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For all you little devils and dolls,

embrace the madness.


Content Warnings


This book contains incredibly dark themes and is not for the faint of heart. If any of the items listed below make you uncomfortable I encourage you to pick up something more suited to your tastes. The subjects involved are extremely graphic and taboo. Your mental health matters. The topics mentioned are as follows:

	Murder

	Break and Enter

	Damage to Eyeballs

	Broken Bones

	Light Stalking

	Mental Illness

	Defecation/Vomiting

	Kidnapping

	Vulgar Language/Profanity

	Extreme Gore

	Dismemberment

	Car Accident

	Physical Violence

	Gun Violence

	Self Harm

	Mentions of Child Abuse/Neglect

	Extreme Torture Involving Acid

	Electrocution

	Sexual Assault/Rape

	Dubious Consent

	Blood Play

	Knife Play

	Sexually Explicit Content

	Bondage

	Burning Alive

	Drowning

	Explosions

	Anal

	Voyeurism

	Spitting




If you made it to the end of this list and said "Fuck yeah, I'm in." Welcome to the dark side.
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Chapter 1
Purple Poison


Harlow

Giving myself a once over in the mirror of my one-bedroom apartment, I had to admit that Scar had done an amazing job. Her full name was Scarlett Green, but I had affectionately referred to her as Scar for years. In return, she shortened my name, Harlow, to LoLo as a joke and the nickname just stuck. I still couldn’t believe she was forcing me to go with her to Elysium tonight. Purple Poison was playing at the members-only club, and she insisted I go with her. Being the amazing friend that I am, I obliged. I was due for a night out anyway.

Yesterday morning, I received word that my practicum placement was at Litchfield Asylum, and my nerves were shot. You would think they would have found me a placement in a private practice or the like, but nooo. Let’s send the 5’6” blond who weighs 140lbs soaking wet into one of the most dangerous places in Strathbrook. Logic had clearly escaped whoever oversaw the work assignments. I was scheduled to start on Monday, two days from now, and I had been in my head since opening the email.

I smoothed my hands down the front of the borrowed dress, appreciating how the gold and black checkered pattern hugged my petite frame. The low back displayed my creamy white skin, and the high hemline had me concerned that I might flash someone if I was not careful. It was definitely on the risky end for clothing choice, but I didn’t want to be the one to tell Scar it was too much. The last thing I needed was for her to give me the puppy dog eyes, which landed me in this situation in the first place.

My hair fell in white-gold waves on either side of my face, the relaxed curls giving the outfit a slightly more upscale look. I painted my lips a deep shade of crimson, then grabbed my second-hand rhinestone clutch from the counter just as Scar burst into the room.

“Wow,” she said as she very obviously checked me out. Her voice was sultry and smooth, like a swanky jazz singer from the prohibition days. “You look stunning, woman. It’s about time you showed off those long legs of yours.”

“Thanks,” I muttered under my breath, tugging at the hem of the dress, my insecurity threatening to rear its ugly head. Before the conversation could continue, Scarlett’s phone buzzed, and she squealed with excitement.

“Our cab’s here! Let’s go!” Scarlett grabbed my wrist and dragged me out the door, barely giving me a moment to strap on my black stiletto heels. I had bought them on a buy one, get one, fifty percent off sale years ago. Until tonight, they had remained hidden below a stack of textbooks, waiting for a special occasion.

Special enough, I thought as I trotted after Scarlett and hopped into the back of the dark gray SUV.

“Good evening, ladies,” the driver said. His voice sounded like his balls hadn’t dropped yet and, by the look of his patchy facial hair, he couldn’t have been more than nineteen years old.

“Hey,” Scarlett replied, giving him a wink.

“Hi,” I said, less enthusiastically. Luckily, my lackluster response had gone unnoticed. His cheeks heated under Scarlett’s gaze and he returned his focus to the road. I cringed as he shifted the gas guzzler into gear, and I grabbed the oh shit handle as we sped down the street.

I watched as the downtown lights came into view, and I craned my neck to take in the skyscrapers. Elysium crested before us, and my palms started to sweat. Even dressed to the nines, I felt like there was no way I would fit in there.

“Can you take us around back?” Scarlett asked the driver.

“Sure thing,” he responded, turning down the next alley. It was dark, but I could make out a doorway with brightly colored lights and the frame of a rather large man whom I assumed was club security.

“Thank you!” Scarlett said to our chauffer as she hopped out of the SUV. He gave us a sheepish smile before driving off.

“How do you know we can even get in?” I asked, rubbing my shoulders. A breeze had drifted down the alley, and my nipples could have been used as a means to cut glass.

“I know a guy,” she said, winking. She bounded up to the security guard and stood close enough to him that they shared the same breath.

“Hey, handsome,” she crooned, tracing her hand down his thick bicep. “Any chance you have room on your fancy list for me and my friend back there?”

“Come on Scarlett, I told you before it was a one-time deal,” he responded gruffly, making no attempt to hide the fact that he was undressing her with his eyes.

“Please,” she pouted. I stifled a laugh as I watched the large man cave and roll his eyes playfully.

“Okay, fine,” he conceded, “But you know the rules.”

“Thank you, Boomer,” she said, giving him a swift kiss on his cheek. “I promise we’ll stay out of trouble.”

“Sure you will,” he huffed, his expression still dazed as he lifted the velvet rope.

“Thanks,” I mumbled quietly as Scarlett and I crossed the threshold.

“These rooms are for private events,” Scarlett yelled, her voice muffled by the music pumping through the building. “The stage is for dancers only,” she continued as we entered the heart of the club, “And over there is the VIP section.”

My gaze followed her well-manicured finger as it pointed to a large, roped-off area complete with tufted leather couches in the deepest shade of purple. The space was occupied by a group of about ten people who were all talking animatedly. All but one.

A man sat in the large armchair, his legs spread wide. His mismatched blue and green eyes locked with mine from across the room, and time seemed to slow. One arm hung lazily off to the side while the other rested under his chin as he appraised me. I could feel my cheeks heat, but I couldn’t look away.

He was wearing tapered black dress pants and a white collared shirt. The top few buttons were undone and a gold chain dangled from his neck. His sleeves were rolled up, revealing strong forearms and pale ivory skin. When my eyes found his again, a smile pulled at the corner of his lips. He had noticed me gawking, and I quickly turned away, my heels clicking with each step as I chased after Scarlett who was already halfway to the bar.

“There’s another bar on the rooftop, but it’s closed tonight,” she stated, oblivious to the fact that I had missed the second half of the tour.

“I have to hand it to you. It is a pretty nice place,” I admitted, taking in the space. I avoided the VIP area as I took another look around. The bar we stood at ran the length of the far wall with three well-dressed bartenders rushing this way and that, filling orders. The bar stools were sleek and black, with a cushioned bottom for comfort.

I sighed in relief as I took a seat next to Scar and sipped on my drink. She had ordered us something called an Aperol spritz, and I noted the hints of orange and vanilla as it trickled down my throat. The flavors were subtle, but it was a nice change from my regular glass of chardonnay.

“What time are they supposed to come on?” I asked, gesturing to the stage where a couple of burly men were setting up speakers, while a tall, dark-haired woman seemed to be berating them.

“Kat told me nine. She should be here soon,” Scar replied, glancing at her watch. The thin rose gold band had a square face with diamonds peppered all the way around. She was gifted it by a nice gentleman on their second date before deciding to part ways with the guy. She offered to return it, but he’d told her it was non-refundable.

I had never understood how she had such a hold on the male population. I seriously debated using her for a case study, but ultimately decided against it. If she wanted to enjoy lavish gifts and the affections of multiple men, or women, who was I to stop her? Hell, we even had a go at it once one night two years back. It was fun, but I discovered that I preferred male appendages more than lady bits.

“Hello, ladies,” Kat said, sliding onto the empty bar stool on the opposite side of Scar. “How’s it going?”

Things with Kat had started off a little rocky, seeing as she began dating my ex, Bryce, less than a week after our very messy, very public break up. Their relationship fizzled out about six months ago and we had since become friends, connecting on our mutual dislike for Mr. Winchester.

We had both been sucked in by the tall, dark and handsome shtick. It had been hard to ignore his charms, that is until we both realized he was a complete narcissist. Bryce had lost his parents at a young age due to gang violence. They had been about to return home from a night at the opera and were shot dead walking to their car. The culprit was never brought to justice, and Bryce became obsessive in his hunt for retribution.

He used his extensive inheritance to pay off cops for information and even hired a private investigator to look into their deaths. He would hole himself up in the basement of his manor for days and became nearly impossible to be around. Bryce blamed everyone for what happened to his parents and would take his anger out on those closest to him.

In public, he was the poster boy for high society. He went to every charity event imaginable and would throw the most lavish parties. He would buy me expensive gifts and take me to the finest restaurants. He would gush about how smart I was, then berate me behind closed doors, saying I made him look stupid. The asshole would gaslight me at every turn and two months before our five-year anniversary, I called it quits.

It took longer than it should have for me to finally cut the cord, but I loved him, and no amount of psychiatric training or knowledge could have prepared me for that. The heart wants what it wants, I guess. Or it did. Either way, I was just glad that both Kat and I managed to escape relatively unscathed.

“Eek, I can’t wait to hear Lilith belt out Blood Heathen,” Scarlett exclaimed, barely containing her excitement.

“Ohh, agreed,” Kat replied. “I hope they play Onyx Hearts.” The names sounded familiar, but the only time I’d heard Purple Poison play was when Scar blasted it in the car and I very rarely let her drive. I preferred to be in charge of most motor vehicle transportation after losing my parents following my high school graduation. They had been driving on the highway after leaving my father’s office Christmas party and they hit a patch of black ice. Both of my parents were pronounced dead on scene. The accident was a big part of the reason why Bryce and I had hit it off. We connected through our mutual loss and were there for each other in a way no one else could understand.

Shaking off the thoughts of my ex-boyfriend, I tried to focus on enjoying our girl’s night out. I had just finished my third drink and my fingers were starting to tingle. I didn’t drink often, so I was what you would consider a lightweight. Scarlett grabbed my knee, causing me to jump, and she gestured excitedly to the stage.

The dark-haired woman had changed outfits and was standing on the platform, illuminated by a low spotlight. A man with electric blue hair sat behind the drums and she was flanked by two more women, one holding an electric guitar, the other a bass. The symbol projected on the large screens and the front of the drum set was a large bottle of purple liquid spilling over onto an old record player with angry black letters spelling out ‘Purple Poison’ on top. I had to admit, they did look pretty cool.

“How’s everybody doing tonight?” The lead singer asked as the crowd roared to life. In the hour they had sat at the bar, the place had filled to capacity, and I made a mental note of the five security guards who were dispersed amongst the crowd in case things got rowdy.

“Woo!” Scar yelled from beside me, making an effort to burst my eardrum. I giggled, and the bartender handed me a fourth drink. Hadn’t I asked for water? Oh well, when in Rome. Everyone has the right to overindulge now and then, and besides, I was enjoying the fuzzy feeling in my brain. Overthinking was my default setting, so it was nice to let the alcohol muddle my racing thoughts as I let the pop/punk music drift over me. Before I knew it, I was sandwiched between Scar and Kat on the dance floor, our bodies pressed together, swaying in time with the music.

Kat was whisked away by a striking man who had a ring on every one of his fingers, his sapphire eyes glinting mischievously. He gave us a wink and promised to return her to us safely. We couldn’t blame him. Kat was the most exotic of the three of us, which was saying something, considering Scarlett had a fiery red mane. Kat had a soft pixie-like face, and it starkly contrasted her short-cropped hair. Her skin was medium-brown and her dark eyes held an air of mystery. She got into Strathbrook University on a gymnastics scholarship and had the body to prove it. She was corded with lean muscle and could hold her leg above her head without a second thought. God only knew what she was capable of in the bedroom.

I giggled to myself at the errant thought. I had only been with two men since Bryce, and neither experience had been very memorable. There were so many aspects of my sexuality I had yet to explore, which is why Scar and I had our little tryst. Fortunately for us, our one-night stand had no effect on our relationship. We remained just as we were meant to, the best of friends.

“Hey, I have to pee,” Scar said into my ear. “Come with?”

“Do you need me too?” I groaned. Not wanting to hurt her feelings, I followed it up with a, “I just really like this song.”

“Okay, okay, but don’t move. I’ll be right back,” she said, then dove into the crowd. My eyes followed her for as long as they could before she exited into the hallway.

I continued to move to the music, allowing myself to feel sexy for the first time in forever. I knew my courage was mostly from the copious amounts of alcohol in my system, but I didn’t care. I was having fun. I needed this.

My back heated as a body pressed against mine and a hand snaked around my waist. I leaned my head back against the mystery man’s hard chest and let him lead, warmth gathering between my legs at the contact. I had no plans to take someone home tonight, but it felt nice to be close to another human being.

“You look so fucking gorgeous.”

My body stiffened, and I silently berated myself for getting even remotely turned on by the abhorrent man who I swore would never lay a hand on me again. I turned to find Bryce winking at me with his megawatt smile.

“What is wrong with you!?” I snapped, wishing I could erase his touch from my skin.

“Come on Harlow, don’t tell me you weren’t into it,” he said, reaching for me. I pulled away, trying to step back, but I bumped into a couple who had been caught up in a heated make-out session. They didn’t even give me a second thought.

“You have no right to touch me!” I yelled, standing my ground.

“So, you would prefer to let a stranger have his hands all over you, real classy Harls.” I scoffed as the nickname I hated rolled off his tongue.

“God forbid I try to enjoy myself,” I retorted, refusing to let him exert his will over me.

“Why don’t you just come home with me so we can get this animosity out of our systems, yeah?”

My mouth gaped at his offer. Is he seriously asking me to sleep with him right now?!

“You have got to be kidding,” I said.

“Why not?” he replied, shrugging his shoulders.

“God, Bryce, do you even hear yourself?” His eyes narrowed as I continued. “Let me be plain. The answer is no. I will not come home with you. We are over. We were over two years ago. Now please leave.”

“How dare you speak to me that way,” he spat, grabbing my wrist. I tried to pull away, but he held fast. He was squeezing so hard I knew it would bruise. My heart raced as I looked around, searching for the nearest security guard. To my horror, none were in sight. Where the hell is Scar?

“You’re hurting me!” I cried, trying again and failing to release myself from his grip.

“Let. Her. Go.” A low voice came from behind Bryce. It was the man from the VIP section, the one with the multi-coloured eyes.

“This is none of your business, Wilde,” Bryce replied, nostrils flaring.

“Now see, I don’t like that,” the man, Wilde? Said, stepping in front of me. “I think it’s time you leave.”

The stranger and Bryce were the same height, which put him at 6’1”. Bryce was slightly stockier, but this Wilde guy emanated violence as if blood and pain fueled him.

Bryce must have noticed it too, seeing how his grip on my arm loosened. I wrenched my hand away, rubbing my wrist. Seriously though, where is Scarlett?

“We will finish this later,” Bryce threatened, staring the man down.

“I was hoping you would say that,” he replied, a dark smile playing at his lips. Even in the dim light of the bar, I could see they were a beautiful shade of beige. My alcohol-soaked brain seemed to think they would be very kissable.

“Thank you,” I blurted as Bryce stalked off.

“Oh, don’t thank me, Babydoll,” he said, taking my chin and pulling my face within inches of his. He smelled of citrus and firewood soaked in gasoline. The scent alone made me press my thighs together. God, what is in those drinks?

“Why not?” I asked, my voice barely audible over the music.

“You see, actions have consequences,” he replied.

“What kind of consequences?” I asked, my voice raising an octave.

“Now that, Babydoll is the million-dollar question. But let’s not worry your pretty little head about it now.” I found myself nodding at his every word, and I couldn’t even tell you why. I heard myself whisper, “Okay,” as he brushed his thumb across my lips. My breath hitched, and I thought for a moment he might kiss me. I would have let him if Scarlett hadn’t just burst through the crowd.

“Shit, Lolo, I thought you left!” she exclaimed, grabbing my shoulder.

“No,” I replied, “I was just talking to—,” I stopped myself short when I realized the man was no longer beside me, and pressed my fingers to my lips. I could still feel the warmth of his touch and my chest flushed at the memory. I didn’t know what type of consequences he had been referring to, but if he looked at me like he had a moment ago, I had a feeling it would be the sweetest form of torture. One that I would happily submit myself to for a chance to get to know the mysterious Mr. Wilde. And a small part of me craved that brand of pain.


Chapter 2
Blow Me


Ace

I glanced down at the blonde hair wrapped around my fist as the petite bottle server bobbed up and down on my cock. She performed admirably, but I would be lying if I didn’t admit that there was another blonde I would have preferred to take on every surface of Elysium. The thought of the doll-faced woman from earlier that evening pushed me over the edge, and I tightened my grip, forcing my seed down the server’s throat.

When I was through, I released her, and she wiped her mouth, looking up at me with eyeliner staining her cheeks. She wanted more, but she knew better than to ask for it. Without a word, I tucked myself away and walked out the back door of the club. Frost was waiting for me in the alley, standing guard next to my black Dodge 3700 GT.

“Boss,” he said, throwing me a nod before sliding into the driver’s seat. I remained silent as we headed toward the main warehouse. I’d much rather go home, but I needed to do quality control on the most recent batch of Omen. I’ve trained my engineers well, but no one was as meticulous as I when it came to making the hallucinogenic drug. Not to mention the recent delivery log discrepancies.

I slid my cane out from the side of the seat before exiting the car. I didn’t require it to walk, but it was handy to have in case I needed to dole out some disciplinary action. Again, my thoughts drifted to the girl from the bar. What I wouldn’t do to bend her over my desk and crack my cane across that tight ass of hers. The diamond-patterned dress she’d worn had left little to the imagination, and her ivory skin had been begging to be turned red. My cock twitched, and I shook my head. Later, I mentally scolded myself. I had business to take care of.

As we walked around to the back entrance, my eyes flicked up to the massive sign that read WAYWARD CHEMICALS. From the outside, the company produced the largest amount of sulfuric acid on the eastern side of the country. From the inside, we produced, packaged, and shipped out the most sought-after drug on the planet, and the only place you could acquire it was right here in Strathbrook.

Omen was not for the faint of heart or those searching for a temporary high. My drug was an agent of chaos and I was the conductor. All it took was one drop and you would experience your worst fear in excruciating detail. The drug travelled directly to your amygdala and instructed your glands to release excess amounts of cortisol and adrenaline while simultaneously putting your body in a state of REM sleep, rendering you temporarily paralyzed.

The result was the equivalent of a living nightmare that you could only escape if you conquered your fear. Otherwise, you suffered until the drug wore off. Needless to say, our best customers were generally frat boys in their early twenties. You know, the ‘play stupid games, win stupid prizes’ types. But what did I care? I was just here for the anarchy.

The shop floor went silent as I slammed the big red button on the side of the assembly line labeled ‘Emergency Stop’. Metal vials full of Omen clinked together as the conveyor belt ceased its movement, the black fluid coming dangerously close to spilling. The back wall was lined with pre-measured doses of liquid nightmare awaiting shipment, and Frost took a moment to check the order.

“Looks clear, boss,” he confirmed, handing me the clipboard. I scanned the document and agreed there was nothing wrong with the logs.

“Yes, well, you see, paperwork is all too easy to fake. Missing product on the other hand ...” I said, tracing my cane over the edge of the nearest box, “Is a little harder to hide.”

The three nighttime engineers halted their breathing and Hector, the foreman, held up his palms in a placating gesture.

“Ace, come on now, you don’t honestly think we stole from you. Do you?” Hector asked.

“Did I say that you could speak?” I snarled, shifting the end of my cane so it pressed against the soft spot under his jaw. He shook his head very slowly, his eyes wide with fear. I drank it in like a single malt whiskey, rolling it around on my tongue before devouring it.

“It has come to my attention that someone here has been stealing from me, and I simply can not have that.” I dropped my cane, and the foreman sucked in an audible breath. Pussy, I thought. I haven’t even gotten started.

“How about we play a game?” I offered, a smile curling the edges of my lips. “Either the thief comes clean and I punish them for their actions, or you all stay silent and suffer the same fate.”

“Hey, I’m not suffering for no one,” said the youngest of the group.

“Yeah, fuck that,” said another.

“Ace, is this really necessary?” Hector asked.

“I DECIDE WHAT IS NECESSARY!” I yelled. “Now,” I continued, straightening my posture, “How about we up the ante, huh? If one of you doesn’t fess up, I’ll have Frost here kill you all. I can hire a new crew and have a fresh start.” It was a lie, but they didn’t need to know that. Their lives meant little to me, but dependable staff were so hard to find these days.

“Oh God, somebody say something!” Hector cried.

“It was him!” screamed the worker from the back, pointing to his boss.

“Shut the fuck up! You have no idea what you’re talking about!” Hector shouted, his face turning a deep shade of red.

“He made us,” the young one added. “Said he would dock our pay if we didn’t help him.”

“I’m going to kill you, you little shit,” Hector boomed, stomping towards him.

“Ah ah ah,” I said, clucking my tongue as Frost stepped between the boy and Hector, pressing a pistol firmly against the Foreman’s breastbone.

“Say the word, boss,” he said cooly.

“Take him to the car,” I ordered, waving him off.

The rest of the workers stood before me, trembling. There were ten in total, most no older than twenty-five. I needed workers who could follow orders and were easily molded. They were sheep, and I was the wolf sending them to slaughter.

“Let this be a lesson to you all,” I said, my mismatched eyes locking with every one of theirs. “The next time someone on this crew crosses me, they will be tossed in a chemical bath while the rest of you watch. Now get back to work.” The moment I barked out the last words, they scurried back to their holes, but I used my cane to stop the one who had spoken up.

“You. What’s your name?” I could see him swallow down the lump in his throat before he responded.

“Greyson, Sir.”

“Well Greyson, congratulations!” I exclaimed. “You just got promoted.”

[image: image-placeholder]

I cracked my neck before crossing the warehouse floor to where Frost had just taken the black bag off of Hector’s head. The foreman blinked his eyes against the harsh fluorescent lights and his pupils widened as I approached. The fear in them sent a shock of electricity through me, fueling my resolve.

“Hector, Hector, Hector,” I said, as though speaking to a child who just got caught stealing a candy bar from their local corner store. “If there is one thing I can’t stand, it’s a liar. If you had just admitted to being a two-faced sack of shit, we could have avoided all of this.”

The plastic sheet below the chair crinkled as I walked forward. The sound grated against my ears, but it was a necessary evil. Easy cleanup and all that. I traced my cane across his jaw, hooking the rounded end between his cheek and the cloth gag in his mouth. Slowly, I pulled the fabric down, allowing him to speak.

“Boss, please!” he begged, spittle flying from his lips. “I’ll pay everything back tenfold, just untie me, and we can work something out.”

I placed my finger on his mouth to shush him. “There you go, lying again.” I leaned in, bringing my face to his, my teeth on full display. I could smell the sweat oozing from his pores mixing with the gear oil and tainted water from the dilapidated machinery. He tried to break away from my gaze, so I grabbed his jaw, forcing him to face me.

“Since I like to lead by example, I’m going to be one-hundred percent honest with you.”

I traced the tip of my cane along his temple, brushing it through his thick blond hair. “I don’t plan on killing you today, but I am going to show you what happens when you try to fuck with my business.”

Nodding to Frost, I straightened. He disappeared behind one of the machines and returned, rolling a rusty cart towards us. Before me lay a set of work gloves and a large plastic jug filled with sulfuric acid. I handed Frost my purple crocodile skin jacket, not wanting it to get ruined, then took my sweet time rolling up the sleeves of my white dress shirt. It was not the most practical clothing choice, but how was I supposed to know tonight would end in torture? I slipped on the rubber gloves, refocusing on Hector.

“Safety first,” I joked, wiggling my fingers.

“What is that?” he asked, straining against the zip ties that held him to the metal chair.

“Oh, this?” I taunted, holding up the bottle. “How disappointing that my foreman can’t recognize our best-selling product!”

“That’s not,” he croaked, his pupils blowing wide as he realized what was about to happen. “No … NO! You can’t! Ace, please!” He begged again.

“Oh, but I can,” I replied calmly. He writhed against his restraints as I held the bottle over his leg, allowing a few drops to land on his groin. The sounds that escaped his mouth made my dick hard. Pain always brought me pleasure, and I was done playing the long game. I needed instant gratification, and Hector’s suffering would deliver it for me.

I backed up, not wanting to risk getting any acid on myself, and thrust one arm forward to throw the contents on my victim. I tilted my head sideways, watching in sick satisfaction as the corrosive liquid ate through Hector’s face, his skin melting off layer by layer. The metal of the chair began to change color as it oxidized, and I let out a laugh as I watched the chemical burn through his uniform.

His screams of agony filled the large room, reverberating off the walls before he was silenced by some excess acid singeing his tongue. His whole being shook as every synapse in his body sent pain signals to his brain. I could hear the steady drip of his piss creating a puddle at his feet, his bladder obviously not strong enough to withstand the torture.

I was mildly amused that his genitals were still working and debated getting more acid to rectify that, but I thought better of it. I had too much shit to deal with tomorrow, and none of it involved a murder investigation. It would be far from my first kill, but I was having too much fun to risk the Strathbrook PD breathing down my neck.

“Drop him off outside Strathbrook General,” I ordered Frost as I removed the gloves, smoothing down my dark hair. “Then get this cleaned up.”

“You got it, boss,” he replied as I turned to leave. That was one of my favorite things about him. I never needed to supervise. I delivered the bodies, and he buried them.

I made my way back to the car and pulled the keys out from behind the visor. We always had a spare vehicle nearby for emergencies, so Frost wouldn’t be without wheels. My body hummed with pent-up energy as I pulled out of the parking lot and sped through the streets of downtown.

I stopped at a red light and could make out the silhouette of one of my dealers in the nearby alley. I watched as Judge McFarland tucked his hands into his pockets and scurried back to his car. He was one of the main reasons I had yet to land myself in the slammer. Everyone had their secrets, and I was lucky enough to know those of his that would land him with more years in Strathbrook State Penitentiary than even I was owed.

I crossed the river, heading to the other side of town. I should have gone home, but there was someone I needed to see. The owner of Elysium had sent me a list of every ID scanned from earlier that night, as per my request. Using that information, I decided to pay Miss Avery a visit.

The clock on my dash read 4:27am when I parked across the street from the three-story apartment building. Luckily for me, Miss Avery resided on the bottom floor. I exited my car and made my way over to her balcony window, hoping to catch a glimpse of her doll like features. Her living room curtains were parted slightly behind the sliding door and I could just make out her sleeping form.

An old black-and-white TV show was playing across from her, and I noticed a set of glasses perched sideways on her delicate face. She had washed the makeup off, and her porcelain skin shone in the moonlight. My fingers ghosted along the blade I held beneath my jacket, itching to paint her perfect skin red. I shook off the thought, readjusting myself.

“Don’t worry, Babydoll,” I whispered. “I’ll have you on your knees soon enough.” Almost as if the woman heard me, she shifted her position and for a moment, I thought I saw her eyelids flutter. I wrenched my gaze away and sauntered back to my car, but not before noticing the black Lamborghini Murciélago LP 640 sitting a few rows down.

It was decidedly out of place in the blue-collar neighborhood and I walked up to it, tapping my cane on the glass. The silhouetted figure rolled down the window, spewing expletives by way of greeting.

“Want to back the fuck up off my car before I—,” he stopped mid-sentence as his gaze met mine. “You!” Bryce growled before lifting the door upward and charging towards me.

He grasped a hand around my neck, lifting me to my toes, and I let out a strangled laugh. “What are you going to do, big guy?” I taunted.

“I’m going to show you what it means to cross the Winchesters,” he said, tightening his grip. The liquor on his breath wafted into my nose, which explained how his balls had grown ten sizes since our encounter at the club. My vision began to go hazy, and I relished in the moment between life and death before regaining control.

I slammed the butt of my cane into his ribs, and he stumbled back, releasing my neck.

“You see,” I said, dragging out the word. “I couldn’t care less about your family name or their ties to this city.”

“I’ll fucking kill you,” Bryce spat as he tried to regain his composure. The alcohol made his movements slow, and he took a blind swing in my direction. His fist flew past me, and I swung my cane into the back of his skull. He fell to the ground with a heavy thump.

I lifted him into the car and wiped his hands before placing them onto the steering wheel. Tilting his head, I emptied a dose of Omen into each of his eyes before closing the door. I always kept some on hand in case I needed to teach someone a lesson and fortunately enough for me, Mr. Winchester was shaping up to be a star pupil.

Reaching forward with my handkerchief, I shifted the car into gear. Leave it to Bryce to purchase the semi-automatic transmission. I lifted his left leg off the brake and shifted his right foot onto the gas pedal. Before releasing it, I whispered, “Sweet dreams, douchebag.”

Then, I watched as the car sped down the hill with a smile on my face.


Chapter 3
No Rest for the Rich


Harlow

I approached the guardhouse that sat outside of Litchfield Asylum and rifled through my bag for my paperwork. The gloomy weather reminded me of the smoke I saw drifting from the ravine this morning. I debated reporting it, but my neighbors assured me it was harmless. The local teenagers enjoyed using the riverside space as a party hangout. Those who were daring enough would climb down the steep embankment and crack a few cold ones away from prying eyes. It was a normal teenage rite of passage, so who was I to rain on their angst parade?

The gate loomed overhead and the cloudy sky did nothing to boost my excitement for my first day here. The practicum coordinator had sent over some documents for me to fill out, which included a vulnerability sector check, amongst other things, and I presented them to the man before me.

He had what I would consider to be the male version of resting bitch face, and I smiled awkwardly as his stubby fingers sifted through my papers. Seeming to find what he needed, he held up a pink slip next to my ID. His eyes bore into mine for a moment as he confirmed that I was a match for the serial killer style photo from the DMV. Then he handed everything back to me, waving me through.

“Have a nice day!” I said cheerfully as I rolled my 2012 Toyota Corolla through the gate to the parking lot. He did not grace me with a response, and I hoped the rest of the staff would be more welcoming. It was uncommon for most mental health facilities to be gated, but Litchfield Asylum held the worst of the worst and took extra precautions.

I exited my car and pushed through the heavy metal doors that led to a small waiting area housing a receptionist’s desk. I walked over to the middle-aged woman who was tapping away at the keyboard and cleared my throat.

She looked up from her computer and gave me a warm smile. Her auburn hair hung loose over her shoulders, and her kind blue eyes met mine. “What can I do for ya, sweetheart?”

“Hey, I’m supposed to be meeting with an Amy Wallace,” I started.

“Ohh,” she replied, dragging the word out in her southern twang. “You’re the psychology student.”

“Yep, that’s me,” I replied.

“You got the papers the school sent?” She asked.

“Oh, yeah.”

I reached into my shoulder bag, pulling out the same thin stack of papers I had handed the security guard. I watched as she put them through the scanner, no doubt creating a digital log of all the documents before returning them to me.

“If you take a seat, Ms. Wallace will be right with you. She will issue your temporary ID once you pass through that door there.”

I sat in the hard plastic waiting room chairs fiddling with the zipper on my bag. I lifted my head as another woman walked through the door. Amy Wallace had a stern expression and her dark eyes assessed me as I stood to shake her hand.

“It’s nice to meet you,” I said, grasping it firmly. She squeezed back hard, and I fought a wince.

“I’m sure,” she replied curtly before beckoning for me to follow her. Her dark brown hair was tied up in a severe bun and her rich umber skin contrasted against my own. She scanned her key card to open the door and the sharp beep startled me as the deadbolt shifted. We crossed the threshold, and it clicked shut behind us, locking automatically. Something about it felt ominous, but I tried not to dwell on it. It’s for our safety, I thought.

The sound of heels meeting tile reverberated off the walls as we sauntered down the long hallway toward the guard at the end of the corridor. “These are all the staff offices. Mine is the largest, of course,” she said haughtily, and I made a mental note to watch for other narcissistic behaviors from my new temporary boss.

“There is the staff change room,” she continued. “We eat lunch in a separate area cordoned off from the patient cafeteria. You will need your key card to enter there as well.”

I nodded, then realized she couldn’t see the action from my position behind her. “Got it,” I said as we reached the door to her office. Wasting no time, she gestured for me to stand awkwardly against the blank wall and took a photo for my ID. “I’ll bring it to you this afternoon, you’ll have to ask one of the other employees to open the lunch room for you.”

“Oh, okay,” I muttered as we continued toward the security guard.

“Good morning, Ms. Wallace. And who might you be?” He asked, lifting a brow in my direction. His gaze drifted to my neckline, falling to my breasts before returning to my face.

“No one of consequence to you,” she replied tersely. “Psychology student. Don’t go getting any ideas now. She is off limits.”

He pressed his lips together in obvious annoyance as we placed our personal belongings in the tray and walked through the scanner. It reminded me of being at the airport. I don’t know why I always felt like I was going to get caught carrying a switchblade or something. The only weapon I’ve ever carried is pepper spray.

He handed me back my shoulder bag without issue, which was unsurprising. I had meticulously gone over the list of items banned within patient quarters. However, I will say I didn’t expect chewing gum to be considered a hazard, though the email mentioned something about patients stuffing it into door locks.

I followed Ms. Wallace into the main wing of the asylum, making mental notes of the different hallways that snaked off in various directions. I wanted to orient myself in case of an emergency. We entered a large open room where a few patients were milling about. Five orderlies walked around, addressing them while three guards stood watch. I was surprised to find that the only thing they carried was a set of handcuffs.

The circles of metal glinted under the bright lights, and each of the guard’s faces was a stone mask. There was one female and two males, and with the amount of muscle between the three of them, I felt relatively safe. Ms. Wallace walked up to who I assumed was an orderly and introduced us.

“Miss Avery, this is Doctor Caroline Moore, Dr. Moore, this is Harlow Avery, your new protégé.”

“Welcome to Litchfield,” she replied, holding out a hand. I shook it and was thankful she didn’t need to assert her dominance by bruising my fingers.

“Thank you. I am looking forward to working with you,” I replied.

“Well,” Ms. Wallace said. “I’ll leave you to it. I’ll check in later with your ID.” With that, she turned on her heel and left.

“Don’t mind her,” Dr. Moore said. “She’s just pissed because she caught her husband cheating on her with one of her previous patients.” I tried to hide my smile as she continued. “Now, let’s take a walk about the room, and I can introduce you to some of our more permanent residents.”
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We spent the next couple of hours going over safety standards and emergency protocols. I knew day one would require some form of death by three-ring binder, and as much as I loved rules and structure, I was starting to see double. I pulled my glasses off my face, pressing the heels of my hands into my eyes. They felt like sandpaper. I had just closed the final folder regarding Litchfield’s most dangerous patients when Dr. Moore popped in to check on me.

“How’s it going?”

“Just finished,” I replied, waving the folder like a white flag, and praying to god she wasn’t going to open another cabinet with more bland reading for me to endure. As much as I loved school, this practicum was supposed to be a break from reports and statistics. I was ready for some hands-on encounters with the criminally insane. I feel like from my calm, bookish demeanor, people would expect me to be scared about coming into contact with some of Litchfield’s most deranged occupants. In reality, I was actually very excited.

I grew up watching crime documentaries and always had a fascination for serial killers and their motivations. On the technical side of things, that made me think I should get an assessment myself. Who could be a better judge of my own mental capacity than me? But I wouldn’t label myself as crazy per se. I was simply … curious.

“Hey, are you okay?” Dr. Moore asked, and I nodded cheerfully.

“Yeah, sorry. Just a lot of information in one go.”

“Well, let’s get some food in you and we can get to the really fun stuff.” My stomach responded on my behalf as it let out an angry rumble. All I had this morning was a granola bar, and my body was in dire need of sustenance.

“What’s our plan for after lunch?” I asked as we made our way to the cafeteria. She smiled back at me as we entered the lineup. A mischievous look painted her features as she responded.

“After lunch, you get to meet your assigned patients.”
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Lunch was a disappointment, though I wasn’t surprised. I’d looked into statistics on the government budget in regards to mental health facilities and they were sorely under funded. I made a mental note to start bringing my own meals from now on.

I scraped the questionable-looking mixture into the garbage bin before placing the plastic tray atop the tilted stack on the counter.

“Ready?” Dr. Moore asked.

“As I’ll ever be,” I replied, straightening my shoulders and following her to the psychiatric office.

The room was unimaginative. There was a deep green two-seater sofa across from two leather chairs with a round table in between. I noticed that all the furniture seemed to be anchored to the floor and every corner of every surface appeared to be rounded.

“A guard will be outside at all times,” she explained as we sat next to each other. “I’ll be with you for the first round of therapy sessions, and then you’re on your own.”

“That’s … quick,” I said, hesitation filling my voice.

“Try not to worry too much,” she replied, placing a comforting hand on my shoulder. “I’ll give you feedback after each of your first sessions and that should give you confidence going in. Plus, we are assigning you to four patients for the duration of your practicum, so you won’t have to worry about meeting new ones while you’re here.”

That eased my mind. I had been concerned about being overwhelmed when I saw the number of patients in the cafeteria, and that hadn’t even included the high-risk or clinically insane ones.

“Sounds good to me.”

“Perfect, our first patient will be here at half-past one, so if you need to run to the bathroom, now is the time.”

“Thanks,” I replied, taking her up on the offer. I stared at myself in the staff room mirror and took a few deep breaths. This would be my first time dealing with an actual patient, and my nerves were getting the best of me. I wet a paper towel and pressed it to my temples, allowing the cold water to invade my system. Tossing it in the bin, I straightened my blue blazer and stood a little taller. I can do this, I thought to myself and exited the room.
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The first patient was a paranoid schizophrenic named Valentina Ramos. She seemed to think that her dead mother-in-law was haunting her. In her mind, she kept reliving November the first, the day of the dead.

The second one was Miles Baker, a twenty-year-old all-American boy who stalked his ex-girlfriend after she broke up with him following a very awkward prom night.

The third was a little old lady named Loretta Menton who supposedly killed her husband with a rolling pin after Thanksgiving dinner in 2017. She looked like anyone’s unassuming grandmother until you spoke to her. It was obvious her cheery demeanor was hiding something sinister beneath. She swore up and down that she was possessed by a demon. She had been quoted saying “Lucifer’s wishes are my command.” Religious fixation was fascinating and I couldn’t wait to learn more, even with the unnerving way she had been assessing me.

I rolled my neck as we took a fifteen-minute break before our last patient.

“How are you hanging in there?” Dr. Moore asked.

“It’s not as intimidating as I thought,” I answered honestly. “They are all human. They just think differently than we do.”

Dr. Moore gave me a quizzical look and said, “Indeed,” before tapping something into her phone’s notepad. I shifted in my seat and tightened my ponytail, waiting for her to relay the details of our final patient.

She informed me that patient number four was none other than Strathbrook’s very own Jacqueline Napier AKA The Jester. She was known for carving smiles into her victim’s faces before setting up elaborate crime scenes with their corpses. The messages never seemed to make sense, but after watching multiple television specials describing her crimes, I deduced they weren’t supposed to. In my mind, it was like meeting a celebrity.

I struggled to hide my excitement as she entered the room, her feet shuffling awkwardly against the ankle cuffs. She plopped down on the couch, steepling her fingers. Her wrists were bound as well, with a chain attaching them just above her feet.

She looked normal enough. She had long, dark hair that fell in a curtain around her slim face and eyes the color of a starless sky. The more I looked, the more I felt like I was being sucked into the void. Her skin was fair, not unlike my own, and her nails were filed down to nothing, which meant she was also a hazard to herself.

“You’re new,” she said evenly, leaning on her fingers, her elbows resting on her knees.

“You may call me Miss Avery,” I offered. “I will be assessing you from now on. Some of the questions may seem a bit repetitive, but I assure you that they are necessary to compile a complete psychiatric profile.”

“Yeah, fine,” she said, verbally waving me off. I looked at Dr. Moore and she nodded for me to continue.

“Let’s get started, then.” I pushed my glasses up the bridge of my nose. “How are you feeling?”

“Right as rain,” she responded cooly. She seemed bored, but I pressed on.

“What goals do you have for your treatment?”

I jumped as she laughed loudly, her eyes boring into mine.

“My goal is to go about my days without having meaningless conversations with little twats like you.”

Her response was like a slap in the face, the constant need to be accepted and deemed good enough putting me in a chokehold. I shook off the comment, trying a different approach.

“Why did you kill those people?”

I could hear Dr. Moore suck in a breath as we waited for her reply, no doubt concerned about a possible aggressive outburst. Jacqueline’s lips curled as she responded, her words sending a chill up my spine.

“I just wanted to see them smile.”
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I pulled into my driveway, reflecting on my day, Jacqueline’s words still ringing in my head. I just wanted to see them smile. It was clear she was delusional, but I had a sneaking suspicion that there was a lot more to her behind the calm facade.

It was a brisk evening, and the cool wind wound around my neck as I opened the door to my apartment building. Once inside my unit, I quickly changed into a set of fuzzy pajama pants and curled up on my couch with a Monte Cristo sandwich from the diner down the road. If there’s one thing I loved about this town, it was twenty-four-hour restaurants.

I practically moaned as the creamy Swiss mingled with the salty ham and turkey. The bread was baked fresh daily, and I inhaled it quickly. You would think it would be difficult to eat while watching the latest iteration of The Deathdrop Killer, but gore had never phased me.

As the sun set, I peeked out my living room window, taking note of the cars that lined the street. Images from last night danced in my head. A man had stood outside my window, or at least I thought he had. He was tall but shrouded in darkness, and when I blinked, he was gone. It should have worried me, but I found it oddly comforting. He was a fallen angel watching over me. All dark wings and bladed feathers. My guardian angel of death and I found myself yearning to walk with him amongst the shadows.

Hoping he would visit again, I left the curtains partially open before returning to my indented couch cushion, my eyes refocusing on the screen. It had just reached the part where they’d discovered the final victim’s body, and I tucked my blanket around me as they showed images of her splattered corpse. I took in every detail, noting the lines of blood spray, when my cell phone rang.

I jumped as I reached for it, almost dropping the old touch screen in the process, before tapping the answer button. It was an odd time for Scarlett to call, so I assumed she needed emotional support for her latest hook-up or something. Before I could greet her, she yelled through the phone, “HAVE YOU SEEN THE NEWS?”

“No,” I replied, my heart rate elevating as I clicked over to the local news station.

“I’m sorry, LoLo, I’m so, so sorry,” she said, panicked. I tuned her out as the newscaster shared details about a horrific car accident.

The black Lamborghini was noticed only moments ago by a young man who was out for a jog. He had paused to tie his shoe, only to make a gruesome discovery. Bryce Winchester, son of the late Thomas and Martha Winchester, was found dead in a ravine just off Fir Street. Details are still coming in, but it seems that alcohol may have been a factor in this horrific accident. We will update you as the scene unfolds. Stay tuned.

Distant shouts of Scarlett freaking out through my phone speaker bellowed from where the device landed on the floor. I must have dropped it during the newscaster’s announcement. It took me a moment to pick it up, and I slumped back down on the couch, staring at the TV in shock.

“Hey,” I said calmly into the phone, “I need some time to process. Can I call tomorrow?”

“I can’t believe it,” she whimpered. “I mean, he was an asshole, but that’s just terrible.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “I’m gonna go though, okay?” I said again.

“You sure you’re alright? I can come over if you—,”

“No,” I said firmly, cutting her off. “I want to be alone.”

“Okay, LoLo,” she said, sniffling. “I’m here if you need me, and you bet your ass we’re hanging out tomorrow.”

“Yeah, okay,” I replied, wanting to appease her.

“Okay, goodnight Hun.”

“Goodnight, Scar.”

I loosed a breath, tossing my phone on the couch next to me as live footage from the wreck played on the TV. They panned over the totaled vehicle, and I watched as they rolled a gurney with a black body bag into the back of the ambulance.

I expected to feel sadness or heartbreak. To feel grief for the man I loved once. But instead … all I felt was relief.


Chapter 4
Bottle Service


Ace

Drumming my fingers on the edge of the dark mahogany desk, I found myself grimacing at the gold filigree that lined its edges. I never understood my father’s obsession with throwing his wealth in everyone’s face.

The door to his office creaked open, and he scowled at me. I smirked in response, taking a swig from the whiskey bottle he had hidden in the side compartment of the wooden monstrosity.

“You’re in my chair,” he snipped. Throwing up my hands in mock innocence, I removed my dirty shoes from the well polished surface. Skipping forward, I closed the space between us and patted my father on the shoulder. I took a moment to straighten the nameplate that read ‘Fletcher Wilde’ before plopping into one of the less expensive guest chairs.

“It has come to my attention that you promoted a twenty-two-year-old boy a few days ago. Dare I ask why?”

“I saw potential,” I replied, gripping the top of my cane.

“And the previous foreman?”

“Let’s just say we had different views on the future of his career.”

My father scrubbed a large hand down his face before meeting my eyes.

“Mason, Hector is the third employee this month that you have removed from my staff. If you can’t control your temper, I will have to reassess your position within the company.”

I cringed as my legal name fell from his lips, rolling my eyes so hard I could see my brain stem. I hated when he tried to act like he ran this company when we both knew I was the only reason he could afford to buy that $2000.00 suit.

“I promise I’ll be on my best behaviour,” I replied, holding my hand over my heart. “Scout’s honor.”

He knew I was lying, but he also knew better than to say anything. We had these meetings at least twice a month, so he could feel some semblance of control, but we both knew I was the one pulling the strings behind Wayward Chemicals.

We sat in silence, staring each other down. He was trying to assert his dominance, and I smiled widely when he blinked first. I win.

“Good chat,” I said, pushing up from the chair. I twirled my cane before striding towards the door.

“Mason,” he said quietly, making me pause. I tilted my head and waited for him to continue.

“How is she?”

The question came out as a broken whisper. I knew he was referring to my mother and couldn’t bring myself to respond. If he wanted to speak with her, it wasn’t going to be through me.

“See for yourself,” I replied and clicked the door shut.
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My knuckles turned white from gripping my steering wheel so tight as I pulled into the chemical plant. That useless prick just had to bring her up. Putting the annoying interaction with my father aside, I circled the warehouse floor. Greyson may have been young, but he seemed to have picked up Hector’s slack almost immediately. I couldn’t help but to be impressed with his performance, and I told him as much before signing off on some delivery slips and leaving him to it.

As I returned to my car, my thoughts drifted back to the woman from the bar. My hand grazed over the bulge growing in my slacks, and I smacked my palm against the dashboard in frustration. Harlow was in my head now, and I couldn’t for the life of me get her off my mind.

Cranking the key harder than necessary, my car's engine roared to life, and I sped out of the parking lot, kicking up stray rocks as I went. My erection refused to go down as I drove aimlessly around downtown, too restless to go home. Giving in to my desire, I undid my zipper and freed my cock from its fabric cage.

I wrapped my hand firmly around my hard member, stroking lightly as I imagined all of the ways that I could torture her into submission. I would not be gentle on my beautiful porcelain doll. No. I would show her exactly who I was and what I was capable of. Struggling to find my release, I swerved into Elysium’s parking lot with a singular mission in mind. Fuck someone. Anyone. Anyone that could make me forget about Harlow.

Tucking my unsatisfied dick back in my pants, I rolled into the VIP parking stall and gave the bouncer, Boomer, a two-finger salute before entering the club. The air was thick and smelled of expensive perfume and sweat. Surely there would be some lonely woman here that I could take into the back room to help satiate my hunger. I pressed my eyes shut to will the image of Harlow’s plush pink lips out of my mind. Not tonight, I chided myself. But soon.

As I made my way to the bar, a shimmering veil of white gold hair snagged my attention. No. It couldn’t be. There, in the middle of the dance floor, surrounded by a barrage of flashing neon lights, was my pretty little doll. I stood mesmerized as she swayed to the rhythm of a song I didn’t recognize.

She was all fine lines and gentle curves, and my mouth watered at the sight of her. The crowd seemed to part as I made my way through the throng to stand before her. I smirked with satisfaction as her eyes widened in surprise at the sight of me. Without a word, I held out my hand, beckoning for her to dance with me. As I had hoped, her curiosity got the better of her and after a moment of hesitation, she gave in.

When the bartenders announced last call, I raised a brow at my golden angel, but she shook her head, refusing another drink. We continued to move to the beat of the last few songs, our bodies pressed so tightly together that I thought I might burst. Being that close to her had every nerve in my body shooting sparks straight to my previously neglected dick. Her chest was heaving, and a blush painted her cheeks and throat. She wanted me just as badly as I wanted her, and I couldn’t wait any longer.

My hand fisted into her hair, my tongue assaulting her mouth until all she could taste was the hints of spice from the shot of bourbon I’d slammed earlier. She moaned against my lips before I turned her to face the rest of the crowd.

I bit and nipped at her neck, marking her as I snaked my hand down to cup her hot pussy. “Show everyone how wet you are for me, Babydoll,” I growled before circling her clit with my finger. She put up a fight, just like I knew she would. Somewhere behind those pretty blue eyes was a she-devil waiting to be set free. I’m sure everyone saw her as some angel, but I could see the horns that held up her halo.

She whimpered and squirmed against me as I fingered her wet cunt. Tears streamed down her face as she came apart for me in front of the whole world. With a wave of my hand and a few thousand dollars thrown to security, everyone was cleared out. I wanted to have my way with her on the bar and that show was going to be for my eyes only.

I lifted her ass onto the smooth glass surface, her mini dress bunching at her hips. Wrapping the straps of her heels around the metal rods on the back of the barstools, I spread her wide for me before devouring her.

She tasted so sweet, and my cock throbbed painfully, straining against the zipper of my dress pants. I wanted to fuck her right then, but I’d prolong my torture. I wanted to play with my pretty little doll first.

I swung over the bar and popped the cap off of a spiked lemonade. Grabbing her neck from behind so that her mouth was below mine, I took a swig before spitting some of the cold liquid down her pretty throat.

“Swallow,” I demanded, and she obliged, like the good girl she was. I returned before her, bottle in hand, pressing the tip of it against her lips. She hesitated before opening, unsure of what was coming next.

“Suck,” I ordered.

Her eyes blew wide and her cheeks hollowed as she coated the bottle with her saliva. When it was good and ready, I removed it, biting her lip so hard that it bled. The copper taste was delicious mingled with her sweetness. Then I pressed the bottle into her dripping pussy.

“What are you—,” she tried to ask as I began to fuck her wet cunt with the cylindrical glass. “This is wrong,” she cried out. Her words said stop, but her hands remained behind her, gripping the bar tightly as her back bowed with pleasure. She wanted this. My good little whore.

Needing relief, I pulled my cock free, fisting it gently with my left hand while I fucked her with the bottle with my right. She came apart again, her pussy clenching the glass so tight it almost shattered. I ripped it out as she continued to squirt, catching her juices in the bottle. Without breaking eye contact with her, I swallowed her essence, letting her sweetness coat me from the inside out.

I tore off my clothes and untied her from the barstools, carrying her across Elysium to the VIP section. Forcing her to kneel on the dark purple couches, I pressed her hands to the edges of the frame.

“These do not leave this spot. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

A crack rang out across the bar as my palm connected with her ass, the skin pinking immediately from the harsh contact.

“Yes, what?” I snarled.

She paused a moment before responding. “Yes, sir.”

“Good girl,” I praised before slamming into her, relishing in the way she screamed for me. She felt like hot velvet, and her tight cunt caused me to groan with pleasure. My hand dug into her hip, making her cry out as I pulled her tighter against my cock.

I wrenched her hair back, nearly pulling it from the roots, fucking her senseless. But still, I needed more. I needed to fuck her until she died in my arms so that I could bring her back to life and do it all over again.

I let her hair fall down her back and reached my hand around to create a vise grip on her neck. I squeezed her windpipe so tight that it cut off her screams of pleasure.

“Tell me, Babydoll,” I grunted as I fucked her. “Would you let my darkness consume your light?”

The sound of a nearby car alarm rang in my ears as I came, my hot seed dripping down my fist. I swore to myself, trying to push past the fog that the daydream had placed on my brain. Blasting myself with cold air, I let my body temperature lower a few degrees before turning my car off. Looking around, I realized that I was still in the Elysium parking lot. After cleaning up my mess, I wiped the sweat off my brow and stared at my disheveled face in the driver’s side mirror. The fantasy had not been enough to satiate my needs. Not even close. Harlow was in my sights now and, one way or another, I would have her.
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The sun was beginning to set as I pulled onto her street. The road was bathed in silver blue light that was parted every so often by the glow of the streetlights. A cat scurried across the asphalt a few cars down, and I debated stopping to give it some attention. I would have if there hadn’t been a much more attractive pussy I’d planned on petting.

My cock twitched to life as I turned off the ignition to my car and pocketed my keys. Harlow’s window was dark through the narrow slit in the curtains, and I could see no signs of life. To say it was a disappointment was not nearly enough. Jacking off to her in the car only hastened my need to take what I needed from her perfect body.

I grasped the handle to the balcony door, cursing when it didn’t budge. I could make out the shape of a rectangular piece of wood Harlow had inserted into the door frame to stop it from sliding. Miss Avery was smarter than she looked.

Not wanting to waste the opportunity to get to know her better, I waited by the door until a couple tumbled out. They were far too enamoured with each other to notice me slip past them into the hall. Fucking imbeciles.

I stood outside her door, skin itching with anticipation as I pulled a set of lock picks from my jacket’s hidden pocket. I’m nothing if not prepared. The door gave easily, and I jittered with excitement as I made my way into the tiny kitchen, turning on the stove light.

It was just enough to illuminate the room without raising suspicion if my little doll decided to return. Oh, how I hoped she would.

Her apartment was sparsely furnished, but we would make do. You’d be surprised what a little imagination could accomplish in terms of sexual escapades.

I looked in the fridge, impressed with all of the perfectly arranged containers with day-of-the-week labels affixed to their fronts. Miss Avery, it seemed, was a fan of organization. The rest of the apartment followed suit. All of her books and the few DVDs she owned were aligned spine out in alphabetical order. Even her TV remote sat at a perfect ninety-degree angle to her coffee table. It almost bordered on obsessive-compulsive disorder, but I am sure she knew that if the large stack of psychology books on the side table were any indication.

Her laptop sat open on a writing desk in the corner of the room, a nondescript symbol bouncing from one corner to the other. I touched the monitor with my gloves, the home screen lighting up along with my eyes. The good doctor must have left in a rush, and a satisfied smile graced my lips as I gazed at the unlocked screen.

I pulled back the chair, taking a few moments to gain some insight into the woman whose image plagued my every waking thought. She was a student; studying to be a registered psychologist at Strathbrook University. Her most recent emails outlined details of a practicum she was assigned to at Litchfield Asylum. I tucked that little nugget in the back of my mind for later before returning her screen to how she had left it.

“What else do you have for me, Doctor?” I asked out loud as I ventured further into the apartment. The bathroom held little interest, though the peach and bergamot body wash explained how delicious she’d smelled that night at the club. Her room was simple. A well-made queen bed lay front and center, and I had to resist the urge to lie down and wrap myself in her.

My brow quirked as I pulled open the nightstand drawer to find a dark purple dildo, the end of which was plated in gold. As satisfying as it was to find Miss Avery’s toy of choice, there was something else in the drawer that piqued my interest more. A set of black leather handcuffs. They were not some cheap sex store knockoffs. They were the real thing.

So, my pretty little doll likes to play.

Upon closer inspection, I realized that the tag was still on them. “Don’t worry, Babydoll,” I said softly, “We can break these in together.”

I snapped the drawer shut and returned to the living room, taking one last look around before exiting the apartment. I readjusted myself as I entered my car, the engine purring loudly while I rolled down the hill. I could see where Bryce’s Lamborghini had gone over the edge and decided to make a pit stop.

I climbed down the steep embankment to see what was left of Mr. Winchester's sports car. The city had done a fine job of clean-up in the past day or so, but little pieces of carbon fibre and hunks of metal still littered the area. I turned to leave, my foot catching on something embedded in the dirt.

I reached down to pull the small bat-shaped throwing star from the damp ground. There was a hole drilled into one corner and I vaguely remembered it dangling from the rear-view mirror. I pocketed the sharp metal object, using the low-hanging tree branches to make my way back up to my car.

When I reached the parking garage to my apartment, I pulled out the throwing star and traced the edges with my finger. I hissed when the corner pierced my skin, groaning as I sucked the blood into my mouth. It tasted like copper and sin, and I stifled the urge to rub the crimson liquid all over my cock, pumping it hard until I found my release.

My carnal needs would have to wait. I had a new trophy to mount.


Chapter 5
Jokes on You


Harlow

I sat across from Miles, watching him fidget with one of the stress balls that we kept in a plastic bowl in the center of the psychology office table. He seemed particularly agitated today, and I wanted to get to the bottom of it.

“Is there something on your mind that you wanted to share with me?” I asked as his eyes flicked to the wall at my back. I wondered what he was looking at, so I craned my neck, noticing the calendar behind me, realization setting in. The date read June 27, 2023, and I had a feeling that was the reason he seemed more out of sorts than usual.

“Could I use the phone?” he blurted, breaking the silence that stretched between us.

“If you put in a call request, I am sure we can arrange something,” I replied softly. Patients were not allowed regular access to phones and, more often than not, scheduled calls would likely cause symptoms to flare up.

“Could you make an exception?” His eyes matched those of a stray puppy.

I shook my head, pressing my lips together. “You know we can’t do that.”

“I just need to call someone quick,” he insisted, running his hands up and down his thighs.

“Today is the second anniversary of your graduation day. Does this bring up any memories for you?” I pushed on, trying to steer the conversation away from the phone call.

“I just need to talk to Isabelle. She will be upset if she doesn’t hear from me. She’ll think I forgot.”

“Forgot about what?”

“Prom.” His reply was so simple, yet he was so lost in the delusion that he didn’t realize what year it was.

“Miles, where do you think you are right now?” I asked.

“The nurse’s office. Why are you asking me such stupid questions?” Miles huffed, leaning back into the couch and crossing his arms.

“I’d like to try something if you are up for it,” I said, tucking a stray hair behind the arm of my glasses.

“Will it get me out of here faster? I still have to pick up my tux.”

“Don’t worry,” I replied. “We will get you out of here on time.” It wasn’t a lie, though I was aware that he would insert his own context.

“Okay, have at it,” he said, looking bored.

“Why don’t you tell me what you need to say to Isabelle?”

The question made him laugh uncomfortably, and he brushed a nervous hand through his hair.

“Why? I’m gonna see her tonight,” he persisted, his eyes flashing to the calendar once more.

“I thought it may help your nerves,” I replied. “Why don’t we give it a try? If you feel like it’s not helping, we can stop anytime.”

“Okay, I guess,” he relented, sitting up straighter.

“Now, let’s pretend I’m Isabelle.”

I let quiet fall over the room as I allowed him to decide when to begin the conversation. I lifted two fingers in front of me at chest level and told him to follow them with his eyes. Shifting my hand back and forth in a soothing motion, I waited for him to speak.

“Hey Izzy,” he said.

“Miles,” I replied in a voice that was not quite my own.

“I just wanted to say you looked really pretty during yesterday’s pep rally.”

“Awe thank you. We practiced a lot.” I knew from his patient notes that Isabelle had been a cheerleader for the Fairview Falcons a few towns over.

“I’m really looking forward to tonight. My mom already picked up your corsage,” he said earnestly, a blush creeping up his neck.

“Oh, that was awfully sweet of you,” I complimented. His eyes lit with excitement, and I wondered if I may have taken it a step too far. If I played into the delusion too much, it would upset him even more when I tried to bring him down.

“I got orchids, your favorite!” he exclaimed, nearly bouncing off the couch.

“You know, I think Charlotte likes orchids too,” I said, using a name of a girl I used to go to high school with.

“Why would I give her your corsage?” His blond brows pinched together in confusion.

“Well, it would be a shame for me to have two when other girls might not have any,” I explained.

“I don’t understand what you mean, I only bought one corsage…” he reasoned, his words drifting off at the end.

“Don’t you remember?” I asked. “Patrick also offered to take me to prom.” It was a harsh truth, but I needed to ease him into the dark so I could train him how to come back into the light on his own.

“Patrick is an arrogant prick!” he shouted, slapping his hands angrily on either side of his seat.

“Patrick asked me to prom, and I said yes, remember? I am so sorry that I hurt your feelings.” He looked like I had slapped him in the face, and he clenched his fists at his sides.

“No, no, that’s not right.” His words were rushed. He pressed his eyes together as though he were trying to remember something.

“Patrick offered to take me to prom, and I said yes. You came to my house and saw us getting into the limo together.”

“No…” he said again, quieter this time, his eyes struggling to follow my hand.

“You were upset when I had turned you down and tried to pick a fight with him.” Picking a fight was being gentle about it. He had gotten so angry that he shattered the poor boy’s jaw. Patrick had to eat a blended diet for months.

“No!” he yelled, rising to his feet. My head snapped back as he stepped forward, the haze in his eyes fading.

“You lying bitch,” he snarled, looking down at me over the table. His chart listed his height at 5’11, which still put him five inches above me.

“I would not lie to you, Miles. I am only trying to help you remember the details accurately.”

“Izzy would never go to prom with that fucking piece of white American trash!” He was breathing heavily now, and I could see the security guard shifting from behind the double-paned glass.

“But she did, Miles. We need to find a way for you to reconcile those feelings.”

“NO!” he bellowed, throwing the bowl of stress balls across the room. The act startled me so much that I jumped to my feet.

“Everything okay in there?” the guard asked. I could see the door handle turning under his grip.

“Yes, we’re fine,” I reassured him. “Miles, please take a seat.” He leveled me with a glare across the table before dropping back down on the couch. The sofa groaned under his weight, and he re-crossed his arms.

“Did throwing the balls help?”

The question took Miles by surprise, and I could see a small crack in his surly demeanor.

“I guess,” he said, shrugging in a non-committal manner.

“Good, now shall we try again?” He let out a long breath and nodded. I offered him an approving smile and lifted my fingers.

“What happened on prom night?”
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I’d just finished entering my patient notes into the online PsychCare system for Dr. Moore to look over when the guard, Derek, knocked at the door.

“Yes?” I replied.

“Your next patient has arrived,” he stated.

“Bring her in,” I said, relaxing into my chair and crossing my legs. I wore a pencil skirt today, and I was now regretting my decision. It was restrictive, and I couldn’t wait to get home and slip into my PJs.

Jacqueline Napier shuffled to her seat on the couch, giving me a look that said, ‘Let’s get this over with.’

“How are you feeling today, Jacqueline?”

“Save your pointless questions for your other patients.” Her tone was acidic, and I tried not to flinch at the way her words felt. I took a moment to assess her perfect posture and grim expression.

“You said in our last session that you wanted to make your victims smile. Could you elaborate for me?” Her permanent frown twitched up into an uncomfortable grin that made my skin crawl.

“You see, sweetheart, this world tries to break us. Whether it be cheating husbands or psychotic children, we will all fall victim to the sadness that humanity brings. I know I did. I was a happy woman once. I decided if I couldn’t find joy in my own life, I would bring it to others.”

“You believed by carving a smile into their faces you were bringing happiness into their lives?” Her flawed logic piqued my curiosity.

She let out a sickening laugh that made the hairs on the back of my neck rise.

“No dear. I carved a smile on their lips so they might find it in their next life. They had all the advantages to be happy in this one. I hoped it would be a reminder to those still living to cherish what they have.”

“So, the message is to appreciate what life has to offer?”

“The message is whatever you need it to be, Miss Avery. They call me crazy. I just think I’m ahead of my time.”

“Do you feel remorse for what you have done?”

Her dark eyes sparkled.

“Not one bit.”
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I mulled over my discussion with Jacqueline as I pulled on my tan overcoat. She was psychotic, sure, but she had a point. We so often based our happiness on what we’d hoped to achieve or accomplish instead of appreciating what we’d already had.

I tried to make a mental list of five things that I was happy with in my life.

1. I am doing well in school.

2. I have the most amazing best friend.

3. I am beautiful.

My heart clenched when I realized I couldn’t even think of five things to be thankful for. Outside of the typical having a roof over my head and being able to afford groceries. I somehow managed to hurt my feelings and could sense an emotional spiral coming on. Contrary to popular belief, psychologists also struggle with managing their trauma.

Though we may possess more tools than the average person to help things along, we still suffer just like everyone else. Is that all I am? I thought to myself. Am I just a pretty face, with a half-decent brain capacity?

I suddenly felt like curling in on myself. Sitting on the bench, I took a few deep breaths, trying to wrap my head around how I was feeling. Self-confidence is not a bad thing; however, you are so much more than a pretty face. You are a kick-ass student, and you should be very proud of how far you’ve come.

I decided to rewrite my list of things to be grateful for.

1. I am proud of what I have accomplished in my schooling.

2. I appreciate my friendships with those closest to me.

3. I am beautiful inside and out.

4. I am thankful for the opportunity to help people.

5.

I sighed when my mind went blank and decided I would touch back on it later. I grabbed my bag and made my way to the reception area.

“Have a good night,” I called to Anna as she stood to wave goodbye from behind her desk.

“You too, sweetheart!”

I turned away, hurrying toward the door so she didn’t see my smile falter, and ran face-first into someone’s chest. My bag went flying as I landed on the hard tile, a sharp pain searing up my tailbone.

“I am so sorry.” I mumbled the apology as I crawled around the floor, picking up my belongings that were strewn about.

“Don’t worry about it, Babydoll.” My breath hitched as the nickname I was given at Elysium rang in my ears. The man held out a large hand, and I took it gratefully, meeting his eyes as he pulled me to my feet. His blue and green irises stared back at me, and I was at a loss for words. The stranger from the bar was even more devastatingly handsome in the light of day.

“Fancy seeing you again,” he said, flashing me a grin. He had the most beautiful smile, and his proximity was making my skin flush. I wondered how those strong hands would feel wrapped around me in my bedroom after all the lights went out. Would he be gentle with me? Would he take his time worshiping my porcelain skin like the pretty little doll he believes me to be? Or would he fuck me until I cracked, shattering into a million pieces that would lie broken at his feet, begging for more?

I blushed at the thought and realized I had been standing in this stranger’s arms for two whole minutes without uttering a single word.

“I — uh, sorry. Thank you,” I sputtered, stepping out of his embrace. “I should have watched where I was going.”

“Like I said,” he responded cooly. “Don’t worry about it.”

“My name is Harlow, Harlow Avery,” I heard myself say. I don’t know why I wanted him to know my name. It seemed important somehow. His gaze roamed over my body unapologetically, causing my heart rate to spike.

“Ace Wilde,” he offered.

“Well, Ace, it’s nice to officially meet you.”

“Oh, I assure you, the pleasure is all mine, Miss Avery.” The way the words slipped from his mouth sent a jolt of heat rushing to my core, and I shifted awkwardly as if he could somehow see my body's response to him.

“Your paperwork is ready to go,” Anna said, breaking the tension.

“Thank you, Anna,” Ace crooned without taking his eyes off me.

Her interruption reminded me how out of place it was for Ace to be here.

“Do you two know each other?”

I looked between them. Anna was a few years older than me, but she was beautiful and her southern charm made her a catch. Maybe they were dating. I couldn’t help the twinge of jealousy that stabbed my insides at the thought.

“Only in passing,” Ace replied cryptically.

“So, what brings you to Litchfield?” I tried again.

“I’m here to visit my mother,” he admitted as if it were the most normal thing in the world to have a mother committed to one of the highest security psychiatric hospitals in the country.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I apologized, biting my lip.

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” he assured me, his eyes flicking down to my mouth.

“Do you mind if I ask what her name is? I don’t recall anyone with the name Wilde in the patient files.” At the mention of his mother, his gaze narrowed, but he did not hesitate to answer.

“Jacqueline Napier.”


Chapter 6
Mother May I


Ace

Miss Avery’s mouth popped open at the mention of my mother’s name. She blinked a few times in surprise before responding.

“Jacqueline is your mother?” The question posed more to herself than to me.

“Last time I checked.”

“Right.” Biting her lip again, she cast her eyes to the floor. What I wouldn’t do to sink my teeth into her, letting her sweet taste fill me. I reached forward, tilting her chin up.

“What did she say to you?” I knew all too well what my mother was capable of, and rage burned hot in my veins at the thought of Harlow even being in the same room as her.

“I am not at liberty to discuss patient interactions,” she replied automatically.

“Of course, Doctor Avery.”

“Oh,” she said, correcting me. “I am not a doctor yet. I’m just doing my practicum here. I’m studying to be a psychologist at Strathbrook University.” The words came out quickly, and I loved that I was making her nervous.

“I see. Well, in that case, I hope that your interactions with my mother are educational.” My posture was stiff as I said it, the words feeling bitter on my tongue. If it were up to me, I would have Miss Avery removed from here immediately. For her own safety, of course.

“Well, I should get going,” she announced, clutching her bag to her chest.

“Have a good night, Miss Avery,” I said as she turned toward the exit.

“Good night Mr. Wilde,” she replied softly without looking back.

I watched as the door clicked shut, blocking my view of her. She looked so different today than she had at Elysium. Today she looked every bit the doctor that she was studying to be. She was the definition of sexy with her glasses and grey pencil skirt hugging her hips. I pictured myself tearing the fabric in half and taking her right there on the cold floor. Hot and fast and dirty.

The way she crawled before me had made my cock stiffen, and I was thankful she hadn’t noticed when we first spoke. It twitched again as the image of her on all fours, innocently looking up at me, flashed in my mind. Her big blue eyes were on full display and I couldn’t wait for the chance to force tears into them. I would fuck her mouth until they glistened for me and only when she was on the verge of passing out would I allow her to catch her breath.

The woman at the desk cleared her throat, and I snapped out of my fantasy.

“As I was saying, I prepared the papers you asked for. You will not be able to visit her unsupervised.”

“That’s fine,” I grumbled. It had been years since I came to see her and redoing the visitation paperwork had been a pain in my ass. Litchfield Asylum required extensive background checks for anyone allowed on the premises, and visitors were few and far between. Something about family not wanting to spend time with their psychotic relatives. Turned out that hanging out with rapists and murderers who were certifiably insane wasn’t a favorite pastime.

I wouldn’t even be here myself if it weren’t for Miss Avery. When I saw that her school had assigned her to work at Litchfield Asylum, I nearly tossed her laptop across the room. I had hoped they would let her work with the less problematic patients and figured I would fill out the visitation paperwork as a precaution.

I finished putting my initials on all the marked pages and handed them back to the woman at the desk. I watched as she scanned them into the computer and thanked her when she handed me back the hard copies for my personal records. And my father thinks I don’t have manners.

“Visiting hours have changed since you were last here. I have emailed the schedule, but the next timing is tomorrow from 1:00 PM - 2:00 PM. We found that the patients had a calmer demeanor after lunchtime.”

“I’ll be here,” I replied instantly.

“Wonderful, we will see you then.” She gave me a warm smile, and I nodded before heading back to my car. As I got in, I could have sworn I saw my mother staring down at me through one of the windows, a smile plastered on her face.

God, I hate that bitch.
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I flinched as the basement door slammed shut behind me, locking me in darkness. I had made Mother mad again. The school called about a fight I’d had with another student in math class, and I knew when she hung up the phone that I was in big trouble.

She had come into the living room pressing her apron flat against her jeans, her pearl necklace sparkling in the afternoon light.

“Mason,” she called. “Would you come to the kitchen, please?” Her voice was higher than normal, like a glass sitting on the edge of a table. One little push was all it would take for it to shatter.

“Yes, Mother,” I replied, following her to the dining room.

I kicked my feet back and forth nervously until she snapped at me to sit still. I did not move. I did not want to make Mother mad.

“Was there something you wanted to tell me?” Her voice was sweeter than the sugar pie she used to make for Christmas before Dad left.

“Umm …,”

“Speak clearly!” she said shrilly. “How many times have I told you not to mumble?”

“I hit a boy at school today,” I admitted.

“And why would you do that?” she asked, her dark eyes staring right through me.

“He said I looked too skinny, and he bet that I would fall over if he poked my arm.”

“And this comment warranted a physical reaction?”

“No, Mother.” I could feel sweat rolling down my back and I shifted in my chair.

“Then explain to me, Mason, why your principal just called to tell me that you punched that boy in the face.”

“I didn’t mean to,” I stammered. “I … I just wanted to scare him. He walked forward as I put my arm out. It was an accident.”

“Do not lie to me!” Mother yelled.

“I’m not lying,” I insisted as tears welled in my eyes and my hands began to shake.

“I am speaking!” she boomed, causing me to press back into my chair. “You wanted to hurt that boy, didn’t you?”

“No—,”

“You shut your fucking mouth!” she snarled, walking around the table and grabbing my arm tightly. “I have given you everything, and this is how you choose to repay me?”

“I didn’t—,” I was cut off when Mother’s palm connected with my cheek. I bit my tongue, knowing my words would only make it worse.

“Now,” she said, patting her perfectly curled hair. “I know just how to remedy this behavior.”

I grasped the sides of the chair tightly as my face heated, fear sinking deep into my bones. I held my breath, waiting to hear my punishment. My tongue flicked against the inside of my cheek. I thought I tasted blood.

“Come with me, Mason,” she said, gesturing for me to stand. I did not hesitate to follow as she led me to the basement door. I knew what would happen next, and I didn’t bother fighting it. The last time I did, I ended up with a broken arm. She told the doctor I fell chasing after a stray dog, when in reality it was because I spilled juice on her new carpet.

I could still hear the sharp cracking sound my bone made from how hard she’d bent it back. I would take whatever the basement had to offer before letting that happen again.

I thought a broken arm was painful. The hunger was worse.
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I woke up drenched in sweat, running to the nearby window. Bright light spilled in as I flung the floor-to-ceiling curtains aside. Cranking it open, I let the morning breeze soothe my frayed nerves. She can’t hurt me. Taking a few breaths to slow my heart rate, I made my way to the bathroom and stepped into the shower.

Visions of that weekend flashed through my mind, the memories like loops in a noose that were tightening around my neck. She had locked me in the basement from Friday night until Monday morning, providing me with no food and no comfort. I drank water from the utility sink and slept on a couple of cardboard boxes that I had splayed across the floor. If you could even call that sleep.

By Sunday morning, my stomach had felt as though it were full of acid, the hunger trying to burn its way out. I did not bother to scream or cry or call for help. It would have only given her a reason to come down there and discipline me further. So, I took my punishment.

Monday morning, she opened the door, and I squinted against the light. I could hear music playing and walked up the stairs to see that she had set the dining table with every breakfast food I could think of. My mouth watered, and my stomach screamed in relief at the sight.

“Mason, please take a seat.” Her voice was eerily calm and I did not dare touch anything without her permission.

“Do you feel like you have learned your lesson?” I met her eyes, swallowing hard against the lump in my throat.

“Yes, Momma,” I answered quietly.

“Tell me, dear. What did you learn?”

She leaned her chin on her hands, tilting her head to the side. It was another test, and I only hoped I would not fail.

“I learned that I should never resort to violence of any kind. No matter the circumstances. We must uphold proper decorum at all times and handle issues appropriately.”

I had a lot of time to think while locked away, and I hoped my answer would suffice. The smell of bacon wafted through the air, and I clasped my hands together under the table to avoid snatching the plate and making a run for it.

“I couldn’t have said it better myself,” she replied cheerily, taking a sip of tea and replacing the cup onto the nearby saucer.

“One more thing, dear,” she said, grinning.

“Yes, Mother?”

“Could you please clear the table? Trash pickup will be here soon and I don’t want this piling up in the garage.”

“Of course, Mother.”

She sent me to school without so much as an apple, and I spent the entire lunch hour crying. I did not eat until dinner. I moved slowly, being sure to use the proper dining etiquette that Mother had taught me. I didn’t want to risk upsetting her and missing out on the chance to finally have something in my belly.

I wish I would have realized how much of a sadistic bitch she was sooner. Maybe then I could have offed her myself before the police caught up to her. The day she was arrested was the day I finally felt free. I swore from then on I would do whatever the fuck I wanted; consequences be damned.

I was happy to let her rot in Litchfield for the rest of her life. Death would have been too easy. But now, she had access to Miss Avery, and I simply could not have that. I pulled my jacket over my shoulders and grabbed my cane. Today was going to be a good day because today I would send my mother straight to hell.


Chapter 7
Stress Relief


Harlow

Sending off a quick text to Scarlett to let her know I was doing okay; I tucked my phone back into my bag and straightened my jacket. Staying at her place for a few nights after finding out what happened to Bryce seemed like the best course of action. However, the living situation was beginning to get on my nerves. I loved that she cared, but it was getting more difficult for me to pretend that Bryce being gone was a bad thing.

I went with a simple black jacket today over a red lace chemise with white slacks. My matching red heels gave me an extra four inches in height and boosted my confidence. I would be lying if I said I had dressed this way for myself. In the back of my mind, I was secretly hoping Ace would come to visit. His mother, of course, not me.

I narrowed my eyes at Jason as he scanned my body. It was the same thing every day. He would undress me with his gaze each time I walked through the security checkpoint. The asshole would have the audacity to grin when the alarm went off, giddy that he had an excuse to use the hand-held metal detector. He would take his sweet time doing it, too.

Jason looked ready to burst as my necklace caused the machine to beep, and I cringed away from his touch. The feeling of his fingers tracing the metal around my neck made me nauseous. I let him play his little disgusting game because I worried if I complained no one would believe me. Or worse, they would remove me from my practicum placement.

“All clear, Doc,” Jason said, running his tongue across his bottom lip. I swore I could see his erection showing through his security uniform and I thought I would vomit. Pig. I didn’t bother speaking a word to him as I returned to the common area. I decided to take lunch off the grounds today with the intention of returning in time to observe visitation.

My breath caught when I sauntered into the common area after my break had finished. There he was. Ace was talking animatedly with one of the guards, his eyes darkening when they met mine. He took in my outfit, flashing me a wink before returning to his conversation. I continued to take a lap around the room, feeling his eyes on me. I took a few notes on my tablet regarding some of the patient’s mannerism changes when they came in contact with their loved ones.

When my lap was complete, I went to stand by Dr. Moore, who was sipping on a cup of the Asylum’s coffee. I screwed my nose up at the brown liquid in her paper mug, knowing full well it tasted like watered-down trash.

“Good afternoon, Miss Avery,” she greeted. “You look rather lovely today.”

“Thank you,” I replied, feeling suddenly self-conscious about my outfit choice. Her compliment seemed genuine, but it made me second-guess myself, nonetheless.

“Nice to see you again, Miss Avery,” Ace commented as he made his way over to us.

“You as well, Mr. Wilde,” I responded. The name seemed too formal for him, but I was working. I could feel Dr. Moore’s eyes watching our interaction, and I didn’t want there to be a potential conflict of interest.

“Glad to have you back,” Dr. Moore said, extending a hand to Ace. He shook it gently and returned his hands to his pockets.

“It was time,” he said, flashing the Doctor a smile that was all teeth. Turning to me, he said, “If you wouldn’t mind, I would love to meet in a more private setting to discuss my mother’s care.”

“Would that be appropriate, considering I am not her full-time psychologist?” I questioned, my eyes flicking to Dr. Moore.

“Nonsense,” she replied, waving me off. “It will be good practice. If there is any information you require after speaking to Miss Avery here, I would be happy to fill in the blanks.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” Ace said before taking a seat at one of the visitor’s tables. A moment later, the female guard walked in and seated Jacqueline across from him. I noticed a change in his posture, similar to the one he had last night when he mentioned his mother’s name. He is scared of her, I deduced.

His fear was palpable and seemed so out of place for his character. But then again, we are all afraid of something. Jacqueline was smiling widely, as though he had just told her the funniest of jokes.

I could hear her voice drift across the room. Her sanity teetering on the brink, like a tightrope walker crossing a canyon. One misstep and everything would come crashing down. “Mason, how lovely of you to finally visit.”

“Mother,” he replied.

I tried my best to ignore the rest of the conversation, wanting to allow him some privacy, but my ears seemed to have a mind of their own.

“How is your father, dear?” Jacqueline asked.

“Fucking his latest secretary,” Ace replied coldly. I could see Jacqueline straighten her back, as though she were a puppet, and someone had just stuck a hand up her ass.

“What have I told you about using such vulgar language?” she scolded, clenching her teeth so hard I feared I would have to arrange for a dental appointment.

“Well, that is the nice part about being an adult, Mother,” Ace replied, smiling right back. “I can say whatever the fuck I want.”

I could see Jacqueline squeezing her hands together under the table, her knuckles turning white.

“You think you are a man now, just because your balls have dropped?” she sneered. “You are still nothing but a disappointment.”

If she was looking to get a reaction from the words, he wasn’t giving it. He leaned closer, over the table, planting both elbows firmly on the edge.

“Says the woman who went on a murdering spree because of her husband’s infidelity.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about!” she yelled.

“Ma’am, you need to calm down, or we will escort you back to your room,” the female guard warned.

“Yes, of course, Eliza,” Jacqueline replied, her voice returning to its sickly sweet tone.

“Yes, Jackie, behave would you,” Ace said, his eyes flashing with a challenge. I was realizing very quickly that this was not a normal patient visit. This was a power struggle, and if we didn’t stop them soon, we could have a riot on our hands.

My feet moved of their own accord to Ace’s side of the table, and his eyes met mine. Confusion and something like horror filled them.

“I think this visit is over. I have some time before my next patient if you would like to follow me to my office,” I said, my tone demanding. I was not generally a forceful person, but I had a backbone when needed.

“Yes,” Ace replied, clearing his throat. “Of course, Miss Avery.”

“I was not aware that you knew my son,” Jacqueline said, cutting in.

“Only in passing,” I deflected, plastering a fake smile on my face.

“I’m sure,” she retorted, assessing us. “You two have a good day now,” she continued, something sinister brewing behind her eyes. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

“I’ll see you soon, Mrs. Napier,” I said quickly before pulling Ace by the arm and dragging him out of the room.
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Even behind the door of my temporary office, I could feel Jacqueline’s eyes on us.

“Would you care to explain to me why you were harassing my patient?” I asked, exasperated.

Ace had the audacity to smirk as I berated him. “I do not know what your intentions were egging her on like that,” I said, pressing my index finger to his chest, “But we do not instigate violence here.”

“Says the woman beating on my chest,” he replied, chuckling. I scowled at his joke and removed my finger, trying to ignore the fact that I now knew what his pectoral muscles felt like.

“I was not … that wasn’t —,” I flushed with embarrassment, trying to articulate myself.

“I need you to do something for me.” His voice was like a lullaby, coaxing me into a sense of security. When he spoke like this, all I wanted to do was kneel at his feet and comply.

“Of course.”

“Stay away from my mother,” he urged.

“I can’t do that,” I said, pulling away. I was too close. He was too close. “She is my patient.”

“She is dangerous,” he growled, running a hand through his hair. I thought yesterday had been a trick of the light, but it faded from black to dark green. As deep and dense as the forest.

“We have precautions in place for protection,” I said, trying to reassure him.

“All due respect, Doctor, you don’t know her like I do.” I walked around the table and took a seat in my chair, already exhausted from this conversation.

“While that may be true, it is not going to stop me from treating her.”

“Why won’t you just listen!” he boomed, bending at the waist so that his body hovered just above mine. His arms grasped my hands on either side of my chair, caging me in.

“Because I am not afraid!” I yelled. If we were outdoors, I had no doubt all the birds in a five-mile radius would have vacated the premises. To my surprise, my outburst did nothing to deter him. He smiled and leaned in so close that I could feel his breath on my neck. His lips brushed the shell of my ear, and he whispered, “You should be.”

There was a promise behind his words that had nothing to do with his mother. My chest rose and fell softly and I let out a whimper of surprise as he nuzzled my neck. Before I could stop myself, I leaned into the touch.

When his mismatched eyes returned to mine, something hot blazed behind them. “You love to follow the rules don’t you,” he said, seeming to be entertained by this realization.

“And you don’t,” I challenged, not wanting him to see the effect he was having on my body. For some reason, the words came out as a statement rather than a question, as if I already knew the answer.

“Not one bit, Babydoll,” he replied before leaning in to kiss me. It was not soft or gentle. His lips were harsh and demanding, and my wrists ached from where he pressed them into the chair.

I gasped as he ripped down my top and bra cups, sucking a nipple into his mouth. I moaned loudly as his tongue circled one side and then the other. I cried out in pain as he bit one hard enough to leave a mark and glared at him when he reached up a hand to cover my mouth.

“Ah, ah, ah, Doctor. We can’t let anyone know about the fun we’re having.” He removed his hand from my lips and pressed a finger to his as he reached behind himself to grab one of the small stress balls from the bowl.

“Open,” he ordered, holding the black silicone sphere in front of my mouth.

“Wha—,” I tried to ask, but he forced the gag between my lips, holding it there with a firm hand. He pulled the thick chain of the necklace I wore up to keep the ball in place, and my eyes widened. I followed his movements as his hand travelled to his waist, removing his belt with one swift yank.

“Hold out your hands.”

I shook my head, trying my best to resist the pull he had over me. He wanted control, but I wasn’t ready to give that over to him just yet. God only knew what horrors he could be capable of, and I refused to give in to him so easily.

“My pretty little doll isn’t ready to play just yet?” he asked. I shook my head again, wondering what he would do next. “Or maybe,” he continued, letting his fingers trail up my white slacks, a smile curling as he flicked open the button, “you just need a little convincing.”

His eyes did not leave mine as he reached his hand below my panties to cup my pussy, my body betraying my need for him. I willed my mind to stay strong, to refuse his advances, but I would be lying to myself if I said I hadn’t wanted this. I wanted to lose control and give in to all my carnal curiosities, and something told me that this man could fulfill every single one of them.

I clamped my jaw down on the ball as he slipped a long finger inside me, curling it upward. My mind reeled as he hit my G-spot, and my cry died on my lips as he inserted a second finger into my slick heat.

“You like that?” he asked as he pumped them faster. My nails dug into the side of the chair as he whispered the words into my ear. I was already so close to coming when he ripped his fingers out of me and sucked my juices off of them.

“You taste so fucking good, Babydoll,” he groaned.

My chest was heaving, and my swollen clit throbbed for him. As if he could read my mind, he told me to lift my hips and pulled my slacks down to my ankles. I let my knees fall open, unashamed of my body.

He continued his assault, plunging his fingers back inside me at a dizzying pace. I rolled my hips, grinding myself into his hand, panting against the gag in my mouth. I didn’t even care that I was a needy mess. I wanted to come so badly, and I had already been denied once.

No! I cried in my mind as I tried to voice my disappointment through the ball. He pressed his thumb against my clit in lazy circles, keeping me right on the edge. I felt as though I were a stick of dynamite, a fuse ready to be lit and he was an open flame.

“Are you ready to give up control?” His eyes bored into mine and I nodded slowly, needing this torture to end. I needed release before I went insane, just like my patients.

“Good girl,” he praised and removed the chain, holding out his hand for me to spit the ball into. He placed it back in the bowl, and I made a mental note to clean them later.

“Open,” he ordered again, and this time I listened. He forced his fingers into my mouth, and I could taste myself on them. I licked my lips afterwards, and he kissed me again, sucking on my tongue before nipping it, hard. I could taste the metallic flavor of my blood melding with my desire, and something about it was so taboo. And so incredibly hot.

He pulled away, and I mourned the loss of his body next to mine. “Hold out your hands,” he commanded, and I obeyed this time.

I held my wrists in front of me like I had seen in the porn videos I watched when I was home alone. A submissive’s willingness to give over control to their dominant had always fascinated me. I thought at the time that there was no way I could be comfortable doing that, but something about it made me feel powerful. To put my trust in someone else. To let them take charge and bring me pleasure.

I waited patiently as he pulled the belt from his waist and curled the fabric in on itself, forming it into two leather cuffs. He slipped it over my hands and pulled tight.

“What now?” I stared up at him expectantly my breath coming out in short gasps.

“Now, Babydoll, I am going to fuck your pretty little brains out.”


Chapter 8
The Last Laugh


Ace

I flipped Harlow over without warning so that her perfect ass was facing towards me. She was bent forward with her wrists resting on the edge of the chair, her slacks pooled at her ankles.

“Step out of them,” I commanded, and she listened, kicking them to the side. I slid her thong down her legs and inhaled her scent before shoving the flimsy fabric into my back pocket. A different kind of trophy.

I used my foot to kick hers apart, spreading her out before me like a Thanksgiving feast. The way she was bent over with those red heels nearly did me in, and I had to bite down on my fist to suppress a groan.

I planted kisses across her lower back and bit into the soft flesh of her ass cheek. She cried out, and I grabbed her jaw, wrenching it sideways to look at me.

“Not another sound, doll face.” Her eyes were wide with fear when she nodded, and I soaked it in. She put up a good fight, but we both knew I would break her eventually.

I undid my button and pulled out my cock, pumping it a few times. Pre-cum already rested on the tip, and I knew I would not last long. I pressed myself between her legs, sliding back and forth a few times, soaking myself in her juices before teasing her entrance.

“You’re … you’re not going to use protection?” she asked timidly.

“Don’t worry, Babydoll, I have no plans to bring children into this fucked up world. Besides, I couldn’t if I wanted to.” This seemed to silence her, and before she could say anything else, I slammed into her hot cunt.

She let out a cry of pain as I filled her, and I smacked her ass by form of punishment. “I said … Not. A. Sound.” I punctuated each syllable with a hard thrust of my hips, and I could hear her try to stifle her moans.

She felt so much better than I ever could have fucking imagined.

“Ace,” she panted softly. “Please.”

My name on her lips was the single most erotic sound I had ever heard. The only thing that would make this better would be if we were in my penthouse so I could fuck her against my window in front of the whole city.

Everyone needed to know that she was mine, and this was me claiming her. I dug my hands into her hips, relishing the feel of her flawless skin. Her legs started to shake, her orgasm cresting as I continued to pound into her.

“Oh my god, Ace, I’m going to—,” I slammed into her one last time as she clenched around me. My balls tightened, and a bolt of pleasure shot up my spine. I couldn’t hold it back any longer. I pulled out, whipping her back around, forcing her to kneel before me.

She looked up at me, expectant this time, with her blue eyes wide and tongue sticking out. My pleasure mounted at the sight, and I fisted myself as hot spurts of my seed coated her mouth and chin. Without breaking eye contact, she used a delicate finger to lift the excess into her mouth, savoring every drop of me. I grinned wickedly as I tucked myself away and helped her to her feet. The good doctor was just as much of a freak as I was.

I undid the belt and returned it to its home on my hips as Harlow pulled her slacks back on. She straightened her glasses along with her jacket and sat cross-legged in the chair I just fucked her on as though nothing had happened. And then she said something that surprised me.

“I do believe visiting hours are over, Mr. Wilde.”
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I smirked to myself as I walked to my car, my dick already semi-hard again, ready for round two. It would have to wait, though. Litchfield had strict visitation rules, and I didn’t want to push my luck. My skin still buzzed from what had just happened, and I couldn’t help but be impressed. My sweet, blond angel was a she-devil in disguise, just like I’d thought.

I closed my car door behind me and flipped open the glove compartment to pull out one of the several burner phones I kept on hand, and dialed Frost’s number.

“Yeah, boss,” he said in a gruff voice.

“I need you to pick up a few things for me,” I commanded without explanation.

“You got it, boss.”

“And gather the boys,” I ordered, a plan forming in my mind. “I’m taking them out for a night on the town.”

“Location?” he asked.

I looked up at the building before me, staring my mother down through the window. This was the only way I could protect Harlow.

“Boss?” Frost tried again, still waiting for an answer. The words rolled off my lips thoughtlessly.

“Litchfield Asylum.”
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Twelve hours later, I pulled back up to the asylum’s gate. The guard was a robust man with a round belly and a face caked in icing sugar from a box of powdered donuts he had just been inhaling. That or he snorted a whole eight-ball of cocaine. Either way, he was a disappointing creature.

“Odd time of night for a visit,” he huffed, stepping out of his booth and shining his flashlight over the back seats of my car.

“Yeah, sorry,” I apologized, feigning embarrassment. “I was meeting with Miss Avery after visiting my mother today, and I think my wallet fell out of my pocket in her office.”

“Come back tomorrow,” he ordered, turning back towards his guard house.

“I would, you see, but I have an early flight tomorrow and if I miss it, my boss will be pissed. Dudes an asshole.”

He chuckled at this. “I get it, man. Have you met Amy yet? The woman’s got a stick so far up her ass I’m worried she’ll start spitting leaves.”

“Sounds like a real winner,” I commented, humoring him. He gave me one last appraising look, seeming to make up his mind.

“Let me just talk to my guys inside, give me a minute.”

I nodded, offering him my finest smile. I strained to hear the broken exchange over the radio and waited for the verdict. He wobbled back over, both hands firmly grasping his belt, and he rocked back and forth on his heels in front of my window.

“Looks like it’s your lucky day,” he said, sucking his teeth. “But make it quick.”

“Thank you.” I reached out a gloved hand to shake his. His chubby fingers clamped mine tightly for a moment before his eyes went wide in shock. Literally.

I cackled as he fell to the ground, convulsing, his muscles seizing up as the electric current shot through him. Smiling widely, I pulled the tiny contraption off my middle finger that the guard had been too stupid to notice. I had tinkered with an old hand buzzer and let’s just say I had amped it up a few notches.

Jumping out, I dragged the man into his high-back chair and propped him up to create the illusion that he was looking at the monitors. Letting out my best imitation of a canary whistle, I waited for my backup to arrive.

When my two black Ford explorers turned the corner, I reached into the shack and opened the gate, whispering to myself, “Game time.”
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The front door gave with a swift pull of Frost’s crowbar, and I stepped into the reception area, my gold Thompson M2020 sub-machine gun propped on my shoulder. My guys filed in behind me. My lips twitched up in satisfaction as I looked at them. When I asked my crew to get suited up, I meant it literally. They all wore black suits or tuxedos, and their array of weapons glinted dangerously in the moonlight that filtered in through the front windows. My head swivelled as a guard appeared at the door leading to the secondary security check.

“What the fuck is going on here?” he growled, reaching for his radio. I knew from scanning the channels that they had a direct line to Strathbrook PD, and I was not ready to deal with them just yet. Not until I dealt with my mother first.

“Ah ah ah, I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” His movement stopped as the barrel of my gun pressed against his forehead.

“What? There weren’t enough freaks in here, so you decided to bring your own?” he challenged. My eyes glinted, knowing he was referring to the outlandish masks my men wore. Personally, I enjoyed the contrast between coordination and chaos.

“Now that’s not very nice,” I pouted. “I would apologize, but make sure you mean it. They might not be as forgiving as I am.”

“Fuck that,” he said, spit flying from his mouth and hitting my lapel. I watched his glare change from anger to recognition when he realized he had seen me before.

“Wait,” he said, the gears in his head turning. “I know you. I saw you talking to Harlow.”

My nostrils flared at the mention of her name. How dare he speak about her so casually.

“I believe that would be Miss Avery to you,” I snarled.

“Whatever, man, you can have her. She’s an uptight bitch, anyway. Good luck getting into—,” I pulled the trigger before he could even finish his sentence.

I gritted my teeth as his brain matter exploded around the room, his blood and bone shards sticking to the walls like a macabre painting. Not bad, I thought.

I reached down, and pulled out my green pocket square, wiped my face, and turned back to my men.

“Shall we?”

I bent forward and grabbed the guard’s key card from his belt, then scanned us into the staff hallway. Fortunately for us, the entire building was sectioned off and soundproofed, so no one heard my little mess-up in the waiting room.

I used the butt of my gun to open Amy Wallace’s office and pulled the ring of keys from her desk. We walked through the metal detector and ignored the angry beep it made as we passed. I planned to get in, end my mother, and get out, but I was feeling particularly archaic tonight.

I stopped in the middle of the hallway and handed the keys to Frost. “Release them all, but leave my mother to me.”

“And the staff?” I gave him a broad smile.

“Free game.”
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I stood outside the door to my mother’s room and tapped my gun on the glass that separated us. She had been lying above her covers, hands resting atop her stomach, breathing long, even breaths. At the sound, she sat up and turned to face me.

The disappointed look that drifted across her features brought me back to my childhood days, and the painful reminder twisted like a knife in my gut.

She walked right up to the glass and her dark eyes gave me a once-over.

“Why are you here, Mason?” she asked.

“You know why,” I clipped back.

“Yes,” she replied, as though the conversation were taxing her. “But do you?”

My brows pinched together, and I tilted my head at her.

“What is that supposed to mean?” I knew better than to entertain this conversation, but I couldn’t help my curiosity.

“Don’t play dumb,” she admonished, crossing her arms over her chest. “I saw how you looked at her.” My heart stuttered. She couldn’t possibly have known of my growing fascination for Miss Avery.

“Look at how pathetic you are,” she scoffed. “You really think a sweet girl like that would have anything to do with the likes of you?” I could feel a hot surge of anger boiling in my chest. “You’re nothing but a stupid boy trapped in a man’s body.”

“Shut up!” I screamed, my breath fogging up the glass. She seemed unsurprised by my reaction.

“If you are here to kill me, dear, do get it over with.”

She walked back to her bed and sat with her hands pressed to her thighs. I could hear distant screams and shouts from the other halls, and my smile returned. She thought she had the upper hand, but I was going to have the last laugh.

I leaned my gun against the door, pulling a lighter from my pocket along with a thin glass bottle of kerosene. I shoved the bottle through the food tray slot and it crashed to the floor, spilling the flammable liquid at my mother’s feet. She didn’t even flinch.

She looked me dead in the eye as I held the lit flame up to the glass, and she smiled at me one last time. I tossed the zippo into the cell and watched as the flames engulfed her body like the seventh circle of hell. She did not scream. She walked toward me, her skin bubbling from the heat of the flames, and spoke her final words.

“The only person she should fear is you.”


Chapter 9
Angel of Death


Harlow

I flattened my body against the back of my desk, my heart leaping out of my chest. Insomnia had me returning to the office to go over my notes on Jaqueline. I never could have expected that I’d end up under lockdown, hiding from my patients.

As I tugged on my jacket to leave, I saw a shadow through the window. My vision was hindered by the frosted glass, but I could make out the shape of weapons and scurried backward, racking my brain for a memory of the asylum’s emergency procedures.

In that moment, I couldn’t have been more thankful that I knew the necessary skills to keep my panic at bay. I did a few deep breathing exercises under my desk until my heart rate slowed and my hands stopped shaking. I removed my heels and held them tight. They were the only weapons I had, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to risk breaking an ankle in them while trying to outrun whoever was out there.

After a few moments of silence, I slunk out from my hiding spot to investigate. I couldn’t see any shapes beyond the marred glass and turned the knob slowly to peek into the hallway. Thank God. I breathed a sigh of relief when I found it to be empty.

I scurried down the narrow corridor and reached into my pocket to grab my key card. The door to the reception area required that you scan your card from either side to show comings and goings throughout the asylum, and my dumb ass forgot it on my desk. I cursed myself for making such a rookie mistake.

I was normally so organized. So put together. But my heated meeting with Ace had tilted me off my axis. Now I was a planet spinning out of control, and he was the black hole waiting on the sidelines to envelop me in darkness.

I took a moment to peek into the waiting room and was forced to duck down as a masked man holding what looked to be a machete turned in my direction. What a grown man was doing wearing an evil bunny mask outside of Halloween, I did not know. And I did not want to find out. Shit. Shit. Shit. I thought as I hobbled down the hall in a half crouch and ducked into the staff change room.

Muffled voices drifted in from the hall, and I pressed my hand to my mouth to silence the terrified cry that tried to escape. My eyes widened as I watched the handle turn, and I backed into the large locker, pulling the door shut behind me. My neck was bent at an awkward angle and my hands were white-knuckling my heels.

I could barely make out the door through the grate in the metal and breathed as quietly as possible. The door handle stopped jiggling, and the shadows started to move on. I allowed myself a full breath and shifted slightly to ease some of my discomfort. My heart dropped when the metal panel under my feet shifted, imitating the sound of metal expanding in an oven. I held my breath, praying they had not heard.

After a moment or two, I thought I was in the clear, but I was wrong. The door flew off its hinges, landing in a loud thud on the floor, and two men in patient uniforms sauntered in. I continued to hold my breath, taking in their features. Though my view was limited, I recognized them.

Hank and Don, the Granger brothers. They had been forced into solitary confinement after raping one of the orderlies an inch from death. The report stated they would be separated for the duration of their stay until other arrangements could be made. Dr. Moore had informed me that the orderly changed her name and moved across the country to start over. I couldn’t blame her. If it were me, I would change my name too. Harlow would be no more than a placeholder for who I was before the trauma.

“There’s no one in here,” Don huffed, kicking the plastic trash can into the wall. The action made me flinch, and I dared to suck in a ragged breath.

“I know what I heard,” Hank replied, taking another lap around.

“I think you’re just crazy.” Don smiled as he insulted his brother.

“No more than you,” Hank shot back.

They grinned at each other and the wildness in their eyes sent a jolt of fear rushing through my veins. Of all the people I could be stuck in a room with, it had to be these two. I would rather go at it for a week alone with Jacqueline Napier than spend five minutes with these guys. I needed to get out of here.

“Come out, come out,” Hank crooned as his footsteps echoed from the part of the room that held the toilet stalls. I squeezed my eyes shut as I heard him open the doors one at a time.

“Come on man, this is getting ridiculous,” Don said, making his way back to the staffroom door.

“Fuck it, fine,” Hank sighed in annoyance as he made his way back across the room. “Let’s go see if we can find Eliza. I bet she would be fun to play with.” This comment seemed to boost Don’s mood.

“Fuck yeah,” Don replied, “But I get first dibs.”

“Ugh, I’ll allow it” Hank agreed, “But her asshole is mine.” They both chuckled as they exited the room, but Hank stopped short, his eyes flicking to the locker in which I stood.

“Hey Don?” he said, creeping back into the room.

“What now?”

“Shouldn’t the lockers be empty?”

“Yeah, why?”

“Hang on.” He crossed the floor to where I hid and the thin metal door was the only thing that stood between me and them.

“Fuck, dude, come on!” Don charged in and grabbed Hank’s arm in an attempt to get him to leave. “We are missing out on all the fun.”

“Wait,” Hank growled, and without a second thought, he ripped the locker door open.

I screamed like a banshee hoping to catch them off guard and swung my arms wildly, praying my stilettos would make some form of contact. My god showed little mercy, but I felt a sick sort of satisfaction when one of the pointed heels sunk straight into Don’s eye socket. He fell to the ground screaming as Hank fisted his hand into my hair. He used my golden locks to slam me against the lockers, and pain burst through my temples, blurring my vision.

I staggered back, attempting to swing the heel I had left in my attacker’s direction.

“You stupid fucking cunt!” Hank screamed. “Look what you did!” My eyes flicked to where he hovered over Don’s body. He was so still. Too still and surrounded by blood. My free hand grasped for something to hold on to as I heaved the contents of my stomach onto the tile floor.

“I’ll kill you, you bitch!” Hank yelled. He was on his feet now, stalking back towards me. As I turned to run, I slipped on my own vomit and smashed my head off of the wooden bench. I felt something wrap around my ankle as I tried to shake off the blow. Willing adrenaline into my system, I grasped the legs of the bench to pull myself to safety, but to no avail.

Another wave of fear crashed through me as I felt something warm and sticky coat the side of my face. I was horrified when I realized that Hank had dragged me into the growing pool of his brother’s blood. The crimson liquid was still warm, and the metallic smell was so strong it reminded me of old pennies.

Hank had my legs pinned between his and was grinding my face into the ground.

“I will fuck your pussy raw while you choke on his blood,” he roared as he ripped my pants down, exposing my ass to him. I whimpered as he pulled his white cotton pants aside and slid between my legs. No. No! NO! My mind screamed as I tried to shift my hips away from him.

He lifted my head slightly and slammed it back into the floor, cracking the tile below my face. I saw stars and pain radiated through my cheekbone. My consciousness was fading, and I could feel my muscles giving up the fight, even as my mind screamed at my body to do something.

Tears welled in my eyes as he lined up with my entrance. I pressed them shut in the hopes that one day I could pretend this was all a very bad dream. I found acceptance as I waited for Hank to violate me. This was going to happen. No one was going to save me. Hank was going to use me up until he had his fill and then … well, I could only assume he would kill me. An eye for an eye and all that. I almost laughed at the thought as I felt Hank’s hand coat me with his saliva. Hysteria was the only way I would make it through this.

As he entered my body, I let my mind drift, and I found myself thinking of Ace.
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The pain in my abdomen came and went. My mind was so hazy from all the blows to my head that I barely registered it when Hank’s body was ripped off of mine. Somewhere in the distance, I could hear an alarm blaring. I could see a shadow dragging him into the shower stall and when it returned to my side, I knew Hank was dead. I smiled internally. The angel of darkness had saved me.
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Get up. My mind whispered to itself. My eyes rolled back and forth behind my lids, searching for a way out. I couldn’t seem to find the neural connections between my brain and my body. Get. Up. My mind pushed more forcefully now, and the willingness to fight returned.

“Harlow, get up!” The voice, I discovered, was not my own, but Ace’s. Ace? I must have been confused. Ace can’t be here.

“For fuck’s sake,” the voice groaned, as strong arms lifted me from the floor. I shuddered as pain wracked my body from all the injuries I had sustained.

“Hank?” I croaked.

“The blond fuck?” the voice questioned. “I took care of him.” My head lolled against his chest, and I sighed before losing consciousness again.

“Good.”


Chapter 10
Choke on It


Ace

I placed Harlow on my bed, pulling the covers up to her chin. I left the light on in the master bedroom, in case she woke up disoriented, and shut the door behind me. Brushing my hand through my green-black hair, I turned to Frost who was stationed in the hallway.

“If she wakes before I do, come get me. Do not let her leave the apartment.”

“And if she puts up a fight?”

I stared him down, no sound leaving my lips. He shifted uncomfortably after a moment and came to his own conclusion.

“She won’t leave the apartment, boss.”

“As you were, soldier.” I gave him a mock salute before heading two doors down to the guest room. I laid on top of the thick comforter, staring at the roof, and pulled my switchblade from my pocket.

The metal still shone red from its encounter with the man who dared to put his dick where it didn’t belong. An angry rumble escaped my throat as my mind drifted back to everything that had happened in the last few hours.

I watched as my mother’s body became nothing more than a mixture of melted flesh and ash before pulling my eyes away from her cell. I turned away, chuckling to myself. Ding dong, the witch is dead.

I skipped down the hallway, taking care to step over the bodies of two orderlies and gave the patients rolling in their entrails a quick wave. The little old lady waved back, smiling as though I was her grandchild who had just been by for a visit with his dear old granny. The look in her eyes was enough to make even my skin crawl.

I peeked into a few of the rooms, curious as to how the patients would go about their newfound freedom. I shouldn’t have been surprised when I found a group of five men and women fornicating on top of one of the lunchroom tables. Good for them, I thought.

I skirted past an older gentleman who was drawing a smiley face on the wall. I would have appreciated the sentiment more if the medium he was using hadn’t been his own feces. A mixture of giggles and screams drifted from different corridors, and I ducked into one of the empty rooms that showed a view of the parking lot.

My heart constricted when I noticed the Toyota Corolla sitting in the corner. It was hard to tell in the dim light, but it looked vaguely similar to one I remembered seeing outside of Harlow’s apartment. How hadn’t I noticed it when we arrived?? It can’t be hers, can it? I thought, but even as I tried to refuse the notion, something in my chest twinged. My heart maybe? I couldn’t be sure since I hadn’t felt that particular muscle function since I was about five years old.

“Ugh,” I groaned, scrubbing my hand down my face as I exited the room. She is not your problem, I tried to tell myself as I began to run down the hall, sticking my head into each room I passed.

“Nice gun you got there,” a young man said as we crossed paths in the corridor that led to the exit. “Mind if I give it a go?”

“Not now, kid. I have an appointment with Miss Avery.” I noted how his brow furrowed at the name.

“You haven’t happened to see her, have you?” His face shifted into a full-on scowl now and he puffed his chest out.

“If I had, I wouldn’t tell you, at least not without …” he paused, eyeing my firearm again, “compensation. Prom doesn’t come cheap, and I got a limo ride to pay for.”

“Not a fucking chance.” I was losing patience. I stepped forward so that I was toe to toe with him.

“Tell. Me. Where. She. Is.” I enunciated each word, staring a hole into his head through his irises. He seemed to realize he wasn’t going to win this fight and turned sideways to let me pass. “I thought I saw her heading for the reception area, bu-but I’m not sure,” he stammered.

“Good boy,” I said as I leaned in toward his face. I let out a loud bark and he jumped, putting his hands over his ears. He looked up at me, shaking, unsure of what to say. His fear was palpable, and my blood hummed at the sight.

Continuing down the corridor, I laughed to myself as I passed through the security checkpoint. Another patient poked her head out of the bag scanner to stick her tongue out at me. I didn’t bother to strike up a conversation; I needed to find Harlow.

Striding past Ms. Wallace’s office, I was stopped by an odd noise coming from down the hall. My ears perked up as I approached the hole where the staffroom door used to be and I could hear a faint slapping sound followed by a man grunting, “Shut the fuck up, bitch. This is only round one.”

Before I knew it, I was rushing through the opening to take a look inside. An inferno ignited beneath my skin as my eyes landed on a large man with blond hair hovering over Harlow’s body, his hips thrusting into her as he pressed her face into the floor.

I crossed the room in three strides, ripping his body from hers, and dragged him into the shower stall. My mind didn’t even register my movement as I pulled out my knife and removed his still-hard shaft from his body. The man howled, and I took the opportunity to ram his blood-soaked dick straight down his throat. Now he would know what it was like to have an unwanted cock inside of him.

His arms flailed wildly as he tried to remove my hand from his face. My palm gripped his jaw harder, and I applied firm pressure to the back of his head as my shoes splashed in the blood hemorrhaging from his groin.

Eventually, his arms went limp, and the blood stopped flowing. I didn’t know if he had bled out or suffocated, and I didn’t care. He had suffered, and that was all I needed. I returned as quickly as I could to Harlow’s side, cringing at the wound on her cheek. The bone was definitely broken.

The delayed fire alarm blared to life while I dealt with Harlow’s rapist, and I winced at the sound as I yelled for her to move. The fire department would arrive soon, or worse, Strathbrook PD.

“Harlow, get up!” I tried to will her to her feet. “For fuck’s sake,” I groaned, as I lifted her into my arms. Her eyelids fluttered but did not open.

She was bordering on the edge of consciousness, and I needed to get her out of here before she got whisked away in an ambulance and I ended up in handcuffs. Not that I minded, but the Strathbrook PD standard-issue manacles were not really my style.

“Hank,” she moaned, and I knew she must have been referring to the sick bastard I had just annihilated.

“The blond fuck?” I replied, “I took care of him.” I spared her the details, knowing full well her fragile mind was not yet ready to see all of me.

“Good.”

Her whispered reply made my heart jerk. If she could accept that I had just killed a man for her, then maybe there was hope for us after all.

I opened my eyes, bringing myself back to the present. Folding the knife in half, I shoved it back in my pocket, and attempted to get some rest.

I had just drifted off into a lovely dream involving multiple counts of dismemberment when I woke to a loud scream.

“Get the fuck out of my way, you brute!”

I jumped out of bed with renewed vigour. My little doll was awake.


Chapter 11
Swallow Your Tears


Harlow

“Move!” I screamed at the skyscraper of a man who stood before me. He had to be at least 6’4’’ and was a wall of muscle. He had short-cropped brown hair and lightly tanned skin a few shades darker than my own, peeking out from his smart black suit. His beard was well-maintained, and he glared down at me as I beat my hands against his chest.

“Boss says you can’t leave,” he muttered, grabbing my shoulders and pushing me back a step. I groaned in frustration and stomped back into the bedroom I had just come out of. I flopped onto the bed, flailing my arms to expel my excess energy. When I was finished with my little rage episode, I let my body sink to the floor.

Now that the last of the adrenaline was wearing off, I could feel the excruciating pain that was throbbing through my face. My skull felt like someone had taken a jackhammer to it, and I couldn’t even let myself think about the burning pain radiating between my legs.

I stifled a sob and wrapped my arms around my knees, trying to keep my wits about me. My head shot up when I heard an exchange outside the door, and I scrambled to my feet. The voices were muffled, one belonging to the brick wall of a human, and I could make out that the other was decidedly male.

My mind was drawing a blank as I tried to piece together everything that had happened. I was ninety-nine percent sure I had a major concussion, if not some internal bleeding. Something in my face was broken, and I was secretly happy that there was no mirror in my direct line of sight. I could deal with my messed-up face later. For now, I just needed to stay alive and figure out how to get home.

My heart leapt when the door swung open, and I sprinted towards the bedside table to grab the base of the lamp. It was not my weapon of choice, but desperate times. I could hear footsteps coming from behind me and I turned, gripping the metal hard, aiming for my assailant’s face.

To my horror, the power cord was stronger than I’d expected, and it pulled taught as I swung, causing me to lose momentum and my grip. I watched, deflated, as the lamp fell to the ground. The light bulb shattered when it made contact with the marble floor, sending the broken pieces sailing.

“Well, that’s unfortunate,” my captor said casually, pulling my attention back to where he stood.

“What the fuck!” I exclaimed as my eyes locked with Ace’s. “What are you doing here?” I asked, a newfound fury coursing through my veins. He had the audacity to smirk as he responded, and the answer surprised me.

“Well, Babydoll, I do kind of live here.”

My eyes drifted around the room again, noting the simple modern furniture and the dark purple jacket hanging off the edge of the large black dresser.

“Oh,” I replied, losing some of my fight. My cheek was aching, and the sunlight shining in through the large windows felt like mini ice picks being shoved into my eyeballs.

I pressed them shut against the pain, wavering where I stood.

“You’re not looking too good there, doll face. Why don’t we get you cleaned up? You’re bleeding on my rug.”

I looked at my feet and discovered that he was right. There was a large white faux fur rug below the bed that was stained with crimson footprints. Some patches had dried to a deep burgundy, and I wondered idly how much of the red liquid had already been drained from my body.

Ace took a step towards me, his hand outstretched. I backed away, letting out a yelp of surprise when the backs of my knees came in contact with the nightstand.

“No!” I cried, holding up my hands. “Don’t touch me!”

His arm fell, and his eyes narrowed.

“What do you remember?” he asked. The question surprised me. I’m not sure what I expected, but it wasn’t that. He was so hard to read. I tried to delve into my memories from the previous night, but I kept drawing a blank.

“The last thing I remember was looking over your mother’s file in my office. I heard some weird noises, so I went to investigate. Then … nothing.”

Ace let out a pained moan and motioned for me to sit. The request seemed innocuous enough, so I lowered myself onto the bed. Somehow, I didn’t think he was the reason my body was riddled with injuries.

The mattress dipped as he joined me, choosing to sit near the end. I appreciated the space he gave me and attempted to focus my rattled brain.

“Someone sexually assaulted you last night.”

The words were like a punch to the gut, and I was plagued by a sudden wave of nausea. I slapped my hands to my mouth and cried out in pain when my left one connected with the injury on my cheek.

Ace lifted his hand again as though to comfort me, but dropped it before he made contact. He touched the tips of his fingers together and looked me in the eye, seeming to decide something. The next words out of his mouth were even more shocking than the first.

“I killed him.”

I knew instantly that he was referring to the man who had taken his pleasure from my body without consent, and I couldn’t find it in myself to be upset by Ace’s admission. This man just confessed to murdering somebody in cold blood and I wasn’t even phased by it.

I think something in me knew that day at the club that he had seen and committed unspeakable horrors, but, at least in this case, he had done it for my benefit.

“Good,” I whispered before I could stop myself, but I didn’t try to retract the statement. I had always been a fan of capital punishment and I felt as though the consequence matched the crime.

“Do you want to know the details?” Ace asked, and I shook my head.

“I’d rather you didn’t. I can infer enough based on my injuries.” I mentally tried to block the tears that pricked the edges of my eyes, but was unsuccessful.

“I want you to know he suffered.” Ace wiped away a stray tear and pressed it to his tongue. Something about the action was so intimate. Like he wanted to swallow every bit of my sadness so I would never feel this way again.

We stayed like that for a moment, soaking in the companionable silence until he spoke again.

“Come on, let’s get you cleaned up.”
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I jumped at the sound of the shower turning on and eyed Ace suspiciously as he ran his hand through the spray.

“It will sting,” he warned. “Keep your face away from the water as best you can. I will deal with it after.”

I crossed my arms over my chest, waiting for him to leave. Just because he had seen what was below my clothes before didn’t mean I was ready to give him a show now.

“Towels are in the cupboard here,” he said, gesturing to a floor-to-ceiling cabinet that was the same shade of green as his hair. “Help yourself to anything in my dresser. We can grab you something more fitting after I stitch you up.”

I said nothing as he exited the room, and I peeled out of my clothes. The blood made them stick to my skin, and I gagged as I stuffed them into the small garbage bin.

I took a tentative step into the large glass shower and bit my lip to keep from crying out. My whole body ached, and my face burned when the water splashed over it. I hissed and readjusted my position so I could crane my neck back to rinse my hair without dousing my inflamed cheek.

I scrubbed my body three times over, ignoring the pain screeching through me at every pass of the fresh loofa that Ace had provided. I wanted to scrub off every part of my skin my rapist had touched. My rapist. I was raped.

The admission was more than I could take, and I crumbled to the bottom of the shower in a crying heap. I sobbed loudly as the water cascaded down over me. The pain in my cheek was dulled by the pain in my heart. When I was sure no more tears were left, I stood and turned off the faucet. I patted myself dry, taking care to be gentle with the spot between my legs that was still tender. I choked back another sob, refusing to grieve again.

I padded across the cool tile to the mirror, wiped a circle in the steam that had settled on its surface, and assessed the damage. There were dark circles under my eyes, and my lids were rimmed in red from all the crying. My hair was piled on top of my head in a sopping heap, and a few loose tendrils framed my face.

I turned my head to the side, finally daring to take a look at my cheek. The wound was angry. It had stopped bleeding sometime in the night. There was a thick gash on the tip of my cheekbone and a few smaller cuts jutted out at awkward angles, like the strands of a spider’s web. I touched my fingertips to the edge of the injury where the skin had puckered and began to turn a bluish-purple color.

I winced at the pain that lanced through my face as images of the previous night flashed before my eyes. The staffroom. The locker. My hair being pulled. The sick thud of my body being slammed into the ground. A man on top of me. Unwanted pressure inside. My face being pressed into the broken tile. A shadow. “I took care of him.”

My eyes shot open as the memories flooded back. I felt nauseous again and dry heaved into the toilet, but nothing came out. I stood on weak legs and returned to my spot in front of the sink, cupping my hands to guzzle down some water.

I wished I hadn’t remembered. I wished so badly that I could be like many of the patients I studied about and blacked out the trauma of it all. But I was not so lucky. I remembered everything now. Every unwanted touch and stroke of his skin against mine. The grunts he made as he took what he wanted from my body while I laid there screaming inside my mind. How awful and dirty I felt to have a strange man violate me. Somehow it felt like it was my fault. Some cosmic karma from a past life.

No! I scolded myself. You are not responsible for the actions of some deranged lunatic. I tried to be strong, but I was just so … tired. I felt like my body had been used up and spat out. Like a story that was in the middle of being written only for someone to spill ink all over its pages, forever changing what it could have been. There was no undo button for what had happened to me. I would never be the same again.

Letting the steam billow out behind me, I tiptoed out of the bathroom, pulling open the dresser drawers looking for something to wear. Settling for a plain black t-shirt that hung to mid-hip, I pulled on a pair of Ace’s workout pants. They were meant to be worn under shorts, but on me, they could pass as yoga pants. I didn’t bother with underwear, knowing it would be uncomfortable. My throat tightened again. I had to push the thoughts out of my mind if I was going to function.

I towel-dried my hair, my arms screaming with the effort. My muscles were shot, and all I wanted was to go to sleep and not wake up for a week. I used the hair tie from my wrist to pull it up into a severe pony, figuring it would make it easier to stitch up my face. I took a deep breath as I turned the knob to the bedroom and walked down the now-empty hall into the main living area.

Ace was sitting on a large sectional that arced around a circular footstool. The thing had to have been at least four feet wide. He had been facing a large 70” television set that was mounted to the wall and surrounded by shelves of various heights with a large electric fireplace below. The shelves were the same green as the cabinet in the bathroom, and I appreciated the aesthetic continuity.

He stood as I entered, muting whatever he had been watching to give me his full attention.

“You look … better,” he said, rubbing his hand over the back of his neck. I attempted a smile, but we both knew it was forced, and I sighed. There was no use in formalities at this point, so I decided to put him out of his misery. My blue eyes met his, and I steadied myself before speaking again.

“I remember everything.”


Chapter 12
Euphoria


Ace

Harlow sobbed from the other side of the door and the sound had me clenching and unclenching my fists. I wished that I could bring back the dead fuck who did this to her just so I could make him choke on his own dick again. Maybe shove it up his ass on the second go around.

I paced back and forth in the bedroom for a little while longer before migrating to the main living area. Frost was gone, and I was left alone to stew. I thought idly about how many laws I had broken in the last twenty-four hours and chuckled to myself. Ugh, laws. Honestly, they were useless. All they did was ruin my fun. You can’t do this; you can’t do that all because someone else said that taking action was bad.

The last time I checked, murder was most definitely illegal, but Harlow didn’t seem to be complaining that there was one less rapist in the world. Really, I did the people of Strathbrook a favor. Ungrateful pricks.

I heard my bedroom door open, followed by shallow footsteps padding down the hall. I stood as Harlow entered and muted the program I had been ignoring. My breath caught at the sight of her in my t-shirt and workout pants. Even with her facial injury, she looked like an angel.

She wrung her hands and took a steadying breath as her eyes met mine.

“I remember everything,” she whispered.

“Okay,” I replied, unsure of the response she was expecting from me. If she was looking for an admission of guilt, she would not find one here. I believed justice had been served, and I was not sorry.

“I killed a man.”

“Yes.”

“And then I was raped.” I winced at the words and nodded.

“Then you killed him.” Again, it was not a question, but I responded anyway, stepping towards her.

“Yes.”

Her eyes traced a circle around the room before landing back on mine.

“We are murderers,” she said finally.

“Only in the literal sense,” I replied, closing the distance between us. I was satisfied when she didn’t back away this time, and I tucked a lock of her white-gold hair behind her ear.

She sucked her lip between her teeth, nibbling at it nervously as her bright blue eyes seemed to search for my soul. Unfortunately for her, I didn’t have one.

“I’m going to turn myself in,” she said surely, and I grimaced. “It was self-defense, so maybe I won’t be incarcerated long.” My eyes flicked to the television set behind me, and the corners of my lips twitched up in a smile.

“I don’t think you’ll have to do that, Babydoll,” I said, gesturing to the screen where a reporter was standing outside a still-smoking Litchfield Asylum. The drone camera panned over the wreckage, showing countless burned corpses.

Her brows pressed together as she watched the screen. I could see the gears in her mind turning before they clicked into place. She had come to the same conclusion that I had.

“My keycard,” she said, placing her palm on her chest. “The cloud storage will show I entered but never left. And my car...” Her words trailed off.

Unknowingly, my pretty little doll had already given herself a death sentence.
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Harlow followed me silently back to the bathroom so I could get a better look at her face. She winced as I dabbed it with antiseptic before threading the suture needle.

“Did you want something for the pain?”

She had not spoken since the news report ended.

“No. Just do it,” she said, grasping the edges of the counter. It was thoroughly impressive that the only sound she made was a small cry at the first point of contact. I completed the rest of the stitches in silence and cleaned the area one last time before blowing on it lightly.

The action made her shiver, and I resisted the urge to take her into my arms and kiss her until all her wounds had healed just so I could open up a hundred more to lick them clean myself.

“Thank you,” she said as I packed away the first-aid kit.

“It should heal in about three weeks,” I supplied. “The fracture seems minimal; the cuts made it look worse than it was.”

“I mean for everything,” she clarified. I tilted my head, assessing her again.

“You’re welcome,” I replied and kissed her uninjured cheek. I am not sure what compelled me to do that. I was not a gentle lover. In fact, I was not a lover at all. I fucked women when the need suited me and sent them on their way.

I did not ‘catch feelings’ or get invested. Relationships were a liability in the drug trade, and I simply did not have time for the inconvenience. But things were different now. Harlow was different.

She was the most potent drug I had ever come in contact with. Being in her presence was like swimming in ecstasy. Kissing her was heady and euphoric and left my blood pumping so fast that my heart raced to keep up. And her pussy? I could die happy with her sweet cunt wrapped around me. Heaven had nothing on Harlow and I would be happy to let my she-devil ride me straight to hell.

“How do you do it?” my broken little doll asked. My face contorted into a mask of confusion.

“Do what?”

“All of it,” she said, sweeping her arms wide. “You are so fearless,” she continued. “I saw it when you dealt with Bryce at the bar, and again at the asylum with your mother.” I clenched my fists at the mention of Jacqueline. That woman was dead to me. Oh wait, I laughed internally. She is dead.

“I feel like I have been living in a constant state of fear since my parents died,” she confessed. “I never thought I would lose them so soon, and it made everything else seem so impermanent.”

She hopped off the counter, leaning forward to inspect the stitches and looked at me through the mirror. I stood behind her, only inches away. My hands itched to touch her, but I kept them to myself. I wanted to see where she was going with this, and I didn’t want to distract from her train of thought.

“I became so afraid of getting close to anyone for fear that they would leave. I majored in psychology to try to understand myself better, and six years later, I am still just a scared little girl who lost her parents.”

She hung her head, and I could see more tears begin to fall. I grasped her shoulders and turned her towards me, letting her lean the uninjured cheek against my chest. The sensation of comforting someone was odd to me, but I could feel her shoulders relax slightly.

“I’m sick of it!” she yelled suddenly. I loosened my grip, and she gazed up at me. Electricity buzzed below my skin when I recognized the look in her eyes. It was the same look I held in my own. Unfettered rage.

“Teach me,” she breathed, fisting her hands in my shirt. She was begging now. Begging to be set free from the confines of her boring life. To be whisked away to dark places where only the most damaged and depraved slept. My little doll was ready for her descent into madness, and I couldn’t wait to be the one to deliver her there.


Chapter 13
Lesson One


Harlow

Ace caught me as I tripped over … something. The air smelled stale and our footsteps echoed as we walked. We stopped suddenly, and I squinted as my eyes adjusted to the fluorescent lights overhead. We were in a warehouse of some kind and a lone chair sat in the middle of the empty side of the room. The rest of the area was home to a few large pieces of worn-down equipment, the use of which I did not know.

My heart was beating so fast, but I forced myself to stand tall. I had no idea what I was asking when I told Ace to teach me how to be like him. How to be fearless. He simply took my hand and led me down to the parking garage, then brought me here.

I stared at the chair and the square section of the floor below it that seemed somewhat cleaner than the rest of the room, shuddering at the idea of what may have occurred to its previous occupant.

I turned to ask Ace what exactly the plan was, and he looked conflicted. His lips were pressed together in a hard line, and his eyes flicked to the chair, then to me and back again. Is he going to torture me? I wondered.

“Come,” he said, holding out his hand. I took it without hesitation, letting my sneaker-clad feet follow his long gait. I had stayed in the car when he made a pit stop to pick me out a new outfit before requesting that I put a black bag over my head. The command should have had me running for the hills, but instead, I complied without question. I was willing to do anything to kill the demons that threatened to tear my mind apart.

He paused in front of an open door and gestured for me to go in. There was a mattress on the floor and a bucket with a toilet seat attached in the corner. The makeshift latrine was bolted to the wall with a lock and key mechanism. My stomach roiled at the sight. Did he expect his prisoners to throw a bucket of feces at him? Realization struck as I stared at the sorry excuse for a prison cell and my eyes widened. Before I could protest, he shoved me forward and pulled the door shut behind me, locking me in.

“Ace, this isn’t funny!” My voice was stern, and I desperately hoped this was all a sick joke. I’d trusted him. “Ace!” I called again; my voice shrill. I couldn’t see anything past the window of iron bars that sat at my eye level.

I sucked in a surprised breath as Ace came back into view, his blue and green eyes looking pained as he spoke.

“It’s the only way I know how,” he admitted.

“How what?!” I yelled.

“To teach you.”

My jaw dropped as he turned toward the exit. He isn’t really going to leave me here, is he?

“ACE!” I screamed, and he stopped by the door I assumed we had entered from.

“Sweet dreams, Babydoll,” was the last thing he said before he flicked the light switch and I plummeted into darkness.
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It had been two weeks since Ace locked me away in his warehouse. The large man, whose name I discovered was Frost, had provided me with three square meals a day, along with fresh drinking water. I was required to finish everything I was given, and if I refused, he would threaten to strap me to a gurney and shove a feeding tube down my throat.

The thought alone was enough to have me shoveling down the bland food, besides, I didn’t want to bite the hand that fed me. If I pissed him off too much, he may have decided not to come back, and I did not relish the idea of starving to death.

“Where is he?” I asked for the umpteenth time, knowing full well he wouldn’t tell me Ace’s whereabouts. Every day I asked him the same questions, and every day he gave me the same answers. Once a day, he would let me out of the cell to stretch my legs, and every third day, I was provided with a clean set of clothes along with a bucket of soapy water and a sponge.

I refused to bathe the first two times, not wanting Frost to see me naked, but by the end of the week, I felt like my skin was growing something. I desperately needed to scrub myself clean. To his credit, Frost never bothered to sneak a peak.

He did his daily inspection of my stitches and watched as I dabbed the area with an antiseptic wipe before coating it with a thin layer of vitamin-e cream. I handed the cream back along with the wrapper from the wipe and watched Frost pocket them before answering his phone.

“Yeah,” he said. I strained to hear the voice on the other end.

“Uh huh,” Frost replied to something I couldn’t make out. His eyes met mine, and I scowled at him.

“Yeah, she’s ready.” Before I could ask what that meant, the door to the warehouse creaked open and in walked Ace fucking Wilde.

“You bastard!” I screamed as he approached the cell. Frost took my out-of-character response as his cue to leave, and a few moments later, Ace and I were alone.

“How are you doing, Babydoll?” he asked from the other side of the door.

“How are you doing?” I copied, laughing hysterically. “HOW THE FUCK DO YOU THINK I AM DOING?” I pressed my face to the iron bars and gripped either side so hard that my knuckles threatened to split.

“You’re angry,” he concluded, tilting his head at me.

“Masterful observation, dick head! What did you expect? The welcome wagon?” I was seething, and all I wanted to do was strangle him.

“I didn’t do this to you, Harlow,” he said softly. “You did this to yourself.”

“Are you seriously trying to victim-blame me right now?” He smirked at this, which only infuriated me more.

“Now let’s not throw around baseless insults. Let’s look at the facts,” he said calmly.

“Oh please, enlighten me,” I scoffed, pacing back and forth in the small cell.

“You asked for my help, did you not?”

“Yes,” I replied, grudgingly.

“You wanted to live a life without fear, as I do, correct?” he continued.

“Yes,” I grumbled.

“You told me to do whatever it took, did you not?”

“Yes but—,”

“How long do you think you have been here?” he questioned, cutting short the rant I was about to impart on his sorry ass.

“Two weeks, from my count,” I said softly.

“And in those two weeks, have I done anything to harm you?”

“You locked me in a cell,” I stated plainly, waving my arms to emphasize my point. I can’t believe I let this psychotic asshole into my life. God, I am such an idiot!

“Answer the question,” he growled.

I rolled my eyes before responding. “No, you did not harm me.”

“Were you not provided with everything you needed to survive?” I bit my lip and mumbled, “Yes, but that doesn’t negate the fact that you locked me in here.”

Ace smiled wildly, like this was what he had been waiting to hear. He pulled out a second set of keys. This one held a few more than the ones Frost had carried, and he unlocked the door.

“Feel free to run, but before you do, I want to show you something.”

He swung it open and stepped back, giving me the option to escape. I should have taken him up on the offer. I should have tried to knock him out and make a run for it, but my curiosity got the better of me.

“Ugh, fine. Show me,” I said, throwing my arms up in defeat. He walked into the room and did a slow spin, taking in my quarters. I flushed in embarrassment when his eyes landed on the toilet bucket, and I was silently thankful Frost had one of his lackeys deal with my excrement earlier that morning.

“Let me ask you something, Doc.” Ace shoved his hands into the front pockets of his faded black jeans and rocked back and forth on his heels. There was a humour behind his eyes that I couldn’t place.

“Did you even try to escape?”

“Well, I—,” I paused mid-sentence. I tried to think of a scenario in the last two weeks that could count as an escape attempt and came up empty. I clamped my mouth shut, glaring at him.

“So, you spent two weeks in captivity. Locked up by a mere stranger, and you just accepted your fate because you were provided with your basic human needs?”

“Ugh,” I groaned, scrubbing my hands down my face. I winced as I came in contact with the stitches and mentally scolded myself for being so incompetent.

“If you have a point, please make it,” I said, eyeing the open door. I was tempted to run out and lock him in behind me. But he had the keys, and I had a feeling he was quicker on his feet than I was.

“This was your first lesson,” Ace said, sauntering over to where the mattress lay on the floor. “I wanted to see if you would fight this, or if you would be willing to listen to my every word.”

“What does that even mean?” I was exhausted with his games and just wanted to get out of there. I needed a real shower and a real bed. The bed. Why was he looking at the mattress like that?

“What was the last thing I said to you before I left?” he asked, looking all too pleased with himself as he inspected his nails.

I wracked my brain trying to remember our encounter from two weeks ago. What was the last thing he said to me? Something about teaching? No. I thought, shaking my head. That wasn’t it. My eyes fell to the mattress again, and I found my answer. I could hear the final words he spoke as he left the warehouse clear as day. “Sweet dreams, Babydoll.”

I stalked forward and grasped the edge of the mattress, flipping it up against the side wall of the cell.

“You have got to be fucking kidding me,” I spat out through clenched teeth.

“Your first lesson was this: Don’t be afraid to take action for fear of the consequence, because only you can set yourself free. You are the maker of your prison, and you alone are the holder of the key.”

I wondered how long he had been writing this little speech. And I wanted so badly to be angry. To hate him for locking me in here. But as I stared at the key that dangled from the underside of the mattress, I couldn’t help but admit that I understood why he did what he did. And it was a lesson I would not soon forget.


Chapter 14
Trust Fall


Ace

I couldn’t help the smug look that crossed my face when Babydoll realized the trick I’d played on her. It had almost made these two weeks without her worth it. Almost.

She smacked my chest angrily as she spewed out every swear in the book, pacing the cell. I held a straight face as her hand came into contact with the scars on my chest. She couldn’t see them, but they were still there. I had carved ‘HA’ into my chest fourteen times and today’s was still quite fresh. One set of Harlow’s initials for each day I had kept her in here. She would never know that her captivity was more tortuous to me than it was for her.

“Ugh,” she groaned again, walking out of the cell. She wasn’t trying to escape per se, more attempting to burn off excess energy.

“Care to share with the class?” I asked, quirking a brow in her direction. I loved watching her brain work. The way she bit her lip and the intense look she’d get that caused her brows to furrow together when she fixated on something.

“I feel like an idiot,” she admitted. She couldn’t have been more wrong. She was more intelligent than most people I came in contact with and effectively buried the dumb-blond stereotype six feet under.

“Don’t say that, Babydoll. You just need to see how I see,” I said, waving my arm with a flourish. She glared at me, her blue eyes shooting daggers into mine.

“Yeah, and how do you suppose I do that?” she asked with a huff. “I don’t feel any less scared. I just have a newfound understanding of what boredom feels like.”

“This exercise was meant to open your mind to what lies in front of you. If you look at the pieces long enough, the answer will always come.”

She seemed to contemplate this for a moment. “But,” I said, holding up a finger to emphasize my point, “Don’t expect the answer to be the one you had hoped for. Hope is for the regular folks who live their lives seeking the light. You and I, we dwell in the darkness now. Best you accept that before it consumes you.”

“I thought you liked that I was good.” Her gaze dropped to the floor self-consciously. Does she think I won’t want her if she joins me in hell?

“Yes,” I admitted, lifting her chin to face me. “But it’s much more fun to be bad.”

Her mouth popped open in a surprised ‘O’ and I swallowed her next breath before she could speak. This wasn’t part of the plan, but I had been deprived of her for too long. I needed her as badly as I needed to bathe in the blood of my enemies. She thought herself innocent when, in reality, she was a queen of chaos. From the moment we met, it was as if she had crawled inside me and pulled out my entrails one by one, using them to put me into an emotional chokehold from which there was no escape.

I groaned as her breath tickled my throat, and I pulled her into me, deepening the kiss. In my excitement, I had forgotten about the injury to her cheek, and she gasped as my hand brushed over the still-healing flesh. The pained sound that escaped her lips made my cock twitch, and I resisted the urge to take her right there in the middle of the warehouse.

“Frost said the stitches can come out anytime,” she whispered, her lips still touching mine.

“Do you trust me?”

She thought about it for a moment, no doubt having some reservations considering how she’d spent the last two weeks, and nodded slowly.

“Sit,” I instructed, pointing to the chair I had usually reserved for torture. She approached it slowly, her eyes tracing the area Frost had cleaned from my encounter with Hector. She said nothing and sat with her knees together, her palms in her lap.

Her compliance was so sexy, and I had to mentally snap myself out of the many fantasies that were playing on a movie reel in my mind. She sucked in a surprised breath when I moved her hands aside and straddled her.

“What are you—,”

“Shh.” I silenced her by pressing my finger to her lips. She stared at me intently as I pulled my switchblade out of my pocket. To my surprise, she eyed the sharpened metal with curiosity, not fear, which gave me faith that she would do well in the next part of her training.

I dug the lock pick kit out of my jacket pocket and pulled out the tiny metal arm that had a small blunt hook on the end. Harlow was panting as she watched me, her perfect tits rising and falling against my sternum. I did not doubt that she could feel my erection pressing against her stomach and there was an electric current that seemed to be passing between us.

I ignored my arousal as I went to work, lifting the stitches one at a time and using my blade to cut them in half. When that step was complete, I exchanged the metal arm with the lock pick, which looked like a set of tweezers, and removed the sutures completely.

The injury had healed well, but the cuts went deep, and they would leave a scar. It was as if her skin was porcelain and someone had dropped her, leaving behind a small crack that spidered over the apple of her cheek.

A few drops of blood had escaped the wound and trailed a path down her face. With a flick of my tongue, they were gone, and I moaned as her life force danced along my senses. She tasted so sweet. Without a second thought, I kissed her again, holding my hands beneath her jaw, my weight pinning her to the chair.

I delved my tongue into her mouth, sucking and biting, and taking in every drop of her I could, until I felt the heat of her palm on my chest again. I hissed at the contact, and she looked up at me, concern etched on her face.

“What’s wrong? Are you hurt?” The questions alone nearly broke me. No one had ever asked me that. Not even Frost. No one had ever treated me with such care before, least of all my mother.

“I’m fine,” I muttered. I stood abruptly and brushed a hand through my hair.

“You’re lying,” she said, pushing out of the chair. “Show me.” She reached for the hem of my shirt and a spark shot through my hipbone, straight to my groin as her knuckles grazed just below my navel.

“Don’t worry about it,” I deflected, trying to brush her hand away.

“You know what, no!” Her voice was stern and waved her finger in front of my face. For someone who seemed so meek when we first met, she sure had grown some balls. “You kept me here for two fucking weeks. The least you could do is show me what you have been hiding under there.”

I rolled my eyes at her, but couldn’t suppress the smirk that graced my lips at her demanding tone. My little she-devil, barking orders. I removed my jacket, and she took it from me, crossing her arms over it. I pinned her with my eyes and pulled the shirt over my head. With one swift jerk of my arm, I threw it to the floor.

Her pupils went wide as her gaze traveled along my chest to find the jagged scars I had created. From an outsider's perspective, it looked like someone had carved ‘Haha’ into my pectoral muscle over and over again, but with her proximity, I knew she would understand it for what it was. Her initials.

“Why,” she started, lifting a hand to the most recent addition, tracing the outline. “Why would you do this?”

“Because if you suffer, I suffer,” I replied.

The pained look in her eyes made my chest stutter and my black heart dared to beat, just once, as she touched her lips to the marred skin. She kissed me fourteen times, starting from the oldest cut to the newest. I sucked in a breath as she kissed the final one and her lips came back red.

She did not look disgusted, nor did she wipe her mouth like I had expected. No. My sweet, sadistic, perfect little doll crashed her bloodied lips to mine in a searing kiss.

I returned the kiss twice as hard, my cock instantly coming back to life. Our hands drifted over each other’s bodies, and I pulled her shirt over her head, leaving her in a simple white bra and jeans. She pressed her body to mine and pleasure stirred low in my belly. I was a top, spinning out of control, and she was the calm hand that would save me before I fell.

Hating myself for what I was about to do, I grasped her shoulders and pushed her away, squeezing them lightly.

“What’s wrong?” Harlow asked, her baby blues filled with sadness. She thinks I’m rejecting her advances when it couldn’t be farther from the truth.

“Your body may be healed, but your mind is not.” She closed her eyes, knowing I was referring to the assault she had endured two weeks ago. When her lids reopened, her eyes were filled with flames. She’s angry?

“No, it’s not,” she admitted. “My brain chemistry will never be the same from the trauma that happened.”

“You should stay away from me, Babydoll. I can’t be this close to you and not be able to touch you.”

“Don’t do that!” she said, cutting in furiously. “Don’t push me away!”

“What would you have me do then?!” I yelled, my deep voice echoing through the rafters.

“Touch me,” she whispered. “Touch me everywhere.” She stalked forward to wrap her arms around my waist.

“I want you on every inch of my skin. I want you to be the last hands to roam over my body. The last person to be inside of me. I need your touch to burn me alive from the inside out until all that I can remember is you.”

Tears rimmed her eyes as she looked up at me.

“Please,” she begged, “I need you to take the pain away.”

My mouth crashed to hers in a desperate kiss, our teeth clashing as our tongues tangled together.

“Okay,” I replied, pulling away once more. “But not here.”

“Then where?” she asked, trying to catch her breath.

“Do you trust me?” I asked for the second time today, reaching out my hand.

“With my life,” she replied.
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I kept a firm grip on her thigh the entire way as I drove us to our destination. I noted the hint of disappointment in her eyes when we arrived at my condo building.

“Trust,” I whispered as we rode the elevator up to my penthouse. I nipped her ear before brushing past her, leading the way.

We stood before the door between my room and the spare room I had slept in on her first night here, and she gave me a curious look.

I pulled a singular black key out of my pants pocket and turned the lock. I knew what lay beyond this door had the potential to push her away, but I needed her to make a choice. And I could only hope that she would choose me.

I let the door swing open, gauging her reaction. As she took in the sight before her, she placed a hand on her chest. When she got past the initial shock, she finally opened her mouth to speak, and the response was pretty much what I had expected.

“Ace, you are insane.”


Chapter 15
Nightmare


Harlow

My jaw dropped as I crossed the threshold into my room. No, literally. It was an exact replica of my room from my apartment outside the city. Everything had been arranged exactly as I had left it, down to the water glass on the nightstand.

“You’re insane,” I repeated as I ran my hand along the edge of my bedspread.

“I never said I wasn’t,” Ace replied nonchalantly, leaning forward with both hands gripping the top of the door frame. His arms were corded with lean muscle, and I could see the veins in them pop as he grasped the wood.

I took a lap around the room, checking the drawers of the large dresser, and found that all my laundry was folded as if I had put it away myself. I turned to him; my eyes wide.

“You were in my apartment.” He nodded as his eyes trailed me around the room. My cheeks heated as I felt his gaze drift over the curves of my body.

“I had to pretend to be a distant cousin to convince your landlord to let me empty out the place. He didn’t ask many questions. He had seen the news report following the Asylum fire and wanted to get a new tenant in before next month’s rent cycle.”

That bastard! I thought. My body isn’t even cold yet! I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts. It was hard to wrap my mind around the idea that everyone thought I had been burned alive at Litchfield Asylum. Oh shit!

“Scarlett!” I croaked, my hand grasping my throat. It seemed to be collapsing in on itself, and I struggled to catch my breath. “Two weeks,” I continue weakly. “I have let Scarlett think that I have been dead for two weeks.”

I sat down on the edge of the bed, running my hands through my hair before covering my face. Ace made no move to join me and just watched from the doorway, clearly understanding that I needed some space.

“It will be okay,” he promised.

“Ugh,” I complained, flopping back onto the mattress. “She is going to kill me when she finds out I’m alive!”

I was startled when Ace barked out a laugh at my expense.

“It’s not funny!” I complained, but couldn’t help but chuckle in response. The irony of my previous statement was not lost on me, and it was pretty hilarious. Ace was doubled over by the door. His laugh was deep and full-bodied, and the sound of it made my skin tingle. None of my current situation should have warranted this response, but here we were giggling so hard we were on the verge of tears. It was kind of cathartic.

When we finally calmed down, I gestured for Ace to join me on the bed. I should have been weirded out that this man I barely knew had literally moved me into his apartment without so much as a discussion, but where else was I supposed to go?

Every bit of my training was screaming Stockholm Syndrome, but I couldn’t deny my feelings for Ace. In these few short weeks, we had gone through more than most do in a lifetime, and nothing brings people closer together than mutual trauma. Or mutual homicide.

Ace had literally killed for me. That alone should have had me putting Strathbrook PD on speed dial, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I had spent the last two weeks trying to hate him. Trying desperately to feel sickened by the sight of his face. But the heart wants what it wants. And my heart wanted Ace Wilde.

I accepted the work placement at Litchfield to study psychopaths, and instead, I found myself falling in love with one.

God, I am so fucked.
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“I need to speak to Scar,” I said with finality, and pushed up from the bed to saunter down the hall. Ace kept pace with me as we entered the kitchen, and I poured myself a large glass of water. It was ice cold, and I loved how it felt trickling down my throat.

“And tell her what, exactly?”

“I don’t know!” Stress caused my voice to rise an octave. “I just can’t let her think that I’m dead.”

“Well, you could—,” Ace started, shoving his hands in his pockets.

“No!”

I cut him off mid-sentence. My feelings for him were not enough to make me disregard years of friendship. Scarlett needed to know that I did not die in that fire. I couldn’t tell her of all the details, at least not yet. If people came asking questions, she would not have the answers they were looking for.

Seeing that he was not going to win this fight, he gave in.

“I’ll do you one better,” he offered. “Let’s bring her here.”
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I fidgeted nervously in front of the elevator door, knowing it was only moments until I would see Scar again. I argued half-heartedly about going with Frost to pick her up but settled for recording a phone message to convince her to go with him.

She would never have come on her own; she was more street smart than people gave her credit for. She might look like your typical large chested, red-headed bombshell, but the chick was a closet genius. Besides, who said the next generation of biochemical engineers couldn’t look good in a mini-dress and six-inch stilettos?

I stopped mid-stride as the elevator door swung open, and a wild-haired Scarlett ran across the space between us and pulled me into a bone-crushing hug.

“LoLo,” she sobbed. “I can’t believe you’re okay. First Bryce, then you, god. I’m a wreck.” I felt guilty for almost forgetting about Bryce, but I had bigger issues to deal with than mourning over my douchebag of an ex-boyfriend.

“I’m here,” I said, smoothing her unruly hair. “I’m okay.” She sniffled once more and attempted to wipe the smeared mascara from under her eyes. Once finished, she leveled me with a glare.

“What the fuck happened?”

“I was … attacked,” I explained, leading her to the living room and handing her a box of tissues, “and Ace,” I continued, nodding to where he stood stoically at the kitchen counter, “saved me.”

“And how, pray tell, did he manage that?” she asked skeptically. “The fire started in the middle of the night, and he doesn’t look like someone they would employ there,” she finished with a sneer.

“Look, Scar,” I said, pulling her attention back to me, “I’m lucky to be alive. It was bad, really bad.” Her face filled with concern and she released one of my hands that she had been holding to brush a finger down the side of my cheek. The look in her eyes expressed she knew what I meant, and she understood.

“It’s okay, LoLo. You don’t have to tell me the details. I’m just glad I don’t have to go shopping for a funeral outfit.”

Ace snorted from the kitchen, seemingly entertained by Scarlett’s comment.

“You got something to say, pretty boy?” she spat, narrowing her eyes at him.

“Nope,” he replied, grinning like a madman. “I’m just glad you think I’m pretty.”

“Ace,” I admonished, giving him a look that said, ‘Seriously?’

He worried his lip between his teeth, knowing he was being dismissed.

“Just a few minutes,” I promised as he crossed into the living room and placed a chaste kiss on my forehead. Before he moved away, he whispered in my ear, the threat in his tone evident. “Dismiss me in my own house again, Babydoll, and I will show you firsthand the definition of the word ‘caning’.”

I tried to hide my surprise as he headed for the hallway. His words should have planted a seed of fear in my brain, but all they did was heighten my arousal.

“And take tall, dark and broody with you!” Scarlett called after him, and I realized she was referring to Frost. I had gotten so used to his presence that I forgot he had been listening to our entire conversation.

The man’s eyes met Scar’s, and he huffed once before turning to follow after Ace. I listened as the bedroom door shut behind them and stifled a laugh at the thought of them standing there awkwardly together.

“Fuck that guy,” Scarlett said, and my head whipped back to hers.

“Which one?” I asked, a smile tilting the corner of my lips.

“Both,” she replied with a devilish grin, and we broke out in laughter. God, I needed this. I needed my best friend.

We spent the next hour going over everything that had happened in the last few weeks. It felt good to get some of the weight off my chest. I spared her most of the details for her protection, but she seemed to accept the explanation at face value.

I told her about Ace saving me from Bryce at the club, and then finding out his mother was one of my patients. I did not give her Jacqueline’s name, but I did share most of the details of our totally inappropriate tryst in my office.

“God, that’s hot,” she commented before I continued. I glazed over the details of my assault, and she returned to squeezing my hand. I knew she would understand because something similar, albeit slightly less violent, happened to her at a frat party, but I wasn’t ready to share the details just yet. They hurt too much. I was no longer ashamed, but I still wasn’t comfortable living through it over and over again.

I brushed over the ins and outs of my captivity. I even dared to show her my room here and explained that Ace wanted to provide me with a familiar environment to heal. I hadn’t been ready to come back to the land of the living just yet.

It wasn’t a complete lie, but how was I supposed to tell my best friend that I killed a guy, then explain that my current love interest brutally murdered my rapist, and I let the police think I was dead so I wouldn’t have to go to jail for manslaughter?

Correct me if I’m wrong, but I doubt even our friendship will survive that. I pulled her in for another hug, and the guys watched on, Frost staring angrily at the back of Scarlett’s head as we waited for the elevator.

“Don’t be a stranger, okay?” she begged, bleary-eyed.

“I won’t, Scar,” I promised, wiping away tears of my own. I wished so badly that I could go with her. To stay in her jungle of an apartment surrounded by the smells of different florals while she dared me to try her latest botanic concoction, but I couldn’t risk doing that to her. I was caught up in some dark shit, and I needed to know she was safe.

I waved to her as she entered the elevator, Frost standing behind her looking as though he were encased in cement. She blew me a kiss and winked as the doors began to close. Just before the metal sealed shut, I could have sworn I saw Mr. tall, dark and broody checking out her ass.

I turned to Ace, who caught me as my body seemed to finally give in to the emotional exertion I had experienced. He lifted me against his chest the same way he had the day he’d saved me from Litchfield. Except, this time, he tucked me into my own bed.

“Thank you,” I whispered, already half asleep.

“Do not thank me, Babydoll,” Ace warned, his words framed in darkness, “do not mistake my actions for kindness. I am not kind. I am the monster beneath your bed. I am the shadow in the night that follows you home. I am all the horrible things you dream about at night. I am your very own nightmare.”

His words did not strike fear into me. I giggled and reached out a sleepy hand, searching for him, pulling his body to mine.

“Come on, my handsome Nightmare. Demons need sleep too.”


Chapter 16
Bad Omens


Ace

I stared at the closet door, feeling the rise and fall of Harlow’s chest behind me. “Come on, my handsome Nightmare. Demons need sleep too.” I replayed those words over and over again in my mind. I’d meant what I’d said as a warning, and she somehow turned it into a term of endearment. Her acceptance of my darkness was so unexpected. Every time I thought I would scare her away, it only seemed to bring her closer.

We’ll see, I thought as I turned around to look at her. She mumbled something unintelligible, and I took in the lines of her face. The curtains were cracked, much like they were the first night I’d visited her apartment. The moon created a silver-blue halo around her golden hair. She shifted onto her back, her face turning the other way, baring her scar to me. I had never seen anything so beautiful. My perfect little broken doll.

I nuzzled into her neck, inhaling her scent. Somehow, even after weeks of confinement and sponge baths with dollar store soap, she still smelled faintly of peaches. I snaked my arm around her waist, and she mumbled again as I pulled her into me. The words were garbled, but I could make out the gist of it. “No. Not again. It hurts.”

I stiffened as I realized she must’ve been having a nightmare. The thought normally would have brought me joy. Her pain should have made me want to rub my cock between her legs until they parted for me so I could fuck her until she woke up crying my name. That is how I should have responded. But little by little, Miss Avery was changing me. Pain would still always be a part of me. The only difference now is that I wanted to heal all of hers.

I wanted to tear the world down brick by brick, and using bone and blood as mortar, build her a new city. One where she would be the Queen. That is what she was. The people of Strathbrook would worship at her feet, and anyone who dared disrespect her would be sent to me. My little she-devil deserved to know that no matter what stood in our way, I would have her back. Even if all that was left was her and me against the rest of the world, I would do it gladly, leaving a pile of bodies in our wake. Harlow was the only thing that mattered to me, and god rest anyone that would try to hurt her.
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My eyes flicked open to see that the other half of Harlow’s bed was empty. Did she leave? My chest ached at the thought. Sitting up, I stretched and headed for my room to get a fresh change of clothes when I heard the shower running. A grin split across my face as I peeked in to see Harlow standing under the spray like some sort of water goddess.

She lathered herself up, the loofah in her hand gliding over her dips and curves in the most delicious way. My cock went instantly hard. I watched as my little doll cleansed herself of her sins as I fisted myself roughly to the sight of her. She was so fucking perfect. I wanted to climb in there with her and fuck her against the shower wall until all of Strathbrook could hear her screaming my name. I cupped my balls with my other hand and jerked myself harder, my spine tingling with pleasure. I let out a low groan as I came to the image of Harlow rinsing the suds from her white-gold locks.

My cum spurted hot and thick over my hand and I used my nearby T-shirt to clean up the mess before tossing it into the hamper. I cracked the door open, and Harlow’s eyes connected with mine. Her gaze drifted from my face to my abdomen, then to my cock that was still half-hard from my release, and she licked her lips hungrily. Fuck.

She opened the shower door and some of the steam escaped as she beckoned me in. I was a strong man, but I had my weaknesses too. Our mouths met as I joined her under the hot spray. I drank in her taste like she was an oasis in the middle of a never-ending desert.

She let out a soft moan as my hands kneaded her breasts and I sucked a nipple into my mouth, releasing it with a ‘pop’ before doing the same to the other.

“Ace, please,” she begged. I knew what she was asking for, but I still didn’t think sex was a good idea just yet. I would fuck her pain away, there was no doubt about that. But for now, I wanted to worship her like the goddess she was.

I dropped to my knees, kissing down her toned torso to her beautiful pussy. She had just shaved, and my cock jerked at the thought that we had shared the same razor blade. I nuzzled my face against her, inhaling her sweet scent before planting a kiss directly on her clit.

“This,” I said, looking up at her, “is mine.”

“Yes,” she panted, running a hand through my wet hair, “yours.”

I growled in approval and delved my tongue into her. She gasped in surprise and braced her other hand on the shower wall as I returned my attention to her clit. I circled it slowly and licked up and down her sex with languid strokes in an attempt to heal her with my tongue. Everywhere she had been hurt, I wanted to kiss better. I grasped her hips, holding her tight to me, and her legs began to shake as I claimed her first orgasm of the day.

“Fuck, Ace. Jesus,” she moaned, leaning back against the wall for support. “That was—,”

“I know,” I replied, standing to cut her off with a kiss. Her tongue chased mine as though it were searching for all the desire I had just drained from her pussy. She bit my lip, and I groaned as a shiver of pain shot through my nerve endings. My erection had returned full force now and Harlow snaked a hand between us to grip me firmly.

“Please,” she said again, and I could no longer deny her. I lifted one of her legs to rest on my hip, stretching her open before me. Her arms clasped around my neck and she braced herself as I pressed my tip to her entrance.

“You’re sure?” I asked, my forehead leaning against hers. Feeling her heat on my tip was almost enough to make me blow right there, but I needed to be sure she wanted this.

“Ace,” she said firmly, grasping both sides of my face, “I need you to fuck me now.” A pleasured snarl escaped my throat as I sunk into her. She was so tight, but she took me perfectly. I grasped her ass as I pushed in further, giving her time to accommodate to my size.

“Yes,” she groaned as I began to slowly pump in and out of her. The sex beast inside of me was raging to get out, to break the bars of the cage and fuck the breath out of her, but that was not what she needed right now. I tamed the beast with promises of future bloodshed and continued my agonizing pace. This was a new type of torture, but one I would gladly experience over and over again to put the pieces of my broken doll back together. And when she was all healed, emotionally and mentally, then we would get to play.

I braced my hand on the wall behind her, leaning in close. She was panting in my ear now, and the sound shot straight to my dick. I thought I would last longer since I had just finished only a few minutes ago, but the way that her walls clenched around me had my hips stuttering already.

“Ace, I am so close,” she whimpered, and I picked up the pace. I ground my hips upward with a little more force and claimed another wet kiss from her mouth. She moaned against my lips as her leg on my hip stiffened, pulling me closer to her.

“Come for me, Babydoll, let me see how good I make you feel.” My words seemed to tip her over the precipice, and her body shuddered as her orgasm exploded through her.

“Ahh, fuck Babydoll, that’s it,” I groaned as I buried my cock as deep as it would go, finding my own release. Our foreheads were still pressed together, our eyes locked as the final waves of our orgasms ebbed away.

“Thank you,” she whispered, her fingertips tracing the scars on my chest. The last few were still red and angry, but I did not regret them. “I suffer, you suffer?” she asked, her eyes meeting mine again as she repeated what I had told her back at the warehouse.

“Yes, Babydoll,” I breathed. “We suffer together.”

She nodded once, seeming to mull this over, and kissed me one more time before speaking.

“I’m ready,” she said.

“For what, exactly?”

I moved aside a piece of hair that had plastered itself to the side of her face as I waited for her answer. She gave me a devilish grin as she replied.

“For my next lesson.”
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“I had my men make a few adjustments to the cell,” I explained as Harlow walked with me, hand in hand, across the warehouse two days later. My little doll never ceased to amaze me. I decided to be open with her, about how I became so ruthless, how I was able to live without fear. I explained to her how hard the process would be. Doing this had the potential to break her psyche, and I did not relish the idea of visiting her in a place like Litchfield. She had no hesitations. Doesn’t she know that she is already fearless?

In these past few weeks, she had proven time and time again that she was a force to be reckoned with, but if this was what it took for her to see it for herself, then who was I to stop her?

“Do me a favor?” she asked as I unlocked the door to the cell.

“Anything,” I replied, my hand gripping the back of her neck.

“No matter how much I beg, do not let me out until it is done,” she said. The look in her eyes conveyed how serious she was, and my hair stood on end. Was I scared for her? No, I couldn’t be. I pushed the thought away and pulled her in for one last kiss.

“I’ll be here the whole time, Babydoll,” I promised as she knelt before me. She nodded and opened her eyes wide as I dropped a dose of Omen into each one. She stood and walked into the cell, her blue eyes swimming in a sea of black. I closed the door to the now padded room and gripped the iron bars to watch as the drug invaded her system.

She sat down, cross-legged, in the middle of the floor and looked up at me with a smile.

“See you on the other side, Nightmare.”


Chapter 17
Severed Heartstrings


Harlow

The smell of smoke invaded my nostrils. Scrubbing my eyes, I sat up, looking around my bedroom. How did I get home? A sense of foreboding washed over me as I glanced around. Something just felt … off.

“Shit!” I exclaimed at the sight of the smoke drifting in from under my door. Throwing my blanket off, I ran to it, needing to see what was happening. Grabbing the silver knob, I hissed as searing hot pain shot through my palm.

“Fuck,” I growled as I wrapped my unburnt hand in a nearby sweatshirt and tried again. I opened the door slowly and nearly choked when a blast of hot air and thick black smoke threatened to blind me. I slammed the door shut, and my eyes watered as I coughed aggressively, trying to dislodge the ash from my lungs.

When my vision cleared, I took a breath of clean air and calmed myself. I have to get out of here. I looked towards my window and couldn’t have been more thankful that I resided on the first floor. I jumped onto my mattress, the springs groaning with the effort, and yanked the cord to pull up the blinds.

“No!” I screamed as my gaze landed on a brick wall. There is no way out. I beat my fists bloody on the red rectangular stones and when they didn’t budge, I searched for another solution. I swung open my closet door, reaching for the metal bat that I kept inside. A girl could never be too careful.

I returned to my place in front of the window and gripped it tightly before swinging at the hard stones in an attempt to escape. The temperature in the room was stifling now, and I could see orange and red flames dancing around the door frame. Sweat dripped down my whole body, and I struggled to maintain my grip on the slick metal as I chipped away at the wall.

It was no use. All my efforts had barely made a dent. I am going to die here. Throwing the bat aside, I howled in frustration. The flames engulfed the door, and I cried out as they started creeping towards my dresser. It wouldn’t be long now. Maybe if I was lucky, the smoke would get me before the inferno would.

I sat in the middle of the bed, trying to make myself small, rocking back and forth, whispering to myself.

“There’s no way out, there’s no way out.”

I’m unsure why I said it aloud. I tucked my head between my knees as the flames surrounded my bed. Carbon monoxide filled the empty crevices in my lungs, slowly suffocating me. Tears leaked from my eyes and the room spun, the dizziness causing everything to look like one of those fun house tunnels at the amusement park.

Hopelessness consumed me as I clawed at my throat in my struggle to get enough oxygen. It was so hot. No way out. No way out. My eyes flicked to the doorway one last time, and I swore I could make out the silhouette of a man made of smoke and shadows. He made no move to help me. I screamed at him to do something, but instead, he just watched as I went up in flames.
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Water. I needed water. My mouth was so dry. Where am I?

I blinked my eyes open, adjusting to the bright light of my cell. I wished I had my glasses. I could see without them, but I had astigmatism, and they helped with the light sensitivity.

As the room came back into focus, I pushed myself up and walked to the door.

“Ace?” His name came out in a hoarse whisper. God, I needed water.

“I’m here, Babydoll.” He answered softly, his face filling the barred frame from the other side of the door. As if reading my mind, he handed me a bottle of water, and I guzzled it down before returning the plastic container back to him.

“How do you feel?” he asked, and the care in his eyes made my heart clench.

“That was … horrific,” I said honestly. “I couldn’t escape. I couldn’t do anything … I was … I was helpless.” He only nodded.

“It was so hot …” I said, my words trailing off at the memory. I shuddered as I thought of how my throat constricted, my airway coated in soot and ash. I hadn’t realized I’d shut my eyes until I felt Ace’s hand reach through the bars to caress my cheek.

“You’re doing so good, Babydoll,” he praised as I leaned into his touch. I took a steadying breath and willed myself to be strong.

“I want to go again.”

[image: image-placeholder]


A Christmas song played on the radio, but I couldn’t make out the words. It was raining outside. The pitter-patter of the droplets on the window calmed me. Something about the collection of water on the edge of the windshield brought me unimaginable joy.

Mom and Dad were talking animatedly about something, and I watched as my father lifted my mother’s hand to his lips, pressing a kiss to her knuckles before returning his grip to the gear shifter. She placed her palm on top of his, smiling at him brightly. This … this is what love looks like, I thought as I turned to watch the trees whip past. I leaned my arms against the edge of the window frame and observed the world outside my dry little bubble.

“Nick!” my mother yelled, as I felt the car begin to hydroplane. The rain had turned to snow, and suddenly the landscape was blanketed in white. The car was no longer floating on excess water but sliding on a sheet of ice.

I could hear my father swearing as he tried to regain control of the vehicle, but his efforts were fruitless. My mother cried out once more as the car shot off of the highway and into the ditch. I screamed as the world outside my window tilted and then spun violently as the car rolled over and over and over again. My body was thrown around like a rag doll as the sounds of crunching metal melded with my parents shouting.

The car slid to a stop in a cloud of snow, the Christmas song still playing on the radio. The cheery music provided eerie background noise to the scene that lay before me. I was standing on the edge of the highway now, looking down at the wreckage. How did I get here?

Recognizing the vehicle, I ran through the snow to reach my parents. Sharp slivers of ice stabbed into the pads of my feet as I reached the driver’s side window, or what was left of it. Where are my shoes?

“Dad?” I breathed, the air coming out in a small puff of white above my head. He did not seem to hear me, and he sputtered out a wet cough. He had a long, deep gash on his forehead, and his left arm seemed to be broken, but worse of all was the massive chunk of glass that was embedded in his chest.

He looked next to him at my mother. She was not moving, and her body was bent at an unnatural angle. She had died on impact.

“Sherry?” my dad croaked, reaching for her. The movement jostled his chest, and blood started dripping from his mouth. He made to pull the shard of glass from his breastbone but could not bring himself to do it.

“Daddy?” I cried, reaching for him, but my hands drifted through the car as if I were a ghost. Maybe I was. Am I already dead?

“Sherry,” my dad sobbed, “I’m so sorry.” He reached forward to press his palm to my mother’s face, clearly ignoring the fact that her head was turned nearly one-hundred and eighty degrees.

My chest collapsed as I watched him bleed out, pleading for my mother to come back to him. In his last moments, my name didn’t even leave his lips.

I looked down as his blood seeped from the car, forming a crimson puddle at my feet. The red liquid warmed my toes, and I was thankful for it.

Where are my shoes?
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Hot, salty tears dripped down my face as I peeled myself off the floor.

“Why are you doing this to me?” I cried as I gripped the bars of the cell.

I could hear Ace let out a sigh as he moved to meet me, our faces only inches apart.

“Answer me!”

“You asked for this, remember? What did you see?”

“I did not ask to watch my parents die!” I yelled, walking away from the door, noting that I did in fact have shoes on.

“It wasn’t your fault,” Ace said. He made it sound as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

“You’re wrong.” I choked back a sob. “It’s completely my fault.”

“How?” he asked quizzically.

“Because they left the Christmas party to come get me,” I admitted, feeling the overwhelming shame wash over me. “Scar had invited me over, and I tried smoking marijuana for the first time. I should have known better, but I greened out. Her weed was supposed to be the most sought-after strain in Strathbrook. She had already been selling her small supply to a couple of low-level drug dealers.” I laughed lightly at how stupid it all sounded.

“One hit and I was done for. She tried to help nurse me through the high, but I got violently sick, so we called my parents to come get me. That’s when the accident happened.”

I sat back down in the middle of the cell, playing with the tips of my hair as the sadness of it all threatened to pull me into a deep dark pit of despair of which there would be no return. Ace observed me for a moment before speaking.

“Were you driving the car?” I frowned at him. “Humor me,” he continued, flashing me a smile. I rolled my eyes as I replied.

“Obviously not.”

“Did you beg Mother Nature for poor road conditions?”

“No, of course not.” His line of questioning was making me feel stupid.

“Did you know that the weed would make you sick?”

“Well, it would have been a safe assumption.” The annoyance in my voice was clear.

“Harlow.” Ace’s voice was a warm hand, dragging me out of the cold and into his arms.

“Yes?”

“It was not your fault.”

“But—”

“But nothing!” he snapped. I could hear the key shifting in the door and he stalked forward, pulling me to my feet. His hands gripped my shoulders harshly as his mismatched eyes penetrated deep into my soul.

“It was not your fault,” he repeated, willing me to agree with him. Everything in my psychology training told me he was right, but logic was not at play here. I was a marionette, and the god of guilt was tugging on my heartstrings so hard I feared they would snap.

I was crying again, and Ace brushed the tears away with the pads of his thumbs before planting kisses all over my face where the liquid had wet my skin.

“It,” he kissed my right eye, “was not,” then my left, “your fault.” He finished by pressing a firm kiss to my mouth. Every touch of his lips was painful, as though he were severing each tether that tied me to my grief. I was bleeding out, and I only hoped that the pressure of his body against mine was enough to patch the wound until I had the time to fully heal.

I opened my mouth to deepen the kiss, tasting salt on his tongue. He groaned, pulling me in tighter, as though he was worried that I would turn to vapor and disappear. After a few moments, he pulled away, only allowing his forehead to touch mine. His breaths were labored, and I could tell he was trying not to let this go too far.

“Harlow,” he started again, but it was my turn to press my finger to his lips for once.

“I know.” His eyes met mine again, and I took a moment to appreciate the depth of the forest greens and cerulean blues within them. I pushed him backward until he was out of the cell, and I pulled the door shut behind him.

A sad smile graced his face as he peered through the viewing window at me. “You are so strong, Babydoll.”

“Thank you,” I replied awkwardly. His praise was always welcome, but I found it hard to take the compliment.

“I have a confession to make,” he said quickly, running a hand through his dark hair. Adrenaline spiked through me; my nerves were already fried from the drug penetrating my system.

“What?” I breathed, the suspense getting to me.

“The dose I have been giving you was altered to provide a less extreme experience, for my wealthier clientele, street level Omen is much stronger.” I gulped down the knot of fear that had formed in my throat.

“How much worse is the real thing?” I asked. The two hallucinations I had subjected myself to had already nearly broken me. I didn’t know how much more I could handle.

“The dose has been diluted to about thirty percent of the regular potency,” he replied. “I worried if I started you on the regular dose that you would be lost to me.”

The statement angered me. He so often mentioned how strong he thought I was, but here he was, trying to protect me. I didn’t want to need protection. I wanted to live my life free of worry and care. I wanted to break through the chains that had been wrapped around my throat since my parents died. I can do this. I am going to do this.

“Give me the real dose,” I deadpanned. Ace’s mouth popped open in surprise. He looked like he was about to argue, but he could tell I wasn’t going to back down. Not from this. He reached back into his pocket and pulled out another dose, handing it to me.

I made to take it from him, but he clenched his fist around it, giving me one last warning.

“I can not promise you will be the same woman afterwards.”

“That’s okay,” I reasoned, coaxing his fingers to loosen his hold on the drug. “I don’t want to be.”

I held up the tiny single use vial and cracked the seal. Ace sucked in a breath, and I smiled as I dripped the black liquid into my eyes.


Chapter 18
Descent into Madness


Harlow

I was running.

I winced as my bare foot came in contact with a sharp rock. They were coming.

“Get back here, you bitch!”

I pumped my legs harder as the sounds of branches cracked behind me, pushing me to go faster. I gulped in air as I reached a clearing, and a large building loomed before me. I need to hide.

“I’m going to snap your pretty little neck, and then I’m going to fuck every single one of your holes until your body is drowning in my cum.”

The voice was getting closer now, and as I reached the door of Litchfield Asylum, I allowed myself a single look back. I turned to see Don Granger barreling towards me from across the clearing, and I let out a terrified squeak.

If this was a game of cat and mouse, I wanted no part of it. I wrenched the door open, running through the security door and into the hall that housed the employee offices. Why is the security door open?

“Help!” I yelled, hoping to gain the attention of one of the security officers. Maybe Eliza would save me. I raced down the hall and strode through the metal detector, my heels scraping against the tile floor. Why am I wearing heels? I came to an abrupt stop when I reached the cafeteria.

My entire body tensed as my eyes landed on the horrific sight before me.

“Hello, dear.”

Jacqueline stood in the middle of the room; a white apron covered in blood hanging from her neck. Her pearl necklace glinted from the overhead lights, and a wicked grin settled on her face. Her hair was perfectly coiffed and drifted in soft waves to her delicate shoulders. She held a chef’s knife in her right hand, and her lips were painted a deep red. The same shade of crimson that the blade seemed to have been dipped in.

My head swivelled to each of the bodies that surrounded her. All of the orderlies and security staff were propped up like dolls on the hard cafeteria chairs, every single one of them sporting a bloody too-wide smile. No. No no no.

“Don’t they look so much happier now?” Jacqueline trilled, waving the knife around as though it were a harmless spatula. Hers was not the kind of brunch I wanted to attend.

I shook my head from side to side and slowly stepped back. I need to get out of here. I turned in an attempt to escape down another hall and ran face-first into Hank.

“No!” I cried as his arms wrapped around me like a vise, dragging me towards the entrance. Towards where his brother would be waiting for me.

“You have no idea what filthy things we’re going to do to you,” Hank snarled. His face was hovering next to my ear, and I gagged as his tongue slid up the side of my neck.

“No, please, don’t!” I cried as he carried me back through the metal detector. He ignored my pleas, only squeezing me tighter.

“Over here.”

Hank’s voice drifted from the staff room, and my heart sank. There was no stopping this. Don locked the door behind us as Hank threw me against the locker, and I fell in a heap onto the floor. I sobbed as the two burly men stood over me, undoing the buckles to their pants and freeing their erections. Raped. I was going to be raped.

I curled my arms around my legs as they stroked themselves in front of my face, no doubt enjoying how weak I must have looked. Get up. My mind tried to continue the fight that my body had given up on. Get. Up.

What was the point? They were bigger and stronger than me, not to mention that there were two of them. What could I possibly do to get out of this situation? I had no weapon. I had nothing. I am nothing.

HARLOW, GET UP! My mind screamed.

I quickly undid my heels and sprang to my feet. My tiny fist collided with the bottom of Hank’s chin. I kicked out with all the strength I had, my foot connecting with Don’s genitals, and he doubled over screaming.

I should have made a run for it, but even with bare feet, they would still be much faster than me. Where are my shoes? I spun around and picked up my red stilettos, marching towards my attackers. They would not win. Not this time.

This time? Has this happened before? I shook my head to clear it and began swinging my shoes as if they were daggers.

“You stupid fucking cunt,” Don growled. I leaned forward and whispered in his ear, “You have no idea the filthy things I’m going to do to you,” echoing Hank’s threat as I swung my heel down into the back of Don’s skull. I must have hit his brain stem because he collapsed without another sound, his hand still cupping his tiny dick.

“You fucking bitch!” Hank yelled. He seemed to have regained his balance and stalked towards me. Knowing he would chase after me, I ran for the second set of lockers. I would need the element of surprise if this was going to work. Wheeling around the corner, I hopped onto the bench, halting my forward momentum in favor of giving myself a height advantage.

Hank never saw it coming when he walked around the edge of the lockers, and I brought my other heel down on his face. The stiletto sunk into his eye socket, and he collapsed, much as his brother had.

Clutching my chest, I gazed into the mirror to my right. No longer was I wearing my blouse and slacks. I looked at my reflection to find that I was wearing one of the white cotton patient uniforms. My face was splattered with blood, and I was smiling back at myself.

The edges of my lips seemed to crack and expand, my grin nearly stretching to my ears. My mouth was leaking blood, and I ran to the shower to clean myself off, nearly tripping over the bodies of the two men I had just killed. I killed them. I am a murderer.

Stripping down, I stood under the hot spray, watching the blood swirl in the water. Mesmerized by the small whirlpool that formed over the drain, I looked on as it became thicker and darker. So dark that it was almost black. No matter how long I stood, the black blood wouldn’t stop coming. I turned the shower off and realized the dark liquid had been coming from my eyes.

I wiped the steam off the closest mirror to reveal a nasty scar on my cheek. Has that always been here?

Onyx tears fell from my sapphire eyes, coating them in a thin layer of black. The unsettling smile was gone, and I now stared upon the face of a woman broken. A porcelain doll that had been neglected and abused. A cracked vase that would never be mended. There was no one to save her, so she would have to save herself.

“You are not broken!” I screamed at my reflection.

“Yes, you are.” My reflection contorted to sneer back at me. “You are weak.”

“I am not weak!” I yelled again, my midnight tears flowing faster now.

The other me leaned forward, her forehead almost touching the mirror, her lips curled up in challenge.

“Then prove it.”

“Fuck you!”

I slammed my hands over and over again into the glass. The reflective surface shattered and fell to the ground, the other me screaming in frustration from the slivers that skittered along the floor. I fell to the ground, my black tears mixing with the blood from my hands at my feet.

I was drowning. Drowning in guilt from my parents’ death, in the loneliness of not opening up to people. I would hide behind my books and work assignments to keep them at a distance. The less I cared, the less I could be hurt when I inevitably lost them.

I was drowning while trying to keep Scarlett afloat so she wouldn’t have to suffer alongside me. I was drowning in shame from my assault. Drowning in the lust I felt for Ace and the feelings I’d been trying so desperately to fight.

Drowning, drowning, drowning.

Water was filling the room now, lifting my body from the floor alongside Hank and Don’s. There is no way out.

I had thought that before. There is no way out.

There was no way out of my burning bedroom. My parents had no way out of the mangled car. I was locked in a cell for two weeks with no way out. But there was a way out, my subconscious reminded me. The key had been there the whole time. You just had to look for it.

With newfound determination, I swam down and started yanking on the door, but it wouldn’t give. I tried kicking it but could not get enough force behind the movement in the water. I swam back up, sucking in a large breath before diving back down.

I took in my underwater prison and tried to ignore the bodies that floated around me. My eyes burned, straining to look for a way out between the blackness and the blood. The windowpanes were painted shut and there was no other door to this room. I resurfaced, gulping in another breath of air. The large space was filling so quickly that I only had minutes left. I could touch the roof now and my heart hammered in my chest. The adrenaline coursing through my system only elevated my fear. Fight, I ordered myself. Just keep fighting. Don’t give up.

I wracked my brain for a solution. For some obvious answer to jump out at me, but nothing came, until finally I had a breakthrough. The key. Find the key.

“My locker!” I yelled out loud. Every employee was given a set of staff room keys. I dove towards the benches, using them as an anchor as my free hand traced the numbers to find my locker. I yanked open the door and slid my fingers up the side of the metal panel to grasp the key ring that had been dangling from the hook.

With my lungs screaming, I swam to the door, blindly fumbling to get the key into the lock. You can do this. You can do this, I told myself as I struggled not to inhale the black water.

Finally, the lock gave, and I pulled the door open. I let out a silent cry as my body, along with my assailants, were carried out of the room, leaving nothing but bubbles and blood in their wake.
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A soul-shattering scream escaped my lips as I slammed back into my body. My heart felt like it was trying to beat itself out of my rib cage as I lay sprawled out on the floor of my cell. The experience had me curling into a ball and sobbing until I had no tears left.

Crawling into one of the corners, I called out for Ace, but he did not come. Exhaustion had me pressing myself into the cushion of the wall. I was so tired. Letting the last of my tears find their place amongst the other droplet-sized diamonds that littered the floor, I let sleep take me.
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This is the final test. It has to be. At least, that’s what I told myself a day later when I began scratching and tearing at the padded walls. I had screamed for Ace on and off for half the day until my vocal cords were shredded. I could almost hear his voice in my head.

I can’t save you, Babydoll. You have to save yourself.

Yeah, well, you’re an asshole, I thought back and realized I was talking to myself. Well, thinking to myself. Fuck. I have officially gone mad.

I dug my fingers into the vinyl and foam, but there was no give. Crossing my legs to sit in the middle of the floor, I vented out my frustrations.

“I hate you!” I screamed, unsure if I was yelling it at Ace or myself. This had been my choice, after all. I was frustrated, annoyed, cold, and most of all, hungry. That was when I realized it. The moment Ace had been waiting for. I’m not scared.

I just drugged myself to within an inch of my life and had to relive all of my worst experiences, with some new ones added to the mix, but I no longer feared them. No longer did I feel the effects of my past or what people had put me through. I did not fear torture, or injury, or even death. No, I would welcome death when it came. I would meet the reaper at the gate and walk through the darkness with him, side by side.

It was then that I realized I was in love with Ace Wilde. He was my reaper. My hell hound that would bite off the head of anyone who came for me. My handsome nightmare. He was mine, and I was his. His broken doll. The only creature on earth that could make his little black heart come back to life. He was my downfall just as much as I was his salvation, and we would rise and fall together.

I pushed up off the floor, knowing what to do. There was no handle on my side of the door, so I flattened my palm on the padded surface and pushed. As I expected, the door gave and creaked open. I walked through as a free woman. Free from my past. Free from fear. Free to feel. Free to love and hate and kill and fuck. Completely and utterly free.


Chapter 19
Promises, Promises


Ace

I watched from the shadows as Harlow headed towards the exit of the warehouse. I wondered if she had any idea how fucking sexy she was. My attraction to her had always been annoyingly strong, but the confidence that radiated off of her when she pushed open the door to her cell was intoxicating.

She stood taller, her back straighter, and I couldn’t have been more proud. My beautiful little doll had surpassed every hope I’d had for her. Now there was only one test left. She had proven she could keep a secret; of that, I was certain. The final test was one we needed to complete together, and I didn’t think either of us would make it out alive. I kept my footsteps light as I ran up behind her, running the blade of my knife along her throat.

“Not so fast, Babydoll.” The words rumbled low in my chest and my cock twitched as the scent of her filled my nostrils. “I’m not done playing with you just yet.”

A giggle bubbled from her throat, and she took a moment to compose her thoughts. Her question caught me by surprise.

“Are you going to kill me, Ace?”

Before the Omen experiment, her words would have been laced with fear. The sound would have dripped from her innocent mouth, and I would have lapped it up. Every note of dread would have tasted like ambrosia on my greedy tongue. Now the worry that would have encased her words was gone, and in its place was curiosity, and something darker below the surface.

It looks like I have a shiny new toy to play with.

“Not just yet, Babydoll,” I replied, pressing the blade further into her skin. My eyes flicked down, catching the sight of blood seeping from the thin line I had drawn across her throat. A single crimson droplet formed, and I licked my lips as I watched it fall below the neckline of her shirt. My erection pressed painfully against the seam of my pants, and I grazed the shell of her ear with my teeth. “Oh, no. I don’t plan on using this knife to kill you,” I said drawing out my words. She giggled again at my response.

“Awe, my handsome nightmare is going to play nice for once?”

The words angered me. In one swift movement, I spun her around, fisting my hand in her hair, craning her head back so she was forced to look at me. I kept my other hand firmly gripped on the knife; the tip pointed at her back. If she wanted to leave, she would have to impale herself on my blade. My blue and green eyes blazed into the icy waters of hers as I laid out my plan for her with a snarl.

“I am going to ravage your tight little pussy with my knife until you are screaming for me to end it. I am going to cut you and fuck you until you are a panting, bleeding mess at my feet. And only when you crawl on your knees before me, begging for my cock, will I show you the true line between pleasure and pain.”

Harlow’s lips curled into a dark smile. “Is that a threat, Mr. Wilde?” she challenged.

I brought my face so close to hers that our noses were touching.

“It’s a promise,” I growled angrily.

“Then show me.”
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I sped towards my apartment, trying to gather my thoughts. Accomplishing that was nearly impossible, considering my current choice of company. Harlow sat beside me, and I could see her toying with her hair from the corner of my eye.

I shifted in my seat, attempting to find a more comfortable position for my raging hard-on.

“Need help with that?” she asked, her eyes pinned on the space below my belt. The offer made me smirk, but I had to focus on the task at hand.

“Later,” I replied gruffly, waving her off. She slumped in her chair, pouting, completely unbothered by the knife I still held against her thigh.

She traced the edges of the blade, hissing when she pricked the tip of her pointer finger. Her tongue flicked out and licked the red bead, and I groaned inwardly at the sight. She was fucking with me. She knew what I liked, and she was trying to show me that she was in control. Little did she know I was a master at this game, and that was exactly what she would be calling me soon. Still, I couldn’t help but feel the need to reward her for her efforts.

“Take off your pants,” I ordered, lifting the blade slightly. She did so without question, tossing them along with her socks and shoes into the back seat. She removed her shirt for good measure, seeming not to care about who might drive by and sneak a peek.

My inner beast rumbled in my chest. If anyone dared to look at my girl, I would remove their eyes and serve them as a delicacy at my father’s next charity event. I allowed myself to drink in the sight of her spread wide in my car in nothing but a simple pair of black panties and a matching bra. I struggled to keep my eyes on the empty freeway and, as we hit downtown, I pulled to a stop at the first set of lights.

She looked at me with lustful eyes as I traced the knife along the edge of her bra cup, and her chest lifted to meet the blade. I adjusted the pressure I placed on the metal.

I trailed the knife down her abdomen and circled her navel before turning it sideways to press the flat side against her pussy. She dared not move, knowing she would risk catching the edge and cutting the most precious part of her if she did.

I dragged it up and down at an agonizing pace, and a small moan escaped her lips. I flicked the blade quickly, slapping it against her clit, and she yelped in surprise. She furrowed her brows at me as if to say, What the fuck was that for?

“This,” I said, flicking the knife again, “is mine.”

“Mhm,” she mumbled as I stroked up again before removing the blade from between her legs. Her eyes flicked open, the disappointment in them clear.

Without breaking eye contact, I placed the metal between my lips and licked off the wetness that had settled there. Even through her panties, her pussy still wept for me. Her mouth tipped open, and the hunger in her eyes fueled my excitement.

A honk sounded from behind us, and I was reminded that we had been sitting at this light entirely too long. I looked in my review mirror to spot a large man in a shitty blue Mazda waving his arms at me. Impatient fuckwad. He honked again not two seconds later and before I knew it, I was out of the car, charging towards him. I took my knife and plunged it into his tire. I smirked with satisfaction at the hiss of air that escaped as I wrenched the blade out of the rubber.

“I’m going to fuck you up for that,” the man spat, reaching for his door handle. I slammed the door shut with my boot and leaned in the open window, holding my blade in front of his eye.

“Tell anyone about this and I’ll remove your tongue and shove it right up your impatient ass.”

The idiot nodded, keeping his mouth shut, and I soaked in the waves of fear that emulated from him.

“Good boy,” I said and slapped his cheek lightly before sauntering back to the car.

“What a dick,” Harlow commented, seemingly unphased by my show of violence. Fuck, she was perfect.

I pulled into the intersection, leaving the douchebag in my rearview mirror, and turned to Harlow.

“Ready to have some more fun?”
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I had planned on making Harlow fuck herself with my knife, but after the interaction with fuckwit’s car, it felt tainted. Sighing, I let myself melt back into the velvet cushions of my sectional. Harlow went to take a shower. I wanted her scrubbed clean before I made a mess of her. She was warned to use her time wisely because what I was about to do was going to alter her sexual fantasies for life.

I jacked off while she washed, wanting to make sure I wouldn’t end our fun too quickly. She was so fucking beautiful that if I didn’t prepare myself properly, I would risk disappointing her. Rinsing quickly, I shook off the thought of not pleasing my girl and exited the main bathroom. Shrugging on a plain black button-up, I tucked it into my black slacks and flicked open the hidden compartment in my large walk-in closet. I gazed upon my matching gold Glock 17s and traced a finger along the barrels before settling on the six-inch Damascus steel blade with the obsidian handle. The blow dryer went off in the bathroom just as the drawer clicked shut.

When I moved Harlow’s things to the apartment, I amalgamated all of her non-bedroom items into the rest of my place for easy access. I flipped the knife around in my hand as I waited for her. When she exited the bathroom, my jaw dropped at the sight of her.

She had tied her wavy hair into two low pigtails that rested on her shoulders, begging to be tugged on. Her glasses were nowhere in sight, and she had rimmed her lids in dark eyeliner. She wore a black, stretchy, long-sleeve blouse. My mouth watered at the deep v-neckline that fell dangerously low on her breasts. It was not her usual style, but I was not complaining about her flaunting her body. She was sexy as hell, and she should show it off.

I sucked my lip between my teeth as I allowed myself to drink her in further. She wore a flowy red skirt that fell to mid-thigh and black boots that nearly grazed the bottom of her knees. To complete the look, she had painted her lips the same deep shade of crimson as the skirt. The shade of fresh blood. My favorite color. Little did she know that she would soon be covered in it.

“I see you found a new toy,” she teased, her eyes flicking to the Damascus that I held in my fist. I let my gaze roam over her body one last time before meeting her eyes.

“Yes, I believe I did.”


Chapter 20
Bat Wings and Bloody Things


Harlow

I gasped as Ace tightened my restraints, and he smiled at my discomfort. Asshole. I wasn’t scared of what was to come, but I was curious. Looking around the room, I mentally listed off the items I recognized. Ropes. Whips. Chains. A St. Andrews Cross. All manner of benches and restraint systems. A bed that looked to be designed out of a cage.

I was in Ace’s sex dungeon. One that he had built on the floor below his penthouse. We were in the far corner, which was mostly empty apart from the different hooks protruding from the walls. My eyes landed on the neatly stacked clothes I had left on the floor by the door, and my heart raced. Adrenaline and excitement coursed through me as Ace tightened the final rope around my leg.

I was trussed up before him, my hands clasped together and stretched toward the hook that was screwed to the ceiling. My legs were spread wide, attached to the two metal circles on opposite walls. I was hovering only a few inches from the floor and left completely at his mercy.

The ropes bit into my skin, and I tested my range of motion. I tried twisting my body, but there was no slack and the restraints dug in harder. Ace tsked at my efforts. He had removed his shirt and placed it alongside mine before circling me with his knife.

“Like what you see?” I goaded as he took a step behind me. I let out a yelp as he bit into the soft flesh of my ass, no doubt leaving a mark.

“Yes, Babydoll,” he replied, gently stroking the sensitive skin. “I like what I see.” He returned to his place in front of me and pressed his nose to my pussy, inhaling deeply. I squirmed at the sensation, and my breath quickened.

He traced the knife between my breasts, drawing a slow circle around the exposed skin. Not hard enough to cut, but just enough to leave a thin white line. A promise.

A whimper escaped my lips before I could stop it. I squeezed my eyes shut, praying that he hadn’t heard. He didn’t deserve the satisfaction, at least not yet. His erection strained against his pants, and I loved that I could see how his body was reacting to me.

“I am going to cut you fourteen times,” he announced, pressing the tip of his blade to the side of my neck, directly below my right ear. It was so sharp, I barely noticed it. There was a slight sting, and I could feel the wetness trickle down my neck. Ace lapped it up with his tongue and nibbled my ear gently.

When he backed away again, my eyes fell to his bare chest, taking in the scars on his right peck. The scars he gave himself for me. Fourteen, to be exact.

“You suffer, I suffer,” I whispered. His eyes flashed to mine, and a grin pulled at the corner of his lips.

“Precisely.” He traced down my sternum, taking his time. My ears finally registered the soft sounds of music drifting from the other side of the room. Some dark, classical piece. It was beautiful and almost haunting. It reminded me of empty libraries and cemeteries at midnight.

“Do I need a safe word?” I asked. I doubted I would require one, but from the videos I had watched, I assumed that having one was necessary.

“If it makes you feel better,” he replied. “But I don’t promise to listen.”

“Then what is the point of having one?”

“A false sense of security?”

“So, you won’t stop even if I say it?”

“Unlikely.”

“Hmm,” I hummed, picking one anyway. “Bat Wing.”

Ace seemed to stiffen. His eyes grew stormy, and he drew his face close to mine.

“Why would you choose that?” he asked. His hot breath licked at my lips, and I let out a soft giggle.

“It reminds me of someone I hate.” The answer seemed to calm him, and he rolled his shoulders.

“Bat wing, it is then.”

He stole a kiss before returning to the task at hand. He drew a long cut on the underside of each breast, followed by the other side of my neck. The marks wept, and blood dripped down my body in hot rivulets. He followed each one with his tongue, and I loved how much pleasure it was bringing him.

His mouth met mine and I could taste copper on his tongue. There was a slight sweetness to it that I hadn’t noticed before. I moaned against his mouth as he used the blade’s handle to circle my clit.

“Please,” I begged, pulling against my restraints. Slowly he pushed the handle into me, the mixture of blood and my arousal allowing it to slide in easily.

“Fuck, Ace,” I groaned as he moved it in and out. He sucked at the cuts on my neck, and my toes began to tingle.

“Don’t stop.”

He pumped faster, and I could feel my climax building. I cried out as I came, my walls tightening around the knife. Ace captured my moans with his mouth and a satisfied rumble rolled through his chest.

He drew back from me and continued cutting, this time placing two on my hipbones, then longer slices on my inner thighs. I was still riding the high of my orgasm, and I could feel myself getting wetter with every stroke of his blade.

I could barely tell if the dripping between my legs was from the blood or my pussy. Probably both. Ace fell to his knees and began inserting his tongue into me, the knife momentarily forgotten at his side. His hands dug into my ass, and I tried to buck against him.

I was spread so wide, and there was no way to escape the sensations blazing through my body. I was gasoline, and he was the match that would ignite my inferno. We would destroy everything in our path, leaving behind nothing but ash.

“Oh my god, Ace,” I panted as he tongued me.

“There is no god here,” he said, returning to his feet. I pouted at the loss. “I've done things with other women that would make the devil blush and pray for entrance to heaven.”

The idea of him having anything like this with someone else sparked a jealous rage in the pit of my stomach. He was mine, and I would cut a bitch if they tried to lay a hand on him. The logical side of me knew this response was extreme, but I couldn’t help the possessive anger I felt over him.

He grasped the knife firmly and kissed my lips again before stepping behind me. He created a ‘V’ at the back of my neck and followed it with two more cuts around the edges of my shoulder blades.

“It would seem that my pretty little angel has lost her wings,” he whispered against my spine. It caused me to shiver, and I could feel goosebumps forming all over my body.

“Maybe she found out that the devil was more fun,” I offered, and he hummed in agreement.

He placed the final two cuts diagonally across each side of my ass, kneading them gently. Without warning, he slapped my left cheek and pain exploded up my spine. I knew there would be a handprint there for at least a few weeks and was oddly satisfied that it would mirror the bite mark on the other side.

I kept silent as Ace stepped over the rope holding my leg to the floor and faced me.

“Are you going to fuck me now?” I asked, growing impatient. My skin was on fire, and I needed him.

“Yes, Babydoll,” he affirmed. “I am going to fuck you now.”

He clenched his knife between his teeth and slipped out of his shoes and trousers. His naked body was a sight to behold, and another surge of heat found its way between my legs.

“I want to crawl inside of you until I burn through your veins as you burn through mine,” he said as he dragged the blade across his own palm. The blood pooled in his hand, and he smeared it across my chest before grabbing my throat and joining our lips in a violent dance.

“Wait,” I said, turning my head away from him to break the kiss. His eyes searched mine, and he cocked a brow in question.

“You suffer, I suffer,” I said, then explained. “You have fifteen cuts now. We have to make it even.”

His eyes shone so bright at the statement, and I didn’t think I had ever seen him happier. He gave the knife another playful twirl, and I watched as the silver and crimson flashed in the low light. He seemed to contemplate where to cut next, and the anticipation was killing me. After a long moment, he grinned again, an idea forming in his mind, and he looked at me intently.

“How about we make this one lady’s choice?” He posed the question as a challenge. One I couldn’t wait to accept. Without a word, I smirked back at him and stuck out my tongue in answer.

Surprise flashed across his features, followed by something that resembled pride, and he lifted the blade to my mouth. The cut was small, and the familiar metallic tang exploded on my taste buds. As soon as the final slice was over, he kissed me again, groaning into my mouth as he moved between my legs.

He slipped back and forth, coating himself in my blood and cum before pressing into me. His hips ground hard against my pelvis. He was so deep that I couldn’t help but cry out as his body slammed into mine over and over again.

“I’m close,” I whimpered, and he slowed his pace. He removed the knife from where he had held it to my throat and slipped the handle into my mouth. I coated it with my saliva, assuming he would fuck me with it again, but instead, he pressed the round onyx head against my ass.

I gasped and did not say a word as his eyes found mine. He was daring me to say no. Daring me to make it stop. He didn’t think I could handle him. All of him. He didn’t think I could live up to all his dark fantasies. Like hell, I can’t.

I jutted my chin up in silent defiance, and he smiled sardonically.

“I’m going to fuck your tight little pussy with my cock while my knife rests firmly in your ass. Nod if you understand.” I bit my lip and nodded minutely. I had never done anal before, but I wasn’t going to call it quits now. He wanted pain and blood. Acceptance and submission, and I wanted to give that to him.

He kept himself firmly planted inside of me as he circled the tight ring of muscle with the handle of his knife. He started slow, and I sucked in and released a breath, trying to will my inner walls to relax. There was a slight burning sensation as the handle moved past the second ring of muscle, but no more than the stings from all the cuts that marred my body.

He kept two fingers on either side of the blade, keeping the handle firmly in place, and started thrusting into me again. Everything ached and burned, and I was so full. I could feel him meeting the knife inside of me and the pressure built to a crescendo along with the music.

The haunting melody surrounded our circle of blood and pain and was picking up tempo as Ace thrust his hips in time with the song. I was having an out-of-body experience. There were so many sensations rippling across my skin. I felt as though I were the notes of music floating through the air. Waves of sound that ebbed and flowed and hardened and crashed. I had no idea how long I’d been coming for. I didn’t know if the screams I’d heard were coming from me or if they were inside my head. But I did know one thing.

Ace was not only in my veins, but in my very soul. The ink in my blood. The shadow that stalked me in my dreams. My nightmare. And I was his doll. His to toy with. To use and abuse and torture and fuck. I knew then and there that if he wanted to slit my throat, I would happily let him.

I had been bleeding out my entire life. Letting other people drain what they wanted from me and receiving not a single drop in return. Ace bled for me ... he bled with me, and together we would be unstoppable.


Chapter 21
Sweet Psychos


Ace

Draping my comforter over Harlow’s shoulder, I gently pulled her closer to me. After carrying her up the stairs from my dungeon, I cleaned all of her wounds with antiseptic and bandaged the deeper ones on her thighs and shoulder blades. The rest would heal within a few days.

I had her drink some water to rehydrate and did not allow her to go to bed until she had finished at least half of the Monte Cristo sandwich I’d made for her. She had mentioned they were her favorite during one of her cell block chats with Frost, and I made sure to always keep the ingredients on hand.

As her breathing softened, I let myself relax into the mattress beside her. My little she-devil had surprised me today. I always knew she was strong, but a small part of me worried that what happened tonight would scare her away. But I was wrong. Harlow was everything I could have wanted and more.

Every time I thought I pushed her too far or asked too much, she persevered. She fought through the fear and pain better than I ever had. I let my mind drift to images of her hanging in my dungeon. Harlow hadn’t known I had converted the suite below my kitchen into a playroom until I opened the secret door under the island.

It used to be an emergency hideout in case any of Carmen's men came snooping, but since I no longer conducted business at home, I had largely abandoned the space. That is until I met Miss Avery. I knew from the moment I saw her at Elysium that I wanted her to be mine. In what capacity I did not know. Most women I had intercourse with required serious mental help afterwards, and I footed the bill for any and all therapy sessions … after having them sign an NDA, of course. They had all been weak, but not my girl.

My girl was an enigma. Normally, when I asked someone to jump, I expected them to say how high. Harlow would walk off the cliff and let herself free fall without me even issuing the order. She had been perfection before, but now, after her transition with Omen, she was a force to be reckoned with.

Harlow accepted every sick part of me. Well, almost every part. All but one. One that I had hesitated to share. I wondered if a hint of worry crossed my face when she chose her safe word. There was no way she could have known. I kept all my trophies locked away.

She knew that I had killed my mother and the sick fuck that tried to rape her. I couldn’t even remember his name. The running tally of the people I had maimed and killed over the years was extensive. I used to keep track, but after I hit the mid-fifties, it no longer seemed pertinent.

Could she understand the reasoning behind my kills? Would the fact that they had all been criminals absolve me of guilt in her eyes? Taking out the trash was one thing, but could she accept me murdering someone who’d once held her heart?

My blood blazed at the thought. The fucker was dead by my hand, and the idea of Bryce’s body on hers still made me quiver with anger. Crashing his car was child’s play. I should have brought him to the warehouse and skinned him alive. What a joy it would have been to take a hot poker to his eyes for ever seeing her naked form. And most of all, I should have cut out his tongue for the way he’d spoken to her.

I may be the scum of the earth. A serial murderer with a penchant for blood and chaos, but I would argue that guys like Bryce were worse. He came from old money and stank of entitlement. The douche canoe fucked up more than a few business deals with my father and was a constant disappointment to his parents. My only regret about their mugging was that they had to die while their idiot son survived. The world truly was a cruel place.

I turned my head to look at Harlow and traced my fingertip along the edge of the ‘V’ I had carved into the back of her neck and smiled in satisfaction. Something about marking her just felt right.

I let her sweet scent wash over me, and I decided I wanted her to mark me too. If I was being honest, she already had. ‘Babydoll’ had been scrawled across my inky black heart since she first challenged me at Litchfield Asylum and every day after that, the pen cut deeper. I was hemorrhaging. She was killing me and she knew it. My sweet little psycho dug her nails into my soul and clawed at the shadows until she found the sliver of love that was hiding deep within.

The realization washed over me, and I laughed. Harlow shifted, and I clamped my hand over my mouth to keep myself silent. She had turned to face me, and her nose was scrunched in discomfort. I kissed her forehead, and she settled.

One look at her sleeping face had me revealing my secrets to her. Pressing my brows to hers, I let the whisper of truth set me free.

“I killed Bryce Winchester.”
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Realistically, I had been a coward. The only way I could admit to killing Bryce was when Harlow was fast asleep, and I couldn’t help but think my mother was right when she had called me weak.

I had dosed myself with Omen dozens of times over the years and had been able to conquer every fear but her. Harlow didn’t know it, but she was stronger than I was. Out of all the things to be scared of, how fucking pathetic would it be to tell her that I was still the scared little boy in the basement?

I looked in the mirror, disgusted with myself. Harlow was in the kitchen, fixing together another Monte Cristo, and I walked back out to see her ending a call.

I quirked my brow in question, and she waved me off. “I was just seeing if Scarlett was around. Thought we might go shopping or something, but it went straight to voice mail.”

“Well, I am no Scarlett,” I drawled, drumming my fingertips on the countertop, “but I have been known to enjoy going to a shop or two.”

Harlow beamed up at me and, for some reason, I found myself smiling back. It was an odd sensation. Is this what happiness feels like? Normally, my joy was found in other people’s suffering, and responding this way to the delight on Harlow’s face made me sick. This would need to be rectified, and soon.

I was not someone you brought home to your parents. The guy you expected to get down on one knee. I was not father material or someone to grow old with.

I was the man smiling with bloody teeth in a bar fight. The sick fuck jacking off over the dead body in the back alley. An unnamed killer on the top ten most wanted list. I was fear incarnate. I guess it’s a good thing I trained her to be fearless.

I shook away my negative thoughts and circled the island to wrap my arms around Harlow as she pushed around the egg-soaked concoction on the stove. She attempted to flip it and swore as the sandwich fell apart, bleeding Swiss cheese all over the pan.

“Ugh,” she groaned in frustration. “Now it’s not gonna taste right.” I pulled the spatula away from her grasp and scraped the remnants into a container to save for later, tossing the hot pan in the sink.

“Hey, I was still going to eat that,” she complained.

“I’ll make it up to you, I promise,” I gave her a wink and dragged her towards the elevator.

“Come on, Babydoll, we’ve got some shopping to do.”
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“Ow!” Harlow exclaimed as the young rookie nearly broke my drive train hitting a pothole. She had smacked her head on the roof, and I glared a hole into the back of his head. Harlow winced in pain and I leaned forward to growl a warning into his ear.

“Do that again and I will break your face off the next curb you drive over.”

Harlow smirked at my savagery as Frost’s stand-in sputtered in response. I was never giving that guy time off again.

“Of course, boss. Sorry, boss. I’ll be more careful.” I reached my gloved hand around, pressing my thumb and index finger into his throat, choking him.

“I’m not the one you should be apologizing to,” I snarled, my breath hot in his ear. His grip on the steering wheel had gone white, but to his credit, he did not try to remove my fingers. I let go, allowing him to suck in a breath.

“I’m so sorry, Harlow,” he croaked. “It won’t happen again.”

“That’s Miss Avery to you!” I boomed, causing the young man to startle. I’d be surprised if he hadn’t shit himself.

“Awe, come on, handsome, cut him some slack,” Harlow said, tugging on my jacket sleeve. My mismatched eyes met hers, and I unclenched my fists. She leaned her head on my shoulder, and I calmed my breathing. After a count of ten, we pulled to a stop in front of the main boulevard in Strathbrook’s most prestigious shopping district.

Harlow let out a squeal of excitement. She hopped out of the SUV and spun around on the pavement.

“Where to?” she asked, her eyes glazing over as I grabbed her hand, dragging her past a few of the storefront windows.

“With you?” I beamed. “Anywhere.”


Chapter 22
Mirror, Mirror


Harlow

“Anywhere.” The singular word held so much meaning. It meant that this was not the only adventure we would go on. It was hope for the future. A promise of memories to be lived and made. An agreement that he wouldn’t leave. I mean, I would survive if he did, but it would still hurt like a bitch.

I squeezed his arm tighter as we trudged down the sidewalk before he yanked me into one of the shops. The store was all crystal and glass, and I enjoyed the way our outfits danced off of the silver surfaces.

“Mr. Wilde, welcome back.”

The breathy greeting came from a brunette woman with short-cropped hair. She was dressed in a billowy top paired with smart black slacks and a baby-pink kitten heel. Her outfit made me scrunch up my nose. “So nice to see you again,” she continued, pressing a palm to his chest. I snorted at her audacity. Who is this bitch?

“Alicia,” Ace replied cooly, removing her hand from his lapel. I tried to quell the fountain of rage that was threatening to burst out of me. Bryce was never someone I had thought to possess, but everything was different with Ace. My jealousy was so extreme that I could rip the skin from his body for having the balls to be closer to him than I was.

“We’re here for an outfit for my girlfriend.”

My jaw dropped as the words fell from Ace’s mouth. I could see the letters dancing around on the floor like alphabet soup. I wanted to slurp them up and store them in my brain forever. He called me his girlfriend.

“Oh, I see,” Alicia replied, giving me a once-over, cringing when her eyes landed on my scar. I was wearing a simple white and black dress that consisted of four large black and white squares on the front and back. I had purchased it years ago to wear to a party on campus, but decided to go with something simpler because Bryce said the pattern was ‘Too loud.’

“We are in a rush,” Ace said, reverting her attention back to him.

“Yes, of course,” she replied, straightening. “Right this way.”
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Alicia had attempted to get me to try on no less than three hideous outfits before Ace dismissed her. I had free rein of the store, and I couldn’t help but skip with joy through the racks covered in gold and sequins.

I pulled out a blue dress with a plunging neckline and held it against me, swaying back and forth. “What do you think?” I asked, batting my eyelashes at Ace.

“I think you would look good in anything, Babydoll,” he commented, undressing me with his eyes. I giggled and continued browsing.

Alicia grunted as she hung my selections in the VIP dressing room. It was at the far end of the hall and came with its own sitting room, complete with a champagne-colored chaise lounge. Ace had taken full advantage of the amenities by kicking up his feet and taking a swig of the sparkling wine they’d provided.

Alicia stood awkwardly by the door, waiting for further instruction. From my limited experience attending balls and galas with Bryce, this is the part where the worker waited to shower you with compliments. I was not having any of it.

“Hey lady,” I said sternly, and her eyes flicked to mine. “Yeah hi. Harlow, nice to meet you. That’s my boyfriend you’re ogling. If you would like to keep your eyes, and your paycheck, I suggest you leave.”

“Oh … I … I wasn’t,” she stammered.

“It wasn’t a request,” Ace said, sitting up and levelling her with an icy stare. She nodded awkwardly, tripping over the edge of the carpet, and I couldn’t help but laugh. She picked herself up and adjusted her shirt before she left the room.

As soon as she was gone, the air became thick and heavy. Ace’s blue/green eyes roamed over my body, and he licked his lips in anticipation. I pressed my thighs together as my pussy became slick with pleasure. I turned away to grab one of the outfits off the hook and pranced behind the curtain to change.

When I was finished, I stepped back out, waiting patiently for Ace’s reaction. My first choice was a full-sequined black pantsuit with spaghetti straps. The cut accentuated my long legs and delicate shoulders. It was totally different from anything I’d worn before, and I loved it.

“You look absolutely ravenous,” Ace said, pulling his lip between his teeth.

“Don’t you mean ravishing?” I asked, popping a hip.

“I meant what I said,” he replied. If anything, he was the one who looked ravenous. Ravenous for me. The hunger in his eyes sent another shock of pleasure to my core.

I shook my head incredulously before changing into my next outfit. This one was more of a pop-punk meets charity fundraiser vibe. It had a sweetheart neckline with thick off the shoulder straps and a ruched waist. It was bright red, and the bottom was jagged layers of tulle, with the entire right side carved out, giving it an almost high-low cut.

I loved it. It was fun and made me feel like a badass. I wouldn’t have been caught dead in this with Bryce. He would have told me I looked like I should have been backstage at a rock concert, not at a high society event.

“What do you think, Babydoll?” Ace asked, eyeing me in the mirror.

“I love it,” I admitted, curious to see what he thought. The style was … daring.

“Then it’s yours.”

“Really?” My eyes sparkled with excitement.

“Yes Harlow, now get going. I don’t want to be late.”

“Yes, Sir,” I joked and winked at him before hiding back behind the curtain. Ace’s father had called on our way out of his building and requested our presence at some event he was hosting that evening. Therefore, I had to find the perfect outfit.

Saving the best for last, I double-checked my bandages before leaving the room. I probably wouldn’t be allowed to wear this in public for a while because people would ask questions, but I thought Ace would like it. My assumptions were correct.

His jaw dropped to the floor when I swung the heavy fabric of the curtain aside, his mismatched eyes drinking me in. The dress was a black chiffon draped over a blood-red charmeuse silk. The fabric flowed over me like water, the deep v-neckline plunging between my breasts. There was a large slit up each side, barring my legs from the thigh down. It was also backless, so the bandages on my shoulder blades stuck out like a sore thumb, but I knew he wouldn’t care.

I was assessing myself in the mirror and hadn’t even noticed that Ace had picked up his jaw and crossed the room. He stood behind me and nuzzled the space between my shoulder and neck. The contact made me shiver.

“I take it you like it,” I whispered, looking at him through the mirror.

“I love it,” he replied, tracing his knuckles down my spine. My whole body tingled at his touch. I turned my head to steal a kiss, but he stopped me with his words.

“Look at yourself,” he said, and I obeyed, willing myself to see what he saw.

“Look at how fucking beautiful you are.” I looked harder, taking in the room, the lights, the dress, Ace, and then finally, me, and I found myself smiling. He was right. I was beautiful. The dress was gorgeous on its own, but my white-blond hair and cream-colored skin made the color pop, and my blue eyes flashed dangerously.

Having no fear had also changed the way I felt about other’s perceptions of me. Now, I simply didn’t give a single fuck about what they thought. I looked strong and sexy, and confidence rolled off of me in waves. Ace’s opinion was nice to have, but what I loved most about this whole experience was that I hadn’t felt the need to impress him. He didn’t hold me up to some unreachable standard.

Ace had accepted who I was this entire time. He had loved me until I could love myself, and that was the sexiest thing on the goddamn planet. I turned to face him, and let the words finally spill out.

“I love me,” I said, and his eyes lit up, an amused expression painting his features.

“On that, we can both agree,” he said and crushed his lips to mine. His hands trailed over the smooth fabric, grasping me from behind. I could feel him harden against me, and my pussy ached for more friction.

I ground into him as the kiss deepened, and he groaned against my mouth. He reached a hand down and gave me a satisfied smile when his fingers grazed over my bare cunt.

“You were just ready for me, weren’t you,” he growled, circling my clit with my own juices.

“Always,” I panted as he lifted me into his arms, tugging the expensive fabric aside. I sighed as he teased his head against my entrance.

“Ace, wait.” I took a moment to catch my breath.

“Yes?” He was breathing hard, obviously struggling against his more primal instincts.

“We're going to be late.” He smirked before leaning into my ear.

“Then fuck ‘em,” he replied and slammed into me. I cried out as I stretched around him, grasping his neck harder. I didn’t even bother covering my mouth. Let that bitch Alicia hear how good he fucked me. She was a snake, and I swear to God, if she ever laid her hands on Ace again, I would cut them off.

“Fuck, Babydoll,” Ace grunted. “Look how good you take me.” I hadn’t realized my eyes were closed as he pounded into me, and I reopened them, catching our doppelgangers in the mirror. Ace was still wearing his black dress shirt and pants, and the fabric from my dress draped on either side of us. We looked like the sexiest of sins. The goddess of lust had nothing on us. We could fuck until we died, and when our souls took their rightful place in the demon realm, we would just keep going. I would never get enough of this feeling.

Ace paused and pulled himself out of me, needing to change positions.

“Bend over and put your hands on the mirror,” he ordered. I placed my palms on the glass and bent to a ninety-degree angle, presenting my ass to him. He spit on his hand and fisted his cock a few times before ripping the fabric aside and burying himself back into me.

“Watch me while I fuck your tight little pussy, Babydoll,” he snarled, grabbing my hair and forcing me to gaze into the glass. My red lipstick had smeared to one side, and the charcoal on my waterline was smudged. To anyone else, I would look unhinged, but Ace looked at me with nothing but deep-rooted affection and lust.

His nostrils flared, and his pupils blew wide. He slid his free hand from where he gripped my hip and wrapped his fingers around my throat, cutting off my oxygen supply.

I let out a ragged moan as he continued to abuse my pussy. My legs were shaking, and my thighs burned where his body chafed against the cuts, the bandages loosening.

“Oh my god, Ace, Fuck!” I screamed as my orgasm crested. My vision swam, and he loosened his grip long enough for me to drag in a long breath.

“Do you have any idea how fucking sexy you are when you scream for me?” Ace asked, picking up pace again.

“Harder,” I moaned, pressing my hands more firmly into the glass. It must have been cheaper quality than it looked because it began to crack under the pressure. Ace seemed to notice it too because before I knew it, he was out of me, pulling me by the hand toward the chaise.

Not wanting to let him have all the fun, I pushed Ace down onto the curved fabric chair and straddled him. Before he could flip us around, I slammed myself down on his length with a satisfied moan. I rolled my hips forward and backward, undoing the top half of his shirt. The need to feel him driving me. I raked my nails down his chest, earning a hiss from him as one of the more recent cuts on his pec reopened. Pressing my mouth to the wound, I circled my hips and began to suck.

“Fuck, Harlow, you feel so fucking good.”

“Open,” I ordered, and he lifted his brows in surprise before parting his lips. I spat the blood from his chest into his mouth and followed it with a kiss. Every nerve ending in my body was firing, and I wouldn’t last much longer. My legs were going numb at the sensation, and I needed Ace to take over.

It was as if he read my mind when he lifted me lightly and began thrusting up into me.

“Come for me, Harlow,” he said, his hips stuttering. My whole body vibrated as my orgasm exploded through me.

“Ace,” I cried so loud I feared it would shatter the already damaged mirrors. My walls clenched around him, and he swore against my mouth. His hand was in my hair again and he kissed me painfully.

“I’m about to come.”

“Tell me when,” I said softly. “I want to taste you.” He nodded as he bucked into me a few more times before saying, “Now.”

I quickly lifted my hips off of him and scooted down the chaise, taking his throbbing cock into my mouth. Not two seconds later did he spill his hot seed down my throat. I took it all in one swallow and wiped the edges of my lips as he tucked himself away, re-buttoning his shirt.

I didn’t bother fixing my makeup as we left the VIP room. We dumped my checkered dress with the two other outfits on the counter with the tag from the black and red number I still wore.

“Charge these to my account and I’ll have my guy pick them up,” Ace said before holding his arm out to me. I made a kissy face at the gob-smacked Alicia as Ace dragged me out the door.

We walked down the street to where the SUV was still running. How Frost and the other guys sat there for hours, I would never understand. It had to be endlessly boring.

I jumped into the back seat, and Ace scooted in beside me before giving what’s his face the address.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Mid-town,” Ace said, brushing a kiss to my knuckles.

“We’re going to be late,” I poked, not complaining about how we’d spent the extra time. I was curious to meet his father, though.

“You are right as always, Babydoll,” Ace said. He kissed me quickly before smacking Frost 2.0 on the shoulder. “What are you waiting for? The fucking revolution? Drive.”

The driver made no move to shift the vehicle into gear, and his head slumped against his chest.

“Ace,” I whispered as I watched the muscles in his back stiffen. If my assumptions were correct, the driver was definitely not suffering from boredom. Ace had leaned forward, pressing his fingers to the young man’s neck.

“Is he—,”

“Yes,” Ace replied, his head whipping to look all around us.

“What do we do now?” I asked. Our driver was dead, and I had no idea what was going on. Ace grasped either side of my face in an attempt to calm me, but he didn’t need to. I wasn’t scared.

“Now, Babydoll,” he snarled, “we hunt down the fuckers that did this and show them who the King and Queen of Strathbrook really are.”


Chapter 23
War Paint


Ace

“Frost, answer your fucking phone!” I yelled as my call went to my useless bodyguard’s voicemail for the third time. I clicked it off and shoved it in my suit trousers, hopping out of the car.

“What are you doing?” Harlow’s face was a mask of confusion.

“The car isn’t going to drive itself,” I planted a kiss on her bruised lips before rounding the SUV. I opened the driver’s side door and pulled out the young man who had somehow ended up dead in the hour and a half we were shopping.

“Good help is impossible to find these days,” I grunted as I dragged his body out of the car, and with Harlow’s assistance, shoved him in the trunk. I would have just left him in the street, but Strathbrook PD would have had a heyday. Luckily, it was early afternoon, and there was nothing in the way of foot traffic to raise concern.

I put the car into gear, and I cut off some rich guy in a Corvette who had to slam on his brakes to avoid rear-ending me. I stuck my finger out the window, waving it around to make sure he saw my generous ‘fuck you’ before pressing the gas pedal to the floor.

“Where are we going?” Harlow asked as I swerved in and out of traffic.

“Home,” I replied in a huff. “We are going to need more than a handgun if we are going to face who I think is behind this.”

“Who do we think is behind this?”

“Someone who should know better,” I replied cryptically as I ran a red light. I ignored the incessant honks and yells from the countless drivers I pissed off on our way to my apartment. I removed the keys from the ignition, walking around to open the door for Harlow, and we rushed to the elevator, leaving the body in my trunk. As we waited to reach our floor, I took a moment to look at my girl.

She looked delicious. Freshly fucked and pumped full of my cum and adrenaline. I loved how her pretty pink scar spidered along her cheek and the way blood trickled down her leg from where her bandages had loosened. I resisted the urge to fuck her against the cold elevator wall. We would celebrate later. Someone was going to pay for killing my driver, and my fingers itched to cut into flesh and bone. Maybe I’ll strangle them slowly and watch the life leave their eyes. So many options.

I grabbed Harlow’s hand as the elevator dinged, signaling our arrival at my apartment.

“Get dressed for a fight,” I ordered as I shrugged off my suit jacket and disappeared into my closet.

“Yes, Sir,” I heard her reply as I changed into a stretch-fit burgundy button-up with dark grey trousers. I put away the shitty pistol I had taken off my dead driver and tucked my twin gold Glock 17s into my chest harness, then slid my Damascus blade into the sheath wrapped around my calf.

Returning to the bedroom, I sat on the edge of the mattress to slip on my black dress shoes. I customized them myself, and each was equipped with a small three-inch blade that protruded out the tip of both shoes if I tapped the heels hard enough.

Making my way to the bathroom, I quickly slicked back my hair before pulling the matching grey jacket over my shoulders. Who says you can’t take your enemies out in style? I made my way to the living room where Harlow was waiting for me.

She had on the same thick-heeled black boots she had worn the other day, but this time she had paired them with fishnets and dark blue jean shorts. She had added a gold belt for good measure and wore a cropped white baseball-style shirt. Its sleeves landed right above her elbows and had two navy circles on either side.

She was holding her old, worn bat over her shoulder and gave me a mischievous smile. If we survived this afternoon, I would have to get her an upgrade.

“Well, don’t you look handsome?”

“Thank you, Babydoll,” I replied, pulling her in for a kiss. Her bare abdomen was hot against my fingertips, and I gripped her tightly. I noticed she had replaced the bandages on her thighs and I hoped that the ones on her back would stick.

“You ready?”

“I mean, yeah. But you still haven’t explained to me what exactly it is we’re doing.” I traced a knuckle affectionately along her scarred cheek before replying.

“We’re going to visit an old friend of mine.”
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I turned off the SUV and grabbed my cane from between Harlow’s legs. I had equipped her with a small hip holster and a Rhino 60DS. It was black and white, with gold accents along the barrel. I was going to get it engraved for her as a surprise, but hadn’t had the time. I couldn’t have my little she-devil running around unarmed now, could I?

As we walked through the maze of shipping containers, she twirled the gun around her finger. My eyebrow quirked as I noticed the safety was off, but she seemed unconcerned about the risk. I asked her if she’d ever used a gun before, and she mentioned that Bryce had taken her out in the bush a handful of times.

She explained that she was a decent shot, but she had been out of practice since they broke up. She said she felt comfortable enough to use it if need be, and that was enough for me. What I wouldn’t pay to see her blow Carmen’s bitch ass to smithereens. The stupid cunt had it coming.

Carmen Fortunato had taken over her father’s reign as the leader of the Vito crime syndicate. He died a couple of years back in a drive-by shooting, and now she was in charge of one of the largest criminal organizations in Strathbrook. Oh, and did I forget to mention she was my ex-girlfriend?

I had yet to share this little tidbit with Harlow, but figured now might not be the best time. The situation we found ourselves in would be difficult enough without her worrying about who I used to shove my dick into. I shivered uncomfortably at the thought.

Carmen was attractive enough, with her long brown hair, dark eyes, and curves that would make a weaker man blush. We’d had our fun, but she could never keep up with my wicked ways. She wanted me to act as her consort and errand boy to her father. She hadn’t seen it coming when I started Omen production and took more than eighty percent of her drug sales.

Needless to say, she was still pretty pissed. Not to mention that bringing my new, highly attractive genius girlfriend to her compound was probably a dick move, but what the fuck did I care?

“Anything I should know?” Harlow asked. “You seem distracted.” She was being careful with her words, and I could tell she was trying not to psychoanalyze me, which I appreciated. I should have come clean about Carmen. Harlow would know the second that snake laid eyes on me that we had been more than merely work buddies.

For as much as the crazy bitch hated me, she wanted me ten times more. Just a few weeks before I met Harlow, she had asked one of her men to come invite me on her yacht. I sent him back in a body bag.

Was my response a little hasty? Maybe, but her brother was an idiot, and she was better off without him anyway. It’s not my fault she sent a boy to do a man’s work. The little fuck had tried to threaten me, and that did not bode well.

I originally planned to only break both of his legs, but as I swung my cane and the bone shattered, it nicked his femoral artery, causing him to bleed out in minutes. There was nothing I could have done to stop it. At least that’s what I told myself. I tried to only commit murder when necessary, but shit happens.

“Harlow,” I started, and her bright blue eyes met mine. “Before we get in there, I need to—” My speech was cut short as we reached the normally empty central compound. Straight across from us stood Carmen, and a squirrelly looking man with an unfortunately large nose, and on her other side was none other than Hector fucking Kent.

He waved at me, one half of his face turned up in a smile while the other displayed teeth and gums through the hole I had burned into it. I was mildly impressed the fucker survived, but wondered how the hell he was here with Carmen. Why did he look so fucking happy?

“Ace …” Harlow said, tensing as the larger shipping door next to our onlookers lifted. I opened my mouth to reassure her, but my voice halted when my eyes landed on the sight before us.

In the dim evening light, I realized why Hector and Carmen looked so pleased with themselves. In the middle of the large building, just inside the shipping door of the riverside compound, were Frost and Scarlett. They were bound and gagged, back-to-back, on a couple of flimsy chairs, obviously knocked out.

Fuck.


Chapter 24
Bullets and Brain Matter


Harlow

All systems in my brain halted when my eyes landed on Scarlett. My breath caught in my lungs, and my heart felt like it would crawl out of my chest, leaving me to bleed out on the floor. I mentally scraped up the remnants and steeled myself, glaring a hole through the brown-haired bitch that was smiling at us.

My best friend was tied to a shitty metal chair, her back pressed against Frost’s. I wouldn’t say that Ace’s head of security was one of my favorite people, but I definitely didn’t wish for anything bad to happen to him.

“That’s quite far enough,” the strange woman said as the guy next to her smiled. I couldn’t make out all the details, but something about his face was wrong, like part of it was missing. I flashed a glance at Ace, wondering what to do next.

“Breathe, Babydoll,” he whispered, and I let my grip on the bat loosen slightly. I allowed my gaze to flick around the compound, taking note of how many goons this bitch had on standby. There were four armed men on the ground and two on top of the C-cans, their weapons ranging from a machete to a sawed-off shotgun. I was a good shot, but I was a bit rusty, and we were vastly outnumbered. Shit.

“Carmen,” Ace started, taking another step forward. I shadowed his movements, staying one footfall behind him.

“Ace,” the brunette drawled, “Don’t tell me you missed me.” The comment was oddly intimate sounding, and my blood heated in my veins.

“I didn’t,” Ace replied sharply. “Want to tell me what you’re doing with Frost and his lovely companion over there?”

“Oh, them?” the woman replied with a non-committal wave. “Just a new business venture I’m starting. Not to worry, they will be shipping off soon.”

“What the fuck does that mean?” I asked, my hackles rising. Shipping off? Where the fuck does she think they are going? The woman scowled at me, sucking her teeth.

“I will say I am surprised you brought a … friend,” she sneered, ignoring my question. I scoffed and was about to hurl an insult her way, but Ace beat me to it.

“Jealousy does not become you, Carmen.”

“I am not jealous,” she replied shrilly.

“Could have fooled me,” I huffed under my breath. The chick, Carmen, glared at me before returning her dark gaze to Ace.

“We have unfinished business,” she said, pushing forward.

“My business with you ended two years ago,” Ace replied coldly.

“Oh, you mean after you fucked me, both literally and figuratively,” Carmen spat. My eyes shot to the back of Ace’s head. They used to fuck? Who was this bitch? I had to tell my little green monster to pack her shit away before I started a gang war. I clenched my fists to keep myself from charging across the square, and I could practically hear Ace’s eyes roll to the back of his head as he responded.

“What do you want, Carmen?” The question seemed to be what the crazy bitch was waiting for. Her lips curled up and her eyes flashed wildly.

“I want to take everything from you, just like you did from me.” As the words flew out of her mouth, Ace turned and shoved me to the ground. The sound of gunshots filled the air, and my ears rang as metal crashed into metal. Ace returned fire, and we scrambled to our feet, circling back through the maze of C-cans, out of the shooter’s line of sight.

“Care to explain what the fuck this is all about?” I asked breathlessly, flattening my back against one of the cool metal containers. I kept one ear open for footsteps from our assailants, but I wanted to know what the fuck was going on.

“Carmen is my ex-girlfriend,” he muttered, running a hand through his hair.

“You dated her?” I was shocked at his admission. I didn’t think he had a type, but I sure as shit doubted that she was it.

“Yeah,” he continued, “Then I stole a bunch of drugs from her and started producing Omen from the money I pocketed selling it.”

“No wonder why she’s pissed,” I hissed and flinched as more bullets collided with the side of our hiding spot.

“For fuck’s sake,” Ace growled and grabbed my hand, dragging me around the next corner. We kept up a steady pace, and suddenly I was thankful for his familiarity with the area. I felt like a rat in a science experiment, except instead of getting rewarded with cheese, I would be rewarded with a bullet to the face.

In terms of shitty ways to die, it could certainly be worse, but I wasn’t ready for that bitch to shorten my life span just yet. Ace and I were finally starting to build something amazing, and I would be damned if that jealous cunt was going to get in the way of that. Not to mention she had kidnapped Scarlett. For that alone, I wanted to take Ace’s knife and carve the smile right out of her face.

Shit, I am starting to sound like Jacqueline.

“You got a plan, Handsome?” I half screamed, half yelled as a bullet grazed the side of my arm. I peeked at where the metal had made contact and breathed a sigh of relief that it was the equivalent of a bad rug burn.

“Let me see,” Ace said, concern etching his features.

“I’m okay,” I insisted, willing his eyes to meet mine. His blue and green orbs were filled with worry, and I couldn’t help but steal a kiss. This seemed to shock him back to his normal psychotic self, and he gave me a wry smile.

“And yes, to answer your question,” he said, tapping the barrel of one of his handguns to my cheek, “I have a plan.”
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We snaked our way back towards the middle of the shipping yard, taking an alternate route than when we had arrived. As we rounded another corner, we stopped short as two of Carmen’s men blocked our path. Acting on instinct, I lifted the Rhino and shot the guy to my right straight in the face. His blood sprayed across the storage container’s orange surface. Ace had followed suit, the man to the left falling only a second after.

“Nice shot, Babydoll,” he praised, wrapping a hand around my waist.

“Not so bad yourself,” I replied, nipping at his cheek. He pressed his fingers into my back, pulling me against him, and I could feel his erection poking into my stomach.

“When this is all over, I am going to fuck you on a bed of their corpses,” he promised, before kissing me roughly. After he released me, I looked at the bodies at our feet and realized something. The idea that should have made me question Ace’s sanity, along with my own, made heat pool between my legs. Violence made me wetter than any man, toy, or porn video ever could, and I reveled in it.

“Come on,” Ace said, returning my attention to him, “Time to show this bitch who she’s messing with.” I nodded and followed him through the rest of the metal maze. The sky was beginning to darken as dusk settled along the riverside and shadows began to grow from the bottoms of the containers.

“Can you see anything?” an unfamiliar male voice called.

“Nothing, man,” another returned. Fucking idiots. I would have scolded them for their stupidity, but I was thankful that we knew where they were. We peeked around the edge of one of the openings to the compound, and I took in our surroundings once more.

Stupid One and Stupid Two were on opposite ends of the yard, the former inching his way to the entrance where we stood. We holstered our guns, knowing that if we were going to make it through this, we would need to apply some stealth.

Guns were efficient, but if we took him out with a bullet, every other man in the area would know where we were, and I didn’t think we would survive the rat maze in the dark. God only knew how many more men might be in there by now.

Not wanting Ace to have all the glory, I took the spot closest to the opening and waited for Stupid One to turn my way. He let out a grunt of surprise as I swung my bat straight into his rib cage, causing him to double over. While he gasped for air, I cracked another hit along his spine, and he fell to the ground. Readying myself for another swing, I paused as Ace held up his hand, waving his knife at me.

I pouted as he gestured for me to be silent and watched on as he slit the guy’s throat with surprising efficiency. Realistically, I shouldn’t have been shocked by his ability to kill without conscience. After what had happened at Litchfield, I was acutely aware that he must have murdered more than a few people. A fact we would have to discuss another time. I tried not to dwell on the idea that killing people seemed to be a regular thing for us now. I would worry about it later.

While my thoughts had trailed off, Ace had wiped his blade on the dead man’s jacket and peeked around the corner.

“Machete Man and Shotgun Sami are by the warehouse door,” he relayed, and I stifled a laugh at hearing his nicknames for Carmen’s goons. “Fuck,” he swore.

“What?” I asked.

“Hector and two other guys are moving Frost and Scarlett. It looks like they are headed to the shipping center.”

“Who’s Hector?”

“The two-faced bastard that tried to steal from me. I punished him by giving him an acid bath.” He stated the details of his assault on the man so plainly that I wondered idly what made his brain tick. I had seen so many sides of him, but this ruthless, cold killer was someone I desperately wanted to know. I wanted to understand what drove him.

I’ve seen what he could do when someone pissed him off, but how far was he willing to go when someone he cared about was on the line? He had already killed for me once, who is to say he wouldn’t do it again? Or maybe he already had.

Would his motivations change how I felt about him? Would I be able to understand his reasoning, or would it send me running in the other direction? Could I dance with the devil, or did I need to search for my halo and repent to get into heaven?

“Harlow?” Ace’s voice brought me back to the present, and I pushed my thoughts aside. None of them would matter anyway if we were both dead before morning.

“Yeah, sorry, I drifted off for a minute,” I whispered. “What’s so bad about the shipping center?”

“I noticed when we drove over the bridge that they were loading a small cargo vessel, the Katarina. They used to use it for drug runs down south. I think they plan on taking Scarlett and Frost over the border.”

“Shit!” I swore a little too loudly and looked at Ace with wide eyes.

“Everything alright over there?” one of the Goons called, and I cringed at the sound, knowing I had just given us away.

“Hey,” Ace said, pulling my chin to face him. “We’ve got this, okay,” he reassured me, pressing a kiss to my mouth. I squeezed my eyes shut and drank in the scent of him.

“You suffer, I suffer,” I whispered as he pulled away.

“That’s my girl,” he smiled, and we stepped into the square, guns in hand.


Chapter 25
Lemon Drop


Ace

The air filled with the smell of gunpowder as Harlow and I rounded the corner. She was magnificent. Gone was the innocent little blonde from Elysium, and in her place was my dark, twisted angel. She shot without concern or care, taking down three of Carmen’s goons in seconds, two from blows to the chest and one bullet tearing into the third’s skull through his ear. The cuts on her back had reopened, and blood seeped through her white shirt as though someone had removed her wings. I guess, in a way, I had.

I could not find myself regretting the actions that led me here. That led me to her. I knew the moment she challenged me in her office at Litchfield, she would be my downfall. My little she-devil was forcing me to feel things that had no place in my shriveled, black heart. My feelings for her were like an arsenic-coated lemon drop. It was so tangible I could taste it. Sweet and tart with a hint of death. I could roll it around in my mouth and never get sick of the flavor. Of the imminent end that it would cause once I allowed it to slide off my tongue, finally swallowing the truth. I loved Harlow Avery.

Fuck.

I growled as the thought consumed me, my mind a million miles away as I threw my gold-plated guns aside to pick up a discarded Lupara. I shook the weapon from Shotgun Sami’s corpse and continued on. Harlow and I had fired off most of our rounds and used the bullet spray as a diversion to cross the open square.

“Asshole,” she snarled as she applied pressure to the side of her abdomen with her palm.

“Let me see,” I ordered, and she hissed as I removed her hand, taking a closer look. Blood seeped from the wound, and I resisted the urge to press my finger into it and bring it to my mouth.

“It’s a through and through. Stay here and keep pressure on it,” I said sternly and began to turn away.

“Wait!” she begged, grasping the edge of my shirt. “Where are you going?” Her blue eyes were wide with concern. I kissed her head and twirled a strand of her white-gold hair between my fingers, smirking.

“I’m going to light the fireworks.”

A smile curled the corners of her mouth as she remembered our plan, and she pulled me in for a kiss.

“Go get ‘em, Handsome.”

“As you wish, Babydoll,” I replied and took off running.
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I was behind the warehouse now, making my way to the other side of the yard. As I curved around the final corner of the building, I ran straight into Machete Man.

“What did they breed you with, a fucking crocodile?” I scoffed, looking at the scaly red patches on the dark skin that covered the man’s arms. The fucker was giant and scowled at the insult, opting to take a swing at my head.

“It’s called ichthyosis, asshole.”

I ducked, and the blade of the machete scraped against the side of the cement building, causing sparks to fly.

“Well, it doesn’t make you any less ugly,” I retorted, lifting the shotgun and making to pull the trigger, but he was faster than I’d expected. He shoved the barrel towards the sky, and the shot missed entirely, the butt of the gun ramming awkwardly into my shoulder.

Sir Crocs-A-lot wrenched the gun free and threw it behind him, leaving me to fight his blade with my fists.

“Come on, Jonesy, let’s talk about this,” I jested, bending awkwardly to avoid another swing.

“Oh, now you remember my name,” he growled, swinging wildly. He was starting to lose his breath, and I managed to only get a little nick on my cheek.

“Of course I remember you,” I replied with a flourish. “You were always one of my favorites.”

“Yeah, right,” he replied as we circled each other. He gripped the machete tightly and kept his eyes locked on me as we talked.

“What’s Carmen paying you?” I asked, and his eyes flickered for a moment before he steeled his gaze.

“What’s it matter?” he grumbled.

“Well, big guy, since I like you so much, how’s this? I’ll double your compensation and we can both walk out of here.”

I gave him my most winning smile, the one I used in boardrooms with my idiot investors for Wayward Chemicals. I could see his expression falter momentarily as he contemplated my offer, giving me the opening that I’d needed.

I slammed my heel into the ground, the blade from my shoe shooting forward. Before he even knew what happened, I thrust it upward between his legs. He doubled over, dropping the machete, his hands cupping his severely injured ball sac.

“Why?” was all he managed before I grabbed the machete and removed his head from his shoulders. I picked it up, blade still in hand, and stared at the surprised expression on his face, then smiled.

“Because I can,” I replied before drop-kicking his head into the warehouse. It landed with a sickening thud next to the grouping of large plastic barrels that resembled those at the chemical plant.

“What the fuck?” I heard a man cry with disgust as he exited one of the offices. “Guys, in here!” he yelled, and the last of Carmen’s men ran into the warehouse.

“Jesus Christ,” one of them remarked, horrified.

“Is that Jonesy?” another asked before he turned his head and puked onto the middle of the floor. What kind of weak stomached bastards are you hiring, Carmen?

“Personally, I think he looks better that way.”

Six sets of eyes turned to face me, brows furrowed in anger.

“You’ll die for this!” Puke for Brains yelled, rounding on me. They must have been Carmen’s last line of defense because all they had were knives, chains, and a large pipe wrench. This is gonna be fun.

They all came at me at once, and in moments we were a tangle of limbs and steel as metal clashing on metal echoed in the large space. I caught the tall lanky one in the chest, and he stumbled back, dropping his knife. He tried to catch the blood that poured out of the wound as though he could shove it back in. I was disappointed that I did not get to see the light leave his eyes, but I had more pressing matters to attend to.

“Fuck,” Puke for Brains cried as my shoe knife sunk into the side of his thigh. He limped back and another knife-wielder took his place. I swung the machete, putting all my force behind the downward arc, and removed both of his hands. He fell back screaming, stumps raised, blood spurting into the sky like mini red water fountains. My heart leapt with glee at the sight.

My joy was short-lived as a chain swung over my head from behind, pinning my arms to the side. The surprise attack caused me to drop the machete. Well, fuck.

“Not so cocky now, are you?” Puke for Brains scoffed from where he sat on the floor.

“Meh,” I replied non-nonchalantly, “I like to play rough.” My head swung to the side violently as the large wrench came into contact with my face, and the man who wielded it smiled in triumph.

“How’s that for rough?” he said menacingly. I let out a laugh and spat blood onto the concrete.

“Come on, big guy, are you even trying?” I goaded.

“Why you—” the man stopped mid-sentence as Harlow’s voice rang from across the room.

“Oh, boys!” All eyes trained on her as she spun the Rhino around in her right hand, her left clutching her side. The sight of her ignited the fury within me as I took stock of the new cuts and bruises forming on her body. The only person that was allowed to make her bleed was me.

“Look who came to play!” the final guy said. He rubbed his hands together like it was Sunday night dinner and Harlow was dessert.

“Ah ah ah,” Babydoll said as she planted her feet and held her gun steady.

“What are you going to do with that, little girl?” Wrenchie jabbed. She flicked her eyes to mine before responding, and I gave her the most imperceptible nod of approval.

“I’m going to make you cry for your mommy,” she said, grinning from ear to ear. Then, she aimed at the barrels and pulled the trigger, blowing us all to hell.


Chapter 26
Unhappy Endings


Harlow

I watched as Ace disappeared from sight and hobbled to my feet. He doesn’t think I will sit on my ass while he has all the fun, does he? I checked my ammunition, noting that I only had two bullets left. It would have to do. I stayed crouched and slunk out from the grouping of shipping supplies to make my way around the opposite side of the building. We had holed up on the east end of the warehouse, but the shipping door resided on the opposite side. There were only two men between myself and where Ace was planning to go, and I needed to get to him. If my calculations were correct, there were at least four men unaccounted for, though I lost track in the firefight.

The wind was knocked out of me as I was flung sideways by a large body colliding with mine. I coughed, attempting to regain control over my lung function as I looked up at the tall man who stood before me. He appeared to be in his forties with a scruffy beard that was speckled in white, and he had dull brown eyes. I wondered idly how he felt about working for a bitch who was half his age. He must have been one of Carmen’s father’s friends who stuck with her after he’d died. I almost pitied the poor guy.

My empathy was short-lived as he lifted me to my feet by my pigtails, causing the roots of my hair to scream as they were damn near ripped from my head. I didn’t mind, though; it distracted me from the pain of the bullet wound and the burning between my thighs from where my cuts wept.

“Well, aren’t you a pretty one,” he snarled. His hot breath stunk of cigarettes and cheap vodka.

“Well, we can’t all look as shitty as you now can we,” I replied with a saccharine smile. The man’s nostrils flared, and he slapped me hard across the face. I couldn’t help the laugh that escaped my lips.

“You know, if you have a small dick, you can just say that,” I giggled, spitting a mixture of blood and saliva onto his boots. Men. Their egos are so fragile. One simple mention of being less endowed than average is sure to rile them up.

Salt and pepper grabbed my throat and lifted me from the ground, cutting off my air supply, but I continued smiling.

“I’ll show you just how small it is, then I’ll have you watch as I make your mother choke on it,” he growled.

“Well, the joke’s on you then,” I choked out, “My mother’s dead,” I finished and swung my boot as hard as I could into his crotch. The blow was enough to make him groan and drop me, but I was surprised that he didn’t double over grasping his twig and berries. I guess I was right. He does have a small dick.

I shuffled around, my back to my discarded gun, and inched my way towards it.

“I am going to enjoy breaking you,” he ground out, pulling a knife from his belt and stalking towards me. He took a swing, and I dodged left as the blade cut through the air where I had been standing only a moment ago. He reversed momentum, swinging his arm in a backward arc, and I ducked to avoid getting my neck tendons severed.

“You sure you know how to use that thing?” I joked. “I could show you how.” This seemed to piss him off more and his assault continued. I was almost to my gun now. Just a few more steps.

“Hey, you call—” a thin man with long black hair said as he jogged over from somewhere across the yard. He stopped mid-sentence when he saw me, and his lips twitched up into a smile.

“Well, what do we have here?” He raised a brow. “Ace’s little slut has come to play.”

“Better to be Ace’s whore than Carmen’s lapdog,” I snipped back.

“Big words, considering you’re outnumbered,” he continued, his cocky confidence emanating around him like a thick cloud of smoke. It would get him killed before he even knew he was choking on it.

“What is it with you guys and underestimating me?” I quipped, suppressing a flinch as pain radiated through my bullet wound. The second wave of adrenaline was wearing off, and stars danced at the edge of my vision.

“Well come on, blondie, let’s see what you got,” the rock star dropout challenged, twirling a crowbar in his badly tattooed hand. Before he could finish spinning the weapon, I took them by surprise by throwing a small knife from my forearm sheath. They ducked in opposite directions, and I turned and flung myself to my gun. I only had one chance.

They recovered quickly, getting to their feet, and came at me with fury in their eyes. My fingers wrapped around the handle of the gun, my trigger finger finding its newfound home, and I turned and fired. Both of their bodies fell to the ground, and I stood, giving their limp corpses a swift kick. To my surprise, they were both dead.

Upon further inspection, I discovered that luck had been on my side. The singular bullet had gone through the older man’s chest, likely nicking his heart, and caught the wannabe rock star right between the eyes.

I smiled widely, lifting my gun to my lips, and blew the smoke that drifted from the end. Harlow, One, Deadbeats, Zero. I tore my attention away from the bodies as I heard shouts of anger and cries of pain drifting from inside the warehouse. Without a second thought, I ran, hoping that one of those screams was not coming from my handsome nightmare.

I slowed my pace as I neared the large entrance and found a side door that was unlocked. Slipping inside, I scooted around the old desk. It was littered with stacks of money, and my gaze drifted over the white baggies that I assumed were filled with cocaine. I peeked out of the broken glass window to the right of the door, wanting to get an idea of what I was walking into. My breath hitched when I saw Ace, his arms pinned to his side with metal chains. He was being held in place by one of Carmen’s goons as another swung what looked to be a large wrench right into his face.

My skin buzzed with anger as I watched his head swing sideways. I looked on as he spat blood onto the floor, noting that one man sat off to the side surrounded by two other bodies and… Are those hands? Before I could stop them, I found my feet carrying me through the inside office door just as Ace said, “Come on, big guy, are you even trying?”

The comment made my lips tilt up, but I could see the rage rippling through the larger man’s back as he began to speak.

“Why, you—” I cut him off before he could continue.

“Oh, boys!” I sang, dragging their attention to me. A sixth body I had yet to notice walked into view, rubbing his hands together greedily.

“Look who came to play!” he exclaimed, his dark brows creating a menacing shadow over his eyes. Too bad for him, he looked about as intimidating as the stuffed hyena I used to carry around as a kid.

“Ah ah ah,” I said, adjusting my feet and lifting my gun to shoulder height. I only had one bullet left, but they didn’t need to know that. Ace was struggling against the chain, his eyes filled with the same angry flames as my own.

“What are you going to do with that, little girl?” the man with the wrench asked, his cocky tone making me twitch with annoyance. My gaze flicked to the flammable barrels that were in a small group to my left, and I made a split-second decision. I looked at Ace one last time and he nodded, just enough for me to notice, and I pulled the trigger.

The resulting explosion lit up the whole room and blew me back against the wall next to the office. My ears rang violently. My eyes were closed, and I felt a trickle of blood drip down from my temple to pool in my collarbone. Every tendon and muscle in my body screamed as though they were nails and I was the chalkboard. I coughed hard, struggling to regain the breath that had been knocked out of me, and pressed my palms to the stone surface in an attempt to get to my feet.

I tripped sideways and caught myself on the wall. My eyes tried to gain purchase amongst the flames and debris. I covered my mouth with my elbow, coughing again, and as I looked up, I saw him.

Ace was lying on the floor, the left side of his chest looked to be on fire. I ran to him as best I could, my abdomen screaming from where the bullet went through. My legs wobbled as I tripped over the debris. I stole a leather jacket from one of the nearby bodies and used it to douse the flames. Ace was unconscious but alive, and his chest and abdomen were covered in second-degree burns.

“Help me,” a voice croaked from our right, and I spotted one of the goons dragging himself across the ground, his legs resembling hotdogs that had been rotated over the fire one too many times. The pink flesh was dried and cracked in multiple places, and other areas were charred black. The blood around his wounds was dark and thick, oozing out of his body like a broken ketchup bottle. He probably tastes horrible. I’ll stick to egg sandwiches, thank you very much.

“I’d rather not,” I replied sweetly as I watched him succumb to his injuries. I took a look around, noting various body parts that no doubt belonged to the man who had been sitting on the floor and his dead companions. The guy with the wrench was lying, chest down, his head turned towards us. His facial expression was grim, and his eyes were glassy. A large piece of blue plastic protruded from his back, and singe marks littered the rest of his body. So that makes five.

Alarm bells rang in my mind as I scanned the area for the man who had been holding Ace with the chain. He would have been well protected from the blast, using Ace’s body as a human shield. I scanned the area again and through the smoke, I could make out a shadow near the shipment door at the back of the warehouse.

“Be right back,” I whispered to Ace as I grabbed a nearby knife and hobbled after him. Before I even made it to him, he fell to the ground, coughing. It was then I’d noticed that he was holding his ribs. He must have been thrown into the wall behind Ace.

The alarm bells in my head rang louder as I approached him, and it was then that I realized it was the fire alarm. The overhead sprinkler system never went off, but emergency services would arrive soon, and I had to get Ace out of here before the Strathbrook PD arrived.

“Where is she taking them?” I asked, pressing the borrowed blade to his throat.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he wheezed.

“Where the fuck,” I tried again, “Is Carmen taking my friend?”

“The big guy?” he asked.

“No, you idiot, the redhead,” I rolled my eyes and grasped his shaggy hair with my free hand, stretching his head back painfully.

“I don’t know,” he garbled.

“Then you are useless to me.” I pressed a red-lipped kiss to his cheek and without wasting another second, I leaned over the man and dragged the knife across his throat. I left him to choke on his own blood. I turned and ran back to Ace, and confirmed again that he was, in fact, still breathing. His eyelids fluttered as I grasped his forearms, dragging him out the large warehouse door.

I spun around wildly, looking for a place to hide as police sirens blared from somewhere down the docks. I spotted an open C-Can I hadn’t noticed during the firefight and began dragging Ace in that direction, my severed wings and stinging thighs protesting the movement. He was muttering something, but I was having a hard time hearing him. It was then I noticed the blood.

It wasn’t coming from him, but from me. The bullet wound was seeping angrily now, internal bleeding from the explosive impact finding a faucet to leak from. I could see the red trail leading from the warehouse to where we stood, and I knew they would find us. I fell to the ground, my vision hazy, and turned over to grasp Ace’s hand.

He was still mumbling as the police cars showed up. I could just make out the words as the red and blue lights faded from my vision and everything went black.

“You suffer, I suffer.”
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