazing, really. Super smart. He’s invited me to dinner tomorrow night and I’m thinking of accepting.”

I scooted to the edge of the sofa, turning even more towards her in my shock. “Dinner? He asked you to dinner? Who’s this guy?”

“Don’t get that tone. It’s merely extra time to talk over how some procedures differ from those in the outside world. I guess the laws on the outside prevent techniques that can be used here.”

“Bullshit,” I exploded. “Surely you’re not buying that excuse.”

“It’s not an excuse. We’re very busy at the hospital. We don’t get much time between patients to really dig into everything I need to learn.”

“You’ve been there a week.”

“Almost two.”

“You have years to figure it out. What does this guy look like?”

Margaret made an aggravated sound, shutting her book.

“What was that, Margaret? That sound? We’re not talking about some old, unattractive doctor, are we?”

“He’s not bad looking, I guess. Although, truthfully, I don’t care either way. I’m there to learn, and he’s who the Main Master set me up with. I have no control over any of it.”

My eyes widened. “Define not bad looking.”

For seconds she paused, reopening her book to where she had the page marked. Except, she wasn’t using a bookmark. She was using a picture.

“This was taken a few days ago while you were gone. It was Nurse Kelly’s birthday. We threw her a little party.”

I took the picture, glaring at it as I took in the handful of people in the photo. Margaret didn’t have to tell me who Dr. Bailor was. He was the only one wearing a white coat, and the only one who looked like he’d been plucked from the set of some dreamy, hospital drama.

“The Main Master set you up with him? Elec, that son of a bitch. Why am I not surprised?”

She tilted her head, narrowing her lids. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means,” I growled, “this was a set-up and a test for me. The doctor is available, and I was right. The dinner is an invitation to fuck.”

“You mean someone might actually want me? Maybe I need to be fucked.”

I had Margaret off that couch so fast that she yelped as I scooped her in my arms and headed for the room.

“I think you forget you’re still my slave.” I tossed her on my bed, pushing her on her back just as fast. “What part of freedom when you’re finished did you not understand?”

“You don’t want me. I don’t see why you care if someone else does. I thought you wanted me to be happy. Safe.”

“From me! Safe from me, Margaret. Happy⁠—”

“Without you. You want me safe, but you don’t want me. You want a ghost and to remain in this twilight zone of what-ifs. I can’t compete with that. I won’t. Not if I have a choice, and you’re giving me one.”

“Maybe I’ll be a bastard and recant my offer. Maybe I’ll keep you coded-out, half dead to live out some sick fucking fantasy that I can’t let go. It’s not just about her, it’s me. God dammit, Margaret. Do you not see what I’m trying to prevent? Keep you…it’s a nice thought. A really fucking nice thought. But there’s no guarantee that this will last. Maybe it’s good this week, and maybe I can’t fight this thing in my mind, and I kill you next week. Maybe it’s good for months and then I snap. It’s too early to know. All I know is taking this path with you it’s…it’s fucking scary. Scarier than anyone down here in the Gardens. My life.”

I closed my eyes, moving my cheek into the palm that was suddenly cupping my face. When I opened, I saw her. Not Maggie. I saw Margaret.

“I have a life outside of this place. My responsibilities would sink a normal man. That’s the least of it. My biggest responsibility…I haven’t even started yet. And I can’t have that with you.”

“You mean a wife. Children. The life you and the Main Master were talking about with Master One.”

I nodded.

“At some point it’s going to happen. It won’t be a love match. I don’t want one. It’ll be more of a business arrangement, but that’s beside the point. I’ll have a wife. Kids. I’ll run my family businesses, and I’ll be there. A lot. I’ll have to. That’s just the way it is. But it’s an unfair life for you or anyone who’d want more of me. I can’t.” I stopped through the tug-o-war in my chest. “You’ve been hurt enough. I won’t put you through that too.”

Slowly, her hand dropped from my cheek, but she didn’t make it far before I caught her wrist, flattening it back where it had been. For seconds, I pushed everything away, the light in the room, the racing pulse in my ears. I memorized the feel, letting her touch devour what was left of the raw and broken thing I called a heart.

Turning, I kissed into her palm, lowering it to rest on her chest.

“You’ll be a great doctor. Maybe I’ll set you free. Maybe I’ll continue to be a bastard and keep the only part of you I can. A number. A stupid ‘knowing’ that you’re mine. You won’t be with another man. I won’t allow it. You can hate me for that all you want, but no one else will touch you. No one but me. And if you think I won’t find out or know, you’re wrong. These walls talk, and I’d know before they finished fucking you. And I’d kill them, Margaret. I may kill you both.”

A war played on her face. I could see her pulling both ways, but one quickly overpowered the other. “Then I’m not leaving, and we’re not over.”

“What?”

“That’s absurd. You want me, and I think…I think what’s happening between us.” She stopped. “I’m staying.”

“We’ve already talked about this. It’s not safe with me.”

“It’s more dangerous out there in a worker-apartment by myself. Men, both workers and Masters, will target me. They’ll see me unprotected, and they’ll pursue me like wolves. Why should I have to put up with that when the only man I want to try to be with is right here?”

“You want to be with me?”

“I won’t lie and say I don’t feel something when I do. I can’t help it. I’ve done nothing but think over this now for weeks. I could easily walk away.” Her eyes scanned mine. “I don’t want to.”

“Are you listening to yourself? Did you not just hear me? You’d stay and live here alone while I’m playing house and making babies with another woman?”

“I hear you loud and clear. But how you see it one way, I see it another. I’ll be your Mistress and slave…and I’ll be a doctor here. I’ll live here in our apartment while you’re away leading your family. We’ll both be busy, but we’ll have each other when we’re able. If that means you still buy other slaves, you buy them and do what you must. And I will work, and work, and learn, and live. With my status, that is a privilege, and one I will happily embrace.”

“You’ve lost your mind. You’re agreeing to accept me having a wife, killing and fucking dead slaves, all the while staying and being with me.”

“Wait. You’re right. It’s all a lie.” She took a shaky breath. “It sounded good in the moment, but it won’t work. I’ll accept the wife. You can’t help that. But you won’t be needing any slaves. I’ll suffice just fine.”

“And how will you do that?”

“I told you: ice baths. The code word. I can do it if you don’t leave me alone while I’m under. We can make this work. We won’t know how it’ll turn out if we don’t try. They make special tubs. I’ll feel dead in every sense. Dead but alive. Dead but yours. Have what you need, and then bring me back to you. To have. To keep. Keep me, Sebastian. You want this. I know you do. And I’m yours. All you have to do is kiss me. Kiss me and let’s see if we can make this work. Let’s see what happens.”

As I stared down at her pleading eyes, every part of me wanted to give in and submit. I wanted a new start. I wanted her.

“Please. Kiss me. I choose the consequences of what may happen. I’m fully aware. I want you. Want me too. Choose us.”

Light brown pulled me in, and down…down…down. My lips met Margaret’s, and her arms wrapped around my neck, tightening as she pulled me into her. Hunger consumed me as I wrapped around her too. I kissed her with every ounce of passion that had been locked away in the casket that held my soul. I gave myself to Margaret in that moment, ready to see where our future took us. The Garden’s didn’t promise much, but it could hold happiness I wouldn’t find in the outside world, and I accepted that.

“Take this off. Take it all off.” She pulled at my shirt, squirming underneath me in her desperate need for us to undress. My tongue dueled with hers as I jerked at the button of her jeans. It was knocking that had both of us breaking away from the kiss. “No. Don’t answer it.”

She groaned as I laughed and stood.

“It’s probably the Main Master seeing if we’re ready for the trial tonight. You have no idea the stress he’s under because of this. Shit will get bad when the LaRoe’s get this verdict, but it’s for the best. It has to be done. This family is too unstable to stay in the circle. They have to go, one at a time. We start here. Give me two minutes.”

But she didn’t. Margaret followed as I fixed my tie, pulling down and straightening my vest just outside of the door. When I opened it, I froze, confused as I stared at the guard who was staring at me blankly. Seconds passed.

“Can I help you? …Did the Main Master send you to get us?”

“Who is it?”

At Margaret’s voice, the guard seemed to awaken, his head snapping over to try to see around me. Pressure exploded at the center of my chest from his push, and I stumbled back, seeing nothing but determination on his face as he pulled his gun free. It sent my world tilting.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?’

“Jett has lots of tricks. Jett says goodbye.”

There were no words, only action. My hand shot out to his wrist, just as a shot went off. Pressure sent the gun in my direction, but I added even more strength. It was almost impossible to get control through his superhuman strength. My ears were ringing as the shots kept coming.

Bang!

Bang!

My size aided in getting the upper hand, but at Margaret crumbling in my peripheral, my hold suddenly loosened. My heart cracked. It fell. My breath caught, and I was spinning for her, collapsing at her side, but it was the hole between her eyes that made my world completely stop. Pain came in burning punches throughout the center of my back. I could feel the jolts at their force, but I truly didn’t react to the shots. I held to dead light brown eyes, throwing every part of me into them. Letting me fall into their empty depths. I could live there. I could stay there forever. With her. With a love that could have been. At the splitting explosion in the back of my skull, I knew I’d never leave. There’d be no more pain. No more hope or hell. It would be me. Her. Together…forever…


Epilogue
MAIN MASTER
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The whispers were never-ending. The looks…curious. Maybe even greedy. Suspicious? I couldn’t be sure of that. Guilt could do many things to a person. Thing was, besides acknowledging in my mind that I was breaking rules, I didn’t care. Sebastian gave me nothing but the perfect excuse I was looking for. One, I had been considering now for weeks. On the surface, Mistress Two was all too helpful. She had been my mentor. My personal savior when I had thought I was finished with this world. But even with everything happening between me and Mistress Two, I couldn’t ignore this deep-seeded dread. This…hate I held for her. I used to not be able to define it, but my suspicions had been well-rooted. Now that I knew her secrets, her sins, there was no going back.

But what did that mean? What did that say about me? What would the Circle think? The Masters? Mistresses?

It didn’t matter. It had to happen. And not just from her guilty deeds. Maybe despite everything, I wanted to be the only one with power. The only one with this gift. Had I gotten to that point?

I made sure my mic was off, glancing down the row of Board Members before leaning towards Master One. “Where the fuck are they? Sebastian knows we need them here.”

“I don’t know. Didn’t you send Nineteen to check on them?”

“That was nearly twenty minutes ago.” I took in the over-crowded room. It wasn’t every day one of the upper elites went on trial. But this wasn’t just any upper elite. This was the heir of the LaRoe family, one of the most prestigious names in our circle. “I don’t like this.”

My eyes went to Melissa as she kept glancing towards her son. The woman was in mother-mode. She appeared concerned. Upset even, as she kept throwing her son looks. I knew better. Melissa LaRoe felt nothing. She was as hard as a rock and as cold as they came.

I gestured for the guard standing at the door, not missing as Hale headed in, sliding into a seat in the back. Vibrations buzzed against my chest, and I reached into my suit jacket, pulling my phone free. At my High Leader’s number, I answered.

“Well? Where the hell are they?”

“Main Master…they’re dead.”

“What?”

I kept my tone calm despite my pulse giving one hard hit in my chest.

“I have three bodies. From the looks of it, the slave died first. Bullet between the eyes. Master Rivers was lying over her. There’s a few shots in his back. One to the back of his skull. And then I have a guard. Single shot. He ate that fucking barrel.” Nineteen paused. “I knew Harleston. He wouldn’t have done this. No way in hell. Something’s not right here. I’ve watched the footage already. He mentions Jett. I wrote it down, hold on.”

He paused, and I took in Hale, my mind already swarming…my stomach twisting at what I knew was about to happen. Hale loved his brother. Sebastian was everything to him. Now, for him to be dead? He’d have to take Sebastian’s spot. He was the heir to his family now.

“Okay. Harleston walks in and says…“Jett has lots of tricks. Jett says goodbye. And then he starts shooting. He wasn’t in his right mind, I can guarantee it. Harleston looks like he’s under a spell as he’s headed to the door. Even when Master River’s opens it, he acts like a zombie. It’s the slave he reacts to. I haven’t been able to go further back, so I don’t know what exactly happens, but not all is as it appears.”

My stare went to Jett, only to move to Melissa.

“The boy’s guards?”

“He’s had the same ones the entire time. You know how it works in Hell Row with those on expedited trials. They haven’t left his side, nor have they interacted with anyone except themselves. Food was left for them to retrieve. Facilities and recreation are within their private quarters by the cell. They’re there in that court room with you right now. I watched the footage already. Harleston hasn’t had access to any of them. He’s taking orders from someone else.”

“Got it.” My gaze went back to Melissa. Her eyes met mine, and I didn’t break eye contact as I glared. It was her who shifted on her seat and went back to looking at Jett. With as much as I wanted to believe she was behind it, I couldn’t understand why she’d set her own son up. It didn’t matter. I’d figure out the truth, eventually. That didn’t change my plans today.

“Send me video evidence of the crime scene and a small clip of Harleston saying Jett sent him. Then get your ass down here as fast as you can.”

“Roger that, Main Master.”

I hung up, leaning towards Master One. “Rivers and the slave are dead.”

“You’re fucking joking.”

Master One’s eyes were big as he swallowed hard and sat straighter.

“I wish I was. You thought this was going to be bad before. Just wait.” My phone vibrated and I motioned to my other members that I was ready.

Turning on my mic, I took one last look around the room before pressing my fingers into the papers before me.

“Today, we start the trial for Master B-Twenty-two. He is accused of forceful entry, breaking into and tampering with Garden’s devices and files, attempted murder…and the ultimate murders of Master B-Three-sixty-one and slave eight-forty-two. How do you plead?”

Gasps filled the room as Masters and Mistresses turned to each other in shock. Hale glanced around the room, scanning the rows before his head snapped to me. My brow creased, and I gave him a slow shake, as if to somehow say I’m sorry. His face was dropping color by the second, and the shock was morphing to disbelief. To…homicidal rage as his gaze tore from me to go to Jett LaRoe.

“Order,” I growled, turning back to Jett’s wide, terrified eyes. “How do you plead?”

“N-Not guilty. I didn’t fucking kill anyone. I⁠—”

“Enough,” I exploded. “Let everyone be witness, Master Twenty-two pleads not guilty. Should the board present sufficient evidence, the Master before you will be sentenced to death.”

Hale stood, his eyes searching the room wildly, still looking for his brother even though he knew deep down what I spoke was the truth. My hand lifted to him, but I didn’t have to speak as I eased my hand down, and I watched him follow. It was almost poetic how aligned we were. My mind spoke to him in gestures. It weaved a wonderful web of commands he knew to follow whether he wanted to or not.

“This trial won’t take long. It is to be known that the two Masters got into a bidding war for the slave this last auction night. The first evidence I’d like to submit is on the charges of breaking into and tampering with Garden’s files. The next will be the forced entry and attempted murder for the slave mentioned. The last evidence is of the murder.”

“If you all focus on the large screen, you can see firsthand the Master head back into the pickup lobby. As you can see from the date on the top, this happened the day following the auction.” Jett eased inside, heading to the desk as he glanced around. “Here, you can see him break into the desk the guard locked the tablet into.” I paused. “Would you like to share with the Board on how you got the password to unlock the tablet?”

“No. That’s not me.”

Jett’s face was hard as he glared.

“We’ll let the Board decide that. The second set of evidence I would like to present is on the forced entry and his attack on the slave.”

I hit the button to change the footage, and Jett surged to stand. Cuffed to the desk before us, he couldn’t move but a few feet.

“This is bullshit. That shit with the tablet is a hoax. It’s not me. Any of it. Everyone knows I’m going to be someone big someday, and I’ve made it abundantly clear to anyone I’ve talked to on who I want to be. I’m being set up. Probably by the Main Master, himself. I didn’t do anything wrong. So I pushed my way into the apartment. The bitch liked it rough. She wanted me to come by. I was just doing what she wanted.”

“We’re a court, Master Twenty-two, and you have no evidence of that. Trust me, we’ve looked. As a matter of fact, the Board watched and followed you around the city as you stalked the slave in question. I have every angle. Every second up until her Master took her. After that, you had no access until you pushed your way in. Until you knocked on that door, you’d never even talked to her. She had no idea who you were.”

The guard at his side forced him to sit as the footage of him pushing his way inside played out. The attack was violent. Fast, explicit, and gruesome as he stabbed his way up her unresponsive half-nude body. When the scene ended at his speedy departure, whispers exploded in the court, and the shocked looks couldn’t be hidden as everyone’s attention was on Jett. Melissa continued to shift in her chair, growing antsier by the second. Why, I wasn’t sure. Maybe she did feel something for her son. Maybe she knew what was coming. Or maybe…this was playing out as she wanted. I didn’t know as I pulled up the last bit of footage.

“This last evidence comes from my High Leader who was at the crime scene just this hour. I have not seen the footage, nor has anyone in this room, so I do not know what to expect. What I will say is, it may be graphic and not suitable for anyone who knew Master B-Three-sixty-one, Sebastian Rivers. He was a very dear friend of mine, and to many of us here. May he rest in peace. I will give everyone a few seconds in case you wish to leave.”

I glanced at my Board members, letting everyone settle into their decision. No one stood. No one left. Hale was wiping tears from his face, but he didn’t break. He also didn’t move. His stare was on Jett, and it wasn’t leaving.

“Alright. There are two videos. One’s of the crime scene. The other is the last words from the guard who was sent to kill them.”

Jett was staring at the large screen, his chest rising and falling in a fast pace as he continually pulled at the chains.

I hit play, watching Sebastian’s apartment come into view.

“This is the High Leader. I’m at Master Three-sixty-one’s apartment. That would be Sebastian Rivers. It is five-twenty-six PM.” The camera panned to the door. “As you can see, there was no forced entry, nor does what we saw on the video corroborate there being any. The door was opened for the guard who then pushed his way in, where he shot the slave between the eyes. Master Rivers then turned for the slave, where he was shot in the back three times, and then the back of the head.”

A few people gasped as footage of Sebastian, curled over the slave, came into view. Blood spray and brain matter were fanned on the floor around their heads, and where I couldn’t see the damage done to his face, his cheek was resting against her bloody face, giving view to dull eyes with a hole slightly in the middle, above them. My eyes closed for the briefest moment, knowing the pain he held for Maggie. Knowing how much she looked like Margaret. I knew. I somewhat related, and although I was a monster, I had been supportive of Sebastian finding relief from his pain through her. Hell, I even set up a future I knew Sebastian wouldn’t be completely in favor of. Not with Dr. Bailor involved. I wanted to sway him to choose her. I had purposely put the decision out there. But for what? Nothing. Love never won in the end. Love was what we found in the middle and clung to, but it never lasted. Not in my world.

“The last clip,” I forced out.

The scene was of the guard pushing his way through. He was pulling out the gun as he spoke and pointed it at the slave.

“Jett has lots of tricks. Jett says goodbye.”

The shots had multiple people in the crowd jumping. Jett surged to his feet, shaking his head as he panted through the panic.

“I didn’t send that guard! That wasn’t me! Mom.”

He was pushed back down as Hale flew from his chair. Guards rushed towards him, but with how large Hale was, they didn’t stand a chance. He was suddenly sobbing, roaring and yelling as he fought off three guards. Then five.

“Order!” I stood, slamming the gavel down. “Order! Hale. Hale Rivers!”

At my own roar, the new Master grew still, his eyes locked on me…waiting.

“Sit down while we vote on sentencing. Should justice present itself, it is your call. You are now the River’s heir. You are the responsible party here. You will act like it. Sit.”

He was still breathing heavily, glaring, even if it was at me. But he was walking back, moving back to his chair as I continued standing.

“There. The evidence has been presented. Members, stand. We will go down the line. Remember, a guilty verdict means you find him guilty on all accounts and are in favor of death. I will start at the end, and we’ll work our way down. I will be last.” I looked at the far end of our board setting. “What do you say, Member Five?”

“Guilty.”

Melissa tried to hold in her sob, pushing the handkerchief harder into her mouth. The room was silent as the witnesses waited.

“Member Four?”

“Guilty.”

“Member Three?”

“Guilty.”

A loud whimper left Melissa as tears poured down her face. I looked to Master One. His expression was hard. He knew what this meant. A war in our circle. One that would send a ripple down the Collective High Council. Our beautiful oiled machine was about to sputter to a stop as it regeared in a new direction, and although I should have feared the consequences of that, the darkest part of me was ready.

“Member Two?”

“Guilty.”

“No. No. Jett.”

“Main Master?”

The members spoke in unison. I looked at Jett. I took in Melissa and her pleading eyes. And I moved to Hale. To the man who I’d brought in to be my own protector. My closest, new confidant. A friend. A spy. I hated losing Sebastian, but I had Hale so mindlocked to me, it couldn’t have turned out any better. He’d follow my every order. He’d obey my every command. He’d bring this circle together like no one else. I had plans for him…but that was another story.

“Guilty,” I said, firmly.

“No! No!”

I ignored Melissa’s breakdown to continue. “Master Twenty-two, you have been found guilty on all counts and have been condemned to death. You will be brought out to the execution stage where you will be beheaded in front of everyone for your crimes.” I turned to Hale. “As of this very moment, Jett LaRoe is no longer a Master of the Garden of the Gods. He now belongs to you. How would you prefer he die? By executioner or by you?”

“He’s mine?”

I paused as he stood.

“His life is, yes. How do you wish to proceed?”

Screams went up as Hale raced forward again. The guards jerked to attention but didn’t move as most looked to me. I shook my head, watching as one caught Melissa as she flew forward to make her way to Jett. He jerked against the chains, trying to run, but other than moving a few feet, he was trapped.

“It wasn’t me! I swear it wasn’t⁠—”

Jett barely got out the scream before Hale’s fist connected with his mouth. Jett flew back at the table from the blow, but Hale was on him, bringing the solid wood crashing down beneath them as he drew back, punching the young man’s face with everything he had.

The blows were solid and bone-crushing as he tried driving his hit through his face. Muffled screams were cut off by Hale’s fist, and blood was already beginning to pool on the small area of the floor underneath Jett LaRoe’s head as it continually snapped back from the power, knocking against the concrete. With every impact of Hale’s deadly blows, the floor itself seemed to shake. Melissa’s screams were echoing through the room as the guards worked on removing her fighting frame, but they were having a hard time as she twisted and clawed at every part of them she could reach.

“You killed my brother.” Hale grabbed some of the loose chain from one of Jett’s arms, wrapping it around his neck to pull on like a necklace. “Now I’m going to kill you. My brother.”

A deep purple took over Jett’s semi-conscious face as Hale tightened the chain until the surrounding skin was sickeningly bulging around the sides. Blood vessels were rupturing in the young man’s eyes, turning the white completely red as he continued crushing his windpipe and trying to decapitate him with the chain.

“My brother! M-My⁠—”

Hale’s yells merged with Mistress Two’s as they finally managed to get her through the threshold of the main doors. Jett’s eyes were still opened, but the life behind them was gone as Hale kept putting all of his strength into tightening the chain. I stepped back, grasping to Master One’s shoulder as I passed by to retrieve Hale.

Losing one of our own was never easy. Seeing Hale suffer as he was was even harder. I had hated Hale most of my life. I hated not being able to sway or control him. Sebastian may have not been under my power either, but we’d always been friends. Brothers. And now he was gone, and I had Hale to take his place. It wouldn’t be the same without Sebastian, but I’d think about his death in the shadows of my sleepless nights. And I’d make the legacy of his name shine amongst the top with the lead of his brother.

Together, with my handful of trusted friends at my side, I’d rule these Gardens. And when it came time to take over the outside world, we’d be ready for that too. The pieces of this game were falling into place, but the players weren’t all on the board. It was going to be up to me to make that happen, and no matter what was thrown my way, death, betrayal…I wouldn’t fail in my overall mission.

I had a vision.

I had more questions.

And I was willing to go as far as it took to find the answers …

The End
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PROLOGUE

i A subterranean fortress housing trafficked slaves. You can read about it in the 24690 series by A. A. Dark.
ii The Main Master from Whitlock, a subterranean fortress housing trafficked slaves. You can read about it in the 24690 series by A. A. Dark.
iii Virgin slave. Wears a white robe during the auction. Not capitalized to show slave status
iv Nonvirgin slave. Wears a blue robe during the auction. Not capitalized to show slave status.
v Docile, drugged slave. Can be w or b. Heavily trained. Good for elderly or those with disabilities. Not capitalized to show slave status.
vi Ruined, disfigured slaves. Convicts fall into this category. Women or men that fall into the breeding category. Black robe during the auction. The cheapest slaves.
vii Mostly male slaves who have undergone forced indoctrination through various scientific methods. (Brainwashing, programming, training, etc.) They’re programmed to be focused solely on their Mistress or Master. They are made to be obedient, loyal, and protective.
B0842

i Docile, drugged slave. Can be w or b. Heavily trained. Good for elderly or those with disabilities.
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