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AUTHOR’S NOTE



Truth or Dare is a dark stalker romance, with subjects more suitable to mature audiences. I urge you to consider looking at the list of trigger warnings that can be found on my website, because your mental health matters.

I set out making these characters to highlight some of the difficult and debilitating mental illnesses that I myself have suffered from. To shine a light on the less talked about parts, and to show the inner workings of what it is like to deal with the day-to-day aspects as well as high stress situations.

Hazel has panic attacks, PTSD, agoraphobia, and generalized anxiety, all of which I am heavily familiar with. How they manifest in her, is how they manifest in me, so it might not look like what others experience, but that does not make it any less valid. It’s a peek into a complicated diagnosis that shows up differently for everyone it touches. While why Hazel suffers from these illnesses is vastly different than my own reasons, I felt that having this sort of representation was necessary. Far too often, I feel invalidated and chastised, or on occasion told I’m just overreacting. Or worse, called “crazy”.

I wanted to show that even while suffering, Hazel, is still worthy of love and acceptance. As are we all.

Now, as for Ace, he should absolutely be in jail. I don’t condone any of what he does, nor am I romanticizing his behavior. He needs some therapy and in the real world, I would be grabbing Hazel by the shoulders and telling her to run. But since this is fiction, it’s a way to highlight how desperation and a longing for a sense of connection can lead to a toxic connection. Their need for each other is unhealthy.

With all that being said, I do hope you enjoy Truth or Dare.

Xx- Dakota


If you find any errors or typos, please feel free to email hadespublishingco@gmail.com


For the ones whose trauma made them want to build walls of concrete around themselves, just to feel the smallest bit safer. The ones whose anxiety takes the wheel and plunges their bodies into a state that only medication can touch. The ones who weren’t believed when they voiced their truth, and who were met with mockery while tears still stained their cheeks. For those who were told to just get over it. Smile. It can’t be that bad. For those whose souls have been irrevocably changed by what they’ve survived.

This is for you.


HAZEL
17 YEARS OLD



“Wait up, Hazel,” Sarah’s high-pitched voice calls from down the hill.

But I can’t stop.

My feet carry me, up and up. Muscles burning as I find my way along the well-hidden path, I dodge rocks and tree roots threatening to trip me.

I’m almost there. I can see the looming intricately woven iron bars from where I’m huffing up the steep incline. Just a little farther, I tell myself, feeling tiny beads of sweat gathering beneath my many layers. Ignoring the stitch in my side, I pull on my stubbornness to make it there.

The three cans of stolen beer courses through my veins. Liquid sloshing like a tumultuous storm in my otherwise empty stomach. As alcohol battles my senses, my head buzzes. A giggle escapes my lips as I trip over my own feet, coming down hard on my knees.

“Whoops.” I cackle.

Trees are thicker up here, almost as if they’re multiplying to conceal the forbidden Wixom Manor. Everyone knows it’s haunted. It’s a rite of passage for little shits like us to go poking around. No matter how ill-advised it may be.

I pick myself up, not bothering to dust my clothes off. Maybe it’s a sign, but I’ve come too far to turn back now.

We shouldn’t be here. The guards would flip if they found us absent from Kingston Prep, the “school” our parents had us shipped to for being problematic teenagers. They’re intent on straightening us out for society. Desperate to have us fall in line or break our spirits.

A chill snaps down my spine as the icy wind picks a fight with my auburn hair, obscuring my vision temporarily. With gloved hands, I tug on the long strands to tuck the stray pieces behind my ears. It’s much colder than at the base, the temperature plummeting with each passing minute. Upstate New York is frigid this time of year, but this type of chill seems drastically different from what I’m used to. Almost as if this land really is as evil as they say.

Finally, I reach the top of the hill, seeing the eerie, decrepit mansion towering behind the fence that separates us from the most haunted house in the state. Or so the legends say.

As I stare up at the house, the air kicks up a handful of fallen leaves, obscuring the view. I sway on my feet, feeling as if I could fall over at any second.

That last can of beer was a terrible idea.

Squeezing my body through the wrought-iron gate, I suck in my stomach and wiggle my breasts past the narrow bars, hoping to be the first to touch the front door. The rest of our group isn’t far behind, and I never go back on a dare.

“Typical. Always have to be first,” Sarah says as she squeezes through, her boobs getting stuck.

I laugh.

She’s not wrong. My competitive streak runs deep.

“These things are a hazard.”

“I can’t help it if I’m naturally blessed.” She tries wiggling. “Don’t just stand there, gawking. Help me out.” Her arm flails, hand catching my bracelet-covered wrist.

“They’re the same size as mine, nitwit.”

The boys are miles behind, it seems. Always goofing off. Pranking each other or letting out farts and laughing about it. Knowing them, they probably bought a joint to share off one of the night shift guards.

We fell in with each other, all having been deemed massive fuck-ups by the people who were supposed to love us the most. The six of us were kidnapped from our beds and dragged to the compound that masquerades as a school. Tucked away from society deep in the Catskills, they wring our souls into conformity. Promising to mold us into the perfect sons and daughters our parents always dreamed. Forcing us to follow their strict rules.

But tonight? We’ve escaped through the vents during a shift change.

Matty, Kyle, Ace, River, Sarah, and I crammed our bodies through the narrow opening and took off running, grabbing our contraband we’d hidden in a junked tractor tire. We have until morning to do whatever the fuck we want, and we have every intention of taking full advantage of it before we’re discarded back to that place of horrors. Probably to be strip searched again while we’re whipped for even looking insubordinate.

I rub my elbow where a constellation of bruises line my skin from earlier that day. I’d been caught doodling in the margins when I was supposed to be taking notes about Our Lord and Savior.

God is patient. God is kind. God’s followers have lost their minds.

Pushing my melancholy thoughts away, I focus on helping my friend maneuver her way through the bars.

“What’s the hold up?” Kyle yells.

Sarah and I lock eyes. She knows he and I have been dancing around something that resembles flirtation for months. He has that bad-boy energy I can’t help but be drawn to. My mother would be so proud.

Sarah’s body finally gives, and she stumbles into me, knocking us both on our asses. I look over at her, dead leaves entwined in her hair and dirt slashed across her pale freckled cheek. Laughing, we help each other up.

“Why didn’t you just open the gate?” Matty asks, pushing it open and staring at us with a smirk.

“That would have been too easy,” Sarah retorts.

If I’ve been hung up on Kyle all these months, Sarah has the same affliction with Matty. Her cheeks tinge pink as she pushes her short strands behind her ears. He walks over to her and rubs the smudge away with his thumb.

Her eyes catch mine for a second, and I give her a thumbs-up while pulling out my pocket-sized camera I’d found in the library. I snap the moment between them with a flash. A soft glow emanates from the digitized screen, showing Sarah’s wide smile and Matty’s face obscured by shadow.

Kyle snakes his arm around my middle, and my body warms. “Come on, let’s go inside.”

His breath, spiked with beer and pot, hits my senses. No wonder why it took them forever to get up here. They must have taken a few hits after issuing me their stupid truth or dare.

But a deep, ugly part inside of me is desperate to fit in with them. To feel a sense of belonging with these misfits, these rebels I’ve found myself apart of.

My own family has deemed me unlovable. Rejecting me for wanting something different. Shocked I could even question them and their faith. So, maybe I’m going a little harder on proving that I’m willing to do whatever my friends dare me to. Even if that means traipsing around a haunted house in the dark.

Goose bumps prickle my skin as I take in the dilapidated structure. Broken shutters slap the siding as the wind whips past us. This place looks like it’s seconds away from folding in on itself, leaving nothing but a splintered pile of rotted wood and crumbling brick in its wake.

“Boo!” Ace screams in my ear, causing Kyle and me to break apart.

I shove him. “Asshole.” I snap his picture, capturing his penetrating stare.

He gives me a crooked grin, letting me know he’s not the least bit sorry.

Sticking my tongue out at him, I pocket my camera. He puts his hands in his pockets, fixing me with an unsettling stare. His icy blue eyes bore into me, as if he could see straight into my brain, picking apart my deepest, darkest thoughts. Kids are always coming up with outlandish rumors about him. But, to me, he’s just Kyle’s creepy younger brother. Always there. Always watching.

“We should just stay here and not go back,” Kyle whispers, his stubble tickling my ear as he yanks me back toward his strong chest.

“Yeah, they’d find us in no time and drag us back. Drug us up and beat us senseless.” Matty scoffs, shaking his head. “There’s nothing out there for miles. Nothing but bears.”

Ace nods, looking off into the dark woods, as if he’s contemplating the risk of running.

I don’t blame him. This place we’ve been taken to is a living hell. Each day, we’re stuck in a loop of torture, grasping for the chance to get back home. That is, if our parents would have us. If the people in charge believe they’ve made us anew as perfect little disciples, just like them.

My own parents live in the closest town to here. Kingston feeds the school its rotten, morally corrupt employees since it’s one of the only large businesses around. The town might even be worse than the school since they’re all so completely fine with how we’re treated. Thinking we deserve it somehow.

I shiver, glancing around at the house I’m supposed to go in for this dare. “This is a bad idea.”

“Nah, don’t chicken out on us now.” Kyle tugs my hand, and I follow.

Being this close to him is giving my heart a bigger workout than climbing up this hill. It patters and flips with each morsel of his attention.

“You ready for this?”

I nod, although my stomach flips in fear this time. The floorboards creak beneath my fur-lined boots as I step onto the rotting porch.

“Don’t die!” Sarah yells out.

I turn to see my friends all lined up, watching me, laughing at her comment, waiting for my next move. My eyes snag on Ace’s as he stands off to the side. We hold each other’s gaze, and the look he gives me sends a shiver over my already chilled skin.

“Bach, bach, bach, bach!” Matty croaks out in an annoying but convincing chicken noise.

“I’m going, I’m going!”

As my feet cross the threshold, two of the guys squeal a fake high-pitched scream, startling me.

“Fucking assholes!” I smirk, stepping into the decrepit building.

Each floorboard groans as my weight shifts from foot to foot. Fuck, I could plummet to the basement with one wrong step and become nothing but a tangle of broken bones and a mere memory.

I let out a slow breath, seeing the puff leave my lips and disappear into mist.

Just get in and get out, I tell myself before the darkness envelops me.


CHAPTER 1

HAZEL
27 YEARS OLD



It’s been ten years exactly since that night, and it haunts me to this day. The morning after Sarah disappeared was a media storm, where the news had splashed, “Local girl goes missing” across the newspapers and on the TV.

Everywhere I looked, I couldn’t escape that night. Five of us were hauled into the police headquarters in our small town. We sat there, cold, scared, worried. My pink Razr phone was shot, screen cracked and caked in mud. Zero battery. We were in a heap of trouble, and I had dreaded finding out the school’s repercussions.

If only I hadn’t gone into that house. Maybe then everything would have turned out differently.

The jail had one cell, and the front was manned by the sheriff’s wife, Tracy, who smelled like her famous broccoli casserole had clung to her skin. I still can’t bring myself to eat the stuff because it brings me back to that moment in time. The harsh fluorescent lights. The smell of tobacco on the cop’s breath. The nerves crawling beneath my skin. That last one has never really left. Instead, it’s become a part of my every day life. Imbedding itself into my DNA.

Over the next few weeks, I would become accustomed to the constant questions. The whispers that followed me when I walked by. And the nickname the media dubbed our group of friends being splashed across headlines. “The Kingston Misfits.” No matter how hard I try to remember, the details of what happened after I entered the house are fuzzy at best. Absent, at worst.

Sipping my hot cup of coffee, I look out on my front porch, per my therapist’s recommendation. To spend at least ten minutes outside to help me overcome my agoraphobia. Never mind she also recommended I stop drinking coffee to manage my anxiety, too. But, on that, she can go fuck herself.

I try to ignore the way the skin around my ribs shakes. Vibrating muscles contracting with the effort to stay put. The way it physically pains my body to be outside my house, my breath staggered—no, labored. As if I’ve just run a mile instead of standing here. Staring out at the street. The bright fall sun taunts my retinas, zapping the thoughts from my brain. It all feels like too much. Too many of my senses being stimulated at once.

Looking down at the timer, I see that it’s only been one minute. Sixty full seconds of pure torture. Fuck. Dr. Thurston is going to want an update, and I can’t deal with letting her down again. Breathing hard, I try blowing out a breath for five seconds. In for five. Hold for five. Shit. Focus.

Exhale, five, four, three…

My palms become clammy, and my eyes feel like they’re crossing on their own, unfocusing and blurring my surroundings. Grabbing onto the porch post, I dig my nails into the white painted wood, causing old paint to flake off into the dying grass below.

Two minutes.

My legs sway, begging me to crumple. I lock my knees, feeling every muscle in body tensing around me like armor.

I can do this.

I can.

I can.

I just need to focus on something other than the way my body screams at me to give up.

To run away.

To shut this exercise down and get back inside. Behind the walls and windows and doors.

As I set my sights on the cracked pavement, I force my thoughts to slow down and hone in on a low buzzing in my ears. My eyes flit around desperate to grab onto something, anything to distract me from this downward spiral. Finally, they land on the house across from me, adorned in Halloween decor. Skeletons are set up to look as if they’re dancing in a circle as they sacrifice a jack-o-lantern to a bonfire made of painted plywood.

Clever.

Much better than the sad, rotting pumpkins lining my porch steps. This time of year, used to be my favorite, but nothing’s been the same since Sarah disappeared.

The ranch-style house I live in is a perfect find. A cookie-cutter model that blends in with all the others—ideal for slipping under the radar. A hideaway in plain sight amongst the white picket fences of suburbia. The assumed goodness of my character for living here works in my favor.

I force my mouth up into a smile and wave at the neighbors who walk by my house while I clutch my white coffee cup, chipped nails clinking against the ceramic coating.

No one knows me here.

They don’t know what I’ve done.

Not like back home, where questions and accusations linger in every gaze. Where reporters flitter around like blow flies to a corpse. Where people gawk and whisper and speculate. They never want the truth, though.

They want the spectacle.

The sensation.

Fodder for their dinnertime dialogue because they’ve run out of things to talk about. They like feeling a part of the tragedy, almost as if it’s their claim to fame. You can hear them in conversations saying, I’m from there, you know. Like that makes them special. Like they know anything of what really happened that night.

Frozen in this ever-present anxiety, I watch a little girl in a unicorn helmet ride past, pumping her tiny legs to propel her glittery pink bike forward. I smile at her tired-looking parents. A picture-perfect family, able to venture out into the world together.

Envy coils tightly around my core before I smack it away, reminding myself I know nothing about them. The dad could be a cheater for all I know. Driving his wife to drink during the day. A friendly smile can hide so much.

The parents struggle to keep up with the little girl, whose legs have carried her all the way to the end of the sidewalk. The dad’s belly jiggles with each step, sweat gathering at his thinning hairline. He pauses to check me out. From here, he can’t see my patchy dye job, taking my hair from auburn to an orange-blonde.

I wonder what it would be like to have him on top of me, humping and pumping away. I shudder at the turn my imagination has taken, knowing it’s been far too long since I’ve gotten laid. With the way I live, I don’t have much opportunity. I make plans to visit with my vibrator later tonight to take the edge off. I’m clearly in need of the distraction.

Eight minutes.

My heartbeat has slowed, but the effort to keep calm claws at my psyche. A constant battle of wills. Some days, the anxiety wins. Beating me down until I’m a shivering mess. Some days, it’s easier. This extreme reaction doesn’t hit me all the time. Other times, I can walk around the block or take a trip to the grocery store, the library. And then there’s today.

Maybe it’s the date or the fact that the sun is too bright. The wind too crisp. The car noises too loud, my sweater too scratchy, my sleep too ephemeral. But mostly, I think it’s the date.

Not a day has gone by that I don’t feel the scars of that one decision. That one stupid game of Truth or Dare.

A blaring beep breaks my thoughts, and I scramble to shut off the timer on my phone. Fingers grip the cool metal knob as I thrust myself back inside, feeling the instant calm of being within the walls of my house settling over me like I’ve stepped through a veil of magic.

It’s not rational, but it’s how my brain works, somehow believing I’m safer now than I was mere seconds ago.

My heart calms to its regular cadence.

Steady and safe.

Familiar.

I manage to set my coffee cup down that I’ve been clutching for dear life, so hard that there’s an angry red indent from the handle across my palm.

The thought occurs to me that I spend an insane amount of time trying to be okay enough to function, which has me letting out a humorless laugh as I run my index finger down the crimson crevice in my hand. Oh, how far I’ve come from the girl I once was.

[image: ]



“So, how did the exercise go?” my therapist asks from her tiny window on my laptop. Her gray hair is expertly thrown up in low-slung bun, and her deep brown eyes peer from behind her thick, round glasses, almost as if she can see through all my carefully crafted bullshit.

My eyebrows raise on instinct at her question, and my voice trails out tight as I lie through my teeth. “It was fine.”

My legs are folded beneath me on the fuzzy pink office chair I bought last week to make the space feel a little more homey. A little more me. Funny how I can be drawn to bright, happy decor while I’m so utterly depressed. Maybe it’s my subconscious trying to get me to snap out of it. If only it were that easy.

“Mallory, we’ve gone over this. I can tell when you’re lying to me.”

While that is true to a point, she’s never seemed to catch on to my using a different name with her. Or she doesn’t want to press me to disclose my real name. I find giving her this fake name easier than having her inevitably dig up the old news articles. Ones that journalists hounded me for. Stood outside my house for. And showed up at my school with cameras in hand, waiting to take my picture. All my other therapists would end up looking into the case, prodding me for information I didn’t have. Wanting to fix the gaping hole in my memory. Or worse, believing what they have written about me. One even threatened to go to the police, resulting in yet another move. Another town. Constantly on the run from my dark past. It’s fucking exhausting.

“It was challenging.” I amend my answer to her, running my fingers over the pink fuzz, channeling the anxiety into something tangible. Some part of me believes that if I stay busy, the stress won’t catch up to me.

I want to get better, but sometimes, avoiding the truth comes easier. She jots something down on her notepad, and the scratching of the pen digging into the paper sets my teeth on edge. I’m already strung tightly from my panic attack this morning, not to mention the weight of today hangs heavily about my shoulders, while guilt cinches my chest like a corset.

“I want you to do the same thing tomorrow and see how it goes, and we will meet back at the same time, Tuesday. How have you been feeling otherwise? Any side-effects since upping your medication? Hallucinations? Dry mouth? Tremors?”

“No, nothing.”

My fingers dig into my thigh at the lie. The tips of my fingernails leave tiny red indents on my skin. I don’t tell her I’ve been putting off the increased dosage for the last week because I hate being dependent on the pills. I know they help. I know I need them, but I hate it all the same.

Dr. Thurston gives me a weighted stare, assessing my clipped answer before jotting something down on her notepad. “Well, if you do notice anything, let me know, and we’ll adjust as needed.”

Suppressing a groan, I avoid my own box’s reflection as much as possible. I know what she sees. My long hair looking tangled, greasy, and in desperate need of a shower. The prominent bags under my eyes and the haunted expression etched on my face.

Sometimes, I fucking hate myself and wish I could jump into the body of someone with less trauma. Less anxiety. Less damaged. Maybe then I wouldn’t need these sessions and pills and exercises. I could just exist.

“Is there anything else you’d like to tell me before we end? We have about five minutes left.”

I could tell her what today is and why I’m more fucked up than normal. I could tell her of the nightmares that still plague me. The way I see a bloody footprint being washed away by the river. The way I constantly look up the case to see if anything new has surfaced. How I can’t remember exactly what happened that night and how I worry that Sarah’s disappearance could be my fault, just like everyone back home accuses me of. But I don’t say any of that. Instead, I shake my head, eyebrows raised, as if that will keep Dr. Thurston appeased.

I try not to wiggle under her weighted stare. Those deep brown eyes and wrinkled forehead that assess my every movement.

A tiny puff of air escapes my lips the moment she backs off.

“Until next week, then,” she says, then exits the meeting, leaving me blissfully alone once again.

Blankly, I stare at the absence of her box as my shoulders relax. Clicking to exit the empty virtual room, I’m greeted by a serene ocean view that serves as my screensaver. Peaceful. Tranquil. Unbothered calm waves in a vast expanse of nothingness. The complete opposite of how I feel inside. I’m a hurricane. A fucking maelstrom of broken emotions and endless cycles of torment.

It’s amazing that, with all the years of therapy, countless meditation exercises, the many pill alterations, it still feels like I’m clawing my way to feel a sliver of normalcy.

Functional- but barely, a term that has shackled itself to me. I’m functional enough to earn a paycheck. To pay my bills. To change my underwear every day. Not broken enough to be locked up, but not able to hold down a steady relationship.

In my line of work, it’s hard to find someone who won’t go batshit jealous anyway. I’ve made peace with the longest romantic relationship in my life being my toys. The only time they let me down is when I forget to charge them.

Being a cam girl does have its perks, though. Like how it feels to pretend I’m someone new. Someone not weighed down by the sum of my life’s experience. It’s as if I get to step into the skin of a fresh personality. I become this version of what my online persona has morphed into. A fantasy, pure and simple, but one that I indulge in just as much as my subscribers.

I used to be afraid someone might recognize me, but people are far too busy, far too self-involved to remember my mostly covered face. They only want what I can give them. A good time. An escape from their everyday lives. Besides, the subscribers love seeing my face when I come, throwing money into my account, keeping me afloat in this capitalist hellscape. I trust my makeup, masks, and wigs have been doing a good enough job at hiding my true identity.

Fuck it. I go to my bathroom cabinet and grab the medication Dr. Thurston prescribed me and toss the doubled dose back. I angle my head under the chrome faucet and spray just enough in my mouth to swallow the pills. Squeezing my eyes tight, I let it into my body before returning to my vanity I have set up in my room. The plush seat welcomes me, offering me a moment of comfort as I complete the ritual of getting ready.

After grabbing the concealer, I dab on a thick layer of makeup to disguise the deep purple circles that cling below my eyes and swipe across the few blemishes dotting my chin. My pink wig sits crooked on a faceless mannequin head. It looks as if it watches me. Questioning my every move. Same, girl, I think, speaking to the inanimate object. I wish I had the answers, but I have no fucking idea what I’m doing other than trying my best to exist.

I grab the curly pink wig, then tug it into place. Snapping the pins into my low, greasy bun, I let the long locks travel over my sharp collar bone. Staring into the mirror at the fabrication I’ve created with perfectly placed makeup and fake hair, I see the woman I could be. The woman I get to be for a few measly hours of escape. The sight of my well-crafted lie squeezes at my middle as bile rises in my throat.

My fingers clumsily knock into blushes, eyeshadows, and dusty piles of makeup I haven’t used in a few weeks until they find the bright orange container labeled Xanax. The letters stick out in bold, threatening font while the off-white label curls up at the bottom to cover the warnings. I grab it and take two instead of my normal dose, even though I shouldn’t.

A full bottle of Jäger sits in the corner, dust piled on the cap. It’s stupid, but the pull of today wins, and I reach for it. The glass feels heavy as I twist the top off and take a burning sip of the alcohol.

I want to feel numb.

No.

I need to feel numb.

I raise the bottle in the air. “To Sarah.” I throw the pills in my mouth and down another gulp of the liquid fire.

The pills slide easily—expertly—down my throat. Shame and a curtain of calm hit my senses as the drugs and alcohol coat my system. It takes a few moments to absorb before my movements lag, becoming sluggish, as I put the finishing touches on my face. I go to pull on my favorite black lace outfit and almost topple over. Thankfully, I catch myself and a small bubble of a laughter rises in my chest at my clumsiness.

The outfit cinches my middle perfectly, giving my already voluptuous hourglass figure even more dimension. My cleavage is on full display, spilling out of the top in a way that leaves little to the imagination. A dusting of freckles lines my body, as do faint silver scars. Self-inflicted reminders of just how deep I can sink inside my own head.

The lace mask is my finishing touch. Hiding my identity enough for me to feel comfortable, but showing enough for my audience to get a glimpse of my features.

Turning on my ring lights, I bask in their warmth, feeling a new kind of anxiety take over. The kind that makes me perform for the viewers like my rent depends on how well I do—because it does. That thought spurs me on as I get into position in front of the tumbling black background. I arch my back and turn on the camera to greet my subscribers. Tugging my lips into a tight smile, I flash my brilliant white teeth, my muscles twitching as I drag my face into this forced happiness.

Showtime.


CHAPTER 2

HAZEL
27 YEARS OLD



Running my hands down my body, I tease the viewers with my sensual movements. Comments flood in, telling me what they’d like to do to me. Blocking it out, I focus on how I feel. I know what they want from me. I know what keeps my bills paid and food on my table.

My nipples are taut against the lace top I’ve wrapped myself in. I let my fingers linger across the hem, teasing their sensitive peaks. The viewer count goes up the instant the fabric drops, exposing my breasts to thousands of strangers. Comments speed up so fast I couldn’t read them even if I wanted to. My vision blurs, and a screeching thrums in my ears as I perform for the camera. The pills and alcohol take the wheel, playing me like a puppet on a string, letting me release this pent-up anxiety invading my body. A permanent parasite leeching the joy from my bones.

Working my way down my body, I take my time, enjoying this moment of reprieve as I go. The constant thrumming in my head quiets, letting me focus in on this sliver of pleasure. Knowing I’m being watched as I bring myself blissful satisfaction makes me feel powerful. I love knowing I’m getting random people off with how I touch myself. Lonely people just like me, sharing this moment.

Taking out my favorite toy, I imagine someone else’s hands on me as I shove my manicured fingers inside my tight pussy. A blur of a figure emerges in my mind. Someone masculine and shadowed but more than capable of bringing me an orgasm.

In my imagination, his face is covered by a mask, but I don’t care. I welcome the mystery, wondering what this stranger would do to me, Picturing myself tied up and at their mercy, with nowhere to run to.

No one but me has been given the privilege of touching my body in years. I’ve been too shut away from society to have someone to fuck me the way I crave. The way I need. Everyone I’ve opened up to about my secret fantasies has scoffed at me. Shook their heads and told me to get help.

Positioning my toy against my clit, I let the viewers see the way my legs drop open, the way my breathing stutters with each jolt of elation. My lids are heavy with lust as I stare directly into the camera, biting my lower lip as I work myself into a climax. I’m picturing that blurred figure holding me down. How they’d force themselves inside of me until I’m full and aching. I want it to hurt. I want it to be rough and frantic. I want him to need me so fucking bad that he can’t help himself.

I picture him gripping a strong hand around my throat, my hands unable to stop him. He’d have a deep, desperate, gravelly tone demanding that I come on his cock like a good girl.

Moaning, I come hard, taking extra care to remove my fingers ever so slowly, then bringing them up to my mouth and sucking them clean. An explosion of subscribers and gifts flood the screen before I sign off with my signature wink.

The moment the camera goes dark, I crumple onto the floor and tuck my legs into my chest. Weight from the extra Xanax floods my system, making me feel heavy and light all at the same time. I could fall asleep right here. Ripping the wig and mask off my head, I press my cheek into the cold hardwood panels.

Coming down, reality smacks into my thoughts, reminding me of what brought me here in the first place. Hot breaths flutter out of my mouth, and a small sob wrecks through my chest.

Ten fucking years.

Ten whole fucking years.

I wonder what Sarah would look like now. Hell, I wonder what any of the group looks like now. We lost touch when I skipped town. And I’ve been too search for them. Keeping tabs on them would just remind me of that night. And I’m constantly trying to forget it.

I couldn’t handle the press anymore. The whispers. The way I was looked at with heavy suspicion everywhere I went. A tear streams down my face and puddles in the small space between my skin and the floor.

Fuck. I promised myself I wouldn’t do this today.

My phone buzzes with an incoming text. Frowning, I pick myself off the floor. Who the hell would be messaging me at this time of night? Not many people even have this number. I pluck my cell from the stand and stare down at the unknown number flashing across my screen. Wiping at my eyes, I attempt to focus on what it says.

The message reads,

Let’s play a little game, Hazel.




Truth or Dare . . .




I stare down at the crudely cut missing person’s picture attached to the message, zooming in on the grainy detail. Her distorted blue eyes stare back at me. Her crooked smile forever slashed across her face. A moment of happiness frozen in time, asking to be seen. To be found.

My blood runs cold, and my vision becomes hazy. I blink hard, willing the text to be a sick prank.

I debate responding. If it’s some stupid prank, I’ll be able to tell with what they message next, I guess.

My fingers shakily type out a reply.

Who is this . . . ?




I hold my breath when three jumping dots appear as the person types. Who the hell is messaging me with this? Who even knows my number? I change it with each move.

That doesn’t matter. Just answer the question and I’ll keep your secret.




My secret. My stomach drops to my feet as a chill runs down my spine. I’m sweating, my body fighting against the pull of the Xanax and the threat of this moment. It’s just some troll, right? Some bored person looking to stir up drama. But then how do they know me? My name. My real name. Not Mallory, which is what I’ve put on all my documents.

. . . How do you know my name?




My hands shake at this invasion of privacy. Of all days for this to happen, they picked today. They must be one of those true-crime-obsessed people, thinking they’re a detective because they’ve watched every episode of Unsolved Mysteries.

I stare at the small, digitized date at the corner of my phone, reminding me of the stupid fucking date. As if I need the reminder. I feel the weight of those years down to my bones. The passage of time has been etched into my skin, wrapping itself around my shriveled soul. A mere ghost of what it once was. Trauma of that day and the days following Sarah’s disappearance has seeped into my nerves like a poison. The knowledge that my missing memories may hold the key to her disappearance. I know how it looks. I know the town blames me.

That moment Sarah went missing in the woods changed me forever. It’s become a distinct before-and-after in my mind. A line drawn in the sands of time. The person I was before I walked into that house is gone for good.

If you don’t play along, I’ll tell them where you are. You don’t want that, do you?




Fuck. I’ve worked far too hard to disappear. Carving out my life in the only functional way I know how. And this motherfucker wants to threaten everything I’ve built? For what?

If the cops know my whereabouts, they’ll interrogate me all over again. Asking me questions I don’t know the answers to. They treated me like a suspect. Like I’m someone worth locking up for good. Like I have the capability to make another person vanish.

The town’s heavy, judgmental glares crawl all over me, like I’m right back in Kingston while I glare at this intruder’s threatening messages. How it all became too much. Those whispers. Those eyes, accusing me of crimes I had no memory of. The words MONSTER, MURDERER, SLUT sprayed onto my locker. The way I scrubbed at the spray paint until my fingers bled. And finally, the way my mom dragged me into church begging for me to repent of my sins.

My hand clutches my phone so tight it begins to ache as those moments flash in my memories.

Fine. I’ll play.




I find myself typing back. Willing to do whatever they ask if only to avoid being dragged back to that place. Back to Kingston and the source of my nightmares.


CHAPTER 3

THE MISFIT
27 YEARS OLD



I stare down at the phone clutched in my hands, picturing her reaction from my texts. The flush climbing up her delicate, breakable neck. The thought of her distress makes my dick hard. Just knowing that she’s reading my messages is enough to satiate the building need that’s followed me around our whole lives.

Toying with her like this after spending years tracking her down gives me such a rush, I can barely control my shaking hands. I yearn to wrap my fingers around her curves. Seeing those videos of her in those provocative poses, teasing the camera with her arched back and round ass. Vibrant pink hair tumbling in waves down her back. The moment my eyes locked on those two dimples above her ass I was a goner. Feeling like I was seventeen again, pining over my crush.

What she didn’t understand then back when we were at Kingston, is that she’s mine. And always has been, always fucking will be.

I shift on the scratchy motel issue blankets, trying to get comfortable as I lie, with my legs crossed at the ankles. The bed creaks loudly, springs protesting beneath my weight. This Midwest small-town Hazel’s been hiding in has no other available places to stay, so this run-down motel will have to do for now. It’s within walking distance of her sub-division.

I’ve jogged by ten times this week, noting her every move. canvasing the area, becoming familiar with every crack in the pavement, every nosy neighbor, every camera doubling as a doorbell. Each time I went out, I noticed her car sitting in the driveway. Unused, and engine cold.

Digging further into Hazel’s past, I found that she’s moved every year for the past ten years. Working from home, doing odd jobs that don’t require her to leave the house.

I can’t really blame her after how the media treated us all. Her especially, as she’s the only girl in our group. The last one to see Sarah, with no memory of what happened. They vilified her. Painted her as slut for hanging out with a bunch of guys. Such bullshit.

A high-pitched whirl kicks on from the window unit, drowning out the incessant dripping from the bathroom faucet.

Dots appear and then disappear as Hazel debates what to send. I know she’ll comply like putty in my hands. She doesn’t have a choice. With how carefully she’s cultivated this new life, hundreds of miles away from Kingston, the last thing she wants is the police to be involved. If they were to be notified, it would take one search. One bored rookie to dig into her past. I’m betting that she’ll do just about anything to keep that from happening. The only question I have is how far I can push her before she snaps?

It takes an immense amount of control to keep myself lying here instead of stalking out of this room to be closer. Reminding myself I need to be patient and I’ll get exactly what I want.

Eventually.

But I need her to trust me first.

What will it be, Hazel? Truth or dare?




Alright. Dare.




Mouth quirked- I feel a rush of adrenaline spike deep beneath my rib cage as I send my reply.

Sweet little Hazel, always shying away from the truth.




Here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to walk outside wearing absolutely nothing, and you’re going to run around the block. I’ll know if you don’t. Don’t change. Don’t do anything but listen to my instructions or you’ll regret it.




I’ll let her stew in wondering who I am. Who would know that she always loved dares except the six of us?

The Misfits.

Would she guess right away or continue to think it’s a prank? The knowledge that I must be making her mind spin has me so fucking hard. Finally. After all these years, I can pry my way into that pretty little head of hers, just like she’s done to me. Years of torture, living with the unrelenting thought of her. She’s consumed my thoughts in every sense of the word. Obsessed? Perhaps. More like I became her captive, and now I’ll make her mine.

Dots appear and disappear. I get up knowing I have her fucking cornered, and put on my shoes, bringing my rubber skull mask to put on later.

My phone dings with an incoming text.

You sick fuck.




I cackle opening up my response to type, but she’s beat me to it.

How can you possibly know if I do it???




You’re a smart girl, Hazel. Figure it out.




I reply, opening up the tattered brown painted motel door to see my girl in the flesh after all these years.


CHAPTER 4

HAZEL
27 YEARS OLD



Every moment is torture. I can hardly see where I’m going, let alone if anyone is watching me. It’s one thing to take off my clothes by choice. Performing for my subscribers has always been a thrill that I enjoy. It’s another to be blackmailed into it.

Shame and sweat coat my skin as I run. The only visible thing that I can make out are the small puffs of breath escaping my lips as I go. Ignoring the pain in my side from running proves to be difficult. I’m not much of a runner, and the lack of talent in that area becomes more apparent with each step I take.

Only the blinding fear that whoever it is that sent these messages, could be out here with me keeps me going. One foot in front of the other as fast and as hard as I can manage. They could be out here right now, just waiting for their moment to attack. Watching as I make an utter fool of myself. Fuck. I hope the neighbors are asleep. There’s no explaining this level of madness away. It’s not every day a naked woman goes running past. At least not here.

I’m sure I look drunk right now. And maybe I am with the amount of alcohol and pills swimming in my veins. That might explain why I even agreed to this harebrained idea in the first place. If anyone sees me, I’ll just play into the drunkenness.

Darkness presses in all around me. Bare feet slap against the rough asphalt, biting into my flesh. My imagination runs wild, concocting all sorts of possibilities. Wondering if these messages are just a ploy to get me out of the house so whoever it is could grab me. The world is full of psychopaths, so anything is possible.

It’s so pitch black out that I don’t see the pothole until it’s too late. My body goes down hard, knocking the wind from my lungs.

Oh, fuck. I need to get up.

I need to get up!

Willing myself to move takes a herculean amount of effort, but my protesting muscles finally budge. Everything hurts, but I don’t think anything is broken.

Bits of gravel are lodged in my skin, stinging my sensitive flesh. I should clean myself off, but I can’t do anything but run. Back to my home. Back to safety. Back to end this stupid dare.

I’m starting to doubt if going along with those messages is even worth it, but then I remember the sheer panic I felt in Kingston. The way the police looked at me as if I was guilty. The fucking whispers following me everywhere. The endless media attention. The phone calls, emails, and letters from people who had nothing better to do than take time out of their day to send death threats. My hands shaking with their ugly, hateful letters. Feeling myself begin to shrink further and further away from the world, until I no longer felt safe to go out.

Wind whips around me, pimpling my already frozen flesh into painful little bumps. I just need to keep moving my legs and get myself home.

I turn the final corner, desperate for warmth. For safety. Just a few more houses to go, I tell myself as I pump my legs faster. Harder. Until they feel like Jell-O wobbling beneath me. My heart hammers so hard I can hear it in my ears, blocking out the sounds from around me. I wouldn’t be able to hear someone creep up on me if I tried.

The lights on in my house are like a beacon of safety, and like a moth to a flame, I launch myself at its illumination. Convinced, no matter how irrationally, that once I’m inside, I’ll be safe.

My front porch catches me. Legs extended, leaping over the stairs while I fumble with my keys.

Come on, come on, come on.

Hands shaking I find the right key, missing the hole several times before the metal clicks into place, granting me entry. Flinging my entire body through the opening, I shut the heavy door behind me, locking it with tears streaming down my face.

I crumple, my legs folding beneath me before I even have a chance to catch myself.

I know I should move away from the door and check if this creep who messaged me is here, but my limbs feel like liquid. I can’t do anything but exist on this tiny pink rug in my foyer. It absorbs my blood into the fibers, leaving a stain. I’m faintly aware of my nakedness, still in disbelief at what I just did. Listening to some psychopath’s demands. They could have just been bluffing and I fell for their ruse, so desperate to keep my secrets. To keep this new life. To stay the hell away from Kingston and the nightmares that still plague me.

Trembling, I type out a reply to the number and the read receipt appears immediately.

I wait for those dreaded three dots to show, but it doesn’t. Another minute ticks by. And then another. Still nothing.

My heart rate slows, and the chill that’s settled into my bones begins to thaw.

Maybe they were just messing with me. And I was stupid enough to fall for it.

Crawling, I manage to pull my exhausted body up to standing. I feel like Bambi learning how to walk as I stumble down the hallway and into my bedroom. The silk red robe hanging in my closet beckons to me, so I snatch it from the hook on the back of my door and yank it onto my shoulders The slick fabric wraps around me in its familiar comfort. It takes everything in me to make it to my bed. My knees give out and I fall hard into my mattress, passing out before my head even hits the pillow.


CHAPTER 5

THE MISFIT
27 YEARS OLD



The fresh night air greets me as the faint red glow from the Motel sign lights up the crumbling parking lot. My black Jeep and the night shift manager’s station wagon are the only vehicles occupying the expanse. The town is one that built itself with the expectation that people would want to visit such a quiet place. But with nothing of note nearby, only the residents and a few passersby frequent these streets. At least they’re populated enough to have a steady stream of chain take out restaurants lining the main road. They have enough people in this town to not raise suspicion of my being here. Not like back in Kingston where any outsider is immediately met with the neighborhood watch. Telephones ringing alerting people to the newcomer’s presence. Superstitious, small-minded fucks. It’s a miracle Hazel escaped that place like she did.

Most people don’t.

The place wraps a noose around your neck from the moment you enter, making it almost impossible to leave. Most of the students ended up staying on as counselors, or coming back as teachers. Or, if you’re like my brother, become the mayor of the whole fucking town.

I take the path that winds into the sparse woods tucked against the side of the building. It leads straight to her back yard.

Perfect.

Fine.




Another text comes in just as I’m arriving at her place. I sneak past the tall fence line that separates her property from the neighbor’s, to get to the front where I can see her clearly. They seem the type to keep to themselves. Closed off and self-involved. The ideal components for stalking the girl of my dreams.

The lights are all on in Hazel’s little one-story, ranch-style house. It’s homey and unassuming. A shadow passes in front of her windows, and my cock hardens knowing that she’s right within my reach. I pull out my phone from my front pocket and snap a series of pictures, as her form moves frantically to the door. I make sure to tuck myself firmly against the tree, molding my body to the bark.

She never saw me back at Kingston Prep. I was just a friend to her. But I’ll make her see me now. Now, she can’t ignore me.

The door opens with a jolt, slicing a sliver of light against the dark street, illuminating her perfect voluptuous silhouette. Golden hued hair hangs over her breasts as she clutches her hands around her body. Barefooted, she takes off at full speed, looking in every direction, trying to find me. Trying to see if anyone is watching her little escapade. Her feet slap against the pavement, breaking up the deafening quiet of the chilly autumn night. I follow, slow enough for her not to notice, but close enough to catch the way her body moves.

Terrified.

Sultry.

Fucking, mine.

She’s so close, yet so far from where I need her to be. But she’ll get there. I’ll break her down with this little game we’re playing, until she has no choice but to bend to my will. She’s already doing such a good job listening to my instructions.

Turning the corner, she trips, spilling out onto the rocky pavement.

I stop, making sure no one is coming.

She dusts herself off, clearly shaking before forcing herself to continue. Limping and visibly slower than she was just a minute ago, she forces herself forward, glancing behind her. Eyes wild and full of fear, looking like a deer caught in the headlights. Oh, my little doe. I can’t wait to show you what true fear looks like.

Her pace speeds up. Clearly spooked by being out here, alone and naked for anyone to see. I wonder what she’s thinking right now. I wonder if she can feel me out here with her, lurking in the shadows.

I’ve waited for this moment for years, and now that it’s here, now that I’ve finally found her, it’s ten times better than I ever imagined. Playing with her, knowing that I’m the one causing her heart to beat fast. The one making her sweat.

Not my brother.

Me.

She completes a whole circuit around the block, before hurling herself back into her house.

I did it. Now leave me alone.




Her text comes moments after she’s locked herself back inside. I assume after she’s checked all the rooms, searching for me. But I’m right back here, at the tree looking in, biding my time.

Soon, Hazel. Soon.

I thumb her words against my screen, admiring her spirit. She thinks herself broken, but a fire still rages in the depths of her soul, begging to be set free. I can’t wait to pry her free from her self-imposed cave. Even if she kicks and screams the whole way. I’ll enjoy every second of it.
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Hazel’s been asleep for hours by the time I sneak into the unlocked window, skull mask in place, and hoodie pulled up. Thankfully, Hazel’s property butts up against a forest, making it easy for me to sneak through her backyard without being noticed.

Her carpet conceals my footsteps as I creep through her house, cautious not to make any noise. Her space is tidy enough, allowing me to sneak about without bumping into anything. I search for her, this burning desire propelling me forward to see her in person after all these years. Unable to wait a moment longer.

After casing the house, I find her splayed across the comforter in her bedroom. Her feet hang precariously over the edge, and it’s clear she wasn’t able to clean herself off before bed. Her naked form lays spread out, marred by dirt, and blood, and sweat.

Fuck she’s gorgeous.

I feel myself becoming hard just looking at her. The scent of alcohol on her breath penetrates through my mask as I peer down at her sprawled out body. Being this close to her again in a decade is overwhelming. She looks so pretty and helpless beneath me. I can do anything to her. Anything I fucking want. Pulling my hard cock out of my jeans, while I use my free hand to remove my cell phone from my coat pocket, I place the tip of my dick against her plush bottom lip. Her breath skates over the sensitive flesh making me even harder.

“Fuck.” I whisper, as I angle my cell phone over her face, snapping a picture before she wakes. Quickly, I tuck the phone away, but push against her mouth a bit, wishing I could shove myself all the way in. Choking her with every inch I have. I bet she would take it so good. Swallowing me down until there’s nothing left.

She lets out a small whimper and her tongue flicks out, catching the underside of my tip. Eyes rolling back in my head, I rub myself back and forth against that sinful mouth of hers ever so slowly, before pulling back and tucking myself into my pants. Painfully tented against the fabric. I know it’s time to go before she wakes. As I move to leave, Hazel groans, eyelashes fluttering against her freckled cheeks.

I press myself flush against the wall, hoping the shadows will help conceal me. She’s not ready for me, yet. We still have more of the game to play.

She runs a hand down her face, before grabbing her blanket and turning over in the opposite direction. I’m barely breathing. Pulse, hammering in my ears as she snuggles back into her blankets, turning herself over into the fetal position. She looks so fucking vulnerable like this.

Thinking back to all those years ago, when our lives changed forever, I never anticipated I’d be here with her. We all have been broken by what that place did to us. To what we endured after Sarah’s disappearance. But Hazel has been turned into a shell of what she once was. I can’t wait to remind her of who the fuck she really is and what she’s capable of. Then we will make them pay for what they did. Together.

Her breathing becomes steady, and a soft, dainty snore comes out of her nose. I can’t help but smile, peeling myself off the wall and walk quietly across her room.

In the living room, her decor is sparse, but bright. It has a just moved in feel with its bare walls and mostly empty shelves. Almost as if she doesn’t plan to stick around here for long. Though, it’s clear the things she does have, are carefully picked to bring her some sense of joy. A small withered looking plant she has on her side table is curling in on itself.

Like its owner, I think while picking up the terracotta pot and turning it in my hands.

I walk it over to her sink, quietly turning on her faucet just enough to let out a few dribbles of water. The dried dirt soaks up the moisture greedily.

Scouting more of her place, I find a whole drawer of toys in her guest room. So, this is where she films. I run my fingers over the pink dildo and decide to snatch it. Hell, they’re all coming with me. If anything is going to be giving her pleasure, it’s going to be me. I shove her toys in my bag one by one. There.

Then I stumble across her computer. It’s slow to turn on, but once it does, it only takes a few moments to hack my way in. I make sure to copy everything to a flash drive and set up my own computer to mirror hers. It’ll alert me every time she’s using it. Her phone is discarded on the floor near the front door. I scoop it up and do the same, setting it up to alert me. I can even listen in to her calls if I want.

I put everything back where I found it and leave the way I came, making sure to close the window behind me.

“Sweet dreams, Hazel.” I whisper before trotting back to the motel room. “We’ll play more tomorrow.”


CHAPTER 6

HAZEL
27 YEARS OLD



Everything hurts. My muscles, my pride, my memories. All of it feels like it’s too much. I didn’t sleep much last night after being made to run around the block naked. I kept picturing some faceless man coming to kidnap me. My dreams were saturated with visions of Sarah from that night. The picture from the newspaper. The way I picked at the dirt encrusted in my nails while the sheriff interrogated me.

I should take a shower. Running my hands through my hair feels heavy and dirty. Grease clings to the roots of my hair as if I purposefully slathered it in at my roots. I don’t know why showers are so difficult. It’s a simple routine.

Lather. Rinse. Repeat.

But for some reason, the act of showering leaves me feeling depleted instead of renewed. I don’t get to wash away my anxieties in the hot scalding water.

I shake.

I dwell.

On the days I manage to bring myself to take a shower, I feel as if I’m going to pass out while my head is pummeled with the continuous assault of water. And then after I’m clean. After I’ve wrapped my flushed, damp skin in a towel, I sit and stare into nothingness. My eyes blink and I simply breathe. Energy at an all time low. Pruned fingers clenching the towel’s fabric as if it’s a stress ball. As if the act of being still on my bed will fix me.

It’s become so bad, that I’ve found myself avoiding the act of showering altogether until absolutely necessary.

The shower has become a reminder of how utterly broken I’ve become. And I hate it. If I could smash the porcelain tiles into bits with a sledgehammer, I might feel better for attacking it, the way it attacks me.

But it’s necessary. And I keep stepping into it, time and time again, hopeful that this time I’ll feel different. This time, I’ll be able to function normally.

I can hear my mother’s words pinging around in my brain.

“I just don’t understand. It’s simple.”

Yes.

So fucking simple, I scoff. She could never understand that just because something comes easily to most people, it isn’t easy for everyone. Another painful reminder of how much of a disappointment I am to her. To myself. She thought that if I just prayed hard enough, I’d magically be better. Be different. Be the daughter she envisioned.

That’s why she sent me to Kingston in the first place. Kidnapped by strangers in the middle of the night. Their hands rough and bruising on my body as I was dragged from my childhood home. My parents standing off to the side, looking so damn proud of themselves.

“It’s for your own good.” I could hear my mother say. The woman who was supposed to protect me, sending me off to be fixed.

Now, all these years later, I still haven’t found out what good came of that awful place.

I force myself to extricate my body from the warm cocoon of blankets I’ve wrapped around me and head into the bathroom. My skin pimples in the cold air, making my flesh a shield against the world.

My mind circles on the anonymous text messages. It has to be a prank. Someone who’s bored enough to look up my number. Or maybe they got it from my mom, though I’ve barely kept in contact with her. She’s always giving people information they shouldn’t have. I take my pills, sighing heavily as their effects take hold of me.

I could have my number changed. Or contact the phone company to see if I can get whoever it is blocked.

Stepping into the shower, I let the warm water cascade down my back, reminding myself to breathe.

I go through the steps of cleansing my body, almost robotically. Shampoo. Conditioner. Focusing intensely on what I’m doing as if it will make me feel less shaky. Dizziness ebbs along my temples, pressing in as my lathered fingertips rub the grease out of my scalp. Eyes clenched tight, my hamstrings spasm making me feel as if I’m going to collapse. Fuck. I don’t want to go out like this for some stranger to find me weeks later, sprawled out naked and bloated from the water. A tangle of limbs caught in the shower curtain. I rush the rest of the shower, the entire time feeling like I’m barely hanging on. The rational side of my brain tells me it’s just the anxiety, that I’m not actively dying. But the physical symptoms I’m experiencing make it difficult to bat away any trace of these emotionally charged thoughts.

What did Dr. Thurston say a few sessions ago? Something about remembering all the other times I thought I was dying only to have it just be the anxiety brain talking. I cling to that thought like a lifeline as I slink out of the shower, wrapping my body tightly in a towel.

As I turn towards the mirror, I let out a shriek, dropping the towel.

The words, I know your secret, are sprawled out in crude handwriting slashing through the fogged-up mirror.

If I was shaking before, it’s nothing compared to right now.

Someone was in my bathroom… while I was showering.

I look frantically around the room, wondering why I hadn’t heard anything. Are they still here?

A shrill ding comes from my phone on the counter, and I lunge for it.

Heart pounding so hard I can feel it in the souls of my feet, I look at the message from the same unknown number that had been taunting me last night.

Attached Image.




Quickly pressing the attachment, I’m met with a dark picture of myself sprawled out in bed, a large cock sitting right on top of my lips. I press my fingers to my mouth in horror.

Another message pops through almost immediately.

How do you like the taste of me on your lips?




My heart is beating so loud in my ears that I’m afraid whoever this is will be able to sneak up on me while I freak out, frozen to this spot.

The mixture of terror and feeling utterly violated fuse together in a violent torrent of nerves deep within my stomach. I shove away the nausea crawling up my esophagus that threatens to release the bile that’s churning away in my core. I can taste the acid burning the back of my throat, making a thin film of vomit that coats my tongue.

Someone is in my house.

I hear nothing but my own unsteady breathing and rapid heart rate. Stepping tentatively around the corner, the floorboards creek loudly beneath my feet. Wincing, I hurriedly emerge into the dimly lit hallway. If I can just make it to the kitchen, I can grab one of the knives on my counter. At least then I can defend myself with something other than my fists.

Deeply aware of how vulnerable I am in this situation, I move carefully. As quietly as my joints will let me.

I hear nothing and see nothing out of place. But the knowledge that someone is in my house makes every fiber of my being on high alert. I round the corner, peeking around the edge and find my kitchen empty.

Quickly, I run to the knife block and grab two of the biggest ones. They’re heavy. Large enough to do permanent damage should the intruder come close enough. I only hope they don’t have a firearm.

I creep into every room, knives raised and ready to strike, but find nothing. No one. Not even a hint of someone.

Maybe they’re in the closet?

I raise my arm, knife secured tightly in my hand as I rip the door open, slashing at the air. Empty. I barely miss bringing down the knife on my thigh with how hard I stabbed

Fuck. Where are they?

I go back into the bathroom, but when I look in the mirror, I find it clear.

No ominous message.

I drop the knives on the counter and grab my phone. The message tab pulls up easily, but when I scroll to see my most recent messages from the unknown number, it’s missing.

There’s nothing.

Am I losing my mind?

I pace back and forth in front of the mirror, replaying it all in my head. The messages. The dare. The picture.

I know what I saw.

Looking down at my body, the scrapes from last night still line my body. I run my fingers along the cuts, feeling how very real and tangible they are.

No.

Someone is fucking with me.

Even though the house seems clear, a sense of unease burrows deep into my stomach.
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I try to go about my day normally.

Coffee. Breakfast. Brush my tangled hair. Check my bank account and pay bills.

But the unease doesn’t leave.

I skip doing my daily outdoor therapy, feeling like if I step outside right now, I’ll send myself straight into a panic attack. And I’m barely holding it together as is.

By the time night falls, I’ve been fighting off this anxiety all day, unable to keep it at bay any longer. Checking the time, I decide to throw back my medication to help the edge I feel. I’ll have to go on camera soon and don’t want to be too amped up.

Taking my pills, I get ready for another round of playing the perfect cam girl. Ready to rake in the money so I can pay my rent. In this day and age, it’s easier to deal with a mental illness like mine. I’m able to have things shipped directly to me, and work from home when I have a bad bout of agoraphobia. Which seems to be the case right now. Even venturing to the mailbox is out of the question on a day like today. I hate this yo-yo feeling. Like I can regress at any moment, no matter how much progress I’ve made. And that’s what makes it so scary. I can be fine one minute and in the throes of a panic attack the next. Without warning or cause. Always teetering on the edge of the abyss, wondering if this time is the one that will end with me giving up altogether.

Too many people look at me when I leave the house and assume I’m completely fine. Able bodied. Sound of mind, because I smile at them. I carry on a conversation and can crack jokes. If I’m smiling, I must be fine. Even my own mother is guilty of it. She never understands the depth of trauma and how it sicks its talons into you, hiding in the places no one can see.

I think that’s what ultimately lead to me slicing into my own skin when I was younger. Making the trauma I felt on the inside, visible on the outside.

But how can I blame them since I’m the one putting on my mask for the world. Not wanting them to truly see how messed up I am. Not wanting to explain. Not wanting the pity. Or worse, having it be deemed an excuse.

That last one always boils my blood.

As if I chose to have things turn out this way.

Agoraphobia isn’t a choice. It found me. It wrapped around my body like a snake cutting off my oxygen until it looked me dead in the eyes and claimed me as its own. It’s a constant reminder of what I’ve survived. My body’s own personal warning system going off like an oversensitive car alarm if someone gets too close.

Fuck.

I shake off my spiraling thoughts. I don’t have time to be dealing with an episode tonight. Maybe just a swig or two of alcohol to keep the demons at bay. I decide to go for it, calming my nerves even more, before opening my drawer of toys. Only… it’s empty. Not one vibrator. Not a dildo to be found.

What the fuck?

I blink slowly, feeling the effects of the pills and alcohol mixing.

Am I hallucinating?

Patting my hand down into the drawer, I feel around wondering if I’m just dreaming the whole thing up. But no. Nothing. It’s truly empty.

Goosebumps erupt along my skin. So, someone really was in my house earlier. I run to check all the doors and windows, finding one in the front loose. Frowning, I wiggle it into place with a snap. Hmm. I look around for something to alert me to an intruder that I can use. Remembering my mother’s Christmas present from last year, I grab it out of the closet and wrap the tiny bells around the latch.

If someone tries to open it again, the bells will ring, giving me enough time to protect myself.

I grab a knife from the kitchen and go to my set up, placing it within reach but out of the camera’s shot.

Just in case.

Shaking, I manage to buy myself more toys. I’ll need them for future live broadcasts.

The bills, unfortunately, don’t pay themselves. I get myself ready, applying my makeup just the right way. Wig in place, clothes just seductive enough while I press record.

Going through the motions I rely heavily on this mask I’ve perfected. Hoping it’s enough to get me through. Enough to trick my subscribers into thinking I’m having the time of my life here. I don’t even come this time, too caught up in my brain and the endless barrage of worries that consume every available corner in my brain.

Is this stalker watching now? How I play with my body?

A chill erupts over my skin, and I can’t tell if the thought scares me or thrills me.

If this fucker wants a show, I’ll give them a goddamn show. I’ll pretend I’m unaffected by their little mind games. Even though I want nothing more than to curl up in my bed and pretend that my life isn’t like this. Escaping to a fictional dreamland my brain makes up in the comfort of my room.

I play with my nipples and my clit, making all the right noises and faces. The bottom of my screen alerts me that my performance is beyond acceptable. Meeting my goal within minutes. Quirking a smile and winking for the camera as I pretend to shatter. The money icon triples, and a sense of relief fills me. That’s one hospital bill down.

Logging off, I run my fingers over the raised skin on my arms. A reminder of what I have to pay off. Scars of my past embedded into the very fabric of my being.

Grabbing the knife, I eye its sharp tip, remembering how it felt to slice apart my own skin. How sickly euphoric and blissful I’d been at the thought of ending my suffering. The pull of that thought lingers. Almost like a whisper. A promise to ease my endless plight. Pressing my thumb into the tip, I watch as a small bead of blood wells up, then drips onto my thigh. Splattering the hurt into something visible.

So much of the hurt goes unseen. Locked up tight in my head. But this? This bead of blood? These scars down my arms? A tangible reminder of the pain I carry.

I won’t let it win, though. I’ve come too far and fought too hard. I deserve a better life. I deserve to keep the promise I made to myself that I wouldn’t let what those fuckers at Kingston Prep did get the best of me. I deserve to watch them rot and for me to live a life I’ve always dreamt of. One free of the fear they instilled in me. I stalk into my bedroom and lock the door, placing the knife beside my bed.

If this stalker wants to come back, I’ll fight. They don’t know what I’m capable of, but I do.


CHAPTER 7

THE MISFIT
27 YEARS OLD



She thinks I’m gone. Lured by the false sense of security I’ve concocted by being extremely quiet, but I’ve tucked myself away in her attic. I can see her on the cameras I’ve placed around her ranch style house, buzzing away with anxiety. Wondering if she’s lost her mind.

I love toying with her like this. Making her sweat. Making her wonder. Making her feel.

If only she knew who’s been fucking with her.

I see the moment she logs onto her computer, attempting to purchase herself more toys. Her cart is full of pleasure devices that I easily cancel with the stroke of a key.

If she wants something that will make her come, I am more than happy to oblige. Finding a website that makes a mold of your desired shape, I place a rush order, making sure to send it to the motel I’m staying at. I’ll send her something to play with while she thinks her toys are on the way. If she wants something to fuck her, it’ll be my own cock giving her that pleasure.

She gets herself ready for her subscribers. People paying my girl to get herself off. I don’t blame her or judge her for how she makes her money. But I can’t pretend that it doesn’t make me jealous as hell knowing how many people are seeing what belongs to me.

I can forgive her, though. For now.

She doesn’t remember who she is. Who we are to each other.

These dares that I have planned for her will help her unlock her memories. To show her who the true enemy is. Not the one the media painted for the world to see. She should know just how brave she is for escaping that place. Some of us were stuck there for years after, enduring the abuse. Knowing exactly what they were capable of if you went against their rules.

Hazel deserves to stop running. And I’ll make sure she gets that chance.

I watch as she starts her performance, and I can’t help but become entranced. Pretending this little show of hers is just for me.

She removes her lacy clothes, positioning herself in front of the camera in a seductive pose. Legs spread as she sits on a pink fuzzy chair. Giving me the perfect view of her glistening wet pussy. Her eyes are heavy with lust. Lashes fluttering against her round freckled cheeks. Lips plump and painted red as blood. Lace mask fixed to her face, obscuring some of her beautiful features. The wig she’s wearing today is jet-black and cut to her chin. Just looking at her gets me hard.

I’m laying right above her. Just a few floorboards and drywall keep us apart. But I need to be close to her.

Watching her. Until she’s ready for me.

I can wait.

The screen on my computer shows how she uses her long delicate fingers to play with herself. Wishing it was me between her legs. I imagine those are my fingers spreading her wide, flicking against her clit while I plunge deep inside her. Hitting just the right spot.

She moans, and I can’t take it any longer. I roll onto my back and pull my cock out, positioning the laptop within sight.

Her dusty rose nipples are pulled into twin peaks, and she teases herself circling one and then the other with her free hand. It’s tantalizing. Fucking captivating.

I match her rhythm. Working my hand down my shaft, pretending every move is her. Every stroke and twist is her hand on me. Eyes fluttering, I watch her every movement. Listening intently at every noise she makes. I can tell she’s holding back. Probably fucked in the head from what I’ve put her through, but that’s even more of a turn on for me. Knowing I got to her. That I’m occupying those twisted thoughts in that pretty little head of hers.

How I’d love to have her on top of me right now. Riding me like she’s riding her own hand. The image is so vivid I can almost believe it’s real. That it’s just the two of us entangled in each other. Her lips whispering my name as I make her come.

Pleasure erupts down my spine. My cock thick and hard, pulsating with desire. I can’t hold it back anymore and as I come in a thick hot stream. I picture it filling her cunt, taking every drop I have right where it belongs.

Cleaning myself up, I wait. Watching as she shuts her computer down and gets ready for bed.

And when she falls asleep, that’s when I’ll come down from the attic. Just a little while longer, and we’ll continue this game of ours.


CHAPTER 8

HAZEL
27 YEARS OLD



My eyes are heavy with sleep as I fight against succumbing to the temptation of my soft blankets, I’m currently wrapped in. I need to be awake just in case whoever has been taunting me decides to come back. Every muscle in my body is tense as the seconds tick slowly into minutes. I’ve had several cups of coffee to help me stay awake already, which is doing nothing to help my anxiety. The mixture of caffeine, alcohol, and my prescription pills leaves my head buzzing and chest feeling fluttery. But at least I’m semi-awake, sitting pressed up against a wall of pillows that line my headboard, knife in hand. I glance around the room, hyper aware of every little sound, trying to decipher if it’s wind or something…else. Someone else.

I realize this solution isn’t sustainable. I’ll need to sleep sometime, but I can make it through one night. Just until the cameras that I ordered get here. Thankfully, they had overnight shipping.

Exhaustion claws at me.

I feel paranoid and wonder if it’s just a fucking side effect of my meds. Dr. Thurston did warn me to look out for any new symptoms. And now with the messages disappearing and thinking someone is in my house, I have to consider the very real possibility that I might be having a reaction. Especially since I’ve been mixing the pills with alcohol. This all could be a nightmare of my own making. Maybe shrugging off the warnings wasn’t the smartest way to numb my pain.

But if I’m not numb, then I’m feeling. And I’m afraid of what I’m capable of if I allow myself to feel.

I mean, just look at me. Frightened beyond belief, sitting in bed with a knife.

But if I’m losing it, then where are all my toys? Could I be losing time again? Just like when Sarah went missing.

The brain is a strange place, capable of so many things. It could be reverting back to what it did when Sarah disappeared. Blacking out what I don’t want to remember.

I resolve to toss out the alcohol first thing in the morning.

Nights are hard for me anyway, so I’m used to running on little sleep. It’s when my brain comes alive with scenarios set on making me feel.

When I was first brought to Kingston, my parents had arranged to have me kidnapped by these masked men. They arrived in the pitch black of night, skull masks in place so I couldn’t make out their features. Their bodies were covered in all black as they ripped me out of bed, fighting with what little strength I had.

But the kicker was the moment I locked eyes on my parent’s gazing on approvingly from the side. Watching me struggling against these muscular figures, screaming and crying with everything I had.

“Whyyy?” I cried with tears streaming down the sides of my face, my body slumping as they shoved a needle into my veins.

“You’ll understand one day.”

Everyone at Kingston had a similar story. All of us ripped away in the middle of the night. All of us thrown together in an amalgamation of disappointment. Made to follow the unbendable rules of Kingston Prep, where they promised to extract the demons that had taken root in our souls. Damning us. Corrupting us. Turning their precious children into bad kids that must be saved. And only they could save us, or we would die trying.

It was no secret that the academy’s rules were outrageous and even at times dangerous. Put a bunch of angry, confused kids in a confined space, ruled over by adults with anger management issues and a god complex and you had a recipe for disaster.

Kids would arrive weekly and learn quickly the need to fall in line. Otherwise, they faced the wrath of the headmaster and his cronies. Dorm parents who patrolled the hallways. Making sure we never fell out of step with their demands.

Stand straight.

Recite your prayers.

Not one hair out of place.

Not one wisp of a smile.

Eat every single mushy pea, or have it shoved down your throat until you gag.

It was only after I escaped, that I realized how fucked up that place had made me. Twisting parts of me into a shadow of my former self.

I wasn’t a bad kid. I was just a confused teenager, looking to find myself. But according to my parents? My mother mostly. I was a heathen. Needing the fear of God instilled into me.

And her only complaint was that I dared to question why we were to believe blindly what some ancient text said. She’d even hired someone to come and have me exorcised. Convinced that I was filled with a legion of demons. Wicked in all my ways.

“You are to be obedient. Children shouldn’t question their parents. Their faith. Something is wrong with you, child. Some type of evil lurks within your veins.” She used to say to me when I was growing up.

I guess I was difficult. Making her examine her own faith with my questions.

One thing she did get right though, is that I am fucked up now. Maybe there is an evil that lives in me. Because as I’ve aged, my fantasies have warped and twisted. Thinking of those faceless men that came into my room to take me.

Wondering what it would be like to have them inside me.

A fantasy that my doctor says is rooted in my trauma. Fine to explore within the confines of my head. A way to work out the wrong that was done to me.

The thought of them having their way with me, as I lay helpless beneath them makes me delirious with desire. So much so, that when I make myself come for my subscribers, that’s what I’m thinking of. Rough hands restraining me. Needing me. Taking me.

Fuck, I miss my toys.

Getting myself off with just my hand tonight has left me needing more. I eye the handle of the knife I’m holding, wondering how it would feel.

No. Fuck. That’s crazy.

I set it down on the nightstand beside me.

This whole thing is probably just paranoia from my new meds. I’m no stranger to side effects fucking with me. I’ll call Dr. Thurston in the morning and tell her what I’ve been experiencing. Then at least I can get some sleep tonight. Besides, if anyone were to break in, I would hear the trap I set for them.


CHAPTER 9

THE MISFIT
27 YEARS OLD



Hazel is a bundle of nerves, and it’s all my doing. I watch as she sits, back rigid against her headboard, twisting the knife nervously in her hands. As if that could stop me. Fuck, how I would love to tie her up right now and spread her out for me to play with. To bend her to my will. To hear her cry out my name in ecstasy.

How will she react to me, I wonder, when I finally reveal myself? Will she remember me? Will her eyes widen with fear or will her thighs clench with desire? Will she shake? Or perhaps fight back? God, the possibilities are endless, and I can’t wait to figure her out.

The need to touch and taste her is overwhelming. To smell her on me.

She’s so beautiful like this. In all ways really, but there’s something about how helpless she is. Not knowing that I lay right above her. Completely vulnerable to my whims. The fact that I can toy with her like this gives me such a rush.

Finally, after hours of waiting and watching, she falls asleep.

I wait until her breathing becomes even before extricating myself from the attic. Mask affixed to my face, I snag her discarded underwear in my hands and run the fabric between my fingers as I stare down at her. The way her breasts rise and fall within arm’s reach. Fuck.

I step closer, chancing this moment with her as I run my finger down her exposed skin that dips between her breasts. A small moan escapes her mouth and I want to swallow it whole. Shove it down deep inside my stomach to devour its very essence.

Her pert nipples stab through the cotton knit tank she’s wearing, and my pants tighten around my hardening cock.

She’s an angel and I am her devil. Here to corrupt and tempt into sin.

Her shirt slides easily down as I pull to get a glimpse of those breasts she teases me with. Flaunting them for her followers. But they’re mine. Taking my cock out, I begin to jerk myself off onto her. It doesn’t take long to bring myself to the brink as I watch her perfect body. She could wake at any second. Would she scream seeing how I’m painting her full chest with my cum and marking her as mine? Hazel’s eyelashes flutter as my cum splatters along her skin before going still. I place her glistening tits back in her shirt and marvel at my artwork. This deserves another picture, I decide, taking my phone out and snapping the moment for me to cherish.

Fucking gorgeous.

She still doesn’t wake as I walk right out her front door, swallowed by the dark.
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The mold for the kit I sent away for arrives in the morning. Its instructions are difficult to follow at first, but I get the hang of it. Just the thought of Hazel fucking herself with a mold of my cock gets me hard enough for the kit. After the mold takes, I insert the vibrating attachment. It takes over twenty-four hours to dry, so I set it off to the side while it does its thing. I can’t wait to drop that at her house. Knowing she’ll think it’s one of the toys she ordered. Or maybe I’ll dare her to use it.

Getting rid of her products wasn’t because I feel intimated by the toys. I just want to be the one to bring her the pleasure that she seeks. I think of how we could use her toys together. Imagining myself seated deep within her tight cunt while the mold of my cock takes her from behind, filling her with all of me.

There were a surprising amount of designs to choose from when I selected which mold to go with. I almost picked the glow in the dark one for shits and giggles, but instead went with one that resembled the kind she originally chose. A bright pink that would put a highlighter to shame.

Checking the cameras, I see that Hazel is right where I left her. Curled up in the fetal position, hands tucked tightly under her chin. I zoom in on her face and trace the round shape of her cheek with my thumb. The pixilated image will have to do for now.

Several hours pass until she’s padding around her house, sleep clinging to her eyes. Her poorly dyed hair swept up into a messy bun. She cleaned up the cum from her tits and I wonder what she felt seeing my pleasure splayed out before her. She has to know what she does to me. How deeply imbedded into my skin she is.

Her movements captivate and intrigue me, finding out what her little habits are, and what makes her tick. The girl I remember her being is still buried inside of the one she’s turned into. I’m sure of it.

As she settles in her pink chair, I decide that the first step in having her remember herself is to have her change her hair back to her natural color.

Time to fucking play.

I type out a message and wait for it to go through.

Truth or Dare, Hazel?




A shrill ding comes through the speakers and her entire body goes rigid, stopping her in her tracks, before she snags another knife from the counter.

Fuck. I love the power I have over her.

She shakily turns her phone over, looking at the message. Dots appear and disappear as she paces back and forth in her kitchen, knife clutched tightly in her free hand. Her fear palpable through the camera.

Dare




She types back, and I find myself smirking. I’m not surprised that Hazel keeps picking dare. She always did the same back at Kingston. We didn’t have much to entertain ourselves back then, but Truth or Dare kept us occupied. A stupid game filled with endless consequences.

I dare you to dye your hair back to its original color. Then send me a picture showing that you did it. You have three hours.




You know what will happen if you don’t play along.




She tosses her phone in anger or fear, I can’t tell. But it’s clear I’ve rattled her.

Good. That means she’s feeling something.

She continues her pacing before she rushes to where her keys are hanging on the wall. I watch, rapt as she leaves the house. Good girl, I think. We’re making progress.


CHAPTER 10

HAZEL
27 YEARS OLD



This fucker., I growl in frustration at the farce that has become my life. Not that it was so spectacular before, but still. Clutching the steering wheel, I whip my car onto the main road that leads to the grocery store. Normally, I’d order something like hair dye to my house, saving me the trouble of having to leave me house. But with the time restraints put on this newest dare, I don’t have time to wait for a delivery.

This morning has already been a mindfuck, since I woke up with something sticky plastered to my chest. I shiver to think of what it could be, and instead focus on the task at hand. Because, if I think too hard about it, I know exactly what the mystery substance was. And that would mean that whoever is taunting me is still finding a way into my house and doing things to me while I sleep. I should be more upset about it than I am, but in reality, a part of me feels exhilarated, and a tiny bit turned on. I’ll file that little thought under things I shouldn’t tell my therapist.

The store is mildly busy for a random Monday afternoon, but I make myself go inside despite my building nervousness. The fluorescent lights practically burn my retinas as I walk through the opaque automatic doors. I’m immediately greeted by a fake smiling employee with bright orange hair and lipstick to match. Her eyes though, her eyes scream “get me the hell out of here” as she welcomes me to this fine establishment. Her words, not mine. I nod politely, ducking into the aisle I need, only to find that they’ve changed their layout since the last time I was here.

Fucking hell.

Dodging several carts, and a few wobbling toddlers holding their mother’s hands, I find the one I need. Fingers flying over the many boxes of color, I land on the one the dare demanded of me.

Auburn.

The girl on the cover looks as if she doesn’t have a care in the world. Promising that if I change my hair to her color, that I too can be this happy. Her wide, toothy smile and bright eyes selling a lie.

I grab the box and stride to the one-person checkout counter on unsteady legs. The weight of being out in public begins to press in on me from all sides. This unexpected trip is triggering the hell out of me, thrusting my anxiety front and center. A tingling sensation in my fingers grows from clutching the box too tightly. I switch hands and shake out my fingers, hoping that I can keep myself from a full-blown spiral.

There’s an elderly woman in front of me handing over a thick stack of coupons that makes me want to die a little inside. I’m barely holding it together as it is, and now with having to wait while every paper is scanned, a wave of dizziness claws at me, making my hands shake. My fingers dig into the strap of my purse as if clutching that thin strip of leather can keep me from the panic attack that’s gaining momentum. A wave rises up inside of me, begging for me to get out of here.

The extreme sensation of not being safe overwhelms me and I feel like I’m seconds away from passing out in the middle of this store. Outwardly, I know that I appear completely fine. I look like I’m waiting patiently for my turn to check out. But inwardly I’m battling a raging storm.

I haven’t taken my pills yet today, I realize. Having been too preoccupied by the sleep deprivation and fucked up messages I’m 98% sure are real. I check my phone and take a screen shot of it just in case it disappears again. I’m not crazy. I know someone is messing with me. Taking advantage of my weaknesses and exploiting it for their own sick enjoyment.

When the woman eventually takes her bags and change from the cashier, I’m a puddle of nerves on the brink of combusting.

I answer the perfunctory questions the cashier throws at me with curt simple yeses and nos. I’m sure they think I’m being rude, but I don’t care. It’s taking everything in me to stay standing, pretending like I’m perfectly normal and not panicking on the inside. Everything feels too loud. Too close. Too much.

I grab my receipt and walk as fast as I can back to my car. Laying my head on the steering wheel and breathing in through my nose and out through my mouth, while my heart beats wildly against my ribs. I’m acutely aware that time is ticking away as I grapple with my flight or fight response. I need to move. I need to drive home. But I feel physically stuck. Unable to make my hands release the wheel.

The leather digs into my palms as my breathing steadies and my heart returns to a normal pace.

It would be so wonderful if my body didn’t act like I just dogged a lion attack when I’m doing perfectly normal activities. Somehow, I manage to start my engine, rushing to get home. These streets are still a little unfamiliar, so I rely on the wonky GPS that seems to go in and out of service on a whim. It ends up adding an extra ten minutes onto my route, and by the time I pull into my driveway, my anxiety is at an all-time high since I moved here. This feeling is why I seek to numb myself

I manage to run inside and start dying my hair with time to spare. Every stroke I make is erratic and hurried, leaving splotches of it to gather across my forehead like tiny flecks of blood. They just had to choose red.

Checking the time, I decide that whoever’s been sending me these messages will have to settle for a slightly wet hair selfie because, there’s no way to get this done in time. The smell of ammonia permeates the air. Time ticking dangerously closer to this stalker’s demands.

As I dry my hair looking in the mirror, a version of myself emerges that I’ve tried to hide for years.

Sure, she’s older. And her eyes are rimmed with a haunted quality that didn’t use to be there- but that familiar girl I thought I left in my past is staring back at me. An unsettled feeling burrows deep behind my ribcage and a sharp pain shoots from behind my eyes.

A flood of forgotten memories assaults me all at once. Too fast for me to hold onto as they flit by in a frenzy.

My breathing becomes erratic, and my heart rate spikes.

The house.

The school.

My fingers digging, digging, digging, into the wet muddied earth.

The cold.

The screaming, oh my god the screaming.

I clutch the sides of my head, dropping the hairdryer on the countertop. It buzzes and blows, heat hitting my stomach as tears cling to my lashes.

My phone vibrates and my jaw clenches. Teeth scraping against each other as the unknown number flashes across the screen.

Times up.


CHAPTER 11

ACE
17 YEARS OLD



God she’s perfect. If only she didn’t have my brother’s hands all over her. His beer breath tickling her slim neck, as if he should have a right to. I know how this place has changed him. I’ve seen the secret meetings with the guards. The approving slaps on the back from Pastor Charles after answering all his questions correctly. The nods from the headmaster.

That’s why I’m so surprised he’s out here with us tonight. I thought he was turning. Thinking he’s too good for us now that he’s morphing into a teacher’s pet before my very eyes. Changing into their perfect little pupil, just like our father wants. Well, there’s nothing wrong with the way we are, in my opinion. And changing ourselves to fit someone else’s version of the world is only going to bring destruction.

I watch as Hazel steps away from Kyle, and slinks into the dark abyss of the house. Sarah and Matty are being obnoxiously infatuated with each other, turning their flirtation into full on PDA.

“Get a room.” River yells.

“Shut up. You don’t want the fucking school guards to hear you. We’re not that far off from them.”

He’s not wrong, and I find myself scanning the darkness in the woods as if they’re about to appear, lured by River’s stupidity. My back still stings from Pastor Charles’s one on one instruction. Always hitting hard enough to draw blood. Deep enough to leave a lasting scar.

There’s been several of the guys that have developed infections after, never to be heard from again. The thought gnaws at me, wondering if I’m next. Truthfully, I don’t know how long I’ll last. I’m surprised I’ve made it as far as I have. My iron will clashes with their expectations.

What pisses me off the most is that a place like this can even exist. Employing people who don’t mind inflicting a little violence on minors. Hell, mind it, some of these fuckers get off on it. You can see the glee in their faces as they wield their fists on the students. Pummeling their agenda into us with every hit.

Obey. Or else.

How fitting that the ones put on this earth to love us the most were the ones to hand us over to these monsters. The root of our pain. The destruction of our souls. All at the hands of people who pass themselves off as holy. Pretending they care for our wellbeing. If that were true, my back wouldn’t look like ground beef.

If there is a God, I hope she holds their asses accountable for the terror they’ve inflicted upon us.

When Hazel walked into the darkness, enveloped immediately by the shadows of the manor, I felt unease coating my skin. I look back to where she once stood, unable to pry my eyes away, waiting for her to reappear. This was stupid, coming out here like this. Everything inside me screams that something is going to go wrong, but I push down the feeling. Chalking it up to paranoia. I must have taken too big of a hit of that blunt Kyle brought. That shit always amps up my anxiety.

Ever since I was taken to this wretched place, I’ve been just trying to survive. The one thing that gets me through the day is her. From the first moment I saw her, I knew she was it for me. I just don’t know how to go about showing her I’m the one for her. She seems so engrossed in my brother that it makes me want to curl up and die from the attention she gives him. It should be me she’s looking at like that.

He’s no good for her.

A scream pierces the quiet of the night, echoing around the woods and causing a flock of birds to take off. Or at least I think they’re birds. Shit, it’s probably bats. A shiver runs down my spine as I realize it came from inside the house. My feet are moving before I realize it, running into the decrepit, dark building.

“What the fuck?” Matty asks from behind me as a floodlight illuminates the darkness around us, casting long willowy shadows.

A strong hand suddenly digs into my bicep, yanking me back hard enough to cause me to stumble into the dirt and twigs. I go to stand, brushing myself off, only to come face to face with a long barrel. It presses into my cheekbone, the cool round metal threatening to blow my face off with a pull of the trigger.

The fresh wounds on my back flare to life as I’m pulled up by my collar and shoved forward towards my friends who all have been rounded up. All of us, except Hazel.

Stay hidden, I mentally plead with her as if she can hear me.

“What do we have here, Will?”

“Looks like we found us some escapees. Where did you think you could go, hmm? Did you think we wouldn’t find you?”

We’re all quiet, starring down into the ground like the obedient children they want us to be. Knowing that one wrong answer, one wrong move could result in catastrophic consequences. We’re surrounded by the school’s counselors and disciplinary staff. In other words? We’re fucked.

“No, sir.” Kyle answers for us all.

I notice Sarah’s not with the group. Maybe she went in to be with Hazel.

River’s shirt is ripped, and his face is splattered with mud, as if they shoved him into a puddle. They probably did.

Matty is sporting a red slash across his nose and his ears are bright red. Kyle seems mostly untouched, but irritable. I let myself assess him further, and my stomach drops. If I didn’t know any better, it would look like my brother isn’t surprised to see them here.

Did he…?

No.

He wouldn’t set this up just to throw us under the bus.

Would he?

Ice hot rage fills my veins and if there wasn’t a fucking gun pointed at me, I would punch Kyle in the goddamn face right now. He did it.

A cruel tilt of his mouth sits glued to his lips as he crouches, arms raised, and head cocked to the side. “Just like I promised. They won’t be any trouble.”

The confirmation hits me hard. Betrayal coats the air as we’re rounded up, and Kyle is allowed to stand back assessing the situation.

“Where are the others?” Pastor Charles asks.

Kyle nods his head towards the house, and I lunge for him. The wounds on my back screaming out in protest, but I ignore it.

“You son of a bitch.”

He laughs, side stepping me easily. “Careful, we share the same mother, so what does that make you?”

I’ll fucking kill him.

Swinging my fist while I let out a guttural yell, I manage to clip his cheekbone. A satisfying crunch of bone on bone reverberates while the impact stings my flesh.

“Ah, ah, ah. I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” The rifle is pointed straight at me, and my body stills. Anger steaming from my every pore. They’ll destroy us for disobeying their rules like this. “Try me.” Pastor Charles taunts from the other end of the gun, finger poised to shoot.

Staring up at him with all the contempt I can muster, I spit, hitting him on the shoe.

“Wrong move.” He twists the shotgun around faster than I have time to react, hitting me square in the jaw with the butt.

I crumple, vision doting with tiny white stars.

He sneers down at me. A vision of malice gift wrapped in the guise of a good Christian man. Sweat dots his too small forehead but oh how I wish it was blood. I wish the tables were turned and this pitiful excuse of a holy man were shaking on his knees before me in pure terror.

I promise right here and now that one day, I will hunt down these scumbags and make them pay for what they’ve done to us. All the torture we’ve endured. All the trauma. I’ll flay them open, one cut at a time for every scar on my back.

“There’s no one in that house, Kyle. So, you better start talking about where those two girls ran off to, or our deal is off.”

“I swear, Dr. Ostroff, that’s where Hazel ran off to.”

“Well, you better come help us look or your ass will be joining those friends of yours.”

Kyle looks mildly pissed, his shoulders tight and eyebrows slashed downwards into a deep frown. A bright red spot is beginning to bloom where I punched him.

Good.

I wish I’d hit him harder.

Rain begins to pelt my neck, making the ground soggy and the air cold. My teeth begin to shiver while we’re forced to wait out here. Nothing but the sound of the pattering rain breaks through the grunts and distant pounding footsteps of the disciplinary staff as they comb the house. Flashlights cut through the darkness, bouncing erratically around us.

“They’re fucking gone. We better find them soon before they freeze out here.” One of the newer staff members declares, hands on hips as he surveys the scene before him. He’s scrawny for a staff member. I’m sure he won’t last much longer if he’s concerned about any of us being cold. He looks far too kind and is missing the hardness some of the others have. This man still has a heart.

“Kyle. You and I are going to take a little walk in these woods and find those girls, you hear me?” Dr. Ostroff declares. “Pastor Charles, make sure these… misfits are handled, would you?”

“My pleasure.” He says with a smirk. Sick fuck. I know just how much he’ll enjoy ‘handling’ us.

For all the sermons we’ve sat through about evil, I know they’ve gotten it wrong. Evil isn’t some ominous distant figure waiting to trap us and damn our souls. It’s right here in Kingston.

I wince as I’m yanked up from my arm by one of the staff members and dragged off into the dark to await my fate.


CHAPTER 12

HAZEL
27 YEARS OLD



This incessant beeping coming from my phone’s alarm breaks the onslaught of images. Anything I’ve just remembered is gone. A wisp of a memory buried deep within my subconscious once again. Frustration rolls through me as I snap a picture of my dyed hair. The red tumbling waves a rude reminder of the girl I once was.

I don’t bother to smile.

Pressing send, I note the deep purple splotches taking up residence beneath my eyes, and the beginnings of a breakout forming along my chin. The cameras I ordered haven’t arrived yet, so I’ve spent another night locked in a state of anxiety.

The unknown number begins to type, and I immediately brace myself, wondering what now. Will it be another game of Truth or Dare? Another taunt to my fragile psyche?

If I’m being honest, these stupid childish games have made me feel more in the last few days than I’ve let myself feel in years. It’s run a gambit on my emotions, setting me on a rollercoaster of dips and turns with no way to expect what’s coming next. And the thought no longer scares me… it thrills me.

Looking back up in the mirror, my eyes seem bright. Clear. Ready to tackle whatever this shithead sends to my phone.

Besides, I’ve survived much worse.

Good Girl




I chuck the phone onto the counter and let out a frustrated scream.

Fuck this shit.

[image: ]


“And how have you been adjusting to your new dose? Any side effects?”

I pick at a frayed edge of my black sweater, twisting it around the tip of my finger until it turns bright red.

“I see you’ve changed your hair, Mallory. Was that an impulsive choice or one that you’ve wanted to do for a while?”

I snort. “You could say it was impulsive.” My eyes aren’t even focused on the camera to see her reaction. Instead, they’re glued to the way my pulsating finger becomes almost purple, before I unwind the thin thread. It’s been one day since I dyed my hair, and the change has me avoiding the camera and mirrors.

“Mallory.” Oh god, with that tone she sounds like my mother. Even with the fake name. That tone slices straight to my unhealed bits, making me want to lash out like a viper being cornered.

I sit up and look at the camera.

She studies my face, and I already know she won’t like what she sees. I didn’t take the time to put on any makeup. I didn’t even attempt to go outside today. My mental health is slipping, and I can’t be bothered to mask it anymore. Maybe, I’m finally ready to be seen as I truly am. Broken shards and all.

“I think I’m going to recommend you go back to your original prescribed dose.” She jots something down and studies me again with those large owl eyes of hers. “And maybe a home visit, we don’t want another episode creeping up like last time.”

“No, that’s alright. Really.” The words are out of my mouth as fast as I can say them. The last thing I need is for my therapist to show up here.

She purses her over-lined lips. “Mallory, are you sure? You seem like you might need it. Have you been having any thoughts of self-harming?”

“No, really. I’m sorry. I haven’t been getting much sleep. The neighbor’s son has taken up the drums and has been keeping me up at night.” The lie sits heavy on my chest as I offer a smile, hoping it’s enough to keep her from coming over.

She hasn’t been my therapist for that long, but she’s the only one that I’ve found that actually has been tolerable to work with. Her heavy gaze continues to track my every movement, making me feel as if I’m being inspected under a microscope. One wrong response could land me into a grippy sock vacation, and not one I chose. Having already experienced that, I have no desire to repeat being dragged off into the land of no shoelaces and bland as fuck food.

Silence stretches between us as we delicately dance around my mental health. I can understand where she’s coming from. To have a patient commit self-harm on your watch can be damning to her profession. It’s a gamble to leave me to my own devices. And it’s not like my history grants me any sort of trust when it comes to being able to handle when things get difficult. I’m known to shut down completely. Honestly, I’m surprised that my thoughts haven’t carried me down the road of self-destruction yet. Maybe it’s this unknown figure that’s popped up in my life. Making me do things that are so outside of my comfort zone. I’ve been living so carefully. My life a monotonous series of intentionally controlled decisions.

Decisions that don’t necessarily fill me with joy, but ones that keep me from losing my shit on a regular basis. I learned early in my recovery to avoid my triggers at all costs. To shove everything down deep into a box so I could get through the day. Hell, in the beginning it was more like get through an hour without completely spiraling. Those tools have served me well enough.

But with these dares, triggers have been flying at me with every ding of my phone. Every notification has my flight or fight ready to wreck my nerves. And it’s exhilarating and terrifying all at the same time. Wondering who could be on the other end.

“Very well, Mallory. We will meet at our normal time next week. But if anything changes, you call me or leave a message on my emergency line.”

The severe slash of her eyebrows and her penetrating stare makes me swallow hard. “Thank you.”

She exits the session with an audible sigh, like she’s disappointed in me.

Closing my laptop, I sit in silence, taking stock of the last few days and all the emotions it’s brought up. Still, the night in question seems just out of reach, buried deep in my subconscious. Every time I try to focus on it, a headache blooms rendering me useless and frustrated.

A low beep from my phone breaks my concentration, and immediately my body tenses. I know who it’s from.

Truth or Dare, Hazel?





CHAPTER 13

ACE
27 YEARS OLD



The hair isn’t enough, though she’s one step closer. That scowl she gave the phone camera is one I want to wipe from her pretty face, but it shows that I’m getting under her skin.

Dare.




She types back. Typical Hazel.

I dare you to go out onto your porch and open your present.




I watch the cameras I’ve placed as she reads over my message, then jumps up from her chair, running over to the window and peeking through the curtains.

Cute.

My heart is racing seeing just how well she responds to me and my demands. I’m not out there, though. I’m tucked away in her attic, gaining access while she was at the grocery store.

She cautiously opens the front door once she deems it safe and grabs the package I’ve left for her. I know what waits for her inside and I can’t wait to see her fuck herself with it.

The pink dildo in the shape of my cock tumbles out of the box as she rips it open. Stepping back with her arms crossed across her supple chest, she circles it like a shark before grabbing it. Seeing it in those delicate hands of hers has my cock hardening, aching to be touched by her like that.

“The fuck?” I hear her say loud enough for me to hear it from up here.

She weighs the toy in her hands and then finds the button that makes the toy begin to vibrate. I can see how she’s considering it.

Hazel grabs the phone and snaps a picture of the item I’ve given her, sending it to me moments later.

Here.




She types out, setting it down on the table, pacing back and forth in front of it, phone still clutched in her hand.

Now fuck yourself with it and show me.




My rock-hard cock is begging to be let out of my pants, so I let it. Running my free hand down the considerable length. I want to see how she responds to my cock. To see her coming because of me.

She grumbles reading the message. I love this little game we’re playing. The back and forth, being able to watch Hazel break free from the shell she’s constructed around her life. Her barriers that have been in place for years, obliterated by every text I send. She can’t escape me anymore. Or her past. And I’m here to remind her of that.

I just hope to fuck she remembers me. But even if she does, will she even want me the way she wanted my brother? Will she finally reconcile what happened that night all those years ago? I have to assume that the reason she’s disappeared into this life is because of him. Because he’s still looking for her, only I found her first.

I’d found a large file in his house over the summer, labeled Kingston Misfits. All of us were in there. Well, all except for Sarah. And it was clear with the information he’d gathered on Hazel, that he was getting close to tracking her down. For what reason, I don’t yet know. But nothing my brother does is for a good reason. He’s always been motivated by selfishness. Bolstering up his own interests and following in our father’s footsteps.

I used the file to finally find my way to her, only, I hope Kyle doesn’t notice it missing anytime soon.

He’s on the fast track to becoming a senator, just like dear old dad. And just like dear old dad, he’s crooked and cruel. Maybe even more so.

The camera switches views as Hazel moves from one room to the next. Sitting up, I watch her intently, wondering if she’ll actually go through with it. Licking my lips in anticipation, the thrill of her using the mold of my cock to fuck that pretty little pussy of hers has my cock throbbing. Almost to the point of pain. But I don’t mind a little pain.

Amazingly, she goes to her set up in the room she uses to film and discards her clothes. I sit up straighter, careful not to move too much so she doesn’t hear me. I’m so close. If only she knew I’m up here watching her. But she needs to pass this final test.

I need to see if she’s ready for me.

Setting her camera up to record, she spreads her legs and teases her slit with the pink toy. Fuck, she looks so hot inserting it into her pussy. Her head tilts back and I can’t hold it anymore. I rub myself harder, knowing that she’s feeling me right now. Those faces and noises she’s making are because of me. Because she’s fucking my cock.

Her breasts heave with every thrust. Nipples taunt and aching. It’s fucking mesmerizing from this angle, but I can’t wait until she sends the video of it so I can watch it on repeat. Though, I’m pretty sure this moment will be etched in my brain until the end of time. She’s working herself to the brink of an orgasm, fast.

“Is this what you wanted, you sick fuck?” I hear her ask, not slowing her speed down.

I love her sass. Her fire. Listening in on her therapy session revealed that it’s been buried for so long, but with my probing the sparks have caught in her soul, bringing her back to herself. And she looks like she’s enjoying every moment of it. Even though it terrifies her.

The flush of her cheeks spreads down her neck and across her chest as she flicks the switch in the toy, causing the vibration to begin.

“Ah, fuck. You fucking sick bastard. Wanting me to fuck myself for you. To come for you.”

She can whine about it as much as she wants, it doesn’t detract that she’s choosing this. Even if it’s under duress. With the threat of her secret hanging over her head she’s putty in my hands, going to whatever lengths I set for her.

Moaning, her voice carries to the attic, and I can’t fucking take it anymore. I come for the second time while watching her like this. Wishing again that I was inside her.

She wasn’t ready for me before, but she is now.

Striding up to her phone she fiddles with the buttons before the tell-tale whoosh notifies me that she’s sent it.

Seconds tick by as I tuck myself back into my pants, waiting for the notification to arrive.

One new message pops up and I smile to myself.

What a good fucking girl she is for me.

I think it’s time to reward her for her obedience.


CHAPTER 14

HAZEL
17 YEARS OLD



The house is dark.

Too dark.

And quiet.

The only noises are the ones my friends are making from outside and from my own footsteps. Idiots. If they keep it up, they’re going to get us caught.

It might be worth it for this one night of freedom, though. I’ve forgotten what it felt like to just be. Without the imposing rules and regulations of Kingston breathing down my neck, I could do whatever I wanted. Even if that is playing this stupid game of truth or dare.

My mission is to go into every room of this supposedly haunted house and come back out. I raise my camera to document the first room. A once lavish living space, now home to various spiders and peeling wallpaper, lay before me. A flash goes off as I press the button, making my heart jump.

Fuck. Maybe I’m more scared than I realize, since I just about shit myself. And from my own camera’s flash. Shaking my head, I make quick work of the other rooms. This place is expansive, and clearly being swallowed up by the surrounding forest. The floorboards creak under my weight and I send up a silent prayer to not fall through.

I imagine what this place must have looked like back when people lived here and can’t help but feel a little sad that it’s ended up becoming so worn and broken. Believing in ghosts is beyond my comprehension, but in a place like this, I can see it. I can see how someone would think a spirit could cling to a decaying home full of long-gone memories.

“Boo!”

I let out a blood curdling scream, until I realize it’s just Sarah.

“You bitch. You almost gave me a heart attack.”

“You’re taking forever and it’s getting boring out there.” She shrugs. “Woah. Look at this!” She kicks at a trunk covered in dust. “Do you think there’s a dead body in there?”

“You’re so morbid.”

“I call it like I see it. I bet you ten dollars, that it’s the bones of old Mrs. Wentworth. They never could find her body.”

A shiver runs down my spine. “Come on, let’s go.”

“No way. I’m seeing what’s in here.”

The latch opens easily from rot and age. We both peer into the dark container and find it filled to the brim with old dresses.

Sarah grabs the top one and holds it against herself. Dust rises with it and I snap a picture of her mid twirl. She has that ‘it’ girl thing that I desperately wish I could emulate. A devil may care energy that I feel I only pretend to have. Having friends like this is so new to me. At home, my mother always sheltered me. Homeschool was her school of choice until she felt she could no longer handle my “attitude” and had me whisked away to Kingston Prep, where I fell in with the people I now call my friends.

It feels good, but confusing. Like one wrong decision could end it all.

“I think this could fit me.” Sarah says, tugging her existing clothes off and wiggling into the old dress.

She’s right it fits her like a glove.

“Can you zip me?” I do and step back to admire my work, only when I do, my foot goes through the floor.

Wood scrapes against my leg, past my jeans, hard enough to draw blood. “Fuck.” I cry out with tears in my eyes. It fucking stings.

“Here, let me help you.” Sarah grabs under my armpit and helps to yank me out of the hole my foot has made.

“We should get out of here. Oh, shit. I think I bled on your dress.” I can’t see how injured I am in this light, so I move closer to the window, trying to make out if I need to wrap my leg up or not. The meager moonlight is doing nothing to help me see better, though.

“I’m not going back.” Sarah declares, chin up.

“What? Of course, you are. What else are you going to do? There’s nothing close by.” The town is too far, and they’d call on us immediately. Nosey shits. I lean my weight against the wall, looking out the window.

Sarah is saying something, but I’m too busy looking out the window noticing the sudden unwelcome appearance of the school guards.

We are so fucked.

“Shut up.” I say to Sarah, backing away from the broken windows.

“What, why?”

Angry voices penetrate the walls and we both go stock still. Only our shallow breaths and panicked expressions exchange between us. We know the risks coming out here. We know the stories of what happens to kids that break the rules at Kingston, but we did it anyway.

“Come on, we’ll go out the back.” Sarah says, grabbing my wrist. She’s still wearing the dress, and it’s far too cold for it. But we don’t have a choice.

Taking care not to make any noise on our way out, we tip toe quickly, adrenaline and fear following close behind. The temperature has plummeted within the last few minutes, and it bites into my face as we emerge out the back. We just miss a few men entering the house as if they’re a highly trained swat team. Men with power never cease to amaze me at how they choose to wield it. Because tracking two teenage girls with intimidation and brute force somehow seems appropriate to them.

“If we go this way, maybe we can get back to the school without them noticing us.” I whisper, gesturing down the back side of the house. It’s a steep climb down, but it’s better than the alternative. Finding my footing, I go first. My injured leg protests, but I push through, determined to get the fuck out of here.

It isn’t until we’re halfway down, that I notice Sarah isn’t wearing any shoes. Her toes dig into the dirt as she clings to a gnarled branch. Her dress is slowing her down, but there’s no help for it now. Maybe when we get to the bottom, we can tear a portion of it off to help her maneuver a bit easier.

“I can’t wait to get back and warm the fuck up.” She murmurs.

“Definitely going to need all the scratchy blankets tonight.”

She laughs. It’s a light, wistful sound at knowing even when we get back, we won’t really be all that comfortable.

I don’t see her slip until it’s too late. Her body tumbling down, hitting rocks, and tree branches on the way down until she lands unmoving at the base.

Nothing but terror fills my every step down to the bottom of the hill. Careful not to join her, but hurried enough to get down to her, I land hard, feeling a stitch in my side. Bending down to Sarah’s crumpled body I can see the slight rise and fall of her chest. Hair spilling out in all directions and covered in dirt.

She’s breathing, but unconscious.

“What do we have here?” Kyle asks, coming out from behind a tree. Maybe it’s the way he’s standing, or the fact that he hasn’t come to check if Sarah’s okay but something deep in my gut is telling me that my semester long crush might not be the person I thought he was.


CHAPTER 15

HAZEL
27 YEARS OLD



My body jolts and I wake feeling my wrists restrained above me to the headboard. Memories cling to my consciousness but are quickly replaced by pure and utter terror at finding myself stuck. Eyes still heavy with sleep, I take my surroundings in.

A dark figure wearing a skull mask looms over me, inches away from my face. Skin tight and sweaty, I don’t know how long I’ve been out, but it’s still night outside. A scream struggles against my throat as I thrash to get free, but I find that a piece of duct tape has been placed across my mouth, making it impossible. The scent of mint flutters over me as the dark figure chuckles, deep and threatening.

“Truth or dare, Hazel.”

Oh god, this is real. This isn’t one of my twisted fantasies I’m dreaming up. Someone, has me tied up, unable to fight back. Sitting here in nothing but a cropped tank top and a thin strip of underwear completely vulnerable and at the mercy of this intruder.

He tuts then, ripping the tape off my mouth and pushes the tip of a blade against my chin, hard enough to draw a small bead of blood. My skin stings from where the tape was. I’m shaking, but oddly I’m not panicking. For some reason, I’m exhilarated. And a tiny bit turned on, excited by the prospect of this masked stranger taking me against my will.

Fuck, if my therapist could see the thoughts inside my head right now, she’d have me committed.

“Truth or Dare?” He asks again, and now that my brain’s not clouded by sleep, I realize that this man is the one who’s been sending me all those messages.

“You’re real?” I utter in a state of shock or reverence, I can’t really tell. The realization that I’m not losing my mind, is a welcome one.

The blade presses a fraction harder and my breathing stutters. “D-dare.” I manage to spit out.

“Always picking dares, my little doe. Well, your wish is my command. I dare you to spread your legs and let me fuck your tight little cunt with the handle of this knife.”

My knees shake as I open for him. I see a sliver of approval in those dark eyes, shrouded in shadow from his mask.

“Do your worst.” I say fixing him with a stare, feeling blood drip onto my chest.

He lowers the tip of the blade between my legs, cutting my underwear clean off. I jump at the contact and watch as he discards the scraps. Flipping the knife around, he leans down and rubs the handle against my clit. I feel myself clench, becoming instantly wet. Heat rises to my cheeks with embarrassment. I should be ashamed of myself, enjoying the touch of this masked stranger, but I can’t help it. It’s everything I’ve dreamed of.

I let out a strangled gasp as he shoves the knife’s handle into me, seeing the palm of his hand take a sharp slice as he fucks me with it. Blood drenches my sheets, but the pain doesn’t seem to bother him.

“Look at you.” He practically growls, raising the hair on my arms. “A fucking vision, writhing before me like a fallen angel. Enjoying something so depraved.”

I whimper as he removes the blade. I feel myself clenching my inner walls, wishing it was still inside me. Though I’m frightened of this stranger, I’m also incredibly turned on.

He chuckles.

“Open.” I obey, popping my mouth open for him. “Now, suck your taste off of it.” Locking eyes with this intruder while I lean forward, my arms pull tightly against the restraints. He places the warm handle on my tongue, pushing it past my teeth. The taste of blood and myself floods my senses. Eyes fluttering closed, a rough hand grips my chin. It feels wet and sticky, and I realize he’s grabbing me with his cut hand.

“Eyes on me.” He growls. My eyes pop open and go wide instantly, tears springing out of the corners and dribbling down my cheeks. “That’s it.” He says, shoving it even deeper into my mouth, cutting the plush skin on my bottom lip. It stings and that fear that’s been crawling beneath my skin intensifies. My fantasy comes to a crashing halt. This guy could fucking be here to kill me. I manage to process the thought and an ice-cold shiver slides down my spine. He pushes the blade’s hilt back inside my wet pussy, and the terror mixes with pleasure. It’s been so long since I’ve been touched by anyone but myself.

“Why, why are you doing this?” I ask, my hips undulating against the handle with each rough thrust. I can’t help it. It feels so good what he’s doing to me.

“Why?” He asks, yanking the knife out of me and lifting the mask up to expose just his mouth. His sharp jawline is peppered with scruff that’s interrupted by a scar that travels up his cheek. His white teeth gleam in the moonlight as he licks the handle of the blade coated with my taste. “To be able to do that.” He tosses the knife off to the side and slips his skull mask back into place.

“I think you like playing this little game with me.” He gets off the bed, the mattress dipping with the transfer of weight and goes into my nightstand drawer. My new toy is found within seconds as he pulls it out and twirls it in the air. “Do you like fucking this?”

I swallow hard, knowing that he’s watched me fuck myself with it.

“Why, did it look like I did?”

“Can’t be sure, the video was a little blurry. How about we try it out again, huh?”

Somehow, I manage to find a modicum of strength within myself and lift my chin. “Only if you dare me to.”

He steps back, assessing me. Recalculating. I’ve surprised him I realize. Fuck, I surprised myself. Here I am, tied up in my own house. Spread wide for this stranger who has been fucking with my head and letting him have his sick, twisted way with me.

“Okay then. Truth or Dare, Hazel?”

I wait a beat, letting the moment stretch between us. “Isn’t it my turn to ask you a truth or dare?”

A dark chuckle pierces the air. “I missed your fire, little doe.”

My brain screeches to a halt. “Do-do I know you?”

His knee comes down on the bed, making my body move towards his unintentionally.

“Maybe you do. Maybe you don’t. But I know you. And I know just how much you love the feel of your toys inside you. But see there’s something special about this toy right here.” He rubs the head of the toy between my legs at my most sensitive spot. His blood that’s still dripping from his hand mixes with my arousal. He slides it inside me easily, turning on the vibration as he goes.

I feel every ridge of this new toy. The girth stretching me while the length reaches my cervix.

“Oh, holy fuck!” I cry out only to have him rip it out and slam it into me again.

“What’s so special about this toy, is that it’s a perfect replica of my cock.”

My thoughts spin as he continues to fuck me with the toy. “H-how is that possible?”

Licks of pleasure shoot down my spine and a sensation of pure and utter bliss gathers deep in my core.

“Didn’t you wonder where all your other little gadgets went? If you want to be fucked, Hazel, it’s going to be by me. I’ll fill every hole I can, anyway you can take it.”

I shatter. A scream of terror and pleasure escapes my throat. He slaps his free hand over my mouth and tears run down my cheeks. I can’t help but continue to move on the toy he has shoved into me, my entire body alight.

“You don’t want to wake your neighbors now do you?”

He looks down as a wet spot gathers on my sheets. “Fuck, you love the feel of my cock inside you, don’t you. You can’t stop wiggling on it. Wanting more.”

I nod.

I do.

I shouldn’t. But I do.

I haven’t been touched in so long. Shut away from the world, from people. Afraid. But he’s exactly what I want. What I need.

“Truth or Dare, Hazel?”

I swallow hard.

“Dare.”

I swear I see a glimmer of amusement in his dark eyes.

“I dare you to fuck me.”

“Do it.”

It’s almost as if he doesn’t expect that to be my answer. Here I am. Tied. Completely at his mercy, but I feel like he’s still giving me a choice. I don’t know how I know it. I just do. He removes the toy from inside me, and I miss it immediately.

“Are you sure?”

Cocking my head to the side, I take him in. The skull mask. The black hoodie. The strong hands resting on his large denim covered thighs. He looks almost vulnerable, which is laughable because I’m the captive here.

Licking my lips, I nod. “I’m sure.”

Even with the mask, there’s a part of me that senses his surprise. As if he wasn’t expecting me to actually agree.

But I do. I want to be taken like this, and finally fulfill that deep dark fantasy that’s plagued me all these years.
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She’s a dream come true, meeting my every expectation and blowing it up to bits. Exceeding them at every turn. Even with what she’s been through, there’s a fire deep inside her that still burns, aching to be set free and set the world on fire. I’ll gladly stoke those flames until she’s encompassed in a blaze. An inferno raging against the ones who made her like this. We’ll burn them down together, till her enemies are nothing but a pile of ash and bone.

She’s pure light. A welcome beacon to my darkness. And I want it. I want her to fill every corner of my dark heart with her vibrance.

As soon those words come out of her mouth a shiver runs down my spine.

I’ve waited for this day for so long. The day I make her mine.

For years, I’ve searched for her. Dreamed of her. And saved myself for her.

The thought of my virginity being noticeable to her makes me hesitate, even though she’s right here spread open for me.

I debate telling her. Letting her know how I’ve waited for her. How I’ve wanted no one to touch me but her. But something stops me. Maybe fear at how she’ll perceive me.

She likes me like this, her cunt all wet for me. Her fear making her arousal all the sweeter.

The two of us are fucked up from what we’ve been through, but we can be fucked up together. Finding solace in each other’s twisted parts. A soulmate if I’ve ever seen one.

“If I take you, Hazel, there’s no going back. You’ll be mine, just like you always have been. If I take you like you want, I’m fucking you bare so you can feel all of me, and I can feel all of your sweet, wet pussy. I’ll make you feel things that you can’t numb with pills or wash away with alcohol. If we do this, I’m going to claim your goddamn soul for my own.”

She licks her lips, the marks of the tape still outlined on her gorgeous face.

“I don’t even know who you are.”

Her words might be unsure, but I don’t miss the way her legs fall open for me. The way her breasts heave and her eyes widen.

“Then let me introduce myself.”

Taking the knife from off the bedstead, I grip her thin shirt in my hands and place the bloodied tip against the white cotton fabric. It slices easily, granting me a perfect view of those tits that have kept me up at night. To see her like this in person still feels surreal. Cutting the straps, I finally free her of the constraining fabric and toss the top off to the side, joining her underwear.

Hot breath fogs up the inside of my mask, but I ignore the rubbery restraint knowing the image of me wearing it is what has my girl panting like she is. Learning her little desires, and wanting to give that to her in whatever capacity I can is what fuels me. I’ve always known that we would end up here. I’ve tracked her down and now that she’s before me, I want to do this right.

A doe ripe for the hunting.

Her skin glistens in the moonlight peeking through the blinds. I can’t help but notice the many scars all over her arms and legs. I drag my hands down her legs, feeling the bump of each self-inflicted line. It’s not a surprise having seen them before on the screen but feeling them beneath my hands infuriates me. “You like cutting yourself?”

“Sometimes.”

“Why?”

“Because the pain bubbles up and becomes too much. When I cut, it quiets the emotions. It makes me focus on the pain. And it’s a pain I control. I haven’t done it in almost a whole year, though.”

I nod, notching the knife against her lower stomach, almost where her leg meets her hip.

“Truth or Dare?”

Her eyes bounce from where I’m holding the knife up to my eyes.

Swallowing hard, she answers, “Dare.”

I smile beneath the mask. “I dare you, to let me brand you.”

Her eyebrows shoot up but after a moment she says, “Okay.”

She watches me intently as I drag the tip of my blade across her supple skin, deep enough to draw blood. A crude shape of a spade emerges beneath my hands as I work. She winces but seems mesmerized by this moment. This branding of what’s mine. A bead of blood drips down the side of her hip as I move the knife to finish my chosen design.

“A spade?”

I know what she’s asking, wanting to know what it stands for, but she’s not ready yet. Not ready to know it’s me and not some random fantasy she’s been dreaming of. But she’ll know soon enough.

“Fucking beautiful.” I wipe away a smear of blood with my thumb and lift my mask up enough to taste it on my tongue. Her blood mixes with the taste of her cunt creating a perfect mix that is just her.

“Now you’re mine, and there’s no going back, little doe. I’ve caught you and now I’m going to play with you until you can’t walk, can’t scream, can’t fucking fight anymore. You’ll be so worn from fucking me that you’ll wish you never answered that text.”

I toss the knife and unbutton my pants, eager to see a part of myself that I’ve never shared with anyone. The artery in her throat pulsates, letting me know she’s terrified, but the wetness seeping out of her cunt shows me that she fucking loves it.

“You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this.” I confess pulling my cock out and running my hand down it. It’s almost painfully hard and I’m already dripping pre-cum on her sheets as I move to position myself between her legs. At this angle I have to pull her hips down so I can notch my dick up with her glistening pussy. The feel of her wet heat hitting my tip overwhelms me.

“Tell me you want it. Let me hear the words.”

“I want it.”

“What do you want?” I drag my cock along her seam, teasing her clit letting my pre-cum soak the outside of her cunt. My body is aching to be inside her, as she tries to urge me forward, but I need to hear those words come out her mouth. I need to know she wants this as much as I do.

“I want you to fuck me.”

That confession undoes my restraint and I slam into her. Her eyes shut tight as I enter her, and she lets out a guttural moan. Stars explode from behind my eyes as I feel her wrapped around me. “Fucking look at me as I claim you.” I demand, grabbing her chin as I slide in and out of her.

She does as she’s told and holds my gaze, our bodies coming together and breaking apart in the most mind-fucking ecstasy I’ve ever experienced.

“Oh, God.”

“No, baby. I’m your motherfucking god now. And you’re going to worship my cock like I’ve come here to save your tarnished soul. Morning, noon, and night you’re going to pray for me to fill this pretty little cunt up with my come.”

“Fuck.” Her arms thrash against her restraints as her breast bounce with each thrust. It’s a fucking beautiful sight to behold.

“You belong to me now, little doe. No one else. You’re mine. My fucking slut.”

I can’t stop myself from wrapping my hand around her slender throat as she looks up at me, her mouth is open wide in a silent scream. Squeezing, I can feel her pulse speed up from beneath my thumb.

It dawns on me that I hold her life in my hands like this. I could easily end her by just applying a little more pressure.

“Are you going to kill me?” She asks, knowing where my mind has wandered.

“Should I?”

“At least let me come first if you do. I’m so close.”

I can feel the walls of her pussy tightening around me. The sensation is overwhelming.

“If I killed you, then who would take my come like a good little slut, huh? Look at you taking every inch of my cock, loving it, don’t you? Tell me, baby, I want to hear it. Are you my fucking slut?”

“Yes.”

“Say the words.”

“I’m your slut.”

“That’s right. You’re mine.”

My cum explodes out of my cock, filling her to the brim. She moans, shaking around me. Sweat slides down my back as I pump more and more into her. She’s a piece of heaven that I’ve stolen for myself and I’m her nightmare come to life.

My breathing steadies and I look down at her sweaty, gorgeous body, still notched inside her. The bleeding from the cut I made on her seems to have stopped, but the restraints around her hands look like they’re starting to cut off circulation.

“Let’s get those off you, shall we. Can you promise to behave?” She nods, and I oblige. Grabbing the knife from the bedside table, I slice the ropes I’d bound her wrists with. She immediately rubs her hands together, the blueish tint becoming pinker by the second.

We sit in silence for a moment, taking in what’s transpired between us.

“Can I… is it okay if I see behind the mask?”

Her question was inevitable, and one I hope to fuck she’s prepared to deal with. I nod and she tentatively reaches for my mask.

Here the fuck we go, I think as she yanks hard, revealing my face.
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My fingers grip around the pointed peaks on his skull mask and pull, revealing an all too familiar face.

Ice pulses in my veins and my stomach twists at the person staring back at me.” Ace?”

The scar is new, but those eyes, that smile.

My past collides with the present and I can feel my brain scrambling. The fear I felt before when I thought it was some crime obsessed stranger, has now doubled. Tripled. Fucking quadrupled, because now the threat of who he really is stands before me, and I run.

My legs and arms feel weak from being tied up and fucked so hard, but I have to get out of here. Only, I don’t know where to go.

“Hazel, wait!” He scrambles after me, slowing to grab his pants.

I close the door behind me, trapping his arm as he reaches for me. I barely stay out of his reach as I push the door against him. He only managed to pull his pants halfway up before chasing after me.

“Why the fuck are you here?” Tears stream down my face and his cum leaks down my thighs. My skin still stings from where he’s carved his mark into me.

“Don’t be like this, Hazel. Just, just let me talk to you.” The door digs into his flesh so hard that his arm almost looks broken from this angle. He presses hard against the door, moving it with how strong he is. I won’t be able to hold it for long. Looking around, I think I can make it to the kitchen. Maybe.

It’s a calculated risk, but one I have to take if I’m going to escape. Pushing off with all my weight, I sprint, bare feet slapping against the hardwood floor and vision dotting with black spots. Pure instinct and adrenaline take over as I fight back the clutches of a panic attack that swirl around my chest. I can feel it climbing my limbs and settling around my throat as I frantically race towards my freedom.

Not now, I think as I manage to clutch a knife from the butcher block, before I’m being shoved against the wall. Hard. My hand raises, slashing at my attacker.

“I can’t believe I let you fuck me.” I rage. Everything inside of me feels a tsunami of emotions. Anger, betrayal, fear. I feel it all. Mixing into an amalgamation that begins to register in my psyche as needing to black the fuck out. I’m close, if I can just make it to my car, maybe I can start over and the panic will subside.

It’ll be harder without my things, but I’ve done it before. Just like the day I ran from Kingston.

“Stop flailing that thing around and listen to me.”

“Why the fuck should I?” I make another slash in his direction, aiming for his face. Maybe I’ll be lucky enough to scar the other side. My body is still clamoring in the midst of fight or flight, threatening to have me rendered useless, and completely at his mercy.

“Because you’re in danger.” He says, dodging my weak attempt to attack him, easily. In all my running, I should have made more time to learn how to defend myself, but I was too busy fighting with my own mind in order to survive.

“Yeah, from you! You threatened to release my secrets! What the hell do you even know?”

He shakes his head, arms up in surrender. Moving in close enough that my blade touches his throat.

“I know you didn’t do what you think you did.” He comes closer again, and I press into his flesh. Knife to Adam’s apple, drawing a bead of blood that slithers down his scruffy neck.

“How could you possibly know that?”

“I saw you. That night. Ten years ago, I saw what really happened.”

I study him, trying to remember. Trying to grasp onto something tangible, but come up empty. That night has been plaguing me for years. What memories I do have are sparse. Just wisps of what I’ve managed to piece together. The articles, the documentaries, the news, they all agreed.

“Th-they said it was me.”

“Because Kyle said it was.”

I blink hard, trying to fit this new piece of information into my brain. I’ve gone years believing the worst about myself. Thinking that somehow, in the gaps of my mind, I’d caused Sarah to go missing. Everyone said so. My own mother even believed it, without concrete proof.

“Are you telling me, that I didn’t kill Sarah?”

He pauses and sighs. “That’s what I’m telling you. I had to find you before he did. He’s been after everyone since that night. I found a file in his office. River? Matty? They all had Xs on theirs. They’re dead. He had them killed, and you’re next.”

My eyes dart between his. His expression seems… earnest.

“How do I know you’re not just fucking with me? Having some fun before you place a big fat ‘X’ on my file for your brother?” My chest feels tight. My skin sweaty.

“You can’t. You’ll just have to trust that I don’t want to hurt you. I want your secret shared because, it’s one that could put Kyle away forever. Behind bars or six feet beneath the earth, exactly where he belongs.” The spade throbs on my skin and it all clicks together why he would choose such a design.

A spade for Ace. I should have known it was him then.

“Why not just kill him already if you hate him so much?”

“Because he deserves to suffer for his crimes. And there’s nothing better than him having to see everything being ripped from him. His status. His money. The lies he’s created to manipulate his life at the expense of others. Messaging you the way I have been, was a way to get close to you. To learn about who you are now and find out what you remember. You deserve to know the truth, Hazel. Even if that truth scares you.”

I blink. I have been scared.

And on the run.

Hiding.

Feeling like I’m trapped in a whirlwind of trauma that’s sunk its teeth into me and refuses to let go.

“Why? Why would you even care enough to come and find me?”

“Because Hazel. You’re mine. We belong together. I’ve been looking for you since you escaped Kingston. After you left, the police had nothing to go on. They let me and my brother go, and Sarah’s disappearance was pushed off for years. But I never forgot about you, Hazel. I never stopped searching.”

“Why now, Ace? If you saw me, why didn’t you tell the police and clear my name?”

“We’re going to need a drink if we’re going to get into all of that, Hazel. Can you trust me enough to lower the knife? You can hold onto it if you want.”

He steps back and goes to my refrigerator, digging around in the freezer as if he knows what he’s looking for.

“What are you doing?”

“Getting ice for my arm.”

Sure enough, he produces a penguin shaped ice pack and leans back on the counter, eye boring into me. I take in his features from here, grip still tight around the knife.

“Here.” He struggles for a moment with his black hoodie, before it comes undone revealing a scarred but chiseled torso, and some sort of phrase tattooed along his chest. It reads, si vis pacem, para bellum. I wonder what it means, and where he received all those scars. He tosses the hoodie at me, and I catch it with my free hand.

“Put this on or I’m not going to be able to concentrate on anything.”

The material is warm with his body heat and smells like a forest. Pine, and something else. Cardamon, perhaps.

“Fine, but you need to stay all the way over there where I can see you, Ace.”
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Hearing my name on her lips after all these years is music to my ears. She’s frightened, but taking the revelation of my identity a whole hell of a lot better than I thought she would. I was certain she’d not want to hear me out and take off, naked or not. She’s been running for over ten years, so the fact that she’s here, willing to listen speaks volumes to how far she’s come. I like to think maybe our little games played a part in it, but there’s no way to know for sure.

The pain shooting up my arm dulls as I place the icepack on the welt, letting the cold plastic numb my flesh. It’s already bruised and swelling up, but I don’t think it’s broken. Wiggling my fingers, my nerves scream out in pain, and I wince. Maybe just a hairline fracture. I’ve broken enough bones to know the difference.

“So?” Hazel asks, now covered in my hoodie. It hangs down to the middle of her thighs, covering all of my favorite areas on her body. Seeing her in my hoodie does nothing to calm this claim I feel over her.

Mine. I think, remembering how she felt under me, wrapped around my cock.

“Where do you want me to start?”

“The beginning.”

I sigh, feeling the counter digging into my hips before rummaging around to find the vodka I know she has stashed in here. “You know that we were taken to Kingston, just like you. Thrown in there because our father wanted to make an example out of us. His senate seat was won on family values, and Kyle’s and my teenaged existence threatened to topple his empire and dreams at cinching the presidential nomination.” I pour myself a large helping, letting the burn go down my throat. I offer her some, but she shakes her head no.

“Senator Dansbury?”

I nod. “He had a grand vision on how his life and ours would play out. Kyle, fell in step with that vision after Kingston, while I… I went my own way. Used as a source of pity for my father’s brand. But, that night, I didn’t realize that Kyle had turned into a puppet of my father’s making until it was too late. He was the reason we got caught. When I found out he was working with the school, helping to design a trap for us all, I tried to fight him, but the school counselors held me down. I managed to break free while they were dragging us back to Kingston Prep. That’s when I saw him. And you. And Sarah’s body.”

She swallows hard, leaning forward as if she’s hanging on my every word. Those beautiful eyes of hers look haunted, imploring me to break her free of the prison my brother placed her in. This torture she’s lived with thinking that she’s to blame for all these years. On the run from the law. The exhaustion and pain she’s lived with day after day.

“And?”

I close my eyes, remembering the way Kyle loomed over both girls. Hazel’s arms covered in dirt from digging. Sarah motionless and her body contorted at an unnatural angle.

“He had you digging in the wet earth. Close to the river. You were saying something, but whatever it was I couldn’t hear. It started to rain.”

She runs her free hand up her arm, still clutching the knife.

“I got closer, but when I was about to emerge from the trees, I saw Kyle take a stone and smash Sarah’s skull in. I froze. Unable to move. You didn’t see it because you were too busy digging. He turned to you then, the girl I’d been crushing on all year and hit you too. Right in the back of the skull. You slumped and I thought you were dead.”

She reaches to feel her head, fingers rubbing at a spot in the back.

“He threw you both in, and I fucking ran right into Dr. Ostroff. It wasn’t until later, until they’d taken us to the police station to cover their asses, that I realized that you’d managed to claw yourself out. But when he hit you, it caused you to forget what happened, so it was easy for him to spin whatever narrative he wanted.”

“So why didn’t you tell the police what you’d seen? Why let me take the fall?”

“When they interviewed me, you were still out there in the woods. I thought, fuck, I thought if I said anything then Kyle might come for me too. That he’d use his influence with our father, or the school to take me out too. It was the most cowardly thing I’ve ever done, but I’m trying to make up for it. I spent years existing in the shadows. Building a case against my brother so his whole life would implode around him. You’re the last piece of that puzzle. And while I couldn’t save Sarah, I can help you and her get the justice you deserve.”

“This is such bullshit. I was doing just fine and-”

“Were you?” I push off the counter and watch as she raises the knife. “You were doing just fine, Hazel? Living under an alias. On the run. Hardly able to leave your own house. Does that sound just fine to you?”

“I told you to stay over there.” I walk closer, the dim moonlight casting a thin beam of light across the room.

“Sounds like more lies you tell yourself. Running from the truth. Not once during our little game did you pick Truth. Why is that?” I’m right back in front of her, knife back at my throat and her eyes blown wide. Looking like a deer in the headlights. My beautiful little doe. “You want to slit my throat? Do it. But it won’t change the truth of what happened. And you know it.”

“What does your tattoo mean?”

I go to grab her free hand, and she stiffens but lets me move it to my chest. Her fingers press into my flesh right above my fast-beating heart while the knife presses against my jugular. “It means, if you want peace, prepare for war. It’s Latin.”

She licks her lips studying the words, taking in my scars. Both of us have been fucked up by that night. Both physically and mentally. Left with the repercussions of Kyle’s actions, while he lives his life unscathed. Pampered and flush with everything he could ever want.

“I want to make him pay.” She says finally, dropping the knife to her side, and her determination in that statement makes me so fucking proud.

“Then let’s make him pay, together.”

I take her mouth, pressing her body into the wall. She melts against me, the knife clatters to the floor as she rakes her fingernails up my neck and into my hair. She’s right where she belongs. Finally in my arms.
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I can’t believe Ace is here, in my house. That I’m kissing him right now, but fuck can he kiss.

I feel starved. Ravenous for more.

His story has me feeling broken, but in a way, that’s ignited a deep-seated rage. All these years, I’ve thought maybe, just maybe, the news outlets were right. That the police, the townspeople, everyone was right about me. That it was my fault. And I really could be a monster.

I didn’t know how desperately I wanted, no needed, to hear that it wasn’t. That who I am isn’t the person they’ve made me out to be for all these years.

Ace’s cock hardens beneath his jeans. My fingers fumble for his buttons as his hands slide up under the hoodie I’m wearing.

“I’ve never stopped looking for you, Hazel. Never.”

His pants come off easily, and I watch as his thick cock springs free, still sticky from earlier. He kisses my neck, then biting me hard enough to leave a mark, but I don’t care. I crave it. The pain, the physical touch just makes me feel something more than numb. Something other than soul gripping fear. No, this is bliss. A welcome change that lights my insides up and has me begging to be filled with him.

“Truth or Dare?” He asks pressing against my clit with his cock.

“Mmm.” I still feel too vulnerable, too raw to pick truth. I want to be brave, and face my fear head on, but the information is still so fresh. “Dare.”

He doesn’t look disappointed at my declaration though, he just smirks. Sliding his cock against my wet pussy, but not in to where I so desperately need it.

“I dare you to come with me to New York.”

“…What?” I’m stunned. Rendered frozen at what he wants.

“If you say yes, I’ll fill this pussy with my cock. I can feel how badly you want it.”

My head spins at what he’s asking of me. Going back to where I’ve spent a decade avoiding at all costs.

He presses his tip in and I feel myself clench around his girth. “That’s not playing fair.”

“Isn’t it?” He sucks my earlobe into his mouth, his hot breath climbing over my skin making goosebumps erupt on my flesh. I try to move my hips to make him go deeper and forget his stupid question.

“You know how to get what you want, little doe.” He circles his hips, removing his cock. The moment he removes it, a whimper escapes my mouth. “So, fucking needy. You want it don’t you?” He presses the tip of his cock against my clit and my back bows off the wall at the pressure.

“Truth or Dare?” I ask, moving my hips trying to get him to give me what I want.

“Truth.” He answers, still teasing the shit out of me. His hands roam all over my body until they’re seated around my ass, spreading them apart so he can slip all the way back and forth with his cock. The friction is driving me mad.

“Tell me a secret that no one knows, and then maybe I’ll consider your dare.”

He nips at my lower lip, teeth sucking it into his mouth before letting it go with a loud popping sound.

“You’re the only one I’ve ever fucked.” My eyes go wide as he slams into me. “And you’ll be the last, too.”

My brain shatters around his confession, but my body? My body becomes pliable in his hands, needing more.

The awkward quiet boy I remember from Kingston is no more. He’s been replaced by this new intense version, and I can’t say that I hate it.
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In the morning light, I watch Hazel breathe in and out in a steady rhythm. We spent hours tangled up against each other last night. Exploring each other’s bodies until we physically couldn’t take it anymore.

Her legs were like cooked pasta noodles after the last time, where she asked if I could put my mask back on for her. Happily, I obliged, and now it lays discarded on the edge of her headboard.

Before we leave for New York, I’ll need to stop by my motel room and grab some things. Documents that I’ve collected on my mission to bring down Kyle. According to his calendar that I’ve hacked into, he’ll be at a member’s only club that our father owns. One of his many under the table businesses that he has to help fund his lifestyle and grand ambitions for political power.

Both my father and Kyle are frequent attendees to the club where people who would rather keep their identities secret can enjoy their sexual appetites without fear of being recognized. It’s the perfect place to enact my plan.

Hazel’s eyes flutter open and land on me. Her hand reaches for my chest and traces the letters of my tattoo.

“Good morning, beautiful.”

She groans and rubs her hands down her face. Her auburn hair is fanned out around her head in tangles, looking like a bloody halo. “What time is it?”

“Just after ten.”

“I need coffee.”

Nodding, I get up and offer to make her some. It feels surreal to be freely walking around her place instead of creeping amongst the shadows. Her plants watered, and coffee made, I trot back to her bedroom, steaming cup in hand.

“Thank you.” She says, gripping the ceramic pink speckled mug. Her fingers rub small circles along the dots as if the motion soothes her.

“You’re welcome.”

There is an awkwardness in the air. So many things being unsaid between us in the light of day.

“So…” she starts. “Do you stalk people often?”

I bark out a laugh. “Well, I am a private investigator, so I guess the answer to that question is, yes?”

“A private investigator huh?”

“It pays the bills.”

She takes a sip of her coffee, leaving a small line of milky foam on her top lip. I reach over and wipe it off with my thumb, then suck the taste into my mouth.

I don’t miss the way her eyes heat as she tracks my movement.

“You better stop looking at me like that, or you won’t have time to finish your coffee.”

She giggles and sips her coffee again, licking her lips after she swallows. It’s fucking mesmerizing. Everything she does has me in a trance.

“So, tell me more about this private investigating.”

“Well, after I was removed from Kingston Prep, my father had me contained to the rectory working at Kingston’s church in town. I realized that I wasn’t going to college. Not with this secret hanging over my family’s head and not with my family’s reach. So, I spent my free time digging, saving up enough money until I could leave. I found I had a knack for finding things no one wants found. One night, my father found me breaking into one of his warehouses, and I was hauled off to jail. After that, he cut me off, so I decided to take what skills I had with hacking into computers and digging up information and turn it into a business to help sustain my needs.”

“I can’t help but think back to what I remember you as, back at Kingston. Always lurking. You know they called you Kyle’s scary brother?”

“Yeah, well I can be if I try.” I know just how true that statement is, knowing how far I’d go to ruin my father and brother. To have the world see them for who they truly are. She might be looking at me with a misty expression, reminiscing on the good times, but my hands are far from clean. I probably deserve to rot right alongside my family, and I’d deserve every second.

“One more question.”

“Shoot.”

“Was I really your first?”

This is the moment I’ve been most nervous about. Wondering if she’ll want to run again after learning just how obsessed I’ve been with her. How there’s never been anyone else for me. I decide to rip the Band-Aid off and offer her the truth, just like I’ve been doing this whole time.

“It really was my first time.”

“Hmm. Could have fooled me.”

I smile at that. “Good. Then I guess all that studying paid off.”

“You really saved yourself for me?”

“I did. I’ve always known that you were it for me. Even back at Kingston. And now I’ve finally found you and claimed you just like it should be.”

She seems to let my confession sit for a minute in her mind, mulling over the implications of what that means while she sips on her coffee.

I decide it’s my turn to ask a question that’s plagued me since Kingston. “Have you… thought about me at all since school?” My knuckles crack as I try to appear unaffected though inside, I’m impatiently waiting her answer.

Her eyes slide over to take me in, and I don’t miss the way her shoulders tense. “Occasionally. More in a passing way wondering what everyone was doing, but I’d never allow myself to dwell on it for long. Thinking about Kingston for too long never ended up being good for me.”

I nod, already figuring that was the answer, but feeling deflated all the same. She might not have thought of me the way I thought about her, but I’d make sure from now on she would. I wouldn’t be Kyle’s weird brother. I’d be the man she’s always dreamed of.

“So… New York?” She asks after a few minutes, and I don’t miss the fear that’s laced on those three small words.

I nod. “New York.” Feeling the tiniest bit of hope that maybe she feels the intensity of what’s between us. That she’ll want me just as much as I want her. Then we can take down my piece of shit brother together.

She blows out a breath. “Okay.”

“Yeah?”

“I want to bring Kyle down. And if that means… going to New York, then I want to try. I can’t promise that I’ll be all that helpful, but with how angry I’m feeling, I think I can push through the anxiety. Sarah deserves to have me do this for her.”

“I’ll be with you the whole time.” I promise, wanting to let her know she’s not alone. Not anymore.

She smiles but it’s a sad smile. Like she hears my words but doesn’t believe them.
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New York is overwhelming.

The sights.

The sounds.

The smells. Oh my god, the smells.

I narrowly miss getting plowed into by a man talking into his earpiece, gesturing with his hands. My recently dyed hair feels like a magnet for attention. Everywhere I look, there’s another person, and another. Some looking at me, some not.

Ace, thankfully, tucks me into his side and leads me into his apartment. The small gesture of his body enveloping mine, sends a signal to my brain to calm down. I remind myself that the people on the street are too busy going about their own lives, to worry themselves with me. I can’t seem to shake the paranoia of being caught, though. It’s ingrained in me like a second skin. All it would take is someone to yell out, “Isn’t that the girl from the Kingston Misfits”. Or at least, that’s how it feels in my head.

After climbing four flights of stairs, we reach his loft. It’s located in Soho and decorated in an industrial style. The ceilings are expansive, reaching the length of at least two stories. The bathroom, kitchen, and living space are all meshed together on the first level. And a ladder next to the entry door leads to a small open concept bedroom that’s enclosed by a wire rail. The decor is minimal at best, with only a lone guitar hanging on the wall and a flat screen tv pointed at his brown leather sofa. The view outside is of another building identical to this one, and the street below.

“Nice place.” My eyes are still heavy with sleep from the ten-hour drive. Somehow, I managed to sleep most of the way to quell the anxiety of what I was about to do. Traveling across the country with my stalker seemed like a moment that required some extra Xanax and maybe a swig or two of alcohol. It’s not my best decision, but it’s one that helped me through the stress.

But all that’s done is make me groggy. And now I have to deal with the emotions I’ve stuffed down. Putting off problems for another time rarely works out well for me, but still, I find myself slipping into that same old pattern.

“I’m going to get freshened up, you can make yourself at home.” Ace says, leaning down to kiss my cheek. His scruff scratches against my cheek and I watch, anxiety rising as he leaves me in the middle of his living room.

It’s weird that I can feel so at ease with him, when just the night before I was pointing a knife at his throat. But life is funny like that. One minute you can trust someone with your whole heart, and the next that trust is being shattered before your eyes. And I guess it works in reverse, too. I went from being suspicious of Ace and his reasons for putting me through what he did, to battling my anxiety and hopping into a car with him. Part of me wonders if I’ve been looking for an excuse all along to face my fears and get it over with.

The constant fear exhausting me to the point of merely existing.

While he turns the water on, I walk around exploring. The space seems minimal, but it’s not until I’ve climbed the ladder that I see the huge bulletin board full of pictures and string hanging on his wall.

Getting closer, I see a picture of me cut out from a magazine. Aged seventeen, head down, and ball cap on to hide my face. I touch the paper and trace my own face, remembering the way the media chased me. How the people in town looked at me with constant suspicion.

After my interview at the Kingston Police Station, the school thought it best if I go back to live with my parents, to their utter horror and disappointment. I spent days locked in my room, eating nothing but toast whenever my mother decided to allow me to.

I can’t remember exactly the moment I decided when I’d had enough. Perhaps it was a long accumulation of injustices that prompted my decision. I only remember leaving. Waiting on a day when my parents were at a church function to quietly pack a bag and take off for the bus station. The money I’d saved throughout my childhood was just enough to get me to a no name town, far out of the reach of Kingston and my parents.

The dingy red thread that’s attached to my picture leads to a web of others all pointing back to the center where Kyle’s sits. Looking as smug and proud as ever. His clipping is from when Kingston appointed him mayor. Several other articles are pinned up around him, but one that snags my attention is the headline: Mayor brokers deal to put in lake. Tourism now booming.

A lake? In Kingston?

I lick my lips and take out my phone to google this new information. Sure enough, in the time I’ve been gone, they’ve constructed a man-made lake right outside of Kingston Prep… but more importantly, I notice that the location sits right at the bottom of Wixom Manor.

“Hey.” Ace pulls himself up into the room from the ladder.

“Hey.” My voice sounds small. We didn’t get a chance to talk much on the way here, and I still have so many questions for him. I flick the red thread that’s attached to my picture and watch it reverberate. He comes up behind me, pulling me into his arms and smelling freshly showered. Water droplets from his hair fall onto his bare shoulders, landing in the divots of his collar bone.

“The calendar shows Kyle is going to be at the club tonight at 10 pm. Are you feeling up to it?”

I lick my lips. “No. But I want to go anyway. You said we’ll be masked?”

“Right. No one knows who anyone else is.”

“So how are we going to find Kyle?”

“He always wears the same mask and same suit. Armani with a jet-black devil horned face covering.”

“And what will we be wearing?”

He backs up going to his dresser where he produces two identical masks that cover the tops of our faces. “I didn’t want to draw too much attention, so these should suffice for going undetected.” I take my mask and feel it’s smooth vinyl exterior beneath my fingers.

“I haven’t gone out like this in years.” I confess.

When I first left Kingston, it took about a year until I had my first suicide attempt that landed me in the psyche ward. I’ve been a grand total of three times, and it’s not a place where one can make friends easily. Even when I tried to hold a more conventional job, the trauma I’d experienced weighed me down in a way that made it difficult to connect with others.

They would complain about not choosing the right paint color for their room as if it was the worst thing that had ever happened to them, while I was fighting my own mind to even stay alive.

“I’ll be by your side the entire night. We’re just going to get some pictures of him in a compromising position and then we’ll be out of there.”

“If you say so.”

“Listen, you don’t have to do this if you don’t want to. But I think you owe it to yourself. You’ve come all this way to bring him to justice, and this is just one step closer to obtaining that. These pictures will ruin his reputation. Guaranteed. That family man persona, will be ripped away the moment we publish him at this club.”

I like that he leaves the decision up to me, though, I know what he would prefer I do, it still feels like I have a choice. That if I were to say, fuck it, I want to curl up in a tiny ball instead, then he would support it.

As kids, I always saw Ace as the silent loner. Kyle was the personable one. He was quick to smile and joke, but now I see that it was all an act. Ace may have been quiet, but he was observant. Sincere in his character. No matter how fucked up going to Kingston Prep had made both of us, he still feels like the most real person I’ve ever met. Plus, my therapist has been trying to get me to listen to my intuition, saying that just because people have hurt me in the past, doesn’t mean I can’t trust them in the future. When she said that, I just rolled my eyes, but now I get what she means.

I see Ace, and even though he’s a fucking freak for stalking me and sending me those messages, I get that he felt it was the only way to reach me. I’d become so closed off from the world, so numb to anything, that those moments with him made me feel alive again.

“Okay. Let’s do this.” I answer and I can see the relief of my decision hit him.
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It’s been hours of pouring over Ace’s notes. Clearly, he’s been gathering data for years, waiting for the right time to strike. To hit his brother when he has the most to lose. With Kyle putting in a bid for a congressional seat, the information Ace has gathered on him is enough to put him away for years. But the video we’re to get tonight is the cherry on top. A way to show the people he isn’t who he claims to be.

While putting on my makeup in the bathroom, the thought occurs to me how ludicrous this all is. Trapping a would-be congressman with explicit photos like I’m some secret agent and not a completely traumatized individual. But if it means I can have the chance at living normally again, I’ll take it. Being on the run all the time is exhausting. The constant fear of being found out. Not being able to relax because I’m always looking over my shoulder, or too busy being consumed by anxiety.

It was stupid to think I could get away with my online presence for as long as I did. It led them right to me. I’m just lucky Ace got to me before Kyle, or whoever he hired, did. Still, it was a calculated risk that helped pay my bills. There are only so many things I’m even qualified enough for to work from home. And with all the hospital bills I’ve accrued throughout the years- it was a necessary one.

“Fucking hell, gorgeous. Is that what you’re wearing?”

I look down at my tight black strapless dress and run my hands over it.

“Is this not, okay?”

He leans on the door, arms crossed as he takes me in, eyes trailing down the length of my body. It’s hot as hell and makes me feel like he likes what he sees.

“It’s perfect.”

I beam up at his 6’2 stature. Being alone for so many years has left a void in my heart, but having him praise me, having him want me like he does, makes it feel like that void has been filled.

There’s a dangerous edge to the way he looks at me, and I can’t say that I hate it. Like he would burn the world if I simply asked.

Walking over to him, I place a kiss on his cheek. His hands find my hips, and his fingers dig into my flesh.

Kneeling down, he raises my dress, exposing my bare pussy.

“No underwear?”

“I can’t in this dress.”

He groans, thumb finding my pulsating clit. I love the rough way he touches me. Like he cherishes me, but also can’t restrain himself from what he wants.

“Such a pretty fucking pussy. So wet and tight.” His warm mouth meets my flesh and sends a tingle up my spine. I twine my fingers into his dark hair, guiding him to where I need his mouth the most.

He happily obliges, licking my clit and twirling his tongue around as he roughly jams two fingers up into me.

“Oh, holy fuck.” My back digs into the doorway as my leg is hoisted over his shoulder to grant him better access to me.

He sucks and licks, pressing in and out of me. There’s nothing so hot as the vision of a badass man on their knees for their woman. Giving all the pleasure he can, and fuck I love it. I crave his touch. Needing it like I need air or water.

He bites down lightly on my clit, and I cry out, feeling that jolt of pain mixing in with my pleasure.

He looks up at me, removing his mouth and fingers. “Ride my face, baby. And fucking scream.” A slap lands right on my pussy and I yelp, hips rising to meet any friction I can get.

I feel wild. Out of control with the way my legs grip his face as he plunges deep inside of me. Tongue gliding over my most sensitive parts. Shivering with pure pleasure.

Rocking back and forth, I lose all sense of time and place. Existing only in this moment. Feeling only the unadulterated bliss he gives me with each stroke of his tongue. Each small nibble of his teeth. Each sweep of his fingers.

It works me into a frenzy, hips undulating on his face until I reach a crescendo, screaming his name as I hold onto his hair.

He guides my leg back to the ground and looks up at me, face gleaming with evidence of my release. “So fucking perfect.”

I feel like melting into the floor but manage to stay upright as he comes up to standing, a smirk playing on his handsome face. I can tell he’s hard. Cock pressing against his pants, but he makes no move to take care of it.

“Come on, we have to get going. We don’t want to be late.” He says, grabbing my hand.

“Aren’t you going to clean up?”

“Nah, I want to keep the taste of you on me.”

My mouth pops open as I follow him, our hands clasped together as we head into what might be one of the most dangerous and stupid decisions I’ve made in years.
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The club is loud, pulsating with music and strobe lights that I can see and hear from the street. I check my coat and phone at the door, going through the metal detector to show I’m unarmed. Signs are posted that no video or photography is allowed. I’ve, however, managed to obtain an undetectable camera that’s stuffed between Hazel’s breasts.

She looks incredible in her skintight black leather strapless dress. It accentuates every single curve, making me wish we could stay home instead. I’d have her bent over my lap and screaming my name if I had my way. But bringing down my brother and clearing her record is more important.

“Fingerprints.” A brusk sounding bouncer demands.

This is the tricky part. I’ve had special ones made for just this occasion. It’s been months in the works, but I hadn’t thought Hazel would be with me. Thankfully, I had several sets made in case anything was to happen to one.

I offer up my thumb and a fucking prayer to the universe as I hold my breath while it scans the print.

“Clear.”

Relief is short-lived as I walk in and wait for Hazel, watching intently as the alarm goes off on the metal detectors.

Her big doe eyes find mine looking nervous.

“Hair clip, out. Try again.”

She takes her ornate glitter clip out from her hair and goes through the machine one more time.

I feel like I’m about to pass out as I watch her walk through the machine. This time, she’s clear, and given back her hair clip by the security guard. Her fingerprints are next, but they give her no problem.

“Shall we?” I ask, holding my arm out for her. She grabs it tightly, as if she needs me to steady her. Sure enough, as we walk, there’s a slight wobble in her gait.

Having studied the layout for weeks, I know that we have about ten feet to go before we’re able to mingle amongst the other guests. We quickly discard the fake fingerprints while we have a chance and I pull her body into mine. Steadying her as we walk together.

“You’re doing great.” I whisper in her ear, loud enough so that she can hear me, but not loud enough to arouse suspicion. I’d bought her some noise canceling earplugs that allow her to hear conversations but block out the excess sounds. My research into her agoraphobia led me to them, and she was willing to try them out. I know it’s not a fix, but if it helps her feel more comfortable, then I’m all for it.

The hallway opens up into a large dance floor, where people are already mingling and dancing. Some even fucking out in the open. But I’m sure the mask adds that layer of protection where people feel free to carry out their fantasies. I’d fuck my girl right here in front of everyone just to show them who she belongs to if we had time.

I can tell that even with all the preparation I’d gone over with Hazel, she’s still shocked by the display in front of us. Her plush mouth hangs open as she takes in the scene. Several women and men hang from the ceiling, tied up in Shibari type ropes as onlookers do as they please. Stripper poles are dotted along the room, with dancers showing off their sensual moves, discarding clothes as they go. Most everyone is in a different state of undress, taking their pleasure unapologetically.

The place is a logistical labyrinth, with the dance floor as the center and rooms sprouting off in all directions. From the map I’d studied, Kyle would be heading to one of the VIP sanctioned areas upstairs. But as far as I can tell, everyone has to walk through this area first. We’ll wait and follow him up when he finally makes his appearance.

Quickly, I realize that if we keep standing here gawking, we’ll be found out, so I grab onto Hazel and start dancing with her. Feeling her body with my hands and gripping onto those luscious curves I’ve come to love so much. She moves with me easily, bending and swaying to the beat. Her ass finds its way to my pelvis, and I can feel myself swelling in my pants. Responding to how only she can make me feel.

We have at least a half an hour before my brother arrives, and I plan to take advantage of every minute. Letting myself get caught up in the magic that is her and the way she makes me feel. How she’s made me feel from even when we were just kids.

All thoughts of revenge fall out of my head with her here in my arms. The weight of her body entangling with mine fills my head with what I want to do to her. How desperately I want to make up for lost time. My little doe deserves to be spoiled. Worshiped. Fucking given whatever her heart desires. I just hope I’m included in that. She has to see how crazy I am about her. I fell in love with Hazel at just seventeen, and that’s only intensified now that I’ve had a taste of her. Running my tongue over my lips, her essence is still coated on me. Dulled but still just as full of her. Like the sweetest dessert I’ve ever had the pleasure of eating.

Her eyes heat, knowing exactly what I’m doing. Smirking down at her, she just shakes her head at me, and lets me spin her. As she twirls back into me, our eyes locked on each other, a hush falls over the room.

We both still and look to what everyone is reacting to.

What I see, I didn’t prepare for.

Walking in with who could only be my brother, is an unmasked older figure who I know all too well.

My father.
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The room once full of fornication and frivolity is now at a standstill. Every person is either covering themselves up or looking on in anticipation, wondering what he’s doing here. I recognize him immediately as the Senator of New York. Kyle and Ace’s twisted shit of a father. The senator’s build is one that looks as if he spends most of his time in the gym, even at his age, he’s strong. Intimidating. Though he’s gone completely gray since I last saw him, he’s still just as handsome. That is one quality that’s worked in his favor, hiding his true nature beneath a flashy smile and well-placed features. But those eyes, they hold a cruelty that tells me that a monster lurks beneath the surface.

There’s one man where his seed fucked up when it came to procreating. His sons may be hot, but they’re twisted just like him. But each in their own fucked up ways. Whereas I don’t mind Ace’s broken parts, Kyle’s are cruel and selfish… and downright dangerous.

I can feel that danger now being only a few feet from them. It doesn’t escape me that the Senator feels immune to any backlash being so brazen to be the only one not wearing a mask. He thinks he’s untouchable.

And why wouldn’t he think so? He’s gone this long getting away with his crimes. That kind of mentality transferring over to his son. The fear, the immediate shift in energy around the room is palpable. It’s clear the senator has a commanding presence that inspires a sense of respect. And it’s also clear, that Kyle desires that kind of reaction for himself.

I know which one in the group is him immediately. The devil horned mask does little to cover his arrogance.

Years may separate us, but the moment his eyes land on me, a shiver runs the length of my spine. Nausea claws at my neck and flips around in my stomach.

I thought I could push through and face seeing him, but I feel frozen. The rage that has been churning in my veins has turned to fear. Somehow, with Ace by my side, I’ve been able to stave off the clawing anxiety that I’m so used to following me around. Using the dress and costume like a shield against the world, but it’s just a facade. Deep down, I’m still just as broken. Just as frightened. There is no easy fix, no matter how much I wish the act of showing up here, acting brave, would turn a switch on in me.

Dread coils around me as they make their way closer. Kyle, not taking his eyes off me, gaze prowling the length of my body as if I am his prey.

When Ace did the same earlier, I felt alight inside of my soul, but now I just feel as if my insides have turned to ash.

“What do we have here?” His voice slides over my skin like a film. “Fresh meat?” He grabs a lock of my hair with his gloved hand, and I instantly feel Ace tense beside me, his hand still attached around my waist. Kyle brings the lock of my hair up to his nose and I watch as his lips twist into a cruel smirk.

Being this close to him when I want nothing more than to wrap my fingers around his thick neck and squeeze until he turns purple.

“Bring her with us, we don’t have all night.” The senator commands, stopping right in front of us. He doesn’t spare me a second glance, but his eyes are boring into Ace’s.

It takes me a moment to realize that the senator is talking about me as I’m forcibly removed from Ace’s side. Frantically, I turn to look at Ace, but I notice too late that he’s being held back by two beefy looking security guards that vaguely resemble Gaston, times two.

“You didn’t think I wouldn’t notice my own son arriving in my club, did you?” Two men now have Ace by the arms, though he’s fighting their hold. The senator rips Aces mask from his face, causing Ace to spit in his father’s direction. The bead of spit lands on the senator’s black shirt.

“Such a pity. You had so much potential.” The senator raises his fist, and punches Ace right in the stomach. “Take him below. I’ll deal with him in a minute.” Ace is hunched over, clearly in pain, but his face is full of rage and a promise to come for me.

I’m pressed into Kyle’s chest, his hands roaming down the length of my body. Heart beating erratically, my thoughts race with how to escape.

“Don’t take too long.” He instructs to Kyle.

The club sparks back to life as Ace is dragged away. People part for them as he’s led to the stairs, and I’m stuck with a man who wants to see me dead.

“Let’s go have some fun of our own, sweetheart.”

Legs wobbling, I have no choice but to be pulled into a dark room with the man who killed my best friend.
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Pure hot rage boils over in my veins. Taking Hazel from me and handing her over to my shithead brother, is a mistake that my father is going to pay for. I’m seeing fucking red as Kyle places his hands all over her. Forget justice, forget the plan, I’ll kill them all for this.

I’m not above spilling their blood for coming between me and my girl. She belongs to me, and I promised to stay with her the whole time. Now, because of my family, I’ve broken that promise, and there’s no telling what my brother plans to do with her.

My imagination runs wild with the worst-case scenarios, I just hope he doesn’t realize her true identity. She’s fucked if Kyle finds out. I have to get to her before then. But as my mind whirls, the two overly muscled bouncers are tying my hands and feet with a zip tie.

I can’t wipe seeing Hazel’s frightened eyes from my mind, seeing her frozen and unable to do anything but stand there, stunned, and terrified. Ever my little doe.

The room they’ve stuffed me in is tucked away in the basement. Dirty concrete surrounds me on all sides, letting me know that this room sees a lot of action. And not all of it good.

A round drain in the middle of the floor has me wondering what the fuck they need that for, and an ominous thought occurs to me that they probably use it to wash blood down.

I’ve known for my entire life that my father was a bad man. Crooked. Calculated. Self-serving. These are all words that I’ve associated with the man who helped bring me into this world. It’s everything I’ve tried not to be, though some traits can’t be helped, I guess.

“Nice to see you again, Pops.” I say, as the man himself waltzes into the room after countless minutes have passed, jacket off and sleeves rolled up. The sight of him like this brings me right back to childhood. Ever the epitome of demanding respect and throwing his authority around. Men like him have been told all their lives that they should expect to be worshipped for just simply existing. They’ve been told that because of their sex and color of their skin, they’re owed anything they want. And too many buy into that lie. Treating others as if they’re less than. If you challenge those beliefs, then you’re seen as a danger. A problem that needs to be dealt with, swiftly. Because we can’t have people out there threatening their very fragile egos. Their sense of power.

Men like my father are drunk on that power. Willing to do anything in order to keep it.

“I thought you would have learned your lesson the last time I had to do this.” His hand wraps around my chin and yanks my face closer to his. I can tell he’s studying the prominent scar he put there himself. Just him and the tip of his knife. Carving away my flesh as a reminder to never embarrass him again. A constant reminder of my failure as a son to haunt me every time I look in the mirror. Branded onto me for eternity as if I could ever forget.

The punch comes swift and fast to the middle of my already sore stomach, making me double over and heave my guts onto the cold floor, where I crumple from the force of his hit. I didn’t even have time to brace myself for it, though I don’t know what good it would have done. Face digging into the concrete, I’m able to peek an eye open, only to see the heel of his shoe coming right for me. With a crunch, rubber meets bone, and a sputter of blood comes pouring out of my nose. When I open my eyes again, my vision is distorted and blurry, but I can tell he’s enjoying this. This is when he’s able to unleash the beast he so carefully hides from the public. His true self. There’s a bounce to his step as he brings his foot down again, this time to my chest. Another crack and jolt of pain races through my body. Blinding agony rips along my ribs, letting me know at least two or more of them are broken. My breathing is labored but at least he didn’t puncture my lungs.

Every part of my chest aches. The broken ribs feel as if they’re free floating in my cavity. Somehow, I manage to roll myself with considerable pain onto my front right as my father’s foot crashes down on me again. Only this time, he lands on my tied hands. The zip tie snaps, allowing me to grab him by the ankle and flip him on his back. A loud crack reverberates throughout the room as his skull meets the floor.

The two goons run at me, but they aren’t paying attention to where the other one is and end up running into each other. If I wasn’t fighting for my life, I would have found that comical.

My only goal is to get the fuck out of here and find Hazel. It’s been too long already, and the fear of my brother discovering her true identity spurs me on. The adrenaline pumping through my veins allows me to snap the zip ties laced around the bottom of my ankles as my father sputters on the floor next to me. Blood slipping down his chin and spraying out from his mouth.

Not an ounce of pity or remorse fills me as I look over at his petrified eyes. His hand shakes, reaching for me as I stand. The effort to get myself upright feels astronomical, but I don’t have a choice. If I don’t leave this room, I know what fate my father’s men have planned for me but dying isn’t an option. Ribs screaming in agony as pain races down my spine, I push through the discomfort and make a run for it.

The bodyguards are quick to chase after, guns pulled. The door is just beyond my reach when a shot rings out. I don’t stop. I don’t think, I just run, grabbing the handle, and slamming the door shut behind me. It slams on the outstretched hand of one of the guards. Fingers smashed between the door, I’m able to wrestle the gun from his grip before shutting it completely. His mangled hand retreating as I slam the lock in place.

Another round of shots rings out at the door, but I’m already sprinting down the hallway. The effort makes my lungs burn. Pure agony slices into me as my feet hit the ground.

My disheveled appearance gives me away, so I slow and duck into one of the alcoves, straightening my tie and running my hand through my hair. If I can manage to snag a mask off someone without getting caught, I might have a chance to get us the hell out of here in one piece.

I just hope I’m not too late.
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“Where has my brother been hiding you?” Kyle asks, his voice full of syrup. The sickly sweetness of it churns my stomach. His manner and tone are that of a well practiced politician, giving a cadence laced in charm, used to hide the malevolence that lurks beneath the surface.

I’ve been pulled into a secluded room above the ballroom area, the sounds emanating from the party below have been significantly muffled, leading me to believe this room is soundproof.

Meaning that if I scream, no one will hear me.

I doubt it will do any good anyways, seeing as how the people here responded to the Senator and his evil as fuck son, acting as if they were in the presence of royalty.

It’s amazing that even with all the time that’s passed, I can still see glimpses of the boy I once knew in his mannerisms as he goes to pour two tall flutes of champagne. The same assuredness sits snuggly about his broad shoulders, and his jaw is set in a tight clench as if he’s biting back what he would truly like to say to me. I never saw it for what it was before, but now it’s so clear that I’m looking at a man full of lies, steeped in manipulation, and riddled with danger.

I turn to face the doors, wondering where they’ve taken Ace. Surely, his father wouldn’t hurt his own son?

Kyle comes around and hands me a glass, his warm hand brushing my skin. He clinks his drink to mine with a devilish smile that I know he thinks is charming. It’s the same one he used to give me as kids. One that fooled me before. But I won’t be letting that happen again.

“Are we celebrating something?” My voice sounds pinched, but at least I’m still managing to stand upright with all the stress coursing through my body.

“My brother’s demise, of course. He’s been after me for years, and finally, we have him right where we want him.” He takes a sip, but I stand there, stock still, heart racing up into my throat. “Now, now. It’s bad manners not to drink something that’s offered to you.”

“I didn’t realize self-preservation was rude.” I spin the glass, sloshing the bubbly liquid around. It’s a miracle I haven’t dropped the thing yet with my nerves running at an all time high, but my thin mask of composure is still holding on- barely.

Kyle clicks his tongue and tilts his head, examining me. I fear I’ve made a mistake by snapping at him, wondering if he even knows that it’s me. Will he toy with me or try to end me if he finds out?

Something inside of me tells me I already know the answer. He’s not one to want to leave loose ends hanging about. And though, I still can’t remember shit, Ace has filled me in enough to make me a huge liability.

A dangerous glint fills Kyle’s eyes as he throws back the remnants of his drink, setting it down on a side table and turning his attention right back on me.

It’s just the two of us in this dark room lined with plush couches, a dancing pole and private bar set off to the side. His men are stationed right outside the door, so I know I can’t bolt, no matter how much my body is begging for me to get the hell out of here. I can feel it, the anxiety creeping up my limbs as he reaches for me.

“At least I can say my brother has good taste.” His hands are wrapped around my body, feeling him cup me aggressively like he has the right to. Disgust and an overwhelming sense of panic begs me to leave, leave, leave. I need to get out. I need to find Ace. More than ever, I wish I could block this out and run like I’m so used to.

The flute of champagne still resides in my hands, untouched and a distant thought forms in my head as Kyle’s palms rove over my body. It’s stupid and a huge fucking gamble, but I have no other choice. With as much force as my shaky arms can muster, I bring the glass down on his head, shattering it into a million pieces as champagne sprays over his shocked face. Shards embed themselves into my arm, but it gives me the space I need to get away from him.

A jagged bit resides in my hand, and I aim it at him, ready to lodge it into him if needed.

“You fucking bitch!” Kyle screams, lunging for me, but I’m ready. I slice at the air and slice his cheek. Blood pools from the open wound and a sick sense of satisfaction takes over me. He cups the injury as his skin around his neck starts to turn pink from anger. No one comes running to his aid, though with the doors being soundproof.

He reaches for me again, but I dodge him, putting the pole between us.

“What are you going to do, huh? There’s nowhere for you to go. You try and leave this room without me, and my men will drag you off to join your little boyfriend in the basement. You could have made this so much easier on yourself.” He digs in his pocket for something, eyes never leaving mine. His hair drips over his forehead as sweat gathers along his lip. “I’ll make you regret being born you little shit.”

A slim syringe emerges from his pants pocket, and dread spills over into my mind, linking hands with the already present anxiety. If I was a different person, I would be able to push past this feeling- maybe. But my condition isn’t convenient nor predictable, and with all this added stress, my reaction happening in my body right now feels inevitable.

He gets past the pole and grabs me, covering my arms and making it impossible to fight him off. Every part of me is shaking, the feeling of passing out overwhelms me. Not now, not here. I think, wishing for my body to listen to me just this once, but there isn’t time to coach myself out of an episode. There’s no time for a breathing exercise as he brandishes the end of the shiny needle and stabs it into the exposed skin on my leg. A rush of cool numbing sensation spreads from the injection site.

Whatever it’s filled with works fast and has me slumping in his arms.

“You just had to make this harder on yourself, didn’t you. But don’t worry, I’ll have enough fun for the both of us.”

My eyes flutter closed as my body becomes weightless and unable to move. He drags me somewhere, plopping me down on a soft surface. The couch I assume. My thoughts become sluggish and harder to hold onto while he whispers about what he’s about to do to me. I can barely pay attention, feeling myself slip further and further away from consciousness. Desperately, I try to fight off its pull, but whatever substance is now pumping through my veins is strong. I’ve never been one for wanting to play the damsel in distress, but just this one time I find myself hoping that Ace will somehow make his way to me and get me out of here. The thought of Ace’s tortured face as he was being dragged away is the last thing I see in my mind’s eye before everything goes dark.
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All I can focus on, is getting to Hazel. Thankfully, a drunk as hell couple had tossed their masks to fuck in one of the many rooms down here, making it easy to swipe. Knowing Kyle, he’ll have taken her to his personal VIP booth that he’d had made just for him. Outfitting it with his specific requirements. Knowing just how twisted his tastes run, I hurry through the throng of partygoers, who’ve all congregated into a mass of limbs, writhing against each other in time to the beat. If I didn’t know any better, I would have thought I’d just stumbled into some ritual. The outlandish masks and outfits, the deep pulsating music, the flickering of the fake flames along the walls.

I’ve only just gotten Hazel back into my life. This quest to destroy my brother for his crimes and free Hazel seemed like the right course of action at the time, but now I wish we never left my loft. The need for vengeance has been so ingrained in me, I mean fuck I even got it tattooed onto my skin. My sole purpose for breathing has been focused on this. Nights spent holed up learning everything I can, countless resources blown on gathering intel. And for what?

I’ve never failed so spectacularly before. They had to have been tipped off somehow. Probably trailing me with a P.I. that I didn’t pick up on. My mind has been singularly focused elsewhere with Hazel here, I’d let my guard down and now I’m paying for that mistake.

There are two stairs that I can take but the men stationed outside the doors closer to the ones on the left let me know that that’s where he is. He’s too chicken shit to go anywhere unguarded in a place like this.

I’m grabbed around the middle by a woman wearing a peacock feather in her hair and a matching mask and dress. It burns like a motherfucking bitch, making me gasp for breath. Sweat pools down my back and around the corners of the mask I’ve secured to my face. Grunting, I pull her claws off my body and stumble away into a solid body that only increases the torment on my bones tenfold.

“Watch it, buddy.” The guy says and I put my hands up not wanting any more trouble or attention brought my way.

“My bad.” He turns back to his companions, letting the women he’s with continue their perusal of his body.

The stairs finally come into view and I begin my agonizing ascent. Hoping that I’m pulling off a drunk look instead of gravely injured one, because the two guards stationed outside what I assume is Kyle’s VIP room are watching me with interest.

You can do this, I tell myself. Thinking of all I’ve survived before helps. Only, those other times didn’t have Hazel’s life hanging in the mix.

He better not have touched a fucking hair on her head, or I won’t hesitate to end him once and for all. I’m almost to the top and prepare myself to fight like hell, no matter how much my body screams at me.

“Where you headed?” One of the guards asks as I stumble on the last step.

I give them both a goofy grin. “I’m looking for a girl. Red hair. Big tits.” As I gesture at my chest, they follow the movement with their eyes, giving me an opportunity to throw them off. As they stare, I manage to lift my right arm, and aim the gun I’ve been concealing right at them.

“Let me in, or I’ll blow your head clean off.”

The coward complies easily, as his friend raises his hands in surrender.

“I don’t want any trouble, man.” He says, hands shaking as he gets the door open.

“What the fuck are you two doing. I told you to never fucking disturb me.”

The room is barely lit, but I can make out Hazel’s passed out form on the floor.

I see fucking red and burst into the room, gun raised right at Kyle’s face.

He’s shocked to see me, but that shock quickly turns into a smirk, always the politician tryin to control the situation.

“You really think you can get away with shooting me, Ace?”

Even with my mask still attached, he knows it’s me.

“Get the fuck away from her, asshole.”

“Fine. I was about done with her anyway.”

A closer look shows me that Hazel still has her mask on her face. She’s still breathing too, and for the first time since I’ve been separated from her, I take a small, brief sigh of relief.

“What did you do to her?”

He shrugs, and I fill the barrel with a live round.

“I’ll ask you again. What the fuck did you do to her?”

He has the good sense to finally look afraid.

“I just drugged her a little, she should be fine.”

“Fine?” I spit out. “You piece of shit. You deserve what’s about to happen to you.”

My finger pulls at the trigger, feeling years of hatred boiling up between us. But as it gives beneath the weight of my pull, I’m knocked to the side, making the shot go wide and clipping Kyle in the shoulder.

The guard’s knocked me off balance, but I regain my footing fast enough to block his next attack. It costs me though, because I feel another one of my cracked ribs pops with the exertion.

“Shit.”

“You’re going to wish you never did that, little brother.” Kyle says gripping his blood-stained arm. Hair disheveled, he comes at me, teeth bared.

I raise the gun again and that stops him in his tracks.

“Take one more step, I fucking dare you.”

We’re locked in a stand-off. I’m outnumbered, but it’s clear his two guards aren’t armed. From the weight of the gun in my hand, it feels like I wouldn’t have enough bullets to take them all on.

“Now, you’re going to let me leave this place with her.” I gesture at Hazel. “And I’ll let you fucking live another day.”

Ace looks at his men and then nods his head.

“Help her out of here.” He commands. “And get me a goddamn doctor.” The guards split up, carrying out his wishes. Hazel is lifted into one of their arms, and I know just by looking at her that I’m going to need to get her to a hospital.

As I go to leave, gun still clutched in my hands he says, “But don’t expect that we won’t find you again. And next time, you won’t be walking away.”
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“Dig faster, you fucking cunt.” Kyle spits out. My arms are shaking with the effort to move the mounds of wet earth. It squishes beneath my nails, the process slow due to how heavy each bit of mud is.

“Why are you doing this?”

He snarls down at me, taking his once handsome face and contorting it into something else. Something full of hatred and evil. Lightning flashes in the sky above, illuminating his imposing figure from behind, giving him a sinister air about him that I didn’t see earlier.

This whole night, this whole stupid excursion and childish game was such a bad idea. But there’s no taking it back now, it’s too late, and I don’t know how we ended up here. How everything turned so bad, so quickly.

“I’m doing her a favor. Besides, I can’t be having her hold me back and messing with my plans.”

“What do you mean?”

“She didn’t tell you?”

I look up at him, the rain drenching my face and distorting my vision. He crouches down next to me, gripping me by my hair, his face inches from mine.

“That fucking whore is pregnant with my baby.”

I freeze. It can’t be. She wouldn’t… would she? Did I miss the signs? All those late nights when I poured my heart out to her about how much I liked Kyle, did I miss the way she too looked affected by him.

“That’s not true.” Tears sting my eyes mixing with the cold rain. “She likes Matty, not you.”

“Guess you two weren’t as close as you thought. Now keep fucking digging, I don’t want to tell you again. I’d hate to have to bash your head in for disobeying.” He snickers like he just said something funny.

All the playfulness from earlier has dissipated, making it hard to grapple with the fact that this Kyle is the same Kyle from earlier. How quickly he was able to switch. To go from making me believe he liked me, that there was something growing between us, that he was worth liking, to seeing him for who he really is. A fucking monster, trying to bury the mother of his child, and my friend.

It’s too dark to see clearly, but I look around for something, anything to fight back with. Maybe I can escape and get us some help. The last I checked, Sarah was barely breathing. In the time that’s passed, I worry that it might be too late.

Muscles screaming, I continue to dig, hoping a solution will jump out at me. Fear coats my stomach, threatening to climb up my burning esophagus and release as a puddle of bile as the seconds tick by. Every moment I can’t run to get help, is another moment where Sarah might not make it.

As I dig, I realize that I still have the camera stowed away in my jeans. Though, I’m not sure if it will even work in the rain, I have to try. It might be my only way to get evidence against him, because otherwise, it’s just my word against his. That is, if he’ll even let me walk out of here.

The hole is long enough to fit her body in, and maybe three or so feet deep. Mud covers my arms, sticking to my face and hair. I’m too busy digging to see the hard object coming, but I should have noticed that Kyle’s no longer standing next to me.

He’s behind me.

Before I have time to register what’s happening, something sharp and heavy smacks the back of my head and I go down, hard. Face pressed into the ground, I scramble to turn around onto my back, fighting the waves of dizziness. Fumbling, I manage to dig the camera out of my pocket, wiping bits of mud from my eyes. The cool metal slipping against my muddied hand while I aim as best I can, looking up at my attacker from the grave I dug myself. His form multiplies and moves, making me second guess where he is.

The sky erupts in a bright white light, illuminating the darkness behind him. I click the button over and over again before the lights go out in my brain, hoping that it’s enough to damn him.

The last thing I remember, is something heavy landing onto my body, causing me to sink further down into the wet earth as it becomes more difficult to breathe. I drift off to the sound of soft, cruel laughter, before everything goes pitch black.
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She looks so small and helpless in her hospital bed wrapped in scratchy white blankets and an oversized blue flower-patterned gown. The machine she’s hooked to beeps steadily, but that incessant beeping means she’s still alive. Still here. And for that, I’m so fucking grateful. For a moment, I thought she wasn’t going to pull through seeing her body slumped on the floor.

For as long as I’ve prepared for a war against my brother, I never stopped to consider the consequences of losing. And if the price is her, then it’s not worth it. I’d rather see him getting away with murder, then lose the one good thing in my life. She’s my whole fucking heart, and nothing is as important than keeping her safe.

I let my pride and my vendetta get in the way, but never again, I vow. Taking her small hand in mine, I bring it to my mouth for a kiss, but she doesn’t stir. The drugs pumping through her veins are too strong, keeping her sedated until her mind is ready to come back to me. The doctors were able to stop whatever drug Kyle had injected her with from taking over her entire brain, but it was clear that it didn’t mix well with the prescription drugs she was on for her anxiety. I’d gotten her here just in time.

Thankfully, the rape kit came back negative, but that’s my only solace in this mess. If she would just open her eyes again, then I could stop the rage assaulting me at every turn. The thought of ‘what if’, plagues my brain as I stare at her monitors, taking comfort in the steady rhythm of her heartbeat.

The room is cold and sterile, with a large window facing the parking lot. I look out and watch the comings and goings of all the people to pass the time. Wondering where they’re coming from. Who they’re here to see.

Wincing as I readjust my position, I decide to take another pain pill noticing that the last dose has long wore off. X-rays confirmed what I already knew to be true about my ribs. The fight with my father cost me four broken ribs and very nearly punctured one of my lungs. Had he hit the smallest bit harder, neither of us would have made it out of there alive.

And that’s a sobering thought.

We’ve only just started to get reacquainted with each other. There’s been no time to just enjoy being together. Learning each other on more than the physical level, though she’d hear no complaints from me on that front. As much as I enjoy her body, it’s her mind that I want too. All the fucked-up parts that make her the person she is. The person I love.

A rapt knock on the door interrupts my thoughts, and in walks two women. One a nurse, and the other a woman I’ve only seen on Hazel’s computer.

“Ace? This is Dr. Thurston, Mallory’s therapist.” The nurse says. “Can you get back in your bed, I need to take your vitals.”

“Nice to meet you.” I say, shuffling back over to my side of the room and stopping to greet Hazel’s therapist. The hospital is nothing but constant interruptions. I take the thin woman’s bony hand in mine and shake. Her hands are cold and frail. The skin so translucent that I can see her blue veins popping through her white skin. She has a calming presence about her though and it’s clear she cares about my girl.

Upon admission, I was able to coax the administration into letting us share the room. In the end it only took a hefty donation, but one I feel is well worth it if it means I can stay right next to her.

“And how are we feeling today?” Nurse Harrison asks, as she pops the thermometer under my tongue. How she expects me to answer her like this, I’ll never know. It’s like when a waiter asks you how the meal is when you’ve just taken a bite. So, I do what I do in that case and just nod my head yes.

Next comes the blood pressure cuff and I glance over at Dr. Thurston as she takes a seat next to Hazel.

I’d given the hospital Hazel’s alias of Mallory Winters, which has her health insurance information attached to it.

“She hates hospitals.” Dr. Thurston murmurs, almost to herself, but loud enough that I can hear her.

“Alright, your lunch tray should be in shortly.” Nurse Harrison says, leaving the room in a cloud of antibacterial scent as she runs her hands under the foam dispenser. That woman is blur in blue scrubs.

“You, are new.” Dr. Thurston says, and this time I know she’s talking to me.

“I am.”

“Hmm.” She frowns, assessing me. The look she gives me, makes me feel as if she can see deep down into my soul and is about to declare that I’m unfit to court Hazel. But she stays quiet, focusing back on my girl.

“You call me if anything changes.” She says, wobbling over to me after some time has passed. “You have my number?”

I nod.

“Good. Take care of her, she deserves to have someone good to lean on for a change.” And then she’s gone, her Chanel Number Five lingering after she’s gone.
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“Where, where am I?” Hazel’s frightened scream jolts me out of a dead sleep. I rush over to her side, wincing with pain at how fast I sat up.

“I’m here, I’m right here. You’re in the hospital.”

Her eyes are full of fear. Wide and tear stained. The monitor she’s attached to is clocking her heart rate at 153 beats per minute and sweat lines her forehead. She’s clawing at the IV on her arm.

“Babe, you’re okay.”

“Sir, sit back down.” The nightshift nurse commands. This one is a bulky male that looks like he could easily snap me in half just by looking at me.

“Mallory? My name is Nurse Terrance. You’re in the hospital and I’m going to give you some medication here to calm you down, okay?”

She shakes her head no. Looking so frightened.

“Are you sure you have to do that?”

“Look buddy, sit your ass down and let me do my job.”

“She’s saying no, that she doesn’t want to take it.”

He looks exasperated, sighing at me. “I am too damn tired to be dealing with this tonight. Mallory, we need to get your heart rate down, okay? This med will help with that.”

She looks at me, finally and relaxes, nodding her head yes. If that nurse was going to go against her wishes though, I would have had no problem punching him out. Injured or not.

“I’ll be right back. I need to alert her doctors that she’s awake.” Nurse Terrance says after administering the medication. Hazel’s eyes don’t leave mine as we wait for him to give us a moment alone.

“What the hell happened to you?” She asks the second he’s out the door.

I smile, “Nothing that time won’t heal. More importantly, are you okay? What do you remember?”

I’ve been desperate to hear her voice, hoping beyond hope that Kyle didn’t touch her. But his words to me about almost being done with her have haunted me since.

She shakes her head. “It’s a little fuzzy, but I think…” She licks her chapped lips and looks up at the ceiling. “I think I remember what happened that night ten years ago.”

“You do?”

Her eyes are crystal clear, heart rate steadying on the monitor. “And I want to fucking kill him. I want him to die for what he did.”
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By the fifth day, I’m cleared for discharge. Though, Ace was cleared days ago, he still managed to finagle a way for him to stay with me. Cuddling in the uncomfortable hospital bed when the staff isn’t looking.

He makes me feel safe in the midst of chaos. He came for me, ripping me away from Kyle and whatever his fucked-up mind had in store for me. I shudder to think of how bad it could have been if Ace hadn’t shown up.

The road to recovery looks like it’s going to be brutal for both of us. The doctors say that what happened to me was a mix of physical trauma and serotonin syndrome, in which whatever drugs Kyle had dosed me with were a fatal mix with the prescriptions I normally take. They caught it just in time. Though the lasting effects are yet to be seen. As of right now, it’s a constant throbbing headache and some waves of dizziness that my doctors seem to think will eventually go away on its own. If it doesn’t subside within the month, they’ve instructed me to come back for more testing.

The thought of what this stay is going to cost eats at my already fragile psyche. I’ve worked so hard to pay off my other bills, being almost free of them and then this has to come and knock me out at the knees. The minimal insurance I hold isn’t going to cover even half of what I need.

With how I’m feeling now, there’s no way I can manage my work. Even stepping away from it for this long has left a gnawing feeling in the pit of my stomach, wondering if I made the right choice.

Ace tells me not to worry and that he’ll take care of it but having spent the majority of my life scraping by, it’s hard to take his reassurance as fact.

Dr. Thurston has been helping me with the aftermath of healing, asking what I remember. From what I remember of that night, I don’t think Kyle recognized me. But he did know his brother, which means he’ll be on the hunt for him. I don’t tell this to her though, instead I remain vague as ever, not wanting to incriminate myself or Ace.

Dr. Thurston has been by every day since she learned of my accident. I’ve learned that her office is only a few blocks away and she’s taken it upon herself to check in on my well-being. Though I can tell she’s waiting for me to give her the whole story. She has a way of looking at me that makes me want to confess every dark and twisted part of my soul to her.

“You ready?” Ace asks, popping his head into the bleak, sterile room.

“God yes.” He’s brought me some clothes to change into and a bunch of much needed toiletries. I’ve been using the ones provided by the hospital, but I can’t wait to smell and feel like myself again. “Next time we take a vacation together, maybe it should be some place less eventful.” I say, shrugging on a gray cashmere sweater. It feels like warm butter against my chilled skin. The black leggings feel even better as I pull them up my legs. After so many days stuck in this hospital gown, the feel of soft fabric wrapping around my body is a heaven-sent gift.

“I can arrange that. In fact, I think you’ll like where I’m taking you.”

Eyebrows raised, I follow him out of the room with my new medication and discharge papers in hand.
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“This is fucking gorgeous.” I squeal. Dropping my bag at the entrance of the cabin.

I don’t even know if cabin is the right word for how expansive this place is. It’s more like a mansion made a baby with a cabin and birthed this gorgeous, secluded abode.

The sharp crisp air of fall bites at my back, pushing me further into the living space while Ace brings in several large bags through the open door.

“Should you be moving those?” I ask, head quirked as I watch him struggle with their weight.

“I’m fine.”

“You could ask for help, you know?” I say, going over to relieve him of one of the bags. He strikes me as the type of person that can’t stand to make more than one trip back from their car, and I tuck that tidbit of information away. Peeling back the layers on his guarded but intense personality.

“Like you’re in any shape to help out right now.” He grunts, dropping the bags from his arms. I push him lightly on the chest, making him wince.

“If that hurt, then you shouldn’t be moving these.”

He pushes me back on my shoulder making me topple.

“Yeah? Well, if you’re so easily pushed off balance, you shouldn’t be doing it either.” He lunges for me, and I squeal, taking off into the house as he chases me. My equilibrium has been shit, and I end up bumping into several pieces of furniture as I scurry away from my predator.

Ace is close behind me, and it hits me that I haven’t felt this full of joy in such a long time. The emotion is one that has me wanting to grab hold of it with both hands, fearful it’ll leave as quickly as it arrived.

I find myself in a lower-level bedroom, chest heaving from the exertion as he stalks in, sweat dripping from his face. I can see him through the sliver in the doorway from where I’m hiding behind.

“You think I can’t catch you, little doe?” He sweeps around the room searching for me.

A smile tugs at my lips hearing him call me his chosen nickname. Feeling every bit like his prey, I press my body tightly against the wall, waiting for him to find me.

“You know how much I love playing games with you. Is that what you want to do, hide and seek?” A small giggle escapes my mouth, and he instantly turns towards the sound. The door swings shut aggressively as his eyes lock onto me with a satisfied shit eating grin spread across his face.

“Gotcha.” He grabs me and throws me around tossing me on the bed. I can tell the movement pains him, but he’s too stubborn to admit that he needs time to rest and recuperate. The bed is soft and inviting. I push up onto my elbows and look down at his imposing figure. Taking in all his hard edges and sculpted muscles.

“Are you sure you’re okay enough for this?”

“Ask me again, and I’ll make sure your hide is so red, you won’t be able to sit for a whole week.”

I bite down on my lower lip in anticipation as he carefully removes his shirt. The skin around his ribs is still stained with bruises, though they’ve begun to yellow. It’s a sobering reminder of what we’ve survived, and how lucky we are to even still be breathing. I want to make the most of it, this time we’ve been given. So, I savor it. Committing every sensation and feeling to my memory. Maybe I can never outrun my past, but I can write my own future. And if it looks anything like it does now, I’m in for a good rest of my life.

I watch him intently as he works his pants down his legs with his briefs, letting his hard cock bob between us.

“You like what you see?” He asks, thumbing a bead of pre-cum from his tip.

I nod but he just asks.

“Words, baby. Let me hear you say it.”

“Yes. I like what I see.”

“That’s more like it. Now, take your clothes off so I can see what’s mine.”

I obey, getting off on him watching me undress for him. His gaze is weighted as he strokes his cock, eyes never leaving mine. It’s a heady sensation to feel this powerful connection between us. The years spent apart have forged us into broken shards that fit perfectly together in the here and now. Our past linking us, and our present binding us.

Once my clothes have been removed, Ace prowls over me, dipping the bed with his weight. I take his face in my hands as he hovers over me.

“Let me be on top.” I whisper kissing him in a plea. I can tell he needs rest and it’s an effort for him to keep the position he’s in.

He nods, rolling with a grunt off to his back. As he stares up at me, I mount him, teasing my pussy along his warm bare cock.

“Fuck.” He palms my breasts in his rough hands, flicking his thumbs over my nipples. His hips pulsate up, seeking me, needing me. I give in, setting myself down inch by inch until I’m fully seated.

Keeping my hands locked on his thighs behind me, I begin to move. Slowly at first as I adjust to his size. But as I go, I can’t help but need more. Our bodies writhe together, in a painful but oh so beautiful dance of heat, sweat, and limbs as we wring pleasure from each other. His cock fills me like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. The warmth and friction of his body are sensations I want to hold onto as my hips rise and fall, taking his length inside me until I’m falling over his chest, careful not to crush him.

“You look so fucking perfect taking my cock in your pussy where it belongs. No one else has had this, Hazel. Only you. Always you.” He grunts as he presses up into me. “Always us.”

He moans loudly and the sound of him enjoying me sends pleasurable shivers down my whole body. It’s utterly delectable that sound, making me wish I was recording us right now so I could play it over and over again.

“You’re mine, little doe. Forever.”

I register the seriousness in his tone, the way he holds my gaze with his eyes, and the way he holds onto my body as if he never wants to let go.

It should probably frighten me, but I’ve never felt so cherished and safe. Even when Ace was messaging me and breaking into my house there was something in his soul that put me at ease. A deep knowing inside of me that made me discern that he wasn’t dangerous to me. The exact opposite of how I feel around Kyle. My body picks up on their energy, warning me in its own way. Maybe it’s the trauma that’s able to predict the danger inside a person, alerting me the moment something feels off. If only it wouldn’t overreact to normal everyday things as well.

Ace’s fingers dig into my hips and his pace becomes frantic.

“I can’t hold out much longer, baby. Come for me. Come on my cock.”

Rolling my hips, I grind my clit down onto his pelvic bone feeling jolts of electricity sliding over my nerves and building, building, building- until I break. Waves of pleasure slam into me as he finds his release, ejaculating his hot cum up into me.

I lean down and kiss him soundly on his lips before sliding off. He tucks me gently into his side and moves my hair away from my face. The gesture is tender, yet full of possessiveness.

As I listen to his steady heart beating, I realize that my own heart rate is feeling equally as steady. Not an ounce of anxiety lingers as we breathe in and out together. It’s in no way a cure for my lifelong mental battle, but it’s a whole new realization that maybe I can have a sense of normalcy. Something that I’ve been convinced could never happen. The acceptance that when I’m with Ace, I feel like a better version of myself hits me hard.

“Everything okay?” He asks, eyebrows furrowed as he watches my face.

“Everything’s perfect.” I respond, tucking my head against his chest letting myself feel for once, and I don’t hate it. In fact, I think I could get used to this.
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There’s a raccoon sitting on the table when we finally emerge out of the bedroom. Belatedly, I realize that in my haste to catch Hazel, I left the door to the cabin wide open.

“Oh my god!” Hazel squeaks, seeing our uninvited guest chowing down on a croissant. “Can we keep him?” She asks, getting closer to the possibly rabid beast.

“We are not keeping a wild animal. It could have fleas. Or worse rabies. I just got you out of the hospital, don’t make me drag you back there because of a rabid raccoon.”

“He’s not rabid. He’s just hungry.” She says watching him with her big eyes as she wiggles her pointer finger at him. “Hi little guy. Aren’t you just the cutest raccoon there ever was?”

The raccoon seems completely unfazed by our presence as he happily grabs another croissant with his tiny paws getting the excess flakes all over the table and floor.

“Those were my croissants.” I grumble.

“You’re just a little rascal aren’t you. Oh my god, that’s what I’m going to call you. Croissant!”

I run my hands down my face, realizing there’s no talking her out of this.

“Let me at least make a call so we can get this thing checked out properly by a vet before you decide to infect yourself with rabies.”

“Deal.” She says, nearly bouncing on her toes. Actually, looking at her she is bouncing. If that raccoon can elicit this kind of response in my girl, the thing can stay. Hell, I’ll fill the house with a hoard of raccoons if it will keep that look on her face. Despite the near-death experience, she seems completely at ease and happy. Two incredibly rare things for her.

She entertains her new friend while I make a call back to my office to take care of a few things. Number one being this raccoon.

Once my associate, Jenson comes to take the raccoon in, we sit down to a feast of New York style pizza I had him bring with. Jenson assures Hazel that he’ll take the best care of Rascal Croissant, before he lures it into a cage with the last of the croissants. I’m still mad that the thing ate what was supposed to be our breakfast in the morning.

Before Jenson leaves, he hands me a stack of papers he was able to obtain from my loft.

“They’re watching it alright.” He says.

“And you’re sure you weren’t followed?”

He fixes me with a ‘you’re kidding me’ stare. Jenson and I have been through our fair share of assignments. He’s a much better shot than I am, and a freaking wizard when it comes to getting past a firewall undetected.

“Come on. I lost them in the first five minutes.” He assures me and I believe him. We’ve been through far too much together to be capable of betraying the other. He’s the kind of guy I would have chosen for my own brother. And in some ways, he is that to me. A chosen member of my family. It’s funny how people can become closer than your own flesh and blood like that.

“If you need me just call.” He says, pulling me into a hug.

“Watch the ribs man.” I overexerted myself earlier trying to prove to Hazel that I’m fine. Though, I wouldn’t take it back for anything. Being with her is a gift I don’t intend to squander.

“I’ll be back after the vet. Do you need anything?”

“Tacos!” Hazel calls from the living room. She’s sunk down on the couch with a fleece pullover covering her entire body as she watches some movie with a slasher. I smile, tucking that information away for later.

“You heard the lady. Tacos.” I tell Jenson.

“You got it.” He leaves, pulling out the long driveway leaving us to explore the place.

While Hazel watches her movie, I make sure to secure the perimeter. Setting up cameras and alarms to let me know if anyone is coming. I’d let my guard down again and I couldn’t rely on myself and my training when it comes to Hazel. She has a way of making me forget anything but her. Which is a deadly error if my brother ever manages to track us down.

We’re lucky it was only a raccoon waiting for us in the kitchen and not a hired gun. I shiver at the thought.

After the experience at the club, I know that my father and brother wouldn’t hesitate to take us out of the equation. Framing it for their own political gain. Acting as the bereaved party for my loss of life, when in reality, they would be celebrating a job well done.

Cameras and alarms secure, I walk Hazel through the security features.

“We should have a code word.” She says, looking at the computer screen,

“A code word?”

“Yeah, for if anything goes wrong. Or if I’m supposed to trust someone and you’re not around.”

I set my hands down on her shoulders from above, rubbing the tense knots out with my thumbs. She might be in a better mood, but I know she’s been through an immense amount of trauma. Her body is evidence of it with how many knots it’s stored along her shoulder blades. Gathering in tiny bubbles of torture and holding onto her stress as if it were storing it for winter.

“Ugh, that feels so good.” She moans loudly, and I chuckle.

“Should I be worried that you don’t sound like this when I’m fucking you?” I ask, running my fingers down her tense muscles.

“Mmpff.” Is the only response she gives me as her eyes flutter closed.

“What do you want our word to be, baby?” I dig further into her muscles making her putty in my hands. She rolls her neck back to look up at me. The trust I see staring back at me is one that I treasure. She’s been hurt in ways I can’t even begin to understand, but her choice to place her trust in me after everything I put her through is a miracle in and of itself. I don’t deserve her, but I’ll do everything I can to make up for that, because I sure as hell won’t let anyone else have a chance with her. She’s it for me, and I’m it for her.

“What about… kumquat.”

“That’s a random as hell word.”

“Exactly. It won’t come up easily in conversation. I mean when was the last time you ever talked about kumquats?”

“Never.”

She smiles smugly. Her eyes dancing with mischief.

“I like seeing you like this.” I confess, running my hand down her auburn hair.

“Like what.”

“Content.”

She brings her bottom lip in between her teeth, a nervous tick I observe. I pull her lip free and lean down to kiss her Spiderman style.

When the kiss breaks, she sits up and spins the computer chair around to look at me fully.

“I think for the first time since I’ve been on the run, I finally feel a sense of peace. As crazy as it sounds, almost dying by the hands of the one person who I’ve been avoiding all these years lit something in me. Not only do I want to take him down, but I want to overcome my past. Face it head on. And I want you to help me.”

“How do you want me to do that?”

“Train me. Show me how to defend myself.”

A smile takes over my face. I’m learning that she has that effect on me. “Deal, but I won’t just train you to defend yourself. I’ll make you into a weapon that no one will dare to cross.”
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Sweat drips down my back as I push myself up from the ground. Legs shaking, I jump, then crouch down. My muscles protest, but I only have three more.

Two.

One more.

None.

I collapse on the cold dirt ground. Chest heaving and nausea clawing up my throat. My entire body feels coated in sweat. I didn’t know you could sweat from behind the knees, but I found out today that you absolutely can.

“No more.” I cough out, looking at the imposing figure staring down at me. God, does he have to be so sexy?

“You asked for this.”

“I didn’t ask you to kill me.” I groan, blindly reaching for my water. My fingers find purchase around the tumbler, and I yank it towards me, shakily pulling at the straw. Greedily, I take a long much needed swig, feeling the water replenish all the hydration I’ve just lost.

“You’re going to make yourself sick, that’s enough.”

I glare at him, taking another long swig as I stare defiantly up. The water sloshes unhappily in my stomach, but I don’t care.

“This is torture.” I grumble. We’ve been up since dawn, a crime in and of itself, working on my training. He’s been pushing me to find the strength within myself, and with the rage boiling in my veins, I meet his challenges, even though it’s hard as fuck. I’ve never worked myself like this before, but then I guess, I never felt I had a reason to.

“Get up, we still have to walk the trail.”

My eyes bug out of my head. I’m exhausted. My body feels close to becoming one with the ground.

“No way. Food first.”

Ace crosses his arms over his chest.

“You think you can just pause in a life-or-death situation and go get food?” His eyebrow is quirked up as he looks down at me.

“Yes?” I respond, knowing deep down he has a point. I can do this. I can keep going, I tell myself. But my body doesn’t move.

“Come on. If you’re good, I’ll let you suck my cock later.”

“And what makes you think I want to do that?”

He adjusts himself and my eyes follow the motion.

“See. You can’t help yourself.” He says with a laugh. “Come on.”

“Fine.” I roll myself up to standing and take a minute to get my bearings. Ever since the hospital, the waves of dizziness have clung to me, but at least the headaches have let up some. But I get up. For Sarah, and for myself, I will complete this circuit.

Both of us have been healing slowly, but steadily at our time in the cabin. The molted purple and yellow bruising has all but disappeared from Ace’s ribs, though they still give him a hard time.

The trail is over two miles long, looping around a small lake that the cabin sits on. Two other cabins are perched above us, but they’re unoccupied for the season leaving us all alone out here. It’s quiet and comfortable in a way that makes me feel like I can breathe and be myself for once without the worries of the world pressing in all around me. I’ve been on the run for so long, that it’s a welcome change. Though the danger of Kyle finding us lurks in the shadows, the training helps keep my mind off my usual cycle of worry.

Dead leaves rustle along my feet as I trod along the dirt path. It’s been just the two of us and my new pet, Croissant, out here for a few weeks now taking us into early December. Though it hasn’t snowed yet, I can tell by the scent in the air it’s going to soon.

From the trail, I can make out the surrounding area now that the trees are mostly bare. It’s a good hideout for us, one that I’m grateful to have as we recover. My body is stronger than ever, and I’ve only had a handful of panic attacks since being here. A huge improvement from what I’m used to.

“After dinner, why don’t we work on some target practice.” Ace says, trailing behind me as I climb up some worn rocks.

“You could use the practice.” I jab, pulling myself up higher, ignoring the stitch that’s forming in my side.

A hard swat lands on my fleece lined ass making me yelp. My warm breath hits the air creating a plume of smoke in front of my face. “Asshole.” I mutter.

“You want to say that to my face?”

Suddenly my ankle is grabbed, and I turn seeing Ace a few rocks below me. “Don’t fucking move.” He growls, and a shiver rolls up my spine.

“What is it?” I whisper, trying not to freak out. They’ve found us, I think, trying to remember my training.

He climbs until he’s next to me, pressing my body into a tree. As I turn to look, I catch sight of a black bear.

“Oh holy shit.” I whisper shout, only to have Ace cover my mouth. The relief of it not being Kyle is short lived as the bear comes closer.

“Shh.” Ace pleads as the bear rustles along a few feet away. Fear courses through my body, but Ace traps me against the rough bark of the tree. It’s hard to keep still as a jolt of panic starts creeping up in my chest.

“Stop moving.” Ace whispers in my ear, but I can’t, my body has gone from zero to sixty and has fully begun to shake. I thought it was Kyle and that spark of adrenaline has me more worked up than being out here with a bear

Ace runs his hands down my sides trying to calm me. Grabbing the water bottle out of my hand, he sets it down next to us, keeping an eye on the bear, before returning to his soothing motion.

Thankfully, it seems distracted having not found us hiding off to the side yet.

Ace continues to rub my body, and a new warm feeling starts to take over, joining the fear.

I arch up into him and feel that he’s hard. “Mmm” He groans softly, pushing himself into me.

I let the emotions take over, grounding me and pulling me out of the anxiety. I’m hyper aware of this wild animal finding us and tearing us to bits, but the way Ace feels against me mixes with that awareness- making me feel alive.

For so long I’ve let myself be ruled by my past. Constantly at war with my fear and anxiety. Comfortable in being numb. But with Ace, he’s lit my soul on fire and I want to feel it all.

“Fuck me.” I plead.

Ace’s hands still, then I feel him yank down my leggings the cool air snapping against my bare skin.

I hear the sound of his zipper being undone and then he’s pushing inside me. Raw and rough as my fingertips dig into the bark. Danger surrounds us, but I need him to fill me. To make me feel as only he can.

The ridges of his cock pulse in and out of me while the bear passes uncomfortably close, sniffing the air. Ace doesn’t let up, and I don’t want him to. I want him to fuck me hard against this tree. It may be fucked up and stupid, but I don’t care. I’ve survived for years in a quiet existence, never truly living. But this? This is the most alive I’ve felt.

The danger, the threat, the pure bliss of pleasure all happening at once.

His fingers dig into my hips and I have to swallow his name that I want to shout out. Euphoria pulses all around me as my orgasm slams into me hard. I stifle the groan in my throat. Ace isn’t far behind me, shooting his cum up into me, and gently, quietly pulling my pants back into place.

Sweat dots my forehead, dripping down my nose.

After what seems like hours, the bear finally walks off into the woods.

“Let’s get the fuck back to the house.” Ace says, grabbing my hand and helping me down.

I couldn’t agree more and follow him closely as his come leaks out of me, filling my underwear with each step I take.

The cabin is warm and a welcome change from the blistering cold of the outdoors. The temperature began plummeting quickly as we neared the house and then the sky opened into an all-out downpour, soaking us to the bone.

Croissant is waiting for us, having been cleared by the vet. He’s a good little raccoon pet, even if we’re technically not supposed to keep him in the state of New York. We let him into the wild when he wants, but always seems to find his way back to eat his favorite bakery items that we now keep stocked for him and Ace, since he still seems crabby about having to share his croissants.

“Let’s get these clothes off.” Ace says, pulling at my thermal sweatshirt. The fabric sticks to my skin as my teeth chatter together.

We leave a pile of sopping wet clothes at the entrance to the cabin, finding our way upstairs to the bathroom.

It’s equipped with a shower and a tub, but right now my muscles are screaming to be submerged. Besides, I still haven’t gotten over my aversion to showers, and I wonder if I ever will.

Ace starts the bath, and I impatiently climb in, letting the water crawl up my feet.

“Ah! Cold.”

“Give it a second to warm up, why don’t you?” He shakes his head at me as the water slowly warms. Droplets from the rain fall off his hair and down his bare chest.

He gets in behind me and cradles me against his chest.

“Tell me about your tattoo.”

I feel him tense behind me, his hands running the length of my arms. “What do you want to know?”

“Why did you get it?” The water continues to fill the tub, covering our legs and stomachs.

He reaches for a washcloth and soap, taking his time lathering up the suds. “When you left Kingston, the place was in an uproar. Families came to get their kids. It was total chaos.” He drags the washcloth along my shoulders and down my arms. “Sarah’s disappearance had rocked them, calling into question the leadership.” He reaches around my front washing my breasts and circling my sensitive nipples. “My father, however, wasn’t one of them. See, he knew exactly how Kingston works. The way they treat the students.”

I stiffen remembering the way the counselors would openly beat anyone who they thought was disobeying their many rules. Or, if you had really offended them, sometimes only by breathing, they would drag you with the help of another counselor into another room. And that’s when the real beatings would take place. Girls had it even worse, especially if they had the misfortune of being caught by a male counselor.

Ace dips the washcloth into the water, spreading my legs and cupping my pussy with the fabric.

“My father is one of the founders of Kingston Prep, wanting to shape the youth of America into the perfect, obedient subjects. Kingston is his vision of what our world should look like.”

A shiver runs down my spine at the thought. I raise my foot out of the bath and turn the tub’s knob off with my toes, so I don’t have to move away from Ace’s embrace.

“After we all met with the police to give them our statements from that night, my father dragged me into one of the beating rooms. Or as they liked to call it the ‘reflection room’.” I tense, knowing that what he’s about to confess isn’t going to be good. “Kyle held me from behind as my father carved this mark into my face for disgracing the family name. They took turns beating me after they tied me down to a chair.” He stops moving the washcloth, taking a shaky breath in. “When they were done, I was laying crumpled on the floor, blood seeping out of my nose and mouth, barely able to manage blinking. I vowed right then and there to commit my life to taking them down. I got the tattoo shortly after leaving, to remind myself of my purpose.”

I rest my head against his chest, letting the vulnerable information he’s shared with me settle.

“So, let’s bring them down. Together.”

He kisses the top of my head. “Together.”
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The guitar’s melody flutters gently around the room, echoing off the high vaulted ceiling. I haven’t played in years, but today I felt called to it. The familiar feel of the strings vibrating beneath my fingers calms a torrential storm that’s been building inside of me since I shared about my tattoo with Hazel.

I’m not one to share easily. Keeping to the shadows and digging into other’s lives is how I get by. But having to face my own demons is another story. The music helps calm my mind, giving my fingers and brain something to hold onto so I don’t drift into the dark of my past.

Croissant seems to be thoroughly enjoying his solo concert as he sways on his hind legs, cracker in his paw.

“Oh, my fucking god. Where is a camera when you need one?” Hazel asks, walking in on us. She’s barefooted with her fiery hair thrown up into a messy bun. Hip cocked to the side she smiles down and my heart lurches at the sight of her.

Croissant runs over to her, and she gives him a scratch on the back before he scurries off through the back doggy door nails tip tapping on the hardwood floor as he leaves.

“Well, bye to you too.” Hazel calls out before going into the kitchen to fix herself a cup of coffee.

I strum a few more chords while the rain patters against the roof. It hasn’t let up all night, which means the trails will be practically impassable.

Hazel sits next to me, steaming cup in her hands smelling of coffee and vanilla.

I like this- the easy peace between us despite the horrors that haunt our past. With her I can just be. Existing in the same space without fear of judgement or expectation. She accepts me as I am. Flaws and all.

“How are we going to train today?” She asks, blowing a breath onto the rising steam.

“I was thinking we could take today off.” Her eyebrows raise. “Maybe enjoy being cooped up with each other.”

“I have a better idea.” She says, digging her feet into the plush rug beneath us.

“What’s that?” I stare at her perfect profile. The slope of her nose. The slight redness that sits on the apples of her cheeks. The fluttering of her thick eyelashes. Her licking that beautiful plump bottom lip of hers that I want to sink my teeth into.

“We play hide and seek.” I set the guitar down and see that playful look in her eye. “But you have to wear the mask.”

A grin spreads over my face. My little doe loves to be my prey. “Deal.”

“10…9…8…” I count loudly, giving her enough time to hide from me, as if I won’t be able to find what’s mine. Adrenaline already spiking, my breath fogs up the rubber skull mask as I wait for my chance to hunt.

Fingers flexing, I get ready to run. “3…2….1! Ready or not, here I come.”

Sprinting up the steps I head for the room we’ve claimed as ours. Her scent is everywhere, and I’m half hard already thinking about what I’m going to do to her once I catch her. Thoughts of tying her up and spreading her wide for me fill my head as I seek out where she could be hiding from me. My body has almost healed, allowing me the freedom to move easily as I search for my girl.

Thunder rumbles through the house as lightning flashes just outside. The rain has picked up, thrashing wildly against the exterior of the house.

The brief flicker of light grants me a clear view of the room and I see a small tendril of auburn colored hair peeking out from beneath the bed before darkness engulfs the area.

Bingo.

Tip toeing around to the other end of the bed, I crouch down and find a pair of dainty feet poking out. Gripping her ankles, I snatch her from her hiding place.

She yelps, thrashing her body, but there’s no escape. I have her tight within my grasp.

“Wiggle all you want- it’s only going to get me hard watching you struggle against me.”

I flip her onto her back so she’s looking straight at me.

“Where do you think you’re going, huh?” My knees dig into the hard floor as I detain her hands from being able to fight back by pinning them by the wrists above her head. Her wrists are tiny in my large hand.

She spits, hitting my mask and making me chuckle.

“I love when you find your fire, little doe. Come on, fight me. Make me work for it.”

She listens, wrestling me but only manages to rub herself on me. I grind down onto her, letting her feel how hard she’s made me.

“What did I tell you about all that wiggling, huh?”

“Fuck you.” She says, playfully.

“If you insist.”

Yanking her leggings off her, I let go of her wrists so I can shove two fingers inside of her tight pussy. She arches her back off the ground, meeting my thrusts. “So greedy and wet. But this isn’t enough for you, is it?”

“No.” She grinds out, pulsating onto my hand. So perfect and pliable.

“Tell me what you need,” I demand, swirling my thumb around her clit.

“I need more. I need you inside of me.” I shove in another finger, then another. Stretching her wide as she moans, eyes rolling back into her head. The heat between us is delectable. The desire palpable and heady. I could spend the rest of my life like this.

“I like how you beg for me. How you take what I give you. How you look so fucking pretty when you scream my name.”

“I like that I’m the only one that’s felt this. That I’m the only one who knows every ridge of your cock, and how good it feels to be stretched and filled by you.” She responds and I groan feeling impossibly harder with a need to be inside of her. “Take these off, I want to feel your cock inside of me.”

I oblige, stripping off my pants and letting my cock spring free between us. Lightning flashes again, revealing her panting lithe body beneath me. Eyes wide and stuck on my cock, she palms me, making my head roll back. Sitting up on her knees, she bends down to take me in her mouth. Licking my length with her tongue as she grabs my balls. My hand finds its way into her hair, pushing her down onto my cock.

“That’s it, baby. Open your throat up for me. Suck me down like the good little slut you are.”

Her plush lips lower around my shaft as I hit the back of her throat. Her tongue laps against my length as I fuck her sweet, decadent mouth. Eyes prickling with tears and mouth dripping with saliva, she gags around me, struggling to keep me down. I let her go, and she sucks down several deep breaths. Her cheeks are stained red, lips swollen and glistening. A fucking gorgeous sight to behold.

“Take off your top so I can see your tits, then get on your knees so I can blow my load in you.” I demand, waiting for her to follow my instructions.

She does as she’s told, slowly peeling her shirt from her body and revealing her two heavy, perfect breasts.

Instinctively, I reach out and palm them in my hands as my cock pulsates with the need to be buried in her tight cunt. I run my hands down her scarred flesh, finding the mark I left at her hip. My thumb rubs over the puckered skin, tracing the spade marking her as mine.

I turn her, and she arches her back ,looking over her shoulder at me as her hair tumbles off to the side. Fisting her hair, I slam into her, her spit lubricating my dick enough to fit easily inside. She inhales sharply as I thrust into her from this angle. It feels fucking phenomenal like she was made to take my cock.

“Come in me, please. I need it.”

Fuck, I love the way she begs. “You want my come? Then fucking take it.”

I slap her ass as thunder rolls through the house, shaking the floorboards under us. She yells out as my balls slap against her skin. Her back arches higher as I yank on her hair. Tits bouncing hard while I slam into her over and over again, I lose myself to the feel of her body. The way she’s wrapped around my cock is a pure ecstasy.

“Come on my cock, Hazel, and scream my fucking name so the world knows who you belong to.”

“Ace, oh fuck, oh fuck, please.”

Her pussy flutters around my dick, letting me know she’s so close. As I slap her ass again, she crashes, orgasming with a scream stuck in her throat.

White hot pleasure pulsates through my body as I fill her up with my come. Sweat drips down my mask and chest as I let her take every last drop.

We both collapse on the floor, the thunderstorm still raging all around us.

“That was-” Hazel’s chest heaves as she sucks in a deep breath- “amazing.” She looks at me with a satisfied grin.

I tuck her into my side, and she removes my mask, staring into my eyes and running her hand down my scarred cheek. I bring her lips to mine and kiss her soundly. She curls into me, deepening the kiss, and I think how I never want this to end.
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Gasping for air, something heavy crushes my chest making it difficult to take a breath. More than that, though, there’s something else. Something wet and heavy over my face. I struggle, trying to move my arms to get it off me, but it doesn’t budge.

Air.

I need air.

Panic sets in, taking hold of my body and I begin to shake as tears leak from my eyes. Everything is dark and I can’t see anything, I’m not even sure my eyes are open.

Whatever is on me moves a fraction of an inch as I move my body to get free of its clutches. My arm is able to push and claw, and that’s when I realize that dirt and mud has been piled on top of me.

I have to get out of here.

I don’t remember how I got here, or what happened. Memories try to form in my brain but it’s hazy. A headache blooms at the back of my skull that feels like someone is slamming an ice pick into my head.

As I press up, the dirt finally gives, and a cold rush of air meets my lips. I inhale and frantically claw my way out.

It’s dark, cold and I have no idea where I am.

Think, Hazel, what the hell are you doing out here?

I remember my friends. We were… playing a game of some sort. Laughing. Flirting. Nothing concrete lands in my brain as I scrape together the events of the evening.

Stumbling, my foot catches on something and I looking down at what it could be. My vision is blurry, but there’s no mistaking the distinct curve of an arm jutting out of the mud.

Who the fuck does that belong to?

I drop to my knees, fingers digging in the mud as rain pelts my back. My muscles scream in agony at the effort, but I have to know if whoever lays beneath the mud is okay.

The last swipe of mud reveals the slumped face of my best friend, Sarah. She’s not moving.

“Sarah!” I cry out, trying to shake the part of her that I can reach, but she’s rigid. Cold to the touch. Not a tuft of breath escapes her lips.

Fear grips my heart when I realize she was the something that was laying on top of me. Nothing is making any sense as flashes of the night form a nonsensical puzzle in my mind.

I scramble backwards trying to piece together what the hell happened. Reaching down, I pile the mud back on her, in shock or in denial about what I’m seeing. Only the thought of making this all go away percolates along my shattered conscious.

It’s not real. It can’t be. I think, as her face disappears beneath the layers of mud.

Once covered, I stare down at the pile of mud that houses my best friend’s corpse and find myself roiling with the need to vomit. Unable to stop the retching, I feel it splatter on my shoes and dribbling down my dirt encrusted face.

Nothing makes any sense, and it feels like brain is pounding inside of my skull. I have to go. I need to get out of here.

Stumbling, I take off into the night, blurry eyed and battered as I leave my best-friend’s body behind.
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I can’t believe I just left her there. The sheriff doesn’t seem to believe me either as he stares down at my shivering body. Thankfully, his wife was kind enough to supply a tattered blanket and a stale cup of coffee. It tastes like ash in my mouth, but at least it’s warm.

One of the deputies found me wandering along the road and hauled me in for questioning. I’ve never been in the back of a police car before, and I can’t say I want to experience that again. He treated me like some kind of criminal. Like I deserved to be locked up back there. But I guess being a kid that attends Kingston Prep comes with its own connotations.

“Why would you bury her if you didn’t kill her?” He asks for the fifth time. Or maybe the sixth. It’s hard to keep track of the conversation that only feels like we’re going in pointless circles.

“I told you everything I know.” I answer, exasperated.

It has to be close to dawn by now and my entire body screams with the struggle to stay awake. I want nothing more than to climb into my dingy little cot at Kingston and wake up to all this being a horrible dream. Something I can laugh off with my friends later.

But the bright and buzzing florescent lights above drill into my sensitive retinas, letting me know that this isn’t some dream. Some nightmare. This is reality, and they think I killed Sarah, though no one has been able to locate her body yet.

They’ve classified her as missing, dismissing my story due to other testimonies that have been taken.

The sheriff stares me down. His deeply wrinkled forehead is furrowed and splattered with age spots. It’s clear he’d rather be doing anything else but this, and I can’t say I feel any different.

“Your mother is here to take you back home.” He finally says, and my stomach drops.

“My mother?” Swallowing hard, I’d just assumed that I’d go back to Kingston, but having to face my mother after a night like I’ve had, is sending me into a downward spiral.

“We contacted her as is protocol with a minor. Now, don’t be getting any wild ideas to run off anywhere. We’ll need to ask you a few more questions.” He takes me out to a dingy waiting area where my mother, a mirror version of myself only older, awaits.

Her lips are pursed, and her features are pulled into a scowl as I approach. I can tell that she didn’t have time to get ready before coming to get me because she’s dressed in a sweater, jeans, and her hair is still thrown in her sleeping braid. Not a stitch of makeup lines her face, and knowing how important appearances are to her, she must have left the moment she was called. I think I’ve only seen her without makeup when she’s gotten sick, and the thought sours my already nauseous stomach.

“Hazel, let’s go.” Her fingers dig into my arm, hard enough that I know it’ll leave bruises. I can only imagine what fresh hell awaits me once I get home. The last time she was this upset, she had me kidnapped and sent to Kingston.

It’s only when we’re halfway home, deep in the silence, that I realize I’ve lost the camera I’d been carrying.
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Flurries dance along the edge of the window gathering in a small pile of the skylight. I gaze up at it as the dregs of sleep cling to me. My mind has been slowly processing my memories that have come back, and with that come the dreams. Making me feel as if I’m reliving those moments. But with the dreams comes a sense of disbelief and leaves me wondering what’s real and what’s imagined.

Are those moments in the woods with Kyle and Sarah really what happened? Or am I the monster they’ve made me out to be?

Ace's arm is wrapped possessively around my middle, his body heat leeching away the cold. He looks blissfully happy in his sleep. His eyelashes brushing the tops of his cheeks while his mouth parts with every exhale.

A feeling like contentment settles over me despite my plaguing thoughts, and I realize I've never felt like this. Not growing up. Not at Kingston. Not while I was on the run. Never.

It's a foreign, heady sensation, one that's quickly replaced by dread.

Kyle is still out there looking for us, with endless resources at his disposal. He's already tracked down the rest of our friends from Kingston, which means he can track us too.

And if Kyle doesn't get us first, I'm afraid I will. No one's stayed with me this long. They always tire of my baggage, making me feel too damaged. Too much. Too broken to be truly wanted.

As if he can hear where my thoughts have turned, Ace stirs, pulling me closer into him.

"Good morning, little doe." Ace mumbles, sounding still half asleep.

"Good morning."

It must be my tone that has his eyes popping open to study my expression.

"What is it?"

I pull my bottom lip into my mouth with my top teeth, a bad habit that I can't seem to quit. Ace's intense stare and soft caressing touch on the spade he placed on my body has me confessing. "I'm stuck in my head, worrying about things."

His fingers continue to lazily trace the design above my hip

“What about?"

I don’t even know how to begin untangling the intricate web of worries that writhe inside of my brain like its own entity, so I just breathe out a sigh of frustration. Ace rubs my body, patiently waiting for me to respond. I like that about him.

“It’s a little bit of everything.” I finally say, as he starts massaging a knot that’s taken up residence between my neck and shoulder. Closing my eyes, I melt into the sensation.

“Go on.” His low voice encourages, thumb digging into the tender muscle. His touch is soothing. Intoxicating.

“I just feel… overwhelmed. Kyle is still out there.” His hand stalls at the mention of his brother before resuming. “And I feel like we’re in this bubble that’s about to pop. Like the happiness I’ve been feeling is about to be ripped away. I don’t even want to think about the bills that I need to start paying.”

“I told you not to worry about that.”

Shaking my head I sigh, “I’ve already been away from my job for too long.”

His nostrils flare and I can only imagine what he’s thinking. This is it. This is the moment that all my other love interests have blown up about my chosen profession, so I brace myself. Waiting for the inevitable shoe to drop.

“What if I joined you?”

I’m not sure I heard him correctly. “Join me?”

He runs his hands down my naked body. “I’ll keep my mask on and you can wear one too if you want. But that way you can make money on your terms, but the world will know just who you belong to.”

My mind spins. There’s a whole corner of the market that caters to couples, so it’s not a horrible idea. Still, his acceptance has caught me off guard. I was preparing myself for an argument, and now I don’t know how to respond.

“Let me get this straight. You want to go on camera with me?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying, little doe. I don’t care who the hell sees me fucking you, as long as I’m the only one who gets to fuck you.”

My mouth hangs open and he chuckles at me, tucking a stray chunk of hair behind my ear. “As for Kyle, we keep training until you feel ready. I’ve been keeping tabs on his movements, and he’s laying low for now. The papers reported on his injury you gave him, only he said he got it from some mugging attempt and used it as a way to spew vitriol against immigration.”

“That hateful motherfucker.” Rage ignites behind my ribs, wishing I could bring him to justice, but I know I’m nowhere near ready. I’ve barely gotten the hang of hitting the target when shooting.

“How about you wear a mask, and I wear a blindfold?”

“Deal. Now, Come on, let’s get you caffeinated. Then we can talk more about how I’m going to fill your cunt up with my cum.”

I push him off me playfully. “Fine, but I want mine with the pumpkin creamer this time.”

He grabs the sheets, wrapping it around his lower half before padding down the stairs. I watch as he leaves, still feeling the embers of anxiety clinging to me, but I can’t help but marvel at how much better he makes me feel.

The thought hits me that this might just be what it’s like to be loved. My heart skips a beat with the newfound information. Leave it to me to fall in love with my fucking stalker.
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“Okay, you’ll come in here, mask on, and act out what we talked about. Don’t look at the camera though. We want it to feel authentic.” She has us in the basement of the cabin, ready to enact one of her most intimate fantasies.

Hazel stands in front of me, hands on hips, dressed in nothing but a pair of heels and sexy as hell black lace lingerie.

“Hey. Eyes up here.” She snaps with an alluring smile splayed along her lips.

I prowl towards her, but she evades me using the defensive tactics I’ve taught her. Pride wells up in my chest at seeing how far she’s come. To see her take the ashes of her inner torment and build it into something tangible, something fierce out of her own determination. It’s a fucking beautiful sight to behold.

“Save it for the camera, stud.” Hazel saunters away from me, but I latch onto her wrist and spin her into me. Her breasts smash against my hard chest and her big brown eyes widen as she looks up at me.

“You think you can order me around, little doe? I know what it is you like. What you crave. What that greedy pussy of yours needs. And I know just how to give it to you. So, you’ll sit there, tied up like a good little slut, and take my cock.” I growl into her ear.

She sucks in a sharp breath and heat crawls up her chest and into her cheeks. Goosebumps prickle along her skin as she raises herself onto the tips of her toes to reach my ear to whisper, “Then you better fuck me good and not get camera shy.” She bites my ear then scurries off to make the room look just how she wants it. I let her run, watching her intently as she moves. My prey ripe for the taking. I love the fire she’s found ignited in herself, the power she radiates, and the confidence she’s begun to display while being here. I’d like to take credit for it, but it’s all her. Her choices. Her willingness to play my games. I knew she was in there all along. Trapped by the weight of our past. Freed only by her desire for more. And she deserves more than what she’s been allowing herself to settle for.

The camera she set up is facing the mostly empty space. There’s a small blanket, ropes, ball gag, blindfold, and a black leather braided whip. My cock hardens looking at it all, knowing just how she wants me to take her.

“Ready?” She asks me, fluffing her auburn hair.

“I should be asking you that. Now what’s your word, Hazel?”

“Kumquat.” I take her hands and turn her around, tying her wrists together. Her breasts look so fucking delicious pushed up like they are.

“And if you can’t talk?” Turning her back around, I yank her towards me by her bra straps, grinding my hard dick against her.

“I tap whatever I can reach three times.”

I smile. “That’s my girl. Now get ready because I will not go easy on you. Once that camera hits play, I’m not going to be gentle. I’m going to fuck you so hard that your pussy is going to be so fucking sore. I’m going to make you cum so many times that you’re going to be begging me to stop.”

She pushes up on her toes, bringing her face level to mine and nips at my lower lip. “Good.”

Fuck, sometimes I can’t believe this girl is mine. I grab the remote and the blindfold, tying it around her eyes tight.

Leaving the room, I see her get in position on the floor before I close the door.

My mask slips over my face easily. The familiar scent of rubber assaults my nose and my eyes blink along the small slit that allows me to see out. It sits snuggly against the contours of my cheekbones, hiding my identity effectively.

Hands flexing with anticipation, I pull out the remote and press record. The door opens with a creek, adding to the depraved ambiance of our scene. Oh, how I’m going to make her scream.

The red light on the camera blinks away in a perfect cadence, letting me know that we’re broadcasting live on her channel. From here, I can see where her computer is set up to show the influx of viewers that have been climbing by the second.

Looking over at Hazel, I find that she’s on her knees, arms stuck behind her. The threadbare blanket bunched up beneath her. The little act she has going is already started as she thrashes against her bindings, wiggling so pretty for me.

There’s a lingering chill in the air that has her nipples peaked, pressing against the lace of her black bra.

“Who’s there?” She asks, head moving in my direction, but her blindfold is secured tightly against her eyes.

She looks so helpless and vulnerable. Completely at my mercy. “I’m your worst nightmare.” I growl, crouching down to her level, pulling her bottom lip with my thumb. She trembles, chest rising and falling in fast succession.

“Wh-what are you going to do to me?” She tentatively licks her lips in anticipation.

“Whatever the fuck I want.” Standing, I circle around her like a shark circling its prey, I drag my hand along her shoulder blades feeling the way her skin moves beneath my palm. The way goosebumps erupt as she shivers.

It’s fucking beautiful.

Pushing her over, she falls onto the blanket, breasts smashing into the concrete. A yelp escapes her mouth, but she can’t do anything but bend to my will. I straddle her ass, feeling the way it curves beneath me. So plump and begging to be spanked. My erection digs into her, pressing against her soft flesh. She drives me wild. This notion of being watched while giving her exactly what she asked for, letting the world know who she belongs to.

Her scent wraps around me and I drink it in like a glutton, only she is my addiction.

“You thought you could get away from me?” I ask, building that fantasy. Acting every bit her captor. Her tormentor. Her demise.

“I-I’m sorry.”

“Sorry isn’t good enough. You’re going to pay for what you’ve done.”

She whimpers as I yank her panties off, smoothing my hands along her long legs. This character she’s asked me to play for her fits perfectly, feeding my own twisted desires. Knowing she can’t escape from me.

The flogging whip is just within reach, so I grab it, pushing the leather handle against her swollen wet cunt.

“Look how desperate you are for your punishment. You’re soaking wet for me.” I murmur, swirling the tip of the handle around her clit.

Flipping it around in my hand, I drag the thin strips of leather down her body before raising my arm and coming down on her ass. Her flesh pinks up immediately, so I move to the other side. Marring her just how she wants.

“Look at you, taking your punishment like such a good fucking girl.”

She moans as I continue down her legs until her whole backside is a brilliant pink color. I toss the whip to the side and massage her skin, taking two handfuls of her ass in my hands.

All I can think about are the nights I spent dreaming about this. Wishing my imagination of her would come true. The years I spent tracking her down, saving myself for her, knowing that one day we would be together in the way I always knew we would be. And now I can touch her like I’ve always dreamt of. Only her. Always her.

My cock strains at my pants and if I don’t take her soon, I’m going to explode. So, I unzip myself, removing the constraints from only the bottom down. I leave my shirt on though, knowing that my tattoo would give away my identity.

Sinking down to her, I spread her legs wide for me, and run the length of my cock through her slit before slamming into her.

She screams out as I hit her cervix, my length pulsating with her tight walls. “You keep screaming like that, and someone’s going to hear you.”

“Why are you doing this to me?” She cries, rocking herself onto me.

“Because this is what you deserve. Teasing me. Trying to run from me.”

Fantasy and reality blur together in this moment as my body takes over, fucking her hard and fast into the dirty floor. My eyes catch on the ball gag, and I reach for it, looping it around her face and making her open her mouth for me.

“Now, be quiet.” I command, slipping the notch into place around her head.

She’s a work of art.

Blindfolded, tied, and now gagged with my dick fully seated inside of her. She takes every inch of me like she was made to. And I never want her to stop.
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Nothing exists but the two of us. I’m so inebriated by his intoxicating touch, feeling every bit the depraved little slut that I am for him.

With Ace, I feel safe to act out these desires that I’ve only ever shared with my therapist. I know what she says about it, but I don’t care. What I’ve been through- what Ace and I have both been through, has left us with battle scars. How we heal from what’s been broken is our own business.

My mouth stretches around the ball gag, saliva dripping down my chin as pleasure tingles deep in my core. I love how he takes me. Rough and with a possessiveness that leaves my legs shaking and heart feeling like it’s about to burst.

Everyone I’ve ever had the courage to ask to do something like this has turned me down. Called me crazy or broken up with me on the spot. Granted, there haven’t been many people to ask, seeing as I struggle with going out, but the internet has always been my saving grace. Connecting me to people when I’ve needed human interaction from the safety of my home.

But Ace gets me.

He meets my needs and gives in to my desires, elevating them to a place I didn’t even know was possible.

My nipples ache deliciously from being grated against the rough lace fabric of my bra. The chill from the room around us scatters over my flesh, but Ace’s body warmth is a balm to my discomfort.

“You’re so close. I can feel you squeezing my cock, so ready for my cum.” He says, pumping into me from behind.

I can’t do anything but take it.

His body slams into mine and a grunt springs from my throat, getting muffled by the gag.

Being his victim, so vulnerable and at his every whim heals a part of me that has been desperate to be seen for such a long time. I’m safe here with him. Secure to act out things that have haunted my brain in a controlled environment.

Ace grabs my restraints around my wrists and pulls back, pressing his cock even further into me. Spots dance from behind my eyes as my orgasm licks down my spine, erupting around his pulsating dick.

“Fuck!” He cries out and a warm jolt fills me. His cum leaks down my ass as he pistons his hips until he’s fully sated. He slows his movements down, shivering before he rolls off me.

I can hear him shuffling around and the telltale sound of keys clacking. “You did so good baby. The amount we raised together should be enough to cover your hospital bill and then some.”

His feet pad over to me, and he reaches down, gently removing the gag and blindfold, before going to untie my hands.

He rubs my arms as I stare up at him, completely dazed and overwhelmed by the sensations still rolling through me. He’s still wearing the skull mask and it reminds me of how he broke into my life. Literally.

I spent years being afraid to feel. Running from anything that felt like too much. Dulling the emotions with alcohol and pills. And then came Ace with his taunting texts, and specially crafted dares, pulling me out of a shell I’d placed myself in.

“You okay?” He asks, pulling off the mask. His hair sticks up on end and sweat clings to his temples.

“Yeah, that was… amazing. I don’t even feel like I’m in my body anymore. I’m just floating in the clouds.”

He smiles gripping my neck and pulling me towards him in a heated kiss.

A loud crash comes from above and he places his forehead on mine. “That fucking raccoon.”

“You leave Croissant alone. He can’t help but need some snacky snacks.”

Groaning, he stands. “Have I told you how unbearably cute you can be sometimes?”

I fake offense with a pearl clutching motion, “Only sometimes?”

I go to stand, legs feeling slightly unsteady beneath me from being fucked into oblivion, but when I finally get up the door to the room bursts open with a handful of men dressed in all black, guns drawn.

The last person to walk into the room sends my stomach plummeting into my feet.

“Well, well, well, sorry to bust up this party, but we’ve got a schedule to keep.” Kyle says, scar gleaming in the dim light. “Take her to the van, I need a word with my brother.”

Rough hands find their way to my half naked body. All the training falls out of my head as panic seizes my chest.

There’s nowhere for me to go and no way to fight as I’m hauled out of the room, leaving Ace behind.
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“I should thank you. We’ve been searching for you for weeks, and nothing. But then, you go ahead and put out this broadcast like a beacon. It led us right to you.”

The rope I used on Hazel is being wrapped around my wrists as my knees dig into the concrete floor. I’m furious that the alarm system I set up didn’t go off. I wonder if he had it hacked somehow so they could surprise us.

Hate fills my chest as I stare up into the soulless eyes of my brother. He’s enjoying this.

“Remember when we were little, and father used to have us fight each other until one of us was bleeding?” He asks, looming over me. “You were always walking away with minimal injuries. But me? You’d make sure I looked weak in front of our father.” He sneers, teeth flashing as he grabs hold of my throat, fingers closing tightly around my windpipe. “But who’s the weak one now?”

His fist crunches into my cheekbone with a force that knocks me down and makes my ears ring. My vision blurs and eyes tear up with the spasm that wracks down my face from his well-placed hit.

“And now, I’m father’s favorite.” He rolls his shoulders back, obviously satisfied with himself. He’s always been a little prick of a peacock, fluffing his public image. When deep down inside lives a twisted and tortured soul. Intent of inflicting his wrath on those who dare to cross him. In that respect, the two of us are alike, but at least I have a fucking conscious about what I do.

“You think I give a shit about that fucker’s approval? I beat the shit out of you because I could.” I respond, head splitting with pain and worry clawing at my gut.

“I bet you’re wondering how we got past your defenses, little brother. Go on ask me.”

I sigh, face pulsating where he hit me. “How?”

His smile flashes with cruelty as he delivers a blow I wasn’t expecting. “I used Jenson. Picked his little brain clean before I shot his head clear off.”

“Shut up.” I thrash on the ground, trying to get to him, but it’s no use. The news hits me straight in the gut. The man who’s been like a brother to me, taken out for being connected to me. I think I’m going to be sick.

“So fucking predictable. It’s disgusting.” He cracks his knuckles. “Part of me wants you to see what I’m going to do with your little toy, but I think leaving you to wonder about it is worse. Pity you won’t see the moment the light leaves her eyes though.”

“You fucking touch her, and you’re dead.” I spit out. Anger and a feeling of helplessness grips me by the throat. He could hurt her, and I’m stuck again. Taken away from her while she’s faced with my psychopath brother.

The last time he almost killed her, but now I know her death is a sure thing. The smallest sliver of hope burns beneath my ribs, knowing that at least one thing is different than last time. She’s been training, feral at the thought of taking Kyle down. The man responsible for the majority of her suffering.

“Oh, I’m going to do so much more than touch her, little brother. But you?” He reaches down and grabs me by the hair, making me look directly into his eyes. “You better get used to being restrained, because where you’re going, you’ll be wearing them all the time.”

“What the fuck do you mean?”

“I offered to kill you, you know. But father thought it best that we have you locked up. That way, you have to live with the knowledge of what happens when you cross us. First Jenson, and now your little girlfriend. Had you just left us alone, this would never have happened. So really, you did this to them.”

His laugh is full of malice.

“You’ve always been a bastard, Kyle.”

“That might be true, but at least I’m not going to jail.”

He goes to open the door, and in comes the sheriff from Kingston.

“He’s all yours, sheriff.” Kyle says.

He’s aged significantly since the last time I saw him. Hairline receding and the tuft of hair that’s left has turned stark white. His stomach pushes out, making his button-down uniform pull at the seams, threatening to bust at any moment.

“Good job there, Kyle. I’ll see you at the Christmas parade.” Kyle watches intently as the restraints are switched to handcuffs. “You have the right to remain silent…”

His words muffle in my ears as I stare down my brother. Jenson, Sarah. River, Matty.

The list of kills that lay at his feet are people he took from me. I refuse to add Hazel’s name to that list.

This time, when I vow to end him, I won’t hesitate. Fuck torturing him. He deserves a one-way ticket to hell, and I’m going to send him there.
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The day I turned eighteen was the day I first started cutting. It began as a way to focus my internal torment, outward. The pain had built up to a point inside of me that it needed somewhere to go. So, I took the edge of a razor blade and let the hurt seep out of me.

Guilt ate at me, knowing that everyone, including my own parents, thought that I had something to do with Sarah’s disappearance. Being accused of something so heinous alters you. You start to believe that maybe they’re all right. Especially when it’s being said by the people who are supposed to know you the most.

But I’ve come to realize that sometimes, people view you as what they want to see you as. Not as you actually are. If only I can go back and share that nugget of wisdom with my younger self, it would have saved me from a decade of misery.

Now, my body is lined with the self-inflicted scars that remind me of the utter misery and battle I faced inside my own mind. Placed there by the man doing god knows what to Ace in the basement.

The house has been trashed by these men as they overturn furniture and empty out cabinets.

“What are you looking for?” I ask, but my question goes unanswered as they continue their search. I watch as one of the men takes Ace’s guitar and smashes it to pieces. Flinching as the parts go flying, my anxiousness accelerates while my mind tries to figure a way out of this.

“Clear!” One of the men yells. An itch inside of my memories flares, and I realize they’re wearing the same outfits as the men that came into my room all those years ago.

They’re Kingston men. Snatchers.

“Get the girl some fucking clothes, for fuck’s sake.” The leader, I assume, says making a few of the men scramble around looking for something to put me in.

“My clothes are upstairs you dipshits.” I’m stuck standing almost completely nude with Ace’s come stuck between my legs, wondering what exactly it is they want and plan to do with us.

The sheriff from Kingston waltzes in and I freeze, feeling his gaze sweep across my body. He whistles a catcall and disgust wells up in my stomach. “What have we here?”

He comes over to me, grabbing my chin in his hands and turning my head so that I have to look at him. “I’d know this face anywhere. We’ve been searching for you for a long time, Hazel.” His breath smells of stale Cheetos and old spearmint gum. I always suspected that Kingston Law Enforcement was deeply entangled with the goings on at Kingston Prep but having the sheriff himself arrive at our cottage is confirmation.

These men bleed corruption with their power, wielding it like a weapon at the expense of others.

“Such a shame to let a pretty thing like you go to waste.” He says, unapologetically perusing my body with his eyes, like I’m just a piece of meat put here for his own personal enjoyment. Looking down, I can see the small bulge of his cock outlining his much too-tight pants. Gross.

“If you remember me so well, you’ll also remember that I told you I didn’t kill Sarah. And guess what, sheriff? I was right. Your killer is Kyle Dansbury.”

He sucks in a wet sounding breath.

“That’s an unfortunate accusation, young lady. And one I’ve heard before. No, I think the facts speak for themselves. And you my dear, have been on the run from us for far too long. We can’t have you out here slinging mud on the good mayor’s name. He’s up for re-election and that just won’t do.”

“Why would someone who’s tip-toeing the line of his own grave, give a shit about some small-town mayor re-election?” I spit out, finding an ember of fire within my soul. The spark that I’ve suppressed for so long.

His face turns beet red as his puckered mouth sputters in outrage. “Get her the hell out of here.” He orders, adjusting his pants. But as he goes to head downstairs, Croissant launches himself at the sheriff’s ankles, digging his claws into his meaty flesh.

“What the fuck?” He cries, trying to shake off the critter. I smirk with pride. The sheriff jiggles his leg trying to get Croissant off, and then a tiny yelp comes from the raccoon’s mouth as he’s tossed into the wall.

“Asshole!” I scream, trying to get to Croissant.

I’m restrained, but I can see he’s okay. The raccoon gets up and scuttles out the small doggy door to my relief.

Suddenly, I’m being manhandled once again, thrown in the back of a black van with tinted windows so dark they only allow you to see out. A blanket is tossed on top of me unceremoniously. I quickly wrap myself in it and try to warm myself up. There’s nothing back here to use in order to defend myself, so I’ll wait until I can catch one of them off guard. I’ve already caught more than one of the men staring at my tits and exposed ass.

No stranger to using my wiles, I’ll seduce the shit out of whoever I need to if it means I can get the fuck out of here alive.

As I wait here, the sight of Ace being dragged from the cabin and into a second unmarked van finds me banging my fists against the darkened glass.

The back door flies open and Kyle climbs in. “Shut the fuck up, will you?” He spits, slamming my head into the van wall behind me. I see stars, and a wave of dizziness topples my senses. “Now, sit tight. It’s a long drive to where we’re going.”
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I don’t know how many hours it’s been, but the drive has been nothing but silent and tense. Unfamiliar roads give way to countryside, and then suddenly I recognize with a jolt where we are.

The town emerges like a ghost rising from a grave. Buildings jut up from behind the tree line, a haunting reminder of my past meeting my present. It seems like nothing has changed, and yet there is something different that I can’t put my finger on. Maybe it’s me. I’m no longer the same girl who fled this place all those years ago. Frightened and so sure I would never come back.

The stress from the drive clings to my every fiber but crossing the town line has it amping up to a whole new level. I remind myself of the mantra Dr. Thurston taught me to do in times of extreme stress. To breathe and remind myself that I’m capable.

And sitting here as the van drags me back to a place of my nightmares, I know that I am. Even though my heart is clamoring hard against my ribs and a fine sweat dots my forehead.

The inside of my head still feels fuzzy from being slammed against the van wall. A dull ache drills into my temples as I watch the town pass by through the tinted windows. It’s tolerable. But just barely.

Stores I recognize and some I don’t flash past as we head deeper into town. I’m surprised by how many people are milling about along the sidewalks. If we turned left just ahead, then right at the end of the road, we would end up at my parent’s house. But the van keeps going, turning down the dirt road that leads to Kingston.

“I thought maybe you’d like to join your friend, back in the place where it all started.” Kyle says, breaking the silence, bringing me closer to my inevitable fate.
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“I’m telling you. He’s out there right now and every moment you keep us here is one we could be using to save her.”

“Right. Cuz your brother’s a cold-blooded killer.”

I could shoot this man right now and feel no remorse for his not so dearly departed soul. Universe, save me from the world view of small-minded men. This whole line of questioning is just a farce. A way to make what they’ve done to me look legal. Bringing me here of all places, Fucking Kingston.

“Just because someone looks like they have a pristine reputation, doesn’t mean that’s the case. People like Kyle are experts at only showing you the parts they want you to see. You don’t see what he’s capable of underneath that mask of his, and I’ll be fucking damned if you let him take another life.” I don’t give a shit that I’m yelling, handcuffed to this fucking table. Being interrogated like I’m the one that killed Sarah.

“See, your brother said the same about you. And let’s face it. Your reputation isn’t the best.”

The deputy in charge of my questioning slams down a file and picks out a few papers, flipping them over so I can see. Apparently the sheriff was forced to seek medical attention after Croissant bit his leg. If I ever get out of here, I’m buying that furry little shit a whole basket of croissants to chomp down on.

“Breaking and entering. Assault. Assault. Theft. Another assault.” He spreads my past before me like a tarot reading. Each a nail in my coffin. And in Hazel’s.

“I know what I’ve done. You’re not telling me anything new. But if you don’t fucking listen to me, I swear to god if I ever get out of these cuffs, I will hunt you down and feed you your own dick.”

He clicks a pen lazily. Unfazed by my outburst. I’m just a job to him. Just another fuck up to be processed before he can go home and drink a mediocre beer. Maybe fuck his wife. Missionary style. He seems the type. And then rinse and repeat all over again tomorrow.

“Now, your brother is a well-respected member of this community. He even had that lake of ours put in, bringing tourists and income to a dying town. And I’m supposed to just believe -”.

“Carter. There’s a call for you.” A high-pitched woman’s voice echoes through the room. He meets my eyes, and he winces at having to get up. His knees crack loudly as he does.

“Better get those knees of yours checked out. Would hate for them to just give out on you one day.” I spit out as he closes the door. I know it won’t do anything but fuck I’m desperate.

I feel like clawing my own skin off to get to her. Pulling at the restraints, I squeeze the metal until an angry red indent forms along my skin. It doesn’t budge. Even with my foot used to push against the table’s metal leg.

The door opens suddenly, and a young blonde woman rushes in, keys in hand. She looks vaguely familiar. I drop my hands, sitting up too late. Caught in the act of trying to escape.

“Don’t say anything.” She says, her voice matching the one that spoke over the speaker. She kneels next to me and inserts the key into my handcuffs. I’m confused as fuck as to why she’s helping me, but I don’t care what her reasons are. As long as I’m getting out of here.

“Do I know you?” I ask, unable to shake the familiar feeling.

“We went to Kingston Prep together, but you were a year ahead of me. What you said about Kyle being dangerous is a truth I know all too well.” Her confession hits me, and I realize why she’s helping me. Her small hands nimbly work around the cuffs until they release with a loud metallic clamor. I just hope no one outside heard.

“You’ll need to take this.” She shoves car keys into my hands. “Now go, before my partner gets back. They took her to Kingston Prep, but you don’t have much time.”

I don’t hesitate. She peeks out the door first, giving me the all clear signal and I make a mad dash for the exit. Nothing but the thought of getting to Hazel in time spurs my body forward. The bright sun burns my retinas, making it difficult to make out where the cars are parked.

Thankfully, my vision adjusts quickly, and I click the button on the keys, finding the right vehicle. It’s a police cruiser. Standard issue.

Moving as fast as I can, I yank the door open hurtling my body into the driver’s seat. I beg the universe that I make it to her in time. She’s been through too much to have it all end now. And I’ve only just found her again. We haven’t had enough time. She hasn’t had enough time.

Keys in the ignition and pedal pressed down to the ground, I peel out of the parking lot, tearing down the road to Kingston Prep. Terror grips around my heart like a vice hoping that Hazel is still alive.

All I know for sure is that when I face my brother this time, one of us won’t be coming out alive.
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This place feels full of ghosts and despair. Even after all this time, it still smells the same, unlocking a batch of unwanted memories as I follow closely sandwiched between the imposing group of men. The air reeks of sweat and old paper. These dimly lit hallways echo with our steps as I’m dragged into one of the rooms they always used to beat the good into students.

As if such a thing can be done. Beating only causes trauma and irreparable harm. But the men in charge who’ve made the rules of Kingston don’t care about that. They only care about asserting their dominance and being obeyed. Giving the illusion that treating children the way they do will result in some fucked up utopia that gets on their knees to pray for Jesus, while simultaneously reinforcing their hatred for anyone that thinks or acts differently than they deem appropriate.

“Here. Put this on.” An old uniform is shoved into my arms by one of the men and the door is closed behind them, leaving me to change into the scratchy clothes.

I take my time peeling the skirt on over my legs and fixing the top over my body. It’s an instant transformation, making me feel like I’m seventeen all over again. Insecure, frightened, and anxious are all emotions that flood my overwhelmed psyche. Being in this room with a moment alone makes all the events of the day crash down on me and my heart rate responds in kind. Kicking up into a galloping cadence and pounding hard against my rib cage.

Head spinning, I breathe my way through the rising panic, trying not to spiral into the what if’s. But the pull is too strong, and the anxiety takes the wheel plunging me into an all out attack that rolls through my entire body.

I don’t have time to get myself together or let it run its course because the door opens back up and Kyle steps into the room and smiles.

“It’s been such a long time, Hazel. But then, maybe not. It was you that night? That fucked up my face?” It’s amazing how he can sound so friendly and threatening at the same time. A true politician through and through. He reaches for me and grabs my wrists, duct taping them together.

“It was me.” I manage to say through chattering teeth. The shakes have me in their grip, muscles spasming without my permission.

He smiles at me, though there’s no joy or life behind it. The expression is practiced. Reflexive. Just muscles pulling skin into what he thinks makes him palatable. It’s downright frightening, sending a cold tendril of fear skating down my rigid spine.

“Come, I have some place I want to show you.”

He grips me by the arm, fingers digging into my flesh as he pulls me up onto unsteady feet. I’m still neck deep in a panic attack, or I would head butt his stupid face.

Fuck this anxiety for being so goddamn inconvenient. It makes me think of the nickname Ace gave me. A little doe.

Easily frightened and frozen when presented with danger.

Maybe I am useless prey. Always meant to end up back here to face the fate that should have claimed me all those years ago.

“A lot of changes have been implemented in this place since you left.” His voice carries along the empty corridor. The armed guards are nowhere to be found, and that unsettles me. He must not want them to see what he’s got planned for me. “Dr. Ostroff has resigned. And Pastor Charles has passed on. But I’ve been able to transform it into it’s true potential. Still, I have a lot of plans for the future. The students are off on holiday break, I know we didn’t have those, but I wanted them to have some sense of normalcy before we break them in.”

God, this guy loves the sound of his own fucking voice. It’s like he’s not really talking to me, but just talking for hell of his own amusement.

The only piece of clothing I wasn’t provided was a pair of shoes, so my bare feet are left to slap along the stained tile as he drags me further along. We pass old classrooms and the row of lockers where it’s clear they’ve repainted over the graffiti I’d found shortly after Sarah’s disappearance. I’d only attended school one day before I begged my parents to let me be homeschooled. Without solid proof of my involvement, I’d been let go by the police with the understanding that they could come back and question me at any time.

But as the days passed, no body turned up.

Cadaver dogs were called out to the woods, and then around the school grounds, but nothing was ever found. Learning the sheriff was somehow invested in the Dansbury’s political motives now made a little more sense. Why would you want something like evidence to incriminate your chosen candidate?

My mind snags on the camera I’d had in my pocket when I was lost in the woods. They never did say if it was found, and now I wonder if the police had it destroyed.

We pass every room until we come to the exit. Snow falls in fat chunks just outside, blanketing the ground in a brilliant glittery white. The sun is just beginning its descent in the sky, and I wonder if I’ll ever see another sunset in my life.

“Let’s go.” Kyle opens the door and pushes me out into the cold.

“Where are we going?” I ask, barely able to speak. The panic has a firm grip on my body, squeezing my throat in a way that makes me think I’m having difficulty breathing.

“Somewhere we’ve both been before.”

He leads me down a trail, trees looming above us like gnarled hands reaching up into the sky. Their leaves have long abandoned their branches leaving them bare save for a thin layer of snow that coats their bark.

“You know, I never could figure out how you clawed your way out of that hole. I thought for sure you were done for once I covered both your bodies. I never dreamed that you’d come back like a fucking zombie, intent of ruining me and my reputation.”

“You killed Sarah. And your baby. Then framed me for it.” I counter, anger boiling in my blood.

“She killed herself by threatening to shackle me to some bastard child I’m not even sure was mine. You were just collateral damage.”

I reel back, but his grip holds sure. “Fuck you.” I seethe.

“Don’t make this any more difficult than it has to be.”

I huff out a breath, and a tiny puff of fog dances along the light breeze. It’s getting darker and colder by the second, and my feet are going dangerously numb.

The panic has transitioned into a hyper sense of awareness, keeping me alert and ready for whatever attack I’m sure is about to come. Maybe he’ll throw me off the trail and leave me to freeze out here.

But as we walk the once familiar path, a significant change is apparent, and I realize we’re walking towards a large body of water.

This area used to have a small creek bed running through here, but this? This is a whole lake.

My mouth drops open at the sight and Kyle notices my reaction.

“You like it? I had them put it in. The perfect way to hide a corpse you don’t want found, don’t you think?”

I stare at the water in front of us, realizing the lengths he’s willing to go to just to clear his name. Dread comes over me as we amble onto a lone pier with a small boat attached to it.

“Get in the boat, Hazel. I’m going to take you to see your friend.”
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“What the hell are you doing here?” My brother asks as I stand in his doorway.

The scene I saw last night is still burned in my brain. Taunting me with the images of my own flesh and blood ending the life of our friend. I’d been too chicken shit to confront him, certain in the moment I wasn’t seeing what was right in front of me.

But now, in the morning light and after ruminating on my statement to the police, guilt torments my every waking thought.

For as long as I can remember, family loyalty has been drilled into my head. Blood is thicker than water and all that. But what if the blood you’re tied to is evil?

“Why did you do it?” I ask, crossing my arms over my chest.

“Do what?” He’s laying down in his cot, feet crossed at the ankles and arms raised lazily above his head. How he can look so relaxed after what he did is beyond me.

Disgust sits on my chest like a brick intent on crushing the organs within. Everything I’ve known about my brother has shifted within the span of hours. He’s always been a selfish prick, but I never would have imagined him capable of murder.

“You know what the fuck I’m asking. I saw you.”

His eyes slide over to me, and the cold indifference I see there is enough to send a tendril of fear down into my core. I’m looking at a cold-blooded monster. The mask he wears is stripped bare for me to see what lays underneath, and it’s been forged in the pit of hell itself.

He stands then to his full height. At just eighteen years old, he’s already towering at an impressive 6’4 stature. I land just three inches shorter, which he never ceases to let me forget. But I’m stronger. Faster. And can easily take him in a fight if I need to.

“You don’t know what the fuck you saw, you hear me?” He says, pushing past me.

Decision made, I take off down the opposite way. It’s clear he has no remorse for what he’s done, so I’ll just have to disclose what I know to the police.
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Sitting in this interrogation room again, I already know I’ve made a clear mistake. I should have known my father’s long reach would infiltrate to the police force, but naively, I thought telling the truth would have an impact. That my brother would face the repercussions of what he’s done and help clear Hazel’s name.

The thought that Hazel could be capable of harming anyone is laughable. Sweet, life of the party, Hazel. The source of my deepest obsession. I’ve studied her for months, learning her every like and dislike. Learning what makes her smile, and what makes her shut down.

It hasn’t escaped my notice how infatuated she’s been with Kyle. I’m not stupid. I know how I come off to most people. Reserved. Quiet. A lurker.

The easy manners of my brother and father never landed in my DNA. My father seems to think I take after our late mother in that sense. The way he’s said it to me always felt as if that were a disappointment, but if escaping whatever quality allows for them to cause this kind of harm, then I’m glad to have missed that particular gene.

“Now, son, I don’t want to hear any more about what you think you saw. Why don’t you head on back to your dorms and forget this whole thing ever happened.” The paunchy sheriff says, clearly wanting to get the fuck home. He’s never had to handle a case like this, and it’s already gaining statewide attention.

On the way in, news reporters lined the sidewalk, talking into their microphones and making wild speculations on what’s transpired. They’ve named Hazel as the main suspect, having some of the townspeople calling for her arrest. But with only Kyle’s testimony to go off of, they’re running on nothing but wild theories.

“Get on home, son.” The sheriff says, pushing away from the table and ambling out of the room. I hang my head in defeat, kicking myself for not just telling the truth in the first place.

“Young man?” The sheriff’s wife and front desk clerk calls out as I’m about to leave. Turning, I see she has something in a plastic baggy that she’s holding out for me to take. “Your father requested we turn over any evidence found. You wouldn’t mind taking this would you?” She hands over the bag and I look down to see what it could be.

Beneath the plastic lays a dirt encrusted camera, and I remember how Hazel had been taking pictures of us all that night. Heart thrumming erratically, my fingers clutch around the bag. “Thank you, ma’am. I’ll be sure to take care of it.”

The media closes in around me, and I tuck the bag into my back pocket, dodging the multitude of questions. They’ve seemed to have multiplied since I first arrived, meaning the story will most likely be making national headlines by this evening. I just have to figure out if I can get the camera to work and the pictures developed to clear Hazel’s name and put my brother behind bars, but when I arrive back at the school, my father is waiting for me expectantly.

“Come with me, Ace.” His low voice reverberates threateningly.

“Yeah Pops, just need to go to the bathroom first.” I duck into the first stall, looking around for a place to hide the evidence. Above me are several ceiling tiles, so I climb onto the back of the toilet, pushing the tile until it gives way. Dust comes flying out and I cough, almost slipping off the urine encrusted porcelain. It’s fucking disgusting, but I manage to slide the bag in, placing the tile back into place and dropping down to the ground.

“Hurry the fuck up.” My father’s voice comes through the door as I wash my hands. Looking at myself in the mirror, I steady my body, grappling with the person I see staring back at me. I let Hazel down by not standing up to my family, but I won’t make the same mistake again.

Seeing my father’s imposing form, I can already imagine what he has in store for me for betraying the family, but I don’t fucking care. I’ll take whatever punishment gladly if it means standing up for what I believe in.
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The lake has not yet frozen over, letting Kyle row us out into the middle. From here, I can see the expansive Catskills that surround us. The crumbling house we’d visited as kids nowhere to be seen, and I wonder if it finally gave way to decay. The bitter harsh cold of the air seeps into my bones, rendering me immobile. I can feel my heart rate slowing, the painful burn of the dangerously low temperature eating at my exposed skin.

“You’d never know that Sarah lays buried beneath all this water.” Kyle muses, as if proud of himself. In a way, I know he must be. He’s escaped consequences for this long, working his advantage of connections and money to bend the world to his will.

I don’t respond to him, too cold and angry to do anything other than sit on this wooden bench while the waves rock the boat. He’s stopped rowing, expelling a hot breath of air that fogs instantly between us from the exertion. The scar I’ve left on his face pulls at his skin, and I smile, knowing that even if I don’t make it out of here, he’ll have to live with the reminder of what he did every day.

“I never could find out what you did with that camera of yours, Hazel. You don’t happen to know where that is do you?”

So, he doesn’t have the camera? My grin deepens almost maniacally. If I have to die here today, I hope that karma kicks him right in the nuts delivering that camera and all its evidence straight to the news.

“What the hell are you smiling about?” He asks, clearly unsettled. I must have ruffled his sensitive disposition. He’s the type that can’t handle the thought of someone laughing at his expense.

“Your face.” I cackle, feeling close to delirious.

The shift in his demeanor is instant. He quickly lunges at me, face inches from mine.

“Say hello to your slut of a friend for me.” Suddenly, I find myself toppling, but he’s pushed too hard, taking us both down into the freezing water, capsizing the tiny canoe.

I sink down, belatedly realizing that I should kick my legs. With my hands tied, it’s almost impossible to reach the surface, my body already tired and slowed from the cold. But I break through, gasping in a breath of air, as rivulets of water sluice down my face.

Kyle is not far off, finding me instantly. He pushes my head beneath the surface and a stream of water rushes into my open mouth. Instinctively, I go to scream, but that only lets in more water. It burns my lungs. Arms flailing, I attempt to push him off, but he’s too strong.

There was a time where I would have just given up, letting the darkness consume me, but a fire inside me has been ignited. I thrash and claw my way to the surface as best I can with my restraints. I inhale a deep breath before he plunges me back below again.

His hands dig into my scalp. His short, sharp fingernails pierce my flesh hard enough to draw blood. I make contact with his face, clawing at his eyes, his cheek, and neck until he’s finally forced to release me. I find myself sinking, down, down, down as tiny air bubbles escape my nose. I need oxygen. I need to get out of these restraints. I frantically yank and pull against the duct tape and find that the struggle seems to have loosened it. It finally breaks apart, and I swim like hell for the surface.

Emerging through the freezing water, I take a sharp breath of oxygen, ribs sucking in the welcome relief. My face is a mix of tears, snot, and lake as I try to get away. The cold water seeps deep into my bones making it harder to swim, but the pier isn’t that far. I can make it. I just need to keep moving.

Every lift of my arm and every kick of my legs feels like a million needles are stabbing me. The numb creeps up my feet and into my legs until I can’t even tell if I’m truly moving them anymore, but I must be because it seems to be getting closer and closer.

Shivering, my fingers grip into the wood as if it’s my savior. I know Kyle must be right behind me, but my hands are too slippery and numb to hoist myself up. This is the most tired I’ve ever been, but I have to keep going or he’ll catch up with me. And I know exactly the kind of evil he’s capable of. I refuse to be another name he can add to his list of kills. I need to get away and tell the police what he’s done. Fuck, the whole world should know what he’s done.

Looking around, I notice there’s a ladder off to the side. In just a few strokes, I make it and clumsily grip the lowest rung. Barely able to grasp on, I find it within myself to pull. But just as I’m about to mount the pier, I’m yanked down. My body collapsing into the water with a violent splash. Instinct kicks in and I claw and thrash at my attacker.

Kyle anticipates my movements and with a snarl, grabs ahold of me once again, and I know that this is the end as my head is forced beneath the inky black surface once again. Kyle’s red angry face with his neck muscles popping through, my nail marks marring his perfect complexion is the last thing I see before I start to slip into unconsciousness.

Trying to fight it, my heart begins to beat so hard that I can hear it banging against my inner ears as the panic takes hold of me. I can’t let him win, but nothing I do makes him release me this time. His grip is too tight. His muscles and determination too strong.

My entire body convulses as the desperation for air becomes critical. Black spots fill my vision as my limbs become heavy and slow. The sound of my heart beating in my ears starts to taper off.

Is this how Sarah felt?

Desperate.

Scared.

Helpless.

Oh, God. This is it. I can feel death’s icy grip begin to pull me into its clutches. Just when I was starting to feel like myself again. Finding Ace and facing my past. Only to have it all snuffed out after everything I’ve fought for.
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The road back to Kingston is covered in freshly fallen snow, making it difficult to go as fast as I need to. I’m no good to Hazel if the stolen police vehicle plummets down the side of a cliff. And the road is far too narrow to navigate the way I want to. Every second that passes has my fear increasing tenfold, and my imagination runs wild with made up scenarios. Knowing what he’s capable of, he could be doing anything to Hazel right now. Torture, rape, murder.

All of the above.

Pulling into the parking lot, I find Kingston Prep completely deserted, save for one lone car. The kids must be out for the holiday break. As for everyone else, I suspect Kyle sent them off thinking I’d be stuck in jail. Usually, he doesn’t go anywhere without his security detail, but realizing he’s not wanting any witnesses tells me everything I need to know. Before I exit the car, I search it for any useful weapons. In the glove compartment, I find a pistol stowed away and send up a quick thank you to the universe for small town cops.

The school sprawls out in four different wings. The education wings taking up half and the dorms taking up the other sections. Then the library and gym are nestled in the middle along with the offices. The second level houses the church, lofting above the school in a place of prominence to remind us of what they deem most important. Funny how a religion based on love and acceptance of others can be corrupted into one that demonizes people for simply existing. Used to inflict pain on others for being different.

As I reach the doors, the question that plagues me is wondering where he would take her. Almost by accident, my eyes catch on two sets of footprints. They’re barely visible but fresh enough that I realize they’re not in the school. Or at least I don’t think they are.

With no time to spare, I make the split-second decision to follow the footprints, hoping that listening to my intuition is the right call.

Pistol in hand, I hurry to see where they could have gone. The footprints lead to a trail in the woods, and they’re getting fainter by the second. It doesn’t help that the sun is beginning to set making it difficult to see. A fork in the trail has me second guessing which way they could have gone, until I hear a distant splash.

It could be nothing, but that doesn’t stop me from taking off in the direction of the sound. The lake is a new addition, one I haven’t been around for. It’s been impossible to get to Kingston with how many men my brother keeps employed. For years, I’ve been biding my time, waiting for the right moment to make it back here, ready to claim the piece of evidence I stowed away over a decade ago.

As luck or hubris would have it, Kyle felt secure enough to dismiss his employees, leaving me with the opportunity to end him once and for all. When I get my fucking hands on him, I’ll rip his goddamn spine from his body for this.

A scream shatters through the trees, sending a wave of black birds into the air. I know instantly that it belongs to Hazel.

Heart lodged in my throat, I slip trying to run to her, but I recover quickly. Time seems to slow as I will my body to get to her. The scene before me unravels, showing Hazel struggling in the water against Kyle who’s shoving her head beneath the surface. She manages to clock him in the face causing a river of blood to seep down his nose and mouth. Her nails dig into his face as she thrashes, trying to get away from him. I’m almost there.

Pride and relief wells in my chest until I see him bringing down his elbow on top of her head. She doesn’t resurface as he presses her down. Her thrashing becomes slow, and I begin to panic.

Please, hold on. I beg as I sprint onto the pier, putting the gun into my back pocket before I leap into the water. Hazel’s body is slumped over, and Kyle has the good sense to look surprised.

Grabbing her body, I move her head above water, hoping she’ll take a breath for me.

“Stay the fuck away, Kyle or I’ll blow your goddamn head off.” I yell out as I kick my legs to bring her to shore. Her lips are cracked and blue and her hair has chunks of snow clinging to her red locks. Rocks line the shore, digging into my knees as I start compressions on her unmoving chest.

“Breathe, baby, please. I can’t live without you.” I beg, as water drips down my face and arms, landing on her ice-cold body. Her sternum pulsates with every push of my locked hands, needing her to start breathing.

Everything fades into the background as I work tirelessly on her until finally a sputter of water drips from her mouth, turning into a harsh cough, making those beautiful doe eyes of hers fly open.

She finds me on top of her but weakly raises her arm, pointing to something behind me.

It’s too late, I realize, feeling a sharp knock to my head as I fall. Blinding pain shoots from my head and the world spins from behind my eyes.

Fucking Kyle.

There’s nothing I can do to stop him from lunging for me, his pruned fingertips shoving my face into the ground. We wrestle, limbs tangling together knowing if I could just reach for the gun still lodged in my pocket, I could end this all right now.

But he manages to take advantage of my disorientation and flips me over, ripping the gun out of my pocket and pushes off me.

“No!” Hazels screams. She grasps onto his leg knocking him off balance the moment he aims directly for me.

Hot agony slices through me as a warm sensation coats my abdomen. I look down and see blood spreading along my wet shirt before my legs give out from beneath me.

The last thing I see before everything goes dark, is Hazel’s tear-stained face mouthing something that looks like ‘I love you’.


CHAPTER 44

HAZEL
27 YEARS OLD



For the past ten years, I’ve known nothing but the utter misery and torment of my own mind. Plagued daily by anxiety and PTSD. Going so far as to try and end my own life multiple times. But for one brief moment, I felt the closest to normal I’ve been in years. And that was due to Ace.

He found me in the darkness, crawling past my defenses and became the light I so desperately needed. More than that though, he showed me that I hold the power inside of myself. After all I’ve survived, I’m still here, and worthy to be. The world may have tried to forge me into a broken and beaten down shell, but I can choose to make myself into a version of myself that I can be proud of.

The moment Ace’s body hits the rocky shore, my training kicks in and blind rage fuels my movements. I ignore my burning chest and numb feet, instead kicking Kyle as hard as I can manage right in his nuts. They crunch beneath my foot, and I can tell it did some damage because he drops the gun on the ground as he goes to cradle his injured jewels.

Not even hesitating for a second, I scoop up the discarded firearm and aim just like how Ace taught me, pulling the trigger at the source of my suffering.

“Wait!” He screams, but it’s too late.

Kyle’s head splits open from the bullet, spraying his brains in the lake behind him. Watching him go down should bring me a sense of satisfaction, but all I feel is terror for Ace. I go over to him and find that he’s still breathing, just passed out.

I take his shirt in my hands and rip it from his body, revealing his tattoo. Si vis pacem, para bellum. If you want peace, prepare for war. I finally understand what it means, having ended the person responsible for my own personal war. I hope he’s burning in hell if there is one. He deserves the deepest most foul level of torment.

The bleeding won’t stop, so I take Ace’s shirt and press it against the open wound. I can’t tell if it went out the back or if the bullet is lodged inside him.

“Hold on, please.” My lips shiver and exhaustion claws at me, begging me to close my eyes, just for a moment.

I fight with everything I have against the sensation. Distantly, I’m aware that we need to get help, but I don’t know if I have enough strength to make it back. And if I leave Ace, he’ll certainly bleed out.

Darkness coats the sky and any hope I have of getting out of here diminishes.

I lay my head on Ace’s chest, listening to the shallow beat of his heart. If I have to die, there’s no one else I’d rather be with. My cracked and frozen lips find his chilled skin and I manage enough energy to place a small kiss where his heart resides in a final goodbye.

Peace washes over me, knowing that at least we’ll be together even in death. I just wish we had more time. Closing my eyes, I accept our fate. Tragic as it is. But life is nothing but a series of tragedies mixed in with a few moments worth cherishing.

“They’re over here!” A voice yells as flashlights bounce around us, illuminating the gruesome scene. “Oh my god, call the ambulance.” A blonde haired police officer reaches down, putting her fingers on my neck. “I’ve got a pulse here.”

She does the same to Ace, and my breath stalls in my chest.

“It’s very weak but it’s there. Carter, get the first aid kit from my pack, now!”

A flurry of activity erupts around us, and I’m being covered in blankets and hauled off. Feet on fire with the cold. I wouldn’t be surprised if I have frostbite and pneumonia as a wet rough cough rattles through my body with an excruciating amount of pain.

“This one’s gone.” The police officer announces, finding Kyle’s corpse.

The ambulance arrives quickly, hauling both myself and Ace off to the closest hospital. If Ace can just hold on for another thirty miles. Please, hold on, I beg him silently in my head. Not wanting to live this life without him. Not now that he’s clawed his way into my heart and soul. I watch intently as the EMS workers flitter around Ace’s still body trying to save him. I don’t know what I’ll do if they can’t.


CHAPTER 45

ACE
27 YEARS OLD



The doctors say I’m lucky to be alive. Had Hazel not interrupted Kyle’s shot, he would have severed my artery. But as fate would have it, he missed. Though, not without a severe amount of pain. At one point, I coded in the ambulance. Making me feel as if I’d been ripped from my own body.

I came back, though. I came back for her.

When they shocked me with the paddles, I saw her tear-stained face staring down at me in horror from above, and I knew I had to get back to her.

The news has broken about my brother, and with the camera now acquired as evidence, my father has been arrested as well for tampering with an active investigation. Sarah’s family can now rest knowing the true culprit was brought to justice. The sheriff has been fired, and all is right in the world.

“You’re awake.” Hazel says, looking away from the window and coming over to my side.

“We have to stop meeting like this.” I joke, though the small laugh costs me a twinge in my abdomen, it’s worth seeing her smile at me.

“Scootch over. I need to be next to you.” She demands. It takes a minute for me to be able to move so there’s enough room, but I manage, tucking her against my side right where she belongs.

We sit together like that in silence. Holding on to each other afraid to let go. Both of us came so close to losing our lives, and the fact that I can still hold her like this has me wanting to make every second count. Every heartbeat and breath she takes, is one that I’m grateful for.

“I want to show you something.” She says, breaking our reverie.

“What’s that.” I ask, looking down to her outstretched phone.

A video starts playing and I recognize Hazel immediately.

“And how do you feel having your name cleared after all this time, Hazel.” She looks radiant. The sun frames her auburn hair and brings out the light freckles that dot her nose and cheeks.

“It feels… relieving.”

“And what about the death of Mayor Dansbury? Any remorse for killing the beloved mayor?”

Hazel turns and stares directly at the camera. “None whatsoever. He was a murderer, and had I not taken the shot, he would have killed me too.”

It’s clear the reporter is ruffled by her answer, but Hazel stops the video and turns to look at me.

“I’m so proud of you.” I say, kissing the top of her head. Knowing just how difficult going out in public is for her, being interviewed like that is a huge accomplishment.

“Also… that video we made?”

“Yeah?”

“It grossed the most amount I’ve ever made. I paid off all my hospital debts from the last stay and this one.”

“So, you’re saying I’m a star.”

She laughs, and the happy, carefree cadence is a melody that soothes my soul.

“No. You’re mine.”

“I can live with that.”

“As long as you keep living.” She says, pointing her finger at me.

“Deal.”


HAZEL
28 YEARS OLD



One year later

The rise and fall of Ace’s chest calms me. I’ve been up for hours, playing back the last few days in my mind. He stirs, pulling me closer against his body, and I let him. Taking comfort in the one person who sees and accepts me as I am. Broken bits and all.

I might never get back to the girl I once was. There’s a real possibility the anxiety I live with daily will follow me for all my days, but knowing that Ace loves me just as I am hits deep inside of me. Healing a portion of my soul that I didn’t know could be fixed.

And I know is, he can’t fully fix me. No one can.

I’m still seeing Dr. Thurston regularly, and even have Ace speaking with her as well. I even confessed my real name, to which she told me she knew the whole time. She was just waiting until I felt comfortable enough to admit it, but she was proud of me all the same. I still struggle with agoraphobia, especially those first few months after talking with the media. It brought up all those old wounds front and center. Thankfully, this time around, I had Ace on my side.

The authorities still haven’t been able to locate Sarah’s body, but we, along with her family, had a memorial for her. Finally, paying tribute to her memory and honoring her the way she should be. A plaque has been installed on the rocky beach with her hauntingly beautiful image. Her name is engraved in raised cursive lettering and a pair of intricately carved angel wings sits spanning the length of the nameplate.

“Good morning.” Ace mutters into my hair.

A smile pulls at my lips as I meet his mouth with mine. “Good morning.”

Running his large hand through my hair, I relax into his touch. After years of being alone, always on the run, waking up like this is a welcome change. One I could have never imagined coming true.

“What do you want to do today?” He asks, moving his hand from my hair down my neck and spine.

I plant a kiss to his chest and trace his scar with my finger. A reminder of how I almost lost him. He leans into my touch and I find myself marveling at how easy it feels to be with him. Ace knows all my secrets and pushes me out of my comfort zone, making me feel things that I’ve been too afraid to.

Ace bought the cabin, and we moved in shortly after, making sure Croissant always had a place to find his favorite French pastry.

“I want to lay in this bed all day and have you fuck my brains out.”

He barks out a laugh and rolls on top of me.

“That’s one way to spend Christmas.”

“I can be your present.”

“Mmm. I like what Santa brought me. My own little fuck toy.” Already hard, he pries my legs apart and buries his dick inside of me while biting down on my neck.

“Oh, fuck. You’re so wet for me. So goddamn tight.” He grunts as his cock fills me. The pressure of his body on mine drives me wild. Every fiber of my being feels heightened as he touches me. Claims me.

His fingertips trace the knife marks that he dug into my skin that have turned into a silvery scar. One that I can be proud of. One that shows just who I belong to.

“You’re so fucking pretty, baby. I want that pussy of yours to come on my cock.” He hitches my legs up high onto his shoulders, deepening his angle and hitting so deep inside of me that I can’t help but scream.

“That’s right, scream. Fucking give me what I want.”

“Ace.” I cry out as he slides his dick in and out of me. Every ridge hitting just the right spot. My fingernails dig into his biceps as my orgasm builds.

“Come for me, Hazel. I fucking dare you.”

I shatter. My orgasm flutters like lightning down my spine and into my core. I come so hard that my toes tingle and spots dance in my vision. Ace grunts feeling me tighten around him.

“Fuck.” He groans speeding up. It’s animalistic, like he can’t get enough of me. And I fucking love it.

Even though I just came, I can feel it building up inside of me again as he continues his delicious and fervent pace. I take every thrust and grunt, arching my back off the bed to meet him. Our bodies slicken with sweat, and I stare up at him in wonder at this man who has my heart.

We explode together and I feel his cock pulsate, filling me up with his hot come.

“I want to put a baby in that belly of yours, Hazel. A perfect little mix of you and me. To see you swell with my seed. Fuck.” His cock pulsates again. I feel so sensitive having just come, but he’s still so hard. “You can come for me one more time, I know you can.” I shake my head no, but he keeps moving his hips. Knowing just what I like and how to make me bend for him, he presses in and out hitting just the right spot.

“Please.” I cry out., not knowing if it’s for him to stop or keep going at this point. My legs feel like Jell-O, but he manages to pry another orgasm from my spent body. “Fuck!” I cry out. “I can’t, I can’t do anymore.”

“Yes, you can, baby.”

Every part of me feels so overstimulated and on edge. His touch almost painful but so, so good as he fucks me hard and fast. “Come for me again, baby. I want to see you scream.”

“Ace, holy fuck.” He slams into me and releases another stream of hot come inside me and I crumple, orgasm shivering up and down my spine and down into my core.

“Holy hell, Ace. Good fucking morning and Merry goddamn Christmas to you too.”

He laughs. A sheen of sweat coats his face and I meet his mouth to plant a kiss on his lips. He cradles me, and pushes my hair away from my face.

“You know, I meant what I said.” His eyes search my face. “I want a baby with you.”

A smile creeps up on my lips. Never did I think I could get to this point. Where I feel safe, and happy, and cherished. My brain and I still battle each other daily, but it’s not as bad as it once was. I don’t know if I’ll ever be better but I know I don’t want to bring a child into this world unless I can give them the best I have to offer. With time, maybe I can get there.

“Maybe one day.” He presses his lips against mine and my tongue swipes into his mouth before breaking away and tucking myself into his chest.

My fingers find his tattoo and the circular scar that sits on his rib cage. He’s mostly healed now, but his skin still wears the damage of the bullet that nearly took him from me.

“Maybe one day.” He echoes, rubbing my arm as we both stare up at the ceiling. “Well. I should probably make you my wife before then huh?”

I giggle. “Probably.”

We haven’t talked about marriage, but we’ve been living with each other, letting our bodies and minds heal from the trauma we’ve been through. And we’ve been doing it together. Healing takes time. It’s not something that can be rushed, even though I wish I can pass go and collect two-hundred dollars. Life doesn’t work that way.

“What do you say? Will you be my wife?” I stare at him. This man who’s stolen my heart and walked through fire with me. The man who stared death in the face and gave it the middle finger just so he could find his way back to me.

I give him the only answer I can with a smile splayed upon my lips. “Only if you dare me.”

He rolls over and fumbles around in the drawer next to the bed.

“What are you doing?” I ask, eyebrow quirked.

“You didn’t think I was just going to ask you without producing a ring, did you?” He turns back over taking the blankets with him, and reveals a stunning sapphire ring, surrounded by two small diamonds on either side.

“Truth or Dare, Hazel?” He asks, ice blue eyes glinting in the sunlight.

“Dare.”

His mouth quirks up into a grin as he says, “I dare you to marry me.”

“Deal.” He grabs me, bringing my mouth to his with a searing and all consuming kiss. He slips on the ring as our tongues tangle in a heated embrace. We break away and I look down at the gem that now adorns my finger as my vision wobbles and eyes begin to sting with the promise of tears.

The ring fits flawlessly.

“I measured your finger while you were sleeping.” He admits, as if reading my mind. With how closely he studies me, it doesn’t surprise me.

Of course he did it while I was asleep. I chuckle to myself, noting that some things never change. He’s always liked to watch me sleep. Most people might be creeped out by that, but it makes me feel adored. Cherished. I can’t explain why, but it does.

“It’s beautiful. I love it.” I mutter, starting down at the way the blue jewel glitters in the morning light. A small tear escapes the corner of my eye, and I feel so fucking happy.

“I love you.” He says, and I know deep in my soul that there’s no one else I could ever be this happy with.

“I love you, too.” I respond, with tears clinging to my eyelashes.

The two of us may be broken, but our broken pieces fit perfectly together making a beautiful mosaic of our damaged fragments. I’m not fixed because of him, but he does make me better. And I, in turn, make him better, too. Each pushing the other to be the best version of ourselves, as we accept the other, flaws and all for who we are.

We’re survivors. Not defined by our trauma but thriving in spite of it.

And I think there could be no more beautiful a love than that.

The End
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