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    Dahlia Saga 
 
    The Dahlia Saga contains extremely dark themes and is not intended for the faint of heart. 
 
    Please note this is a work of fiction meant only for entertainment purposes. It does not mean that I condone the activities portrayed within. These books contain multiple triggers. 
 
    *Recommended reading order. * 
 
    Malice 
 
    Obscene 
 
    Depravity 
 
    Malevolence 
 
    Iniquity 
 
    Debauchery 
 
    Malicious 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Synopsis 
 
    She was a mother. 
 
     She was a bride.  
 
    Now she’s merely a woman trapped within a shattered mind.  
 
      
 
    With a body full of scars and a past forever gone, at Château Dahlia carnage continues to unravel, and ghosts rise from the dead.  
 
      
 
    Sadist to masochist. 
 
     Monster to monster. 
 
     Malice and Malevolence collide. 
 
     “Je t’aime.” 
 
     “Moi, non plus.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Malevolence 
 
    Malevolence is a follow up to Malice, book one in the Dahlia Saga. If you were a fan of how that book ended, you may not like this one. This book was written to bridge the gap in the saga leading to Iniquity, the follow up to Depravity, book three. There are small hints of what’s to come in future books dropped throughout this one. 
 
    This is Julian’s HEA and the ending of his story, something I thought this character deserved. (he will still make appearances in the future.) 
 
    I hope you enjoy. ?? 
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 EPIGRAPH 
 
    "You hold the answers deep within your own mind. 
 
    Consciously, you've forgotten it. 
 
    That's the way the human mind works. Whenever something is too unpleasant, to shameful for us to entertain, we reject it. 
 
    We erase it from our memories. 
 
    But the imprint is always there."--Evanescence 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
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    Blood. 
 
    Garish red in color. 
 
    Metallic in taste. 
 
    Crucial for survival. 
 
    There was something absolutely fascinating about the substance that flowed through our veins. 
 
    I watched it pool onto the concrete floor, the pitter-patter drowned out by the man gasping for air. He dangled helplessly from the ceiling, his bare and broken feet slowly splitting apart from the hooks I’d pushed through them some time ago. 
 
    With the flesh splitting like the end of a fraying rope, they wouldn’t hold him much longer, eventually tearing clean through. With the other lacerations on his body, he’d be dead by then. Well, for his sake he had better be or we’d have to start all over with another body part. 
 
    A quick glance at the wall clock showed it was ten to eleven. That was good enough for me, I’d done more than enough for one showing. I took a silent count to three and then rose to my feet. 
 
    There was a click in my right knee, not loud enough for the viewers to hear, or anyone else for that matter, but I knew it was there. 
 
    It was hard to ignore changes within your own body, welcome or not, and this was of the latter variety. 
 
    It hadn’t flared up in a while. So, I suppose it could be worse. Some may say I was lucky that was all that afflicted me, that I should count my blessings, be grateful I only occasionally needed to use a cane. But that was precisely the problem. The reason why I needed it in the first place. 
 
    Going to the far side of the room, I flipped a switch to cut the live feed and change the lighting from red to normal. Now fully able to see the man in all his agonized glory, skin the fine color of pallor and wavering in and out of consciousness. I estimated he had maybe thirty minutes tops. There was nothing to do until then. Sure, I could end him now. But why should I? 
 
    I didn’t know a damn thing about this unfortunate fuck other than he’d been sent to my Dahlia for this purpose.  
 
    Therefore, I felt no need to grant him mercy. I washed my hands, cleaning them with a special solution to rid all traces of what I’d been doing the past two hours. 
 
    Once I was finished, I stepped out into the corridor, closing the door to my playroom behind me. The hall was empty. Every indicator light above the remaining solid black doors was green, making me the last one to leave tonight. I left mine on red so anyone who ventured down here would know I wasn’t done yet. 
 
    I headed back towards the main portion of the Chateau, already pondering my next show. The transitional chandeliers hanging above me were on low. Their gentle glow illuminated the dark damask wallpaper lining both sides of the hall. 
 
    All was still this evening, no hungry cries from either of the twins since they were at home tonight. 
 
    It was always Julias. Morgaine was such a quiet little thing compared to him. I wondered if that would have any impact on their personalities. At four months old it was too early to tell. 
 
    As routine dictated, I found myself down in the study, settled on the settee with a fire going and glass of bourbon in my hand. Warmth and pure silence caressed my skin, seeping into my every pore with a meditative quality. Not a soul lingered on the first floor other than myself, but I wasn’t alone. 
 
    Above the mantle hung a portrait of the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen and being near it made me feel as if I was near her. Of course, I knew it was nothing more than a goddamn painting, but it’s all I had left. Fresh flowers were on the mantle just beneath it. I never bothered with visiting the cemetery anymore. 
 
    Our graves were in the same plot, but only one would hold the remains of a rotting body. The other would always be more for show, a monument. 
 
    It was always during these times of quiet that I had a soulful reflection. Memories of the past would seep to the forefront of my mind and beg for reexamination. It’d been so long since then, the day everything came crashing down. Quite literally. 
 
    The memory never faded. If anything, it had grown stronger, more vivid with every passing day, but that didn’t stop the world from spinning circles around my grief and regret. It mattered little that I lost my wife and my son lost his mother, too young to even remember her. Life simply went on. 
 
    My bereavement was ironic really, don’t you think? When considering who I was and the legacy I had spent so much time ensuring would go on for years to come. 
 
    Then there were lives I took and would continue to take without remorse. Did I really have a right to be upset? Was the anguish I carried not fucking absurd? 
 
    I nursed the rest of my drink slowly, forever wondering what things would be like if she were here with me. If life had gone on the way it had back then, I wasn’t entirely sure she’d have made it this long anyway.  
 
    Yet, when Porter let me know he’d heard a rumor that she made it out, I chased every lead imaginable like a dog after a bone, foolishly believing she was somehow alive. 
 
    In the end I had to come to terms with the fact that the woman I loved was gone forever and the feeling was akin to losing her all over again. I’d been doing well with moving on before then. Not in the sense I was trying to forget her, but I was no longer spending my every waking moment obsessing over what went wrong. This pointless quest dug everything back up. 
 
    I may not have had a right to grieve, but I fucking missed her. I still adored that mess of a woman after all these years. 
 
    I wasn’t close to being over it. I’d simply gotten to the point where I could live with it. I had no other option. It wasn’t healthy to dwell. And if there was some other place waiting when we departed from this one, I only hoped that she’d somehow found peace there. That’s all I could do. No amount of analyzing or reminiscing would turn back the hands of time and return her to me. 
 
    So, no matter how long the day was, whether I took a life or not, I always made time for this. These late evenings by the fire were a remedy of sorts. And while it wasn’t enough, this was better than nothing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
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    I once tried to kill myself. 
 
    You can surmise things didn’t quite work out. Whatever I did failed. By the looks of things, it went tragically wrong. The doctor saved me, put back together my head and righted broken limbs. I had no recollection of this. He relayed the events when I was coherent enough to understand. 
 
    I was inclined to believe him. It’s not like there was anyone else around to tell me any differently. And I was here. My heart still beating, lungs expanding with every breath that passed through my lips. The doctor had saved my life when all I’d wanted to do was die. After all this time I still didn’t have the faintest idea why. 
 
    I rolled onto my side and dragged the duvet up to my chin. In a few minutes I would leave the bed and go into the bathroom, just as I did every night before this, and would continue for many more after. I wallowed in this tiring monotony. No matter what I did sleep chose to be evasive. 
 
    The world around me was dark and silent, candles lit hours ago now burnt to snubs, time measured only by the numbers displayed on my digital clock. Finally shoving the blanket down, I got up and slid my feet into the fuzzy slippers I kept by my bedside. 
 
    Once I turned on a lamp I went to the sole window in the room and peered out. The long drive was empty, Doctor Nester’s car nowhere in sight. He must have been in town still, slaving away at his clinic. Nothing new or unusual about that. 
 
    With a small sigh, I let the thick panel fall back into place, and then headed for the small bath attached to my room, flicking on the switch before I stepped inside. I shut the door behind me, so nothing was reflected in the mirror other than myself. This too was another part of my nightly repetition. 
 
    In the glow of the florescent light, I was able to see every inch of my face. All my scars glared at me, ugly and red. Nester claimed they appeared differently to him, faded to nearly the same color of my skin. Dragging a finger over the one above my left brow, I found that hard to believe. 
 
    There was one on the column of my throat. Another on my chest, hidden beneath my maroon sleeping gown. 
 
    The joint of my arm. 
 
    A few on my legs. 
 
    And if I lifted my hair all the way up, there was a jagged line near the base of my scalp where it’d been stapled back together. I hated that one the most. It represented the day I’d irreparably damaged myself. Memories spilled out and remained scattered when everything else got put back in. All these scars were reminders of what I had done. They were marks of shame as brazen as a scarlet A. 
 
    The only ones that had never bothered me weren’t really scars at all. They were more of a faded imprint on my thighs. Pulling open the medicine cabinet, I grabbed my lip balm, ignoring the top shelf entirely. There were different pills on that one. 
 
    Some for sleeping, another for pain, and some to stabilize my mental state. Those last ones I did my best to stay far away from, followed by the first. I had a fear of falling asleep and never waking up, and I didn’t care for using a drug to regulate my behavior. As for pain, that served as a reminder that I was here, and no matter how long It’d been, there were days I really needed that reminder. 
 
    I applied my balm, brushed my hair back into a ponytail, and then retreated into the bedroom. The bed beckoned but I knew there was no point. I grabbed my throw from the recliner in the corner, and then went outside. Air sharp and crisp filtered into my lungs, a reprieve from the suffocating confines of my room. 
 
    I passed by neatly trimmed hedges, listening to the chirping of crickets. When I got to the rear of the house, I went directly to the patio furniture. 
 
    I sat on the wicker sofa and wrapped my blanket around my shoulders. 
 
    The lone outside light was all I needed to make out surroundings. There wasn’t much around the tiny Tudor. It sat smack-dab in the middle of the surrounding towns, like the center of a compass. Riverview on the left, where Doctor Nester’s clinic was. A few smaller ones surrounded us, but I never went to those either. I only got away once or twice a month and it was always to Navarre. 
 
    The nearest neighbor was a mile or two away, making this place practically secluded. I was in a bubble of desolation. It was always silent, and I was mostly always alone. When landscapers came to cut the field across the street, I was reminded that there was an entire world beyond these paneled walls, but something in the very pit of my soul became unsettled when I thought of going to explore it. 
 
    Housework, books, and mindless television were my sole source of entertainment and daily repetition. Life could have been simple if my mind didn’t continue to present me with distorted memories. They were a constant reminder that there was more to my story than an accident, and as of late I was growing increasingly restless with not knowing what it was. 
 
    Things came to me in fragments, like sharpened needles skimming over my flesh but never piercing it. The cherub face of a baby. Eyes a brilliant shade of green. A barn. Blood. The color red. Occasionally a name that I couldn’t place or connect to. 
 
    I’d asked Doctor Nester again and again to tell me about who I was once, but his answer had always been the same. “When the timing is right.” 
 
    After a while of repeating myself and getting the same response I let it go. I let it go and now that decision was haunting me.  
 
    I wanted to know what had led me to the choice I made, that flawed me in this way. Why there was a heavy sadness I couldn’t shake no matter how hard I tried. What the meaning behind the fragments were. 
 
    My past was a book of pages I couldn’t read and struggled to decipher. I’d let it sit on a shelf gathering dust for what felt like ages. I was afraid of what it might reveal, what horrors and heartbreak may linger within, but not as scared as I was when I considered never finding out who I really was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
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    The silence from the previous evening seemed almost like a distant memory. Replenishing my assets always set the Dahlia abuzz. As did relinquishing them. It was out with the old and in with the new, so to speak. 
 
    “Mr. Andreou,” one of the regular stockers greeted with a nod of his head. 
 
    Knowing every individual who came to and from my home, it took a mere second for me to place his face with a name. 
 
    “Corbin,” I acknowledged. 
 
    The older man he was pushing in a wheelchair released a soft groan as they disappeared into the holding room. The sobs and pleas full of despairing confusion had already started up, future Dahlia starlets coming to their senses. It was always the same routine with these people, begging to know what was going on and where they were. Year after year, it was the same routine and I’d grown so bored of the sound of screams. 
 
    I leaned against the wall and watched as a few cleaners went from room to room making sure everything was pristine and ready for the next evening, my playroom included. When I felt the vibrating of my phone, I moved away from the noise, exiting back into the main hall. 
 
    “Hello,” I answered after checking the caller I.D 
 
    “Julian, how goes it?” 
 
    “The same.” 
 
    “Good. Good. Listen, I’ve got a favor to ask.” 
 
    “Do you?” I questioned, slightly intrigued. Thomas had never asked for anything as far as I knew. He came to the Dahlia to sate his own desires and was a close friend of my fathers’, but for the most part the man kept to himself and the people in town were fond of him. 
 
    “Yes…It’s about a woman.” 
 
    Now I really wanted to know where he was going with this. I caught sight of my brother at the top of the stairs and gestured towards my office. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “I need you to take her in.” 
 
    “Take her in?” I repeated back, sitting down in my desk chair. Luca settled across from me, raising his brows in question. I placed the call on speaker so he could hear the absurdity of this request himself. 
 
    “You want me to take in some random woman? I’m not an animal shelter Thomas. Did you suddenly forget what it was I did here?” 
 
    “Of course, not.” 
 
    “Do you care about this woman Thomas?” 
 
    “Yes, I do. That’s why I’m--.” 
 
    “What you’re asking for is her death sentence,” Luca chimed in. “Julian isn’t the type to save damsels. He’s usually the reason they’re in distress.” 
 
    I hid a smile and shook my head. “How long did it take you to come up with that one?” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve had it in my arsenal a while now, just needed the perfect opportunity to use it.” 
 
    Thomas laughed lightly on the other end of the line, but it was obvious it’d been forced. “This is no damsel. I think Dahlia is exactly where she needs to be.” 
 
    “Then what it is it? What do you need me for?” 
 
    “She’s a peculiar woman, and you have a penchant for peculiar things.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue him that. I tended to bring those society couldn’t understand into my community of degenerates, give them a haven of sorts. At my Dahlia they could act upon their most sadistic desires and not face ridicule or judgement. However, I let very few close to my family. 
 
    “I’ll take er,” Luca volunteered. 
 
    “I’d sooner leave her with the devil,” Thomas retorted. 
 
    “Oh, come now Tom. I’m not that bad.” 
 
    “You are actually.” I took the phone off speaker and brought it back to my ear. “What’s her affliction?” 
 
    To anyone else one may have assumed I was asking about an illness. What I really wanted to know was what made her a fit for my Dahlia. 
 
    My respect for Thomas the only reason I was remotely considering this. I’d let women in before, but it was never this sporadic or random. 
 
    “That’s hard to explain. If you’re free I can bring her by tomorrow? It’s better you see for yourself.” 
 
    “No, you’ll bring her today,” I corrected. I had no idea why. Actually, that was a lie. I was bored and he had come to me with this out of the blue. I was curious. I also needed to be in control of the situation. 
 
    He hesitated for a moment before agreeing. “We’ll be there a quarter till four.” 
 
    “I’ll be expecting you.” I ended the call and tossed my cell onto my desk, sighing when I noticed my brother’s expression. “What?” 
 
    “You didn’t ask for any details.” 
 
    “I prefer to make all my observations in person. Hence why he’s bringing her to me.” 
 
    “Well, you know what they say. The peculiar they are the harder they fall.” 
 
    “Fall for what?” 
 
    “For men like us.” 
 
    Why I bothered entertaining him I didn’t know. I rubbed my brow and powered on my PC. 
 
    “But you still could have gotten a description.” 
 
    “Does that matter?” 
 
    “Doesn’t it?” he shot back. 
 
    “Only if you’re looking to get your dick wet.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. Babs isn’t exactly a looker.” 
 
    I glanced away from my screen and studied him. I hoped he wasn’t fucking serious. I could taste the disgust in the back of my throat. Babs was a sweet woman, loyal and hard working too. That was the extent of it. 
 
    Apart from her dyed hair, she resembled the grandmother from a favorite cartoon of Mason’s, one with a pink dog that feared everything. 
 
    “Hey, don’t look at me like that. I never touched her. But if she took that eye out…” 
 
    “You’re a sick bastard.” 
 
    “Learned from the best baby brother a guy could ask for.” He laughed and stood up, smoothing down his shirt. Vain fucker. 
 
    “Why don’t you go find your wife and bother her?” 
 
    “You know I hate that cunt,” he grumbled, perking up again when he said, “Before you lose yourself in more work, come with me I want to show you something.” 
 
    He had that look in his eye, the one that said he wouldn’t let me be until I saw whatever he wanted to show me. 
 
    That was Luca’s way. Persistent and a pain in my ass. Funny how some things never change even with time. 
 
    “Lead the way,” I told him, sliding my chair back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
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    I don’t think cooking was one of my gifted past-times. Nothing I made resembled what it was supposed to. Or maybe I’d forgotten how to do that too? 
 
    I’d been trying my hand at this for as long as I could remember living here and still could barely make mac and cheese. It couldn’t be that hard to stop my noodles from becoming one with the bottom of a pot. 
 
    I scraped the ruined remains of what was meant to be gnocchis into the trash can and then carried the pan to the sink. 
 
    The front door open and closed just as I finished scrubbing it clean. Doctor Nester appeared in the doorway, a smile on his face. “Making a mess of the kitchen again?” 
 
    “At least I’m good at something, right?” I grabbed a dishtowel and started to dry. When silence remained in place of what usually would have been a humorous response, I paused and looked over my shoulder. 
 
    There was no denying Doctor Nester wasn’t as young as he used to be, but neither was I. His hair while always neatly combed to the side, was shock white. His skin wrinkled from years of living. He had a kind face and a gentle disposition making him easy to read. I knew by the deep lines around his mouth something was bothering him. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “We should sit,” he replied, already walking towards the kitchen table. 
 
    I tossed the dishtowel down and followed him. “Okay. We’re sitting. Now tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “I promised you that when the time was right, you’d get some of the answers you deserved.” 
 
    All thoughts of ruined food disappeared. I stared, waiting with bated breath for him to keep talking. He did, but slowly, carefully considering his words. 
 
    “This is a complicated situation. I’m not entirely sure you’ll believe the explanation I give you. I think it’s best if I show you the truth.” 
 
    “Show me how?” 
 
    “Not here. We need to take a short trip.” 
 
    “A trip? Like we’re going to travel somewhere for a few days?” 
 
    I had to ask for clarification purposes. That word was as foreign to me as another language. 
 
    “Something like that. I’ll tell you more once we get on the road. If you go pack and meet me at the car we can leave today. Does that sound good?” 
 
    I nodded despite being unsure how I really felt about this strange and sudden turn of events. 
 
    “I’ve got some things to gather up myself. Are you okay on your own?” 
 
    Another nod, followed by a soft, “Yes.” 
 
    He stood and gave my hand a gentle squeeze, leaving me alone at the table. I remained in my chair for a minute or two longer, wondering where it was that we would be going. I had lived with Doctor Nester for years and we never went on trips. 
 
    I got up from the table and found my way to my room. 
 
    Down the hall I could hear a rustling sound, Nester gathering whatever it was he needed. I looked around at my dismal belongings, noticing the suitcase that hadn’t been beside my bed when I first woke up. 
 
    Still not entirely sure what to make of this, I gathered the basics first. Underwear, bras, socks. A few outfits, toiletries, and a dog-eared copy of Jane Eyre later, I was as ready as I was ever going to be. Suitcase in hand, I left the car and went outside, shielding my eyes from the sun.  
 
    Nester was already there, standing by the open trunk of his town car. He shuffled forward when he spotted me, his hand reaching for my suitcase. 
 
    “I’ll take that.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I handed my bag off to him and went ahead and got in on the passenger side. He climbed in a minute or so later wiping his sweaty face with a rag. 
 
    As soon as he started the engine, he was fumbling with the temperature dial to turn the AC on full blast. 
 
    “Your shawl is in the back,” he said, shifting into gear. “Where we’re going it may be best to put it on now. It tends to be a little cold.” 
 
    “Is it someplace far then?” I reached into the backseat blindly, grabbing the soft garment and bringing it to the front. 
 
    “Not too far.” 
 
    I slipped my shawl on quietly, wondering again where it was, we were going. How could it not be far, but also be cold? The summers here were hell. Not even the rain diminished the heat. Most of the time it made it worse. 
 
    He turned left at the end of the drive. That was the first indicator we were going somewhere new. Every other time I’d been in the car we’d always gone right. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to tell me where you’re taking me? You said it was time.” 
 
    “It is. Just relax and enjoy the ride.” He patted my knee and then reached for the stereo, settling on some station playing an old country song. 
 
    This was the same tired routine we’d always done. He avoided my questions with a calmness that frustrated me. I trusted him, though. He had saved my life. Took care of me and made sure I was physically well. 
 
    No one else had been there when I woke up. No one had come looking for me. 
 
    He was all I had. And so, I didn’t doubt that wherever we were traveling to would give me answers he couldn’t. 
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    Welcome To Riverview. 
 
    The sign was the first clue as to where we were going. At first, I expected to arrive at his clinic but as he drove through a quaint little town of well-maintained buildings, passing various storefronts I began to think I was wrong. People lingered on sidewalks. Others came from within the stores, laughing and conversing with whoever they were with. 
 
    I felt comfortable enough to gaze out at them with a pair of sunglasses on and the hood of the shawl now covering my head. No one who recognized the car did anything other than give a friendly wave. 
 
    They didn’t gawk at my face or point and whisper. 
 
    “What do you think?” Nester asked, turning down the radio. 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    “The town?” 
 
    I pulled my attention away from a little girl walking in-between her parents. “It’s very mundane…normal.” 
 
    “For the most part, but you’d be surprised,” he replied with a slight chuckle. 
 
    I waited for him to elaborate. When he didn’t, I looked back out the window again. I tried to find some type of connection with this place, but there was nothing, not even a flicker of recognition. 
 
    The last thing that caught my attention was a cute little bakery sitting back in a plaza. Few minutes after that the town seemed to simply fall away. Buildings were replaced by fields. 
 
    Stoplights vanished, leaving behind the freedom of an open road that seemed to go on forever. When the countryside ended, trees took its place, their gnarled limbs seemed to split in every direction, replacing rays of sun with distorted shadows. 
 
    There was an eerie feel to this stretch of asphalt. I glanced in the rearview seeing no one behind us and it dawned on me that not a single car had come from the opposite direction either. 
 
    Something settled in my gut, a feeling I couldn’t immediately identify. Fear? Excitement? Maybe both. I wondered if I’d been here before--on this road. A massive iron fence seemed to spring up from nowhere. Behind it, through the gaps in the trees I could make out wisps of a lawn. This went on a mile or so before there was a break in the landscape. 
 
    Doctor Nester slowed the car, crawling past a large black mailbox. 
 
    On the other side of it was a set of double gates. He turned the car into the small space ahead of them and stopped beside a speaker-box with a keypad. He hit a round button at the bottom and a series of low beeps burst from the device. There was silver plaque affixed to the brick pillar just above it, two words engraved on its surface. 
 
    “Chateau Dahlia,” I read aloud, the name rolling off my tongue with a hint of familiarity. Now more than a bit of suspicion had me thinking I’d been to whatever this place was before. And more than once for me to remember anything about it. Doctor Nester still hadn’t commented on that, though. 
 
    A caw came from a cluster of trees just inside the fence. I looked around, spotting a black crow perched on one of the middle branches. It peered down at me with a tilt to its small head. I wasn’t superstitious, but this was one omen that fit a bit too well.  
 
    Conflicting whispers erupted inside my head. One told me to turn back, that we had come too far. Another was telling me to continue, urging me to explore the land beyond. 
 
    “I’ve…I’ve been here before?” I posed it as a question, but I was growing more certain I had by the minute. 
 
    “You have.” 
 
    “That’s it? Just you have? This isn’t that far from the house. Why are you--?” 
 
    The speaker crackled to life, cutting off my spiel before it could begin. “Name?” a stern voice demanded. 
 
    “Thomas Nester, I’m here to see Mr.--.” 
 
    “He’s expecting you,” the man interrupted. The communications box fell silent again and the gates swung open, granting us access. We drove forward, going straight up a long driveway, leaving the entrance behind us.  
 
    It took approximately six minutes to reach the end of it. By then the landscape had opened completely, revealing an immaculate lawn. The further we got from the properties entryway the stronger the urge to keep going became, shutting down the timid, whisper that had been telling me to stay away. 
 
    The drive split in two separate directions, forming a large circle around a fountain. I spared a fleeting glance for the flashy cars parked off to the side, focusing wholly on the large ivory structure now in front of us. There were rows of large windows but seeing through them was impossible, the drapes were too thick. 
 
    Nester had already confirmed it, but being even closer to the house had a feeling settling in the hollow of my bones, one that cemented the fact that some part of me knew this place. 
 
    “This is the Dahlia,” Nester began, cutting the engine. “We’ll be staying here for a while.” 
 
    “Why here?” 
 
    He removed his sunglasses and looked at me. “Are you remembering already?” 
 
    I wanted to scream at him. What kind of question was that? “How can I remember something I don’t have a recollection of?” 
 
    “S’pose you’re right. Come along then. The master doesn’t like to be kept waiting.” 
 
    Master? I undid my seatbelt and scrambled out of the car after him, ignoring the pinch in my left hip. 
 
    “You should let me do the talking,” he explained softly. 
 
    I had no issue with that. I wasn’t a people person. We approached a pair of double doors, and before he could knock, they were pulled open. A woman with a round stature stood staring out at us, a tight smile painted on rosy lips. 
 
    She was dressed in a simple black dress with a large white apron tied around the front of it, her auburn hair pulled back into a tight bun. Like me, she had a scar near one of her eyes, but unfortunately for her she’d lost it. A glassy blue orb was fixed on my face, unseeing. 
 
    I had no judgement for it. If anything, it made me feel more at ease. Her good eye shifted between the two of us, lingering for a few seconds longer on me. When she spoke, her voice was cultured, a thick accent wrapping around her words. 
 
    “Please, come in.” She stepped back to make room for us. 
 
    We went into a large entry hall. Straight above us was a glass roof cupola, giving the place a dramatic first impression. 
 
    “Follow me, I was instructed to have you wait in the drawing room.” She closed the doors behind us, and then set off without another word. 
 
    Ahead of us was the largest staircase I had ever seen. It was centered in the foyer, stairs sweeping to the left. We went to the right of it, to a decent sized room with flawless baroque furniture. I recognized it from the home goods channel. 
 
    “He will be down soon,” she explained, motioning us into the room. “Would you like anything to drink?” 
 
    It wasn’t until I’d taken a seat on one of the sofas that I realized she was speaking directly to me. 
 
    “Oh, no. I’m fine thank-you.” 
 
    “I would like a word with him in private if possible.” Thomas said, stepping towards the woman. 
 
    “It isn’t.” 
 
    “Babs--,” he began to protest. 
 
    “It’s Babette,” she corrected tersely, turning on her heel and walking away. 
 
    “She doesn’t like you?” I asked as soon as her footsteps faded. 
 
    “Bab’s is a finicky woman. She’s fond of me, actually.” 
 
    Based off her body language I didn’t agree, but I kept that to myself already preoccupied with looking around the room. The drapes were just as thick inside as they appeared from the outside. No one would be able to see through them unless they had x-ray vision. That had to of been done on purpose. 
 
    “Who are we meeting?” 
 
    He was too busy looking at something on his phone to reply. I firmed my lips and went back to studying the room, noting how clinically clean it was. As a matter of fact, the entire first floor from what I could tell thus far was just the same. It was quiet here too. Not like at home, though. This silence was different. Heavy. Dark. 
 
    A shiver raced down my spine. I pulled my shawl tighter and stood, going over to one of the floor-length windows. 
 
    I lifted the corner of a drape and peered out, catching the tail end of a BMW going down the driveway. I wondered where it came from. I was sure it hadn’t been parked with the others when we first arrived. 
 
    Detecting the sound of footsteps, I let the curtain fall back into place and took a small step away, turning to face the doorway. A man appeared donning a pressed pair of slacks and navy-blue dress shirt, his shoes ridiculously clean. He was tall. Well, taller than me. And fit. Anyone with eyes in their head could tell he kept himself in shape. His hair was dark as coal, tamed in a messy-sleek style and streaked with small hints of silver while his neatly trimmed stubble was one solid color. 
 
    He was…gorgeous. 
 
    I had always reserved that word for those Hollywood men that came on television, but he could have easily been one of them. 
 
    “This is her?” 
 
    He was a little rude too, apparently. I may not have been the best people person, but I knew it was wrong to speak of someone as if they weren’t standing right there when in the same room. 
 
    Thomas jumped, somehow missing the presence of the man that was rapidly filling the entire room. He’d been too busy scrolling through his phone. 
 
    “Yes, but I need to talk to you alone for a moment.” 
 
    “What the fuck is she wearing? Is it homeless?” 
 
    I looked down at myself, rightfully offended. My shawl was a size or two too large, but not gaudy or anything. It was a far cry from coming off as homeless. 
 
    “Good god, your decorum is terrible,” Nester reprimanded him. 
 
    “I don’t need good manners in my own house.” He slipped his hands into his pocket, and I caught sight of a shiny band. 
 
    So, someone had married him. I hoped he was kinder to his wife. 
 
    “My question still stands.” 
 
    “No. She’s not homeless. If you step out into the hall, I can better explain the situation.” There was a slight treble in his voice that surprised me. Was that nerves? I had never seen him frazzled. 
 
    “Why are you nervous?” the man questioned, picking up on it as well. Without giving Nester a chance to reply he sighed heavily and began walking to my side of the room. 
 
    I didn’t know what to do. I froze, just watching as he walked right up to me. The fragranced notes of his cologne enveloped my sense of smell. 
 
    Wait…I think I knew this smell. 
 
    I didn’t have a moment to process what that could mean. The man was there, destroying all illusion of personal space. He lifted my shawl from over my head, ignoring Nester altogether. Surprisingly, his touch was gentle, impersonal. 
 
    “I need to--.” 
 
    “You said you wanted me to see her Thomas. Calm down. I’m not going to devour the woman,” he cut him off once again, and then turned his full attention back to me. “How old are you?” 
 
    I was caught off guard. No one had ever asked me that before and…I didn’t know. Nester had told me at least four times before, but I couldn’t remember the number. It seemed irrelevant. What was the point in knowing how many years I’d been on this earth if I couldn’t remember them? 
 
    “You don’t know?” He didn’t sound like he cared one way or another. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    He laughed softly, and a pair of dimples revealed themselves in his cheeks. “Take those sunglasses off.” When I didn’t immediately comply, he muttered a curse and did it himself. 
 
    If there was ever a moment where the hands of time would slow, it would have been this one. The colored lens slid away and I could see the true color of his eyes. 
 
    Pale green surrounded by lighter shades of blue, set beneath thick black eyelashes. He lowered his hands slowly, now crushing my sunglasses within his grip. 
 
    If I couldn’t speak before I really couldn’t now. My vocabulary was suddenly non-existent. This man was as familiar to me as a stranger, but I knew the scent of his cologne and night after night I’d been haunted by his eyes. 
 
    They stared down at me with an intensity that had my stomach dipping into my toes. 
 
    If he knew who I was, if he recognized me at all, he wasn’t showing it. The only indication of recognition was my poor lens about to pop out of its frame. His expression remained the same, set in an unreadable mask. 
 
    Beneath his penetrating gaze my palm began to itch. I fought the urge to bring it up and touch one of my scars. I knew he could see them shining as bright as the sun. 
 
    “It looks like you have a lot of explaining to do, Thomas.” 
 
    I blinked at the change in his tone. His face may not have shown it, but he certainly wasn’t rejoicing at my arrival. 
 
    “Well go to my office,” he said, speaking to the man who’d nursed me back to health all those years ago, but still staring at me. “You…” He cocked his head to the side and squinted, bringing a hand up. His fingertips skimmed the scar above my brow. I flinched backward unintentionally, and his jaw set. 
 
    “Stay,” he commanded, moving away from me so fast you’d have thought I had the plague. The most ridiculous thing about that was the way it made me feel. 
 
    Sad. 
 
    I was upset he walked away from me and didn’t know why. I looked to Nester helplessly. What had I done wrong? 
 
    The man stopped just before he exited the room and turned to look at me once more as if he’d forgotten something. 
 
    “You’re staying here. Bab’s will show you to your room.” Then to Nester, “You come with me. Now.” 
 
    “It’ll be alright,” Nester reassured me, following him like an obedient dog. 
 
    What would? Why were things not alright in the first place? And that man…who was he? 
 
    I was still standing where they’d left me when Babs reappeared. 
 
    “Come now, missy,” she said softly. There was a kind, understanding smile on her face. I hadn’t realized how much I needed one of those until I saw it. I swallowed the lump in my throat and let her take me to whatever room I’d be staying in. 
 
    We went up the stairs, and to the right, stopping at a large door second to the last at the end of the hall. She twisted the knob and stood off to the side so I could go inside. I was pleasantly surprised at what I saw. The four-poster bed was massive, plum linen perfectly made up and smelling of fresh detergent. There was sparkling, black chandelier hanging from the ceiling. A wardrobe and matching vanity too.  
 
    “Is this okay?” 
 
    “It’s very pretty,” I answered honestly. 
 
    “I think so too. You can relax for a bit if you’d like. I’ll bring your things up shortly.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied absentmindedly. 
 
    She began closing the door, stopping when I turned at the last second, unable to help myself. “What is the name of the man who lives here?” 
 
    She studied me for a moment and nodded. Whatever she’d just concluded she kept to herself. “His name is Julian. Julian Andreou.” 
 
    My ability to speak was stolen from me for the second time in less than an hour. I nodded to acknowledge I’d heard her, repeating it out loud the second she was gone. “Julian.”  
 
    That was the name carved into my thighs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
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    I could count on one hand the number of times something had caught me completely off guard. This was by the far the most extreme and unexpected. My mind was working overtime to piece together how the fuck I missed this. Morgana was alive. She was here, at the chateau. And from what I could tell she was in good health. 
 
    Thomas sat across from me sweating buckets. He cleared his throat and adjusted how he was sitting. “I know you’re angry.” 
 
    I chocked on a bitter laugh. “Angry would be a severe understatement.” 
 
    I was livid. And he just sat there too much of a pussy to look me in the eye, knowing I wanted to tear every limb from his body and burn him alive. I also needed him to open his goddamn mouth and tell me all I needed to know. 
 
    “None of this is her fault.” 
 
    “All of this is her fault,” I snapped. But even as I said those words, I knew they weren’t true. We both had a hand in what happened back then. 
 
    I should have been a better man. I’d failed her. I knew that. I lived with that regret every day. Which is why some people would have been overjoyed to be in this position. 
 
    By nature, I wasn’t an emotional person, but I sure as fuck felt them raging inside me right then. A cyclone of wounded pride, hurt, and rage. I wanted to bash Thomas’ goddamn head in. I wanted to break shit and cry like the day I did when I woke up in that hospital room to the news she was gone. 
 
    The control I craved, needed like the air I breathed into my corrupted fucking lungs was trying to slip through my fingers like grains of sand. I stared at the wedding picture perched on my desk. She’d looked beautiful that evening, even as angry and confused as she’d been. 
 
    Ignoring the burn in my chest, I kept my shit together and spoke with an air of indifference. “She’s been living with you this whole time?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “It wasn’t too difficult. I kept her out of Riverview and Redwood.” 
 
    He shifted in his chair again. “She’s a homebody by nature and my home is almost as secluded as yours.” 
 
    That was such a simple response, a solution so easy, it pissed me off that much more. I shook my head, drumming my fingers on my desk. All these years we’d been living apart, so close yet so far. I’d been speaking to a ghost that wasn’t real. Oh, the irony of that. 
 
    I hadn’t even recognized her until I’d removed that ugly fucking garb. Her hair was one solid color now, but it looked just as long. Skin was still the tan as caramel, so she must have found a way to be outside. Her bewitching hues were the same sweet, olive green. A sadness still lingering within their depths. But there was something else in them too, that I didn’t recognize. 
 
    She’d aged like I thought she would. She was beautiful as ever, holding onto the youthfulness she never got to live. 
 
    Looking in her eyes, I knew she didn’t recognize me. Had no damn clue who I was. Fuck if that wasn’t a stab in the gut. 
 
    “Who is she?” I questioned. 
 
    “She’s…” he trailed off, his brows slanting as he reconsidered my question. “She’s Morgana. That same girl from all those years ago without the burdens of her past.” 
 
    “Burdens?” 
 
    “You know as well as I do that her life was hell. She was nothing but a tool to be used by those around her.” 
 
    “Not for me,” I bit out coldly.  
 
    He swallowed audibly and nodded. “You loved her.” 
 
    “I love her.” 
 
    “You don’t know that. You don’t know this version of her.” 
 
    I was seconds away from saying fuck whatever it was he had to say and jamming my scissors down his throat. 
 
    Except, I was like an eager student I wanted every crumb of information regarding the life she’d lived without me, and the reason why he took her. But that didn’t mean I would stay silent and let another man dictate how I felt about her. 
 
    “You can’t tell me what I think or feel. She still looks as gorgeous as she did when I met her. I know her minds a mess, because no amount of trauma is going to clear that disaster up, and most importantly, she’s still my wife. I loved her then and even if I want to choke the living shit out of her right this second, I’ll love her now.” 
 
    He pulled a rag from his pocket and wiped his face. “That all may be true. More so, I believe you. But will she love you back?” Holding up a hand to stop me from speaking, he continued, “I won’t tell you why I did it. Not yet. That would make me instantly disposable and I’m not leaving until I know she’s okay with you.” 
 
    “That’s the wisest thing I’ve ever heard you say.” 
 
    He ignored me and kept talking. “She’s  extremely dissociative. There are things she remembers. Small things. She never forgot the color of your eyes. The face of a baby. I had a hand in that. I don’t believe her knowing all there is will ever be a good thing. However, I sense she may digress, and I don’t want to keep her away from you or her son.” 
 
    I already knew she didn’t remember our son. For her to be this close all this time there was no way in hell she’d abandon Mason all over again. I’d thought of him instantly. My boy didn’t know his mom. He hadn’t the faintest idea she was here right now. To tell him this and then add she didn’t know who the fuck he was either? It brought on a different kind of hurt. One I couldn’t shield him from. 
 
    Suddenly, I couldn’t look at the sack of curdled milk sitting across from me a second longer. I would paint this office red and have a damn good time doing it. 
 
    “You need to get out. Leave your keys here and go to the room she’s in and make sure she doesn’t leave it.” 
 
    He was smart enough not to ask any questions. He removed his keys from his pocket and then headed straight for the door. 
 
    “And Thomas. If you dare try and take her off this property, I’ll make her watch as I cut off every single one of your fingers and then feed them to you.” 
 
    “Understood,” he muttered, slipping out into the hall. 
 
    I took five minutes to gather my thoughts as best I could. I didn’t waste any time after that. I scrolled through my contacts and began making some calls. 
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    It took a good thirty minutes to get everyone assembled apart from Katie and Helena. The boys could explain this to them as they saw fit. 
 
    “So, what did she look like?” Luca asked, grabbing a mint from the bowl on my desk. 
 
    “She looked like Morgana,” I stated nonchalantly. 
 
    “Did you call us in here to lay claim then?” 
 
    I scoffed. He knew that would never happen. I’d never wanted more than a tight hole or warm mouth to relieve myself in. Nothing was ever more than that and never would be. Especially now. 
 
    There was only one woman I’d dare tie myself to and she just waltzed back in from the dead wearing something you could find at the bottom of a lost and found bin. 
 
    “I don’t think we need a warning not to touch someone that resembles a family member. There are some lines we don’t cross Dad,” Declan answered him. 
 
    “Not to mention you’re the only one in this room stuck in a miserable relationship,” Mason added. 
 
    “That too,” Ethan agreed. 
 
    “She looked like her, because she is her,” I cut into their bullshit before they could really get started. Quick and straight to the point. I was still trying to get a grasp on my emotions about the whole situation and preferred to do it in peace, but they had to be filled in. They deserved a heads-up. That was more than I’d just gotten. 
 
    “Can you explain what you mean by that?” Luca questioned, leaning forward. 
 
    “Mom’s alive?” Mason asked. He didn’t sound angry or upset, he sounded fucking hopeful. 
 
    It reminded me of all the times he’d asked about her when he was just a young boy. I gave him my full attention. He deserved that more than anyone else in the room. “She’s alive, but she doesn’t remember some things. Mainly us.” That was as direct as I was willing to be on that point. Mason was smart, though. He understood my meaning, so did everyone else. 
 
    The room fell silent as that sunk in. It was no secret to them or anyone else in town how crazy I had been about her. That obsession had dulled but never faded. My world orbited her. The sun fell and the moon rose with her. But she didn’t remember who I was. 
 
    “This could be a good thing. It is your second chance to get it right,” Bab’s spoke up from the back of the room. 
 
    I’d called her in because since she’d started back here the past few months, she was around for everything. 
 
    I turned her words over in my head. Second chance, huh? That didn’t matter much to me. I was going to reclaim her as mine regardless, but I couldn’t deny there was an appeal to that. It was a way to ensure history didn’t repeat itself. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked Mason. 
 
    “I think given the history and what you’re saying now. There’s a way for Mom to be part of this and not want to…you know. And I want to meet her.” 
 
    He deserved that too, the right to meet his mother, but first she needed to learn that she had a son. I contemplated how to handle this. I knew there was a right thing to do, a cautious and gentle approach. Just as I knew that wasn’t the route I would be taking.  
 
    My whole life I’d schemed and manipulated to get what I wanted. 
 
    The only thing I never controlled was the way Morgana loved me. She’d done that of her own free will. I didn’t believe in a lot of things, but I did believe in us. If she remembered my eyes, then some part of her sub-conscious knew who I was. 
 
    By some sick twist of fate, the woman I spent my evenings reminiscing about had come back. I wouldn’t let her go this time. And I would find a way to make her remember me and our son. 
 
    She had loved me before and she would love me again, every tar black inch of my soul. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
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    They say that the strongest link to sparking a memory is through one of the six senses--not sight, taste or touch. Not even sound, but smell. I breathed in a stranger and the scent of him unlocked something in my mind. 
 
    I knew that fragrance once lingered on my skin just as his name was permanently etched into my thighs. 
 
    I tried so hard to recover the way that came about, but all I’d managed to do was accelerate my heart rate and create a discomforting sensation between my legs. 
 
    I was in a room fit for a princess in a home that rivaled a castle, and upon our very first meeting the man who presided over it had taken root in my thoughts and refused to get out. He was rude and cold. Yet, my body reacted to him in a way I only ever achieved with my hands. I was sure that wasn’t why Nester had brought me here and I would never in a million years broach this topic with him, doctor or not. 
 
    There was a double knock on the door, and then it was swinging open, Nester himself stepping into the room. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I would feel better if I knew what was going on.” 
 
    “I know. When the--.” 
 
    Damn him. I stood up and glared. “No. I don’t want to hear anything else about time. All I’ve given you is time. I’m not a young girl anymore. I can handle this.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Then neither do you! You brought me here for a reason. Who is that man? I know he’s someone.” 
 
    He slouched back against the door and ran a hand through his hair. “He’s your husband.” 
 
    “My what?” I laughed in disbelief. “Did you just say he’s my husband?” 
 
    “You are Morgana Andreou and have been for many years.” 
 
    I shook my head as if it that would undo what I’d just heard, sinking back down onto the mattress. “You told me I didn’t have anyone. You swore. How long has it been?” I stared, waiting for him to explain. 
 
    “He’s believed you were dead this entire time. He had to. It aligned with what I thought was best for you.” 
 
    I couldn’t do that math in my head right then. The number was too large to acknowledge. That explained why he reacted the way he had. I imagined he was in shock. It wasn’t every day someone came back from the dead, especially a spouse. On top of all that the drive here hadn’t been too long. He had been near this entire time and I never knew. 
 
    “I don’t understand. Wasn’t there a funeral? No one noticed my body was missing?” 
 
    He puffed up his cheeks, expelling a noisy stream of air. “That’s a very complicated question. He was in no position to do much about a burial and I’d already done what needed to be done to make sure I could get you away.” 
 
    “But why would you do that? Did he hurt me? Was he abusive?” 
 
    “No,” he replied quickly. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    “I wasn’t privy to all the inner workings of your marriage.” 
 
    “Then why did you take me away from him?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that right now. As I said, it’s complicated.” 
 
    My heart sank with his admission. I rolled my lips and looked down at the floor. Sadness, being numb. Those were emotions I was used to. Betrayal was a new one. I had trusted him. I didn’t care what his reasons were. He’d kept me away from a man I exchanged vows with and made me believe I had no one. 
 
    “Please, get out,” 
 
    He at least had the gall to look ashamed, but no apology came before he exited the room. 
 
    I wish I could have said this revelation made everything come rushing back but that wasn’t the case. His confession only managed to further shove me into the dark and bruise my heart. 
 
    I rested my face in my hands and shut my eyes, wondering if this would ever end. 
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    It was some hours later when another knock came on the door. I was laying on the bed, wanting to leave the room but not brave enough to face Julian. 
 
    While desperate to learn all I didn’t know, I wasn’t so uncaring that I would bombard him today of all days. 
 
    We both needed time to process. Not to mention, he emanated an intensity I didn’t know how to handle right then. 
 
    “Come in,” I called tiredly. 
 
    There was a soft creak followed by Bab’s voice. “You’ve been summoned to dinner. And I’ve brought your things.” 
 
    I sat up and glanced down at my suitcase. “Thank you.” 
 
    “No use in looking so depressed. There’s a silver lining here.” 
 
    I didn’t tell her that this was just the way I looked. I was more interested in how she thought something good could come of this. 
 
    “You wash up and I’ll wait to take you down.” 
 
    Grateful that I wouldn’t have to find my way through this place on my own, I grabbed my bag and guessed at which door would lead to a bathroom. 
 
    I removed my shawl and let down my hair. It hit mid-back, the brown strands shiny and thick. 
 
    It was practically pin straight and required little maintenance. I brushed it out and let it remain free. There wasn’t much else I could do with myself. The scars glared at me, seeming redder than they usually were. 
 
    I shut my eyes and did my breathing technique until the urge to rub at them went away. That would only make their appearance worse. I’d tried cover up, but the unevenness of my skin made it obvious I was trying to hide something. 
 
    Julian had attempted to trace over the one above my brow clearly able to see it. I wondered if Nester had lied about that too, the way they appeared to other people. 
 
    I checked myself over one last time. My dress was simple. 
 
    Black with short sleeves and a crewneck cut, hitting just beneath the knee. Going to dinner wasn’t something I really wanted to do but I needed to eat something no matter how dismal my appetite had gotten. 
 
    “I’m ready,” I announced, exiting the bathroom. 
 
    “Very nice,” Bab’s complimented, heading for the hall. 
 
    I trailed after her, pulling the door to the room closed behind our departure. 
 
    “We do dinners once or twice week. Always the same days.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how long I’ll be here.” 
 
    She didn’t reply. 
 
    When we reached a large dining room, I took in the long table. It was already set, fresh rolls and butter added to its aesthetic. I wasn’t the first one to get there. A man sat near the center. 
 
    He had more grey hair than Julian and his right arm had a full tattoo sleeve that disappeared beneath his button down. 
 
    When he noticed me standing there he stood up with a smile on his face. 
 
    “So, it’s true then?” 
 
    I didn’t know what he was asking, so I couldn’t say anything. 
 
    “Oh, right. I’m Luca. I was—am--your favorite brother-in-law.” He held a out a hand and I respectfully shook it. His grip was firm, but not painful. “You have aged like a fine wine.” His eyes roamed down my body. 
 
    “You will end up looking like me if your brother sees you doing that,” Bab’s huffed, moving around us. 
 
    “On to your next victim already?” 
 
    I turned to see who this new voice belonged to and nearly came face to face with a woman the same height as me. 
 
    She had doe brown eyes, and long espresso hair, freckles were splattered across the bridge of her nose. 
 
    “Morgana?” Her eyes blinked rapidly. If possible, she got even paler. “Where have--?” 
 
    “This is my wife, Dakota” Luca interrupted smoothly, “She can be a moody witch, but for the most part she’s harmless.” 
 
    Dakota started. “She doesn’t remember anything?” 
 
    Her relief was obvious. Based on her husband’s expression he thought so too. “She remembers some,” I answered in third person. What was with these people being so rude? 
 
    “Come sit,” Bab’s called gently. 
 
    More than ready to get out from between this couple. I thanked her silently and sat at the opposite end of the table. It didn’t take too long after for more people to start filing into the room. 
 
    Nester came in wearing a different outfit from earlier, seating himself across from me. I was far from being over what he had done and still couldn’t come up with a reason why he would have, but I was glad to see a familiar face in the room. 
 
    Two younger men came strolling in, a petite woman walking between them. One pulled out a chair for her, the other directed her to sit. I was trying to work out if they were siblings or friends when the man with darker hair fixed his attention on me. 
 
    “Hi,” he said, flashing a friendly smile. “I’m Declan.” 
 
    I returned his greeting without adding my name. Something told me he was related to the other Andreou men, so I assumed he already knew it. His build and look fit right in with theirs. He was much younger, though. I estimated early thirties. 
 
    “This is Ethan.” He placed a hand on the shoulder of the man he’d come in with. 
 
    “And this is Helena.” He beamed down at the woman now sitting diagonal from me. She was abnormally pretty, reminding me of an old porcelain doll I once had. 
 
    There was no reaction on her end until Declan gave a soft squeeze of her shoulders. 
 
    “Oh, Hello.” 
 
    For what felt like the hundredth time that day I didn’t know what to make of this. When Julian walked into the room, I busied myself with refolding my napkin. How did one man take up so much space without doing anything? He sat at the end of the table, putting him at my immediate right. 
 
    “Bab’s.” That was all he said, and the woman sprang into action, disappearing through a set of swinging doors in the back of the room. 
 
    “Did you settle in okay?” 
 
    I knew he was speaking to me because I could feel the weight of his gaze. 
 
    “Fine, thanks,” I replied. 
 
    The doors swung open again and a man entered the room followed by Babs. Dishes were sat on the table, all prepared with a careful hand. 
 
    I’d been prepared to serve myself, but Julian did that too. He loaded my plate with all the things I did eat, skipping over what I’d mentally rejected. Nester watched him with an amused look on his face. I didn’t mind, but I was a little surprised he was handling my return so well. Then again, I couldn’t tell what was going through his mind. 
 
    Conversation started up and everyone ate as if my being there was completely ordinary. No one asked any personal or direct questions. The only ones who didn’t speak were Helena and Dakota. One seemed perfectly content to eat her food and not be involved in the conversation. The other still looked pale. 
 
    Even Nester had no problem inserting himself and I wondered how well he knew this family.  
 
    When the topic changed to one of holding cells I got lost, no longer able to follow along with the conversation. 
 
    “Do you work at a prison?” I asked Luca since he was the one who had brought it up. 
 
    He laughed, loudly. My face heated in embarrassment. 
 
    “Prison is a much nicer of a place than where he’s referring to,” Nester said. 
 
    “Yeah, the accommodations put ours to shame,” Luca replied. 
 
    “What’s worse than prison?” 
 
    “The Dahlia.” This reply came from Julian. I looked at him for the first time since we’d been at the table. I suddenly had trouble swallowing. This man was my husband. My husband. He stared back, unblinking. The spell was broken by the arrival of someone else. 
 
    “Sorry we’re late.” 
 
    I blinked and turned my head just as another man and woman slipped into a pair of empty seats. These two were easy to tie together. 
 
    She had on a large wedding ring and he wore the matching band. A baby monitor was placed between them. For that to still get a frequency that meant they had to of lived here too, right? 
 
    “This is Mason and Katie,” Julian introduced, cutting into his second pork chop. 
 
    “We should have led with that. It’s nice to meet you,” Katie said, offering me a smile that lit up her pretty face. She had to of been around the same age as Helena. They both had a youthful, innocent look to them. But her hair was dark brown, eyes a unique shade of cobalt 
 
    These men certainly knew how to choose a partner. 
 
    I felt extremely out of place amongst all of them. Maybe I was beautiful once, but my scars had flawed me beyond repair. Both on the outside and in. 
 
    “So, how do you like the house?” Mason asked once he’d served him and his wife. 
 
    He looked across the table and it was impossible not to notice his uncanny resemblance to the man I was married to. Had Julian been a few years younger they could have passed as brothers. 
 
    “It’s nice,” I replied finally, looking down at my plate when I couldn’t hold his gaze. My mind was racing. Was this his son? With who? Was he mine? No, Nester wouldn’t have taken it that far, keeping me from my child. Would he? 
 
    That baby I kept seeing…I took a sip of water, trying to alleviate the pressure mounting at the back of my skull. When it didn’t abate, I calmly excused myself. 
 
    Avoiding eye contact with anyone, I left the dining room and found my way outside, not really caring what anyone in that room thought right then. I needed to breathe, to release some of the pressure sitting on my chest. 
 
    It was dark now, but solar lights were on and illuminated parts of the property. I went to the fountain and sat down on the ledge, wishing I’d gone to get my shawl, but it was too late now. I didn’t want to go back and risk a run-in with someone. 
 
    I’d been at this place for less than twenty-four hours and had already learned more about myself than I had in years. I just didn’t know what to do with any of the information or how to react, what to say or do. Nester spent so much time making me believe in a reality that I never belonged in. 
 
    I never expected this. A husband. Potentially a son. This family. The Dahlia. 
 
    Each came with a set of questions and it was all so overwhelming. 
 
    I could deal with being alone, after a while loneliness became a way of living, but I’d never realized how utterly lost I was until now. And this was only the beginning, the beginning of the sorrow, the confusion and the endless barrage of emotions that were waiting to crush me. 
 
    “You still look the same.” His baritone voice came from a few feet away. I hadn’t heard him come out. 
 
    I glanced away from the Karp fish spitting water from its mouth, to where he was approaching slowly. “I don’t know what I looked like before.” 
 
    “I just told you.” He sat down beside me. His cologne wasn’t as potent as it’d been that morning, but there was still a comfort in its familiarity. He clasped his hands loosely on his lap and continued speaking. “Your hair was a bit different, two-tone.” 
 
    He didn’t mention the scars, so I did. 
 
    “I didn’t have the scars.” 
 
    “You had plenty of those, they just weren’t visible on the outside.” 
 
    This was my first-time hearing someone say something like that. I glanced at him from the corner of my eye. That ring on his finger, had he worn it all this time? Did he mourn me all these years? How did his name end up on my thighs? What had he been doing with his life and why didn’t he seem happy to see me again? 
 
    I had questions. So many damn questions that I didn’t know how to ask. All of those seemed too deep to start with and I wasn’t sure I was ready for the answers I would receive. So, I asked instead, “What is it you do…or did for a living?” That was simple enough. 
 
    “Beyond our family, the Dahlia has always been my life.” 
 
    “Our family.” 
 
    “Yes, our family. That’s the amazing thing about that. You could go anywhere in the world for as long as you want and you’d still be part of it.” 
 
    “Mm,” I hummed. I’d misunderstood what he was saying, thinking our family was referring to he and I, not everyone at his dinner table. “You never said what it was you did here.” 
 
    He chuckled softly. “You’ll find out tomorrow.” 
 
    Eyeing the large structure, I couldn’t imagine what he meant by that. The Dahlia looked just like it should have—a chateau. Only, his brother had alluded to the same thing. Even Nester seemed to know what it was they did here. 
 
    Julian stood slowly and turned to face me. “It’s getting late. You should try and get some sleep. Bab’s will wake you in the morning.” 
 
    I diverted my gaze to the ground and nodded. “Are you mad I came back?” 
 
    He reached out and gripped my chin, forcing me to look back up at him. I didn’t pull away this time, braving his judgement. 
 
    “I’m much madder you left.” 
 
    His words rang true. In the soft glow of the lights, his eyes were both a sword and a shield. There was undeniable anger that seemed ready to pour out at any second, but there was unmistakable pain too. That was what he didn’t want anyone to see. 
 
    He stroked his thumb over my cheek and then dropped his hand down to his side. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    I watched him walk away wishing he would stay. But what right did I have to ask that of him? I didn’t. 
 
    Just like I didn’t know what to do or what to say to start mending all I’d broken. Including myself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
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    He had his face between my legs, his hands gripping my thighs to keep them in place. His tongue was thrusting in and out of me, going as deep as it possibly could. 
 
    My legs shook, reflexively trying to close. His nails dug into my skin. I gasped, threading my hands through his silky hair. I was going to come. I could feel the tension building in my core. 
 
    My body trembled in his knowing hands. He brought his mouth higher and closed his lips over my clit, torturing me with the tip of his tongue before biting down. And that was it. The pain. 
 
    I cried out, fisting his hair as shock waves rolled through my body. Before I could remotely catch my breath and come down to earth, his cock was inside me. He fucked me hard, his every thrust so beautifully brutal. 
 
    "Jules...please." I begged him. I don’t know what for. For reprieve. To never stop. 
 
    "Keep begging,” he demanded, thrusting faster, pounding into me. His balls slapped against the groove of my ass, mixing with the sound of my continuous moans and the headboard slamming into the wall. 
 
    He wrapped a hand around my throat, adding enough pressure that breathing became difficult.  
 
    Lurching down, his cock began to hit my G-spot. 
 
    I was building again, rapidly towards a feeling of release only he could give me. His teeth sunk into my shoulder, his grip on my throat tightened. I whispered his name, choking on it amid a scream seconds later. 
 
    I sat up and placed my hand over my heart, feeling it racing in my chest. Between my legs was slick and tingled as if the dream had been real. It certainly felt like it. I could still feel his hand around my throat and my nightshirt was drenched in sweat. 
 
    What that a dream or a memory? A knock came on the door, and I jumped. 
 
    “Mrs. Andreou?” Bab’s called. 
 
    I didn’t immediately respond. I was still getting used to the whole husband thing. I hadn’t stopped to consider my name. 
 
    “Coming,” I croaked, “Coming!” I repeated after I cleared my throat. I swung my legs over the side of the bed and went to the door, ignoring the sensation between my legs as I walked. 
 
    “Good morning,” she greeted, smiling brightly. There was a folded dress in her hands. “The doctor and Mr. Andreou agreed it be best to keep you busy until this evening. You’ll be shadowing me today as I clean.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” I took the blue garment without argument. Keeping myself preoccupied sounded exactly like something I needed to be doing right then. 
 
    “Meet me downstairs in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    I nodded, looking up at the last second. I had wanted to ask her what was happening that night, but she was already descending the stairs. With a soft sigh I shut the door and held up the dress. 
 
    It was chambray linen, light blue with midi sleeves and small buttons. The V neck was a little deep for my liking, but I wasn’t going to throw a fit over it. My brain felt as if it had been tossed into a skillet and left to fry. I didn’t have the energy to care about a piece of clothing. 
 
    I got ready, and then went to find Bab’s. After a fig bar and some tea, we got right to it. I hadn’t truly considered how large the Dahlia was until I had to watch her clean it. I sincerely hoped she wasn’t the sole individual responsible for keeping up with it. I offered to help but she kept refusing every time I offered. To shut me up she began to tell me small details about the Dahlia’s history. I listened attentively, watching as she dusted the lower banister. 
 
    “It’s been many colors outside and in. Every generation has felt the need to spruce it up. This time around it had to be rebuilt. There was a fire that took most of it out. That’s when Mr. Andreou did another remodel to keep little Mason from finding trouble.” 
 
    “He raised him by himself?” 
 
    A pause. “Yes, he did. He was a good father. Still is a good father. He loves his son very much.” 
 
    “There was a nanny when Mason was just a boy, but things didn’t quite work out.” 
 
    She danced around my real question with ease. Where was his mother? He hadn’t reacted as if it were me the previous night. Then again, no one at that table behaved as if my arrival was out of the norm. Apart from Luca’s wife. She hadn’t uttered a word. 
 
    “Does everyone from dinner live here?” I asked next. I hadn’t seen a single other person the entire time she’d been cleaning. It was silent too. Just as it had been the day before when I arrived. 
 
    “Oh, gods no. Mason and Katie have their own home on the far, far side of the property. They do tend to stay in their room here on the nights he works.” 
 
    “What does he do?” I asked with more than a little interest. 
 
    “He has a demanding occupation.” 
 
    Well, that was dismissive and told me absolutely nothing. 
 
    I kept pushing. “He has a baby. I saw the monitor last night.” 
 
    She nodded. “He and Katie have twins. Adorable, perfect little angels.” 
 
    “And the others?” 
 
    “This way. I’ll just do the study and then the upper hall is my last bit for the day.” 
 
    She brushed past me carrying her cleaning organizer. “Declan, Ethan, and their sweet Helena have a home behind this one. It’s a nice walk by foot. Much easier to access by car. Luca and his wife pop in and out. There’s another brother too, Porter. He’s been traveling this last year or so. Securing a few expansion possibilities. For the most part it’s Mr. Andreou by his lonesome.” 
 
    We entered a room that had the lingering scent of the man I was trying not to obsess over. There was a small bar off to one side, well stocked with liquor. Babs went straight to it and began wiping it down even though it appeared immaculate. 
 
    I walked up to a large vase of flowers on the mantle. They were beautiful, black and purple dahlias. Studying the portrait hanging on the wall just above them, it took me a moment to realize I was staring at a painting of myself. It was so vivid it could have passed as a photograph. And Julian had been telling the truth. My hair had once been an ombre color, and though this was obviously done some time ago I hadn’t aged into someone unrecognizable. 
 
    It was in this precise moment that everything struck me. This painting with fresh flowers in front of it. The ring Julian still wore. The emptiness of the chateau. He’d never moved on. It was painfully obvious, which made it highly unlikely that he fathered a child with someone else. 
 
    I placed my hand on the stone surface as if it could give me strength. Sadness spiraled through me, transuding into every cell. Guilt came with it, slicing into my heart. 
 
    What had I done? Why? That one question resounded in my mind like an echo. My eyes prickled at the corner; wetness spilled down my cheeks. To of had a family and so recklessly have thrown it away? 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You had your reasons,” Bab’s replied softly. “I could never agree with what you did, but I understand why you did it.” 
 
    “And what were those reasons? What did I do?” I couldn’t imagine what would make me do something so drastic, so permanent. If I would have been successful, I wouldn’t have been standing there right then. 
 
    She returned her spray bottle to the cleaning organizer and removed a pack of tissues from her pocket. “You clean your face and take a deep breath. This is the hardest part, but that’s all it is. A part in a much larger story.” 
 
    Approaching me calmly, she pressed the Kleenex into my hand and gently squeezed my arm. “I’ll give you a few minutes.” 
 
    I was left alone for ten minutes at most, but it wasn’t Babs who returned. I knew it was him before he uttered a word. My body and small parts of my sub-conscious both remembered who he was. It was my memories of us that had yet to resurface. I had dreamed of him just that morning, though. That had to count as something. 
 
    “You’ve always looked so pretty when you cry.” 
 
    That strangely sounded like a compliment. But I was still taken aback and embarrassed he was seeing me like this, so I turned away. Just as he did yesterday, he came right up to me with zero regard for my personal space and snatched the Kleenex from my hand, pulling out two. 
 
    “You’re going to be just fine,” he said quietly, wiping each side of my face. 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “I do, because I know you, Dollface.” 
 
    “Dollface?” 
 
    He balled up the tissue and stuffed it in the pocket of his slacks. After a slight step back, his eyes roamed over my body with an intrusive perusal before slowly coming back to my face. “Beautiful. I knew that dress would look good on you.” 
 
    His words ebbed a fraction of my sadness, even if they weren’t true. I knew my scars were blotchy and agitated from the tears. And the last time he’d seen me I looked like the woman in the portrait hanging on the wall. While I still had her face, there was no denying what happened to every one of us as years went by. We aged, and that wasn’t a bad thing, but a simple fact of life. 
 
    He tilted his head slightly. “You don’t believe me?” 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to say that? I’m your wife.” If he was surprised that I knew who we were to one another he didn’t show it. 
 
    His lips twitched like he was fighting a smile. “You think I’d lie because you’re mine?” The sentence was spoken softly, but the possessiveness in his tone was equally as terrifying as it was thrilling. Endearing even. 
 
    “Morgana there’s one thing you’ll quickly begin to remember and if you don’t, I’m going to tell you now. I don’t coddle, pussyfoot, or bullshit. If I thought you were ugly, sweetheart. I would fucking tell you. Now, shall we?” He offered me his arm. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we talk.” 
 
    “We’ve got years to talk.” 
 
    “But--.” 
 
    “You want answers and history lessons and reasons to go with all the whys.” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” I cut him off like he had just done me. 
 
    “I want the same things you do, but you know what I decided I wanted more after I woke up this morning? To spend time with my wife. As much as I can because I’ve already lost so much of it.” 
 
    His words strummed at the pain I felt in my chest. “I thought you were mad?” 
 
    “I am.” The conviction in his voice couldn’t be doubted. “You don’t understand what it was like to lose you. I’ve prayed to a god I don’t believe in to bring you back to me. You’re here now beautiful as you’ve always been and alive. I don’t tend to show my emotions so it may not seem like it, but while I’m madder than I’ve been in years, I’m just as happy too.” 
 
    “Julian, I’m…” I shook my head unable to find the words I wanted to say. How did I express I wasn’t sure who the woman was he fell in love with? I didn’t want to hurt him. That was the last thing I wanted to do. 
 
    “You can fall for me all over again,” he stated, as if he’d just read my mind. Like it was the simplest thing in the world. 
 
    Strangely enough, I had a feeling it would be. But then maybe that wasn’t strange at all. I already loved the color of his eyes and the way he smelled. I wanted him close even now like in the way a child wanted their favorite teddy bear. For comfort and a sense of security, to not feel as alone. If he wanted to spend the day together, I could do that. I wanted to do that. 
 
    Time was all we really had to go off. Everything kept coming down to that four-letter word. I smiled for what felt like the first time in ages. “And what will you be doing while I’m falling for you?” 
 
    “Well that’s simple,” he replied casually, “I never fell out of love with you, Dollface.” 
 
    Suddenly I was tongue-tied. I hadn’t expected that, but I should have. Julian was refreshingly honest. 
 
    “Compromise with me. Stay by my side and you’ll know everything you should have always known, eventually. Rome wasn’t built in a day.” 
 
    “No, but it burned in one.” 
 
    He grinned, showing off a row of perfect teeth and those deep-set dimples I was already a huge fan of. “Fuck it, that doesn’t matter anyways. We’re not in Rome.” 
 
    He grabbed my arm and forced me to wrap it around his, leading me from the room. I liked how he took control of every situation. I leaned into the solidity of his frame, breathing in the comforting scent of his cologne. 
 
    “You’ve always been this crass.” A statement I knew down to my weary soul was true. 
 
    “Some say I’ve gotten worse with old age. Ironically after seeing you again, I’ve never felt younger.” 
 
    We went up the stairs and to the left, then we took another left and approached a pair of black double-doors. I’d seen them before I came downstairs earlier. 
 
    Julian stopped by a box on the wall. The one I’d thought was a new age thermostat from afar. He keyed in a four-digit code, not blocking me from seeing what it was. 
 
    “Why do you have a set of doors this secure in your own house?” 
 
    “Why do we have a set of doors this secure in our house?” He repeated back, correcting my terminology. “For our son when he was little. Now, so nosey guests don’t wander to where they aren’t welcome.” 
 
    Our son. He confirmed what I’d only just accepted so flippantly. We entered another hall. This one long and lined with black doors, all with a small red light above them. 
 
    “Red,” I mumbled to myself. 
 
    “You remember red?” He guessed correctly. It was almost unnerving how easily he could do that. 
 
    “Yeah. What is this?” 
 
    “A lot of things.” He untangled our arms, gently, and turned so he was standing in front of me. “From this point forward you’re going to see things you won’t like. I will do things you can’t fathom, and I may slip and say something that hurts you, but I promise I will always do my very best to cherish you.” 
 
    My feet took a step back before my brain acknowledged the movement. This man. He was the very epitome of intensity. I didn’t understand half of what he’d just said, but I knew there was no denying that he’d meant every single word. I took a better look around us, eyes sweeping up and down both sides of the hall. 
 
    “So, what is this?” 
 
    “This is the truth. I thought we’d start off with that this time around.” He took hold of my hand and led me a little further down. 
 
    Based off last night’s dinner conversation I could only begin to imagine what it was he about to show me. We stopped at a door on the right and he pushed it open. The smell of feces and bleach spilled out, clogging my nostrils. Julian stepped in, pulling me along with him. 
 
    He flipped a light switch and rattling erupted around the room. 
 
    It took my eyes a moment to adjust to the lighting change, but what I saw made the eerie feeling beyond the gates make a lot more sense. There were people locked in what looked like dog pound kennels, all reacting to the sudden burst of light, jerking about in their cages. 
 
    Julian was staring at me, watching for my reaction. 
 
    I knew I should have immediately began freaking the hell out, but if anything, I was apprehensive. And very confused. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “This wing is the Dahlia’s hidden treasure so to speak. More specifically, this is the holding room.” 
 
    So, it was like a prison. Just not a government regulated kind. A girl off to the right whimpered after she flipped her waste bucket. A puddle spread out around her and she was forced to sit in her own urine. I walked over, curious. 
 
    “What did these people do to end up here?” 
 
    “Lots of things. One of the others would know better than me. I don’t care either way. No one winds up in this room by accident.” 
 
    “The others as in?” 
 
    “My brothers. The butchers. The--.” 
 
    “Butchers?” I raised a brow. 
 
    “That’s what we call certain employees.” 
 
    I took a better look around. Everyone looked terrified, their fear so potent I could practically feel it in the air. 
 
    “And you just hold them in here then? Are all the other rooms like this one?” From my peripheral I caught sight of a smirk. 
 
    “They stay here until its time for them to be whatever is needed for an evening of endless entertainment.” 
 
    None of this made much sense to me. Something wiggled in the back of my mind. I rubbed my neck trying to piece things together as best I could. 
 
    “Why don’t you just tell me what all of this means?” 
 
    “The Dahlia is a place where people come to indulge their sickest, most depraved desires. Nothing is off limits at our Chateau.”  
 
    “I think I get it. You’re a supplier, these people are your product.” I gestured around the room. 
 
    “That’s an excellent analogy. 
 
    Everything he was saying began to click. In fact, it was one of the clearest things I’d seen in ages. He and his family kept human beings locked inside dog kennels. ‘Product’. And as a supplier when goods ran low, they would naturally acquire more. But before that could happen nearly every person in this room would be dead. 
 
    It was a chilling revelation, one that sent a shudder dancing down my spine. At the same time, I wasn’t surprised. I waited for the jolt of shock to hit my system, but it never came. 
 
    I looked at each one of the eight ghastly faces peering at us through padlocked gates of wire mesh, and then I turned to him. This man, my husband, was terrible. But she already knew that. She being the part of me that had recognized this place the moment we pulled up to its gates. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” he asked, bringing a hand up to cup the side of my face. 
 
    “I…” I didn’t know how to put it into words without sounding insane. Hell, perhaps I already was. I’d always known I was different, but this really took the cake. I had traces of past feelings beginning to rise inside me without any of the memories to match. It was like being two people inside one body. The old Morgana, and this one. 
 
    I’m not sure how I reacted to this revelation of his before, but the person I was now? I simply accepted it. 
 
    I knew that had a lot to do with my already knowing about it, sub-consciously. I just wasn’t sure how to voice that aloud. I swallowed, expelling a small breath through slightly parted lips. 
 
    He’d said we would start with the truth.  
 
    I’m sure there was a meaning behind that somewhere, but I agreed with his philosophy. 
 
    “I’m thinking it would be hard for me to tell you what it is I’m thinking, but I’m not afraid of this. Or you. I actually feel like I know you better now…as weird as that probably seems to you.” 
 
    He peered down at me, his eyes piercing. I felt as if he saw it, all the things I hadn’t figured out how to say. 
 
    “I understand far more than you’re probably assuming I do,” he murmured, pressing his lips to my forehead. 
 
    They were soft and cool, and I could have sunk into him as if he were a pool. 
 
    Before I had the chance, he dropped his hand and reclaimed mine. “Come on,” he coaxed, leading me back to the hall. He flipped the light off on our way out. 
 
    “Please!” Someone began to scream from inside the room. Their plea was cut short by the closing of the door. 
 
    “It’s soundproof?” 
 
    “Of course. Could you imagine the ruckus if all that screaming was audible? It would be like a symphony of unsynchronized terror and agony.” 
 
    I took a deep breath then and dared to ask, “So what is it that you’re going to show me that will have me running for the hills?” 
 
    He blinked, quickly masking his surprise. A small smile played at the corners of his mouth. Without another word he took me right back the way we’d come and out into the hall. 
 
    “Don’t leave me in hanging in suspense for too long,” I joked, immediately biting my tongue. 
 
    I couldn’t believe I’d just done that. When was the last time I had? I focused on the floor as we walked. 
 
    We stopped at a door, the one right beside the room I’d been placed in at the end of the hall. 
 
    “I moved your bag to here. This was our room. You should go in and get settled. If you go out to explore, I’ll send for you when I’m ready.” 
 
    “When you’re ready for what?” 
 
    “You wanted to know what I was going to show you that would cause you to run for the hills. I’m going to do exactly that. Give you a show.” 
 
    I didn’t follow. I might have gotten it sooner if I weren’t so fixated on his face. We were only a few inches apart.  
 
    My head was tilted back so I could look up at him, his eyes locked with mine. I swore I felt as my battered heart fluttered to my throat. God, this man was beautiful. And he was mine. He was bad, too. So, so bad. 
 
    I knew I hadn’t even begun to breach the surface of it. But I’d married him. 
 
    I just stood in a room of soon to be victims and got lost in his eyes just like I was doing now. What did that say about me? 
 
    This was all so surreal, like at any minute I would wake up and this would be nothing but a dream. I’d go back to being alone and knowing nothing about myself because none of this would have mattered. 
 
    “Is this real?” I whispered. 
 
    “It’s as real as you and I.” He cupped my face with both his hands. “As real as this.” 
 
    I knew it was coming and I did nothing to stop it. Our lips met and it was as if my entire being sighed.His tongue traced along the seam barring its entrance, and I granted him access. He was gentle with me, but I longed for more. Another shift, and the desires of the woman who’d begged him in my dream went crashing through me. 
 
    He pulled away first and rested his brow against mine. 
 
    “I’ve wanted to do that since you removed that hideous hood from your head.” 
 
    I laughed loudly, causing my lungs to lose layers of dust from the foreign motion. 
 
    “I’ll send for you,” he repeated like a promise. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    It took another minute for him to move away. Neither of us seemed in a rush to let the other go. When he finally retreated down the hall, I slipped quickly into my new room so I wouldn’t have to watch him go. I let my head fall back against the door, and finally began to process all that had just occurred.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
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    The entire room smelled of him. 
 
    I peeled my eyes open and turned around. The first thing I saw on the center of his massive bed was the shawl he couldn’t stop calling ugly. 
 
    I walked over to it, dragging my fingers alone his smooth, black comforter. This room suit him. I wasn’t surprised he’d moved me in here. 
 
    I didn’t mind either. 
 
    Sleeping beside him would prove interesting. Not that I really wanted to sleep. 
 
    I’d found many ways to get myself off over the years, not having the courage to seek out companionship from another because of my scars. I didn’t worry about that with Julian. I didn’t feel the need to hide myself from him like I did the rest of the world. I liked the idea of being seen by him. 
 
    I guess you could say that’s how I knew he was something special to me. I may not have remembered him in every detail, but I knew whatever this feeling was he was returning to me, I didn’t want to lose it. 
 
    Circling around the room, I passed his dressed and the fireplace affixed to one wall. Peeking inside the closet I saw his clothes on one side and a woman’s on the other. None of them were in style anymore and all were covered in clear plastic. 
 
    Noticing a mar on one I lifted its cover to get a better look, dropping it as soon as I realized the blouse was singed. My throat became clogged with emotion. I backed out and shut the door, causing a bang to echo inside the room. I wasn’t so naïve to question who they belonged to. I knew they were mine. 
 
    The fire. Babs told me the Dahlia had once been on fire. She’d conveniently left out I was around for this event. Or had I been the one to cause it? 
 
    Moving around the room, I searched for any other sign of myself. The on suite had a hairbrush and my toiletries but they were the things I’d brought with me. At least until I opened the cabinet below the sink. Bodywash, vanilla scented. Lotion, the same kind. I popped the cap and inhaled its scent. 
 
    I knew it.  
 
    Just like I knew Julian’s. 
 
    I put it back and returned to his room, running my hands through my hair, tugging on the roots. That glow-y feeling he’d left me with was rapidly being replaced by crushing guilt and sadness. 
 
    Turning in a circle, I studied the pictures sitting in medal frames on the fireplace mantle. I went to them, snatching the first one up like it was a lifeline. 
 
    It was me. The old me. Younger and staring down at a small bundle with a smile on my face, propped up in a hospital bed. The photo had seen better days. One corner was gone entirely, the other had a name: Mason. Beneath it was a partial date. 
 
    Blinking away tears, I sat the picture down and studied the others. They were all of him. A few had his father, and their family in them too. A couple were of him and another little boy with silver eyes. 
 
    I was in none of them except the one. I wondered if he knew who I was. I couldn’t imagine he didn’t. 
 
    He hadn’t looked at me with anything other than kindness last night, and that I couldn’t understand. I’d abandoned him. His father too. I left him all alone and he never had a mother. My baby boy, the one I saw in fragments, he was a grown now and I’d never been there for him. 
 
    I wanted to shake the old me and demand she tell me why the fuck I did this. I wanted to scream at Nester for keeping me away from my family. Bitterness flooded my mouth as I thought of all I’d lost. It didn’t matter I was here now I would never get that time back. I would never be a mother again. 
 
    The hurt I felt as that realization settled in my core. It was worse than the kind I’d felt in Julian’s study. This was all my old pain rushing back to the surface, colliding with the new. 
 
    And regret. 
 
    Fuck, there was so much damn regret. These emotions clawed at my chest like a ravaged wolf, desperate to tear into my heart and devour it whole. 
 
    I tried to remember what happened. I thought so hard that the back of my skull began to throb. The blockage barring my memories was an unmovable mass. I couldn’t do anything but breakdown and cry, muffling my sobs in the silence of that room. 
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    I needed fresh air. 
 
    I’d cried all through a shower and did my best to fix my face before leaving Julian’s room. 
 
    He’d called it ours, but I felt like an outsider now. I wasn’t sure how he even managed to be around me. All I knew was that I envied his ability to keep his emotions in check and respected him more than words could express for raising Mason. 
 
    I searched for Nester and when I couldn’t find him I finally wandered to the outdoors. I walked the property, sinking into a different kind of melancholy. It was as if none that morning had happened. No people locked away in cages, no getting caught up in the man from my past. 
 
    I stayed out there for at least an hour or so, never going too far. I wasn’t so far gone in my head that I’d wander off and get myself lost. Thinking I’d heard a dog bark, I paused. I looked around but didn’t see any four-legged creatures lopping around. I went a few more steps and then I’d heard it again, followed by the call of a crow. 
 
    I glanced behind me, spotting two perched on some far away trees. When I turned back around, I saw a streak of gold coming towards me. I instantly crouched down, so I didn’t get bowled over. Pink tongue lolling out the side of its mouth, I stroked the Golden Retrievers head with a smile as it wiggled back and forth like a worm. 
 
    “Where’d you come from?” 
 
    Looking from left to right, I squinted against the setting sun when I saw a small form growing steadily closer. The shimmery hair gave her away. She stopped a few feet away and just stared at me with her round blue eyes. 
 
    Something was off with this girl. I was the last person who would judge someone, and I didn’t necessarily think this w 
 
    “Hello,” she greeted me just like she’d done at dinner. 
 
    “Hi. Helena, right?” I rose slowly back to my feet. 
 
    “Hannibal.” 
 
    My brows furrowed in confusion until I realized she was talking to the dog. He yipped and went right to her side. Now I noticed her outfit. She was wearing a cute sweater and a pair of jeans. Those and her shoes were covered in dirt like she’d been off playing in the woods. A tote bag was looped over her shoulder, not a speck of grime on it. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “You’re the girl from the wall.” 
 
    “Yes, yes I am.” I was years beyond being a girl, but I wasn’t going to correct her. 
 
    She nodded once and then started walking again. “I’m glad for him. He missed you.” 
 
    I knew who she was referring to. I pushed down another rush of emotion, silently telling myself to get a damn grip. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” I called after her. She may have replied with a simple yes, but her voice was too soft for me to know for sure. I watched her and the dog grow small again as they headed down the path that went to Declan’s home. 
 
    I ran a hand over my face sort-of feeling like I’d stepped into an alternate universe. When I heard a familiar voice call my name, I let my eyes follow the sound to where Nester stood waiting by the fountain. I beelined for him, ignoring the burning sensation in my hip. 
 
    “Where’ve you been?” I demanded to know as soon as I was within better hearing distance. 
 
    “I had a few loose ends to tie up,” he replied, sliding his weathered hands into the pockets of his khakis. 
 
    “I’m not going back with you.” 
 
    His brows shot up in surprise. “You spend half a day with the man and suddenly you’re besotted all over again?” 
 
    “I spent half a day with the husband you kept me from and another chunk staring at pictures of the child I lost because of you!” 
 
    He rocked back on his heels as if I’d struck him. I’d never raised my voice before. I would have been surprised myself if I wasn’t so damn angry and hurt. 
 
    “You should remember that you were the catalyst for the path your life took.” 
 
    “I didn’t know this life existed because--.” 
 
    “You would have if--.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare talk over me. Don’t try and spin this with some professional padded bullshit. You’re a doctor at a small-town clinic, not a shrink.” 
 
    His jaw set, a muscle ticking.  
 
    “And you’re not a young girl anymore. I brought you here to help. You think Julian Andreou is a good man? You tried to escape him and plan for your son to have a better life. Look at cha now. Look at him. He’s just like his father.” 
 
    His words only stoked my fire. “Him being like his father has nothing to do with him being my son. That would have never stopped me from being his mother.” I practically spit the words at him, hugging my middle to stop my hands from shaking. 
 
    I felt the truth behind those words deep down in my core, resonating with both parts of me. I would have loved that boy no matter what. I didn’t even know him, and I still did. 
 
    He heaved a sigh and his shoulders slumped in defeat. “I was told to send for you. I don’t wish to hurt you anymore than I already have. I think once you see this next part you’ll understand.” 
 
    I gave a sharp jerk of my head, silently telling him to lead the way. Only because of Julian did I walk with him. 
 
    I wasn’t ungrateful for him saving my life, but god did I despise him from stealing it from me. I was angry at myself too, for a plethora of reasons. 
 
    We went back through the Dahlia and up the stairs, taking two lefts to reach the double doors. Luca was there, a big grin on his face. Babs too, directing a scowl at Nester. 
 
    “Pissing off the ladies, Thomas?” Luca whistled and entered the code so that we could enter. 
 
    I remained silent, relieved when Babs inserted herself between Nester and me. The four of us went all the way to the end of a corridor and through another door. The room wasn’t anything like what I was expecting. It resembled a small cinema, completed with a mini bar. 
 
    “Babs, you’ve got this from here?” Luca asked. 
 
    “Of course, you go.” She shooed him off. 
 
    “Enjoy the show,” he said to me, adding a wink before he vanished back into the hall. 
 
    “We’re watching a movie?” I asked Babs. 
 
    Nester shuffled past me and went to sit in one of the theater styled chairs. 
 
    “Come sit,” Babs instructed. 
 
    I did as she asked and took a seat, sinking down onto the plush burgundy cushioning. She smiled sweetly at me and then went to the mini bar. Babs was closer to Nesters age and working at a place like the Dahlia. I wondered what her background was. Julian obviously trusted her with his dirty secrets. 
 
    We sat in that room for so long with nothing happening, I was tempted to go and grab my shawl, but just as the idea popped in my head Babs approached me with a drink and the lights dimmed. 
 
    I looked to her for explanation and she nodded towards the front of the room.  
 
    The previously blacked out screen flickered to life, and a room bathed in a red glow appeared. 
 
    . 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
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    Her stench was nauseating, but nothing I couldn’t handle. Someone pissing themselves sure as shit beat the mess I had going on a few doors down. 
 
    I finished strapping her right arm down while Luca finished her feet. 
 
    "How are you this evening, beautiful?" he mocked when he was finished, giving her a bright smile.  
 
    She mumbled behind her gag, more than likely another pathetic plea. 
 
    "She's filthy," Luca frowned, looking her over in disgust.  
 
    “You missed that when you called her beautiful? She’s been sitting in her own piss all day and she vomited up her lunch.” 
 
    “So that’s what that orange chunky stuff is in her hair.” 
 
    I ignored him and roll back the sleeves of my dress shirt, grabbing an apron in case things got messier than they had during my last show. 
 
    “You know who’s really beautiful? Morgana. That woman has aged stupendously well.” Luca pulled his own gear on, a smile still on his face.  
 
    If he wasn’t my goddamn brother. I knew exactly how well she’d aged I didn’t need his input. I’d been hard half the day just being by her side. 
 
    “How’d she react to the holding room?” he asked, his tone going serious. 
 
    “Nothing like I thought she would, but not all the way unexpected.” I had indeed planned for her to lose her shit. Her doing the opposite only proved that the woman I adored was still there. Looking into her eyes I saw it too. Oh, and that kiss. 
 
    I wanted her so fucking badly but I knew driving my cock into her while I pinned her to the door might have been a bit much right now. I felt like a school-boy, jerking off until I came in a wad of tissue. I hadn’t done that in years. I hadn’t felt half the shit I was feeling even longer. 
 
    Shoving it all into a tidy box to be sorted later, I sent a quick text to Babs and then looked over my shoulder to where my brother was standing. 
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Good to go.” He patted the woman’s cheek and then adjusted the exam chair. 
 
    She began screaming incoherently behind her gag, tears pooling her eyes.  
 
    So dramatic. 
 
    I pulled on a pair of black leather gloves, and then hit a few switches. One was to dim the lights and put my playroom in session mode, the other to connect to one of the showing rooms. 
 
    I grabbed my first tool from my equipment tray, and then went over to the chair. "Let's start on that side,” I suggested, pointing with the eye speculum I’d just retrieved. 
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    Contrary to what some people believed or what was shown on television. Removing an eye was not a simple one, two, three processes. You couldn't just stick something in the socket and dig it out. You'd have to deal with infection and the optic nerve. So, to ‘scoop’ out this woman’s eye, I used an evisceration spoon and a few other tools.  
 
    To be frank, I had never done this before. If I fucked up, then I just fucked up. It was only an eye after all. With Luca’s help, I removed the cornea and all intraocular contents. 
 
    The woman screamed like a wild animal, pinned down and unable to defend herself. She choked on her gag, tugging furiously on the buckles around her wrist. It was one of the most aggravating things to listen to. I thought she would've passed out some time ago or at least gone into shock.  
 
    She was ruining it. 
 
    Not even her blood squirting out was making this worthwhile. 
 
    "I can't deal with anymore of her hysterics. Get me the syringe," I used my forearm to wipe my brow and looked down at the hole I needed to close. If the man who sent her didn’t ask for two separated viewings, I’d had slit this cunts throat and been done with it. 
 
    "I got it." Luca grabbed the low dose of anesthetic and quickly stabbed the woman in the upper arm. She would still be able to feel what we were doing, but now she would be relaxed and peaceful while we did it. See? We weren’t such bad guys. 
 
    With one eye down and dropped into a brown goodie bag, I worked quickly to close off the empty socket, using seventy proof alcohols to kill off any microorganisms.  
 
    "Fuck I'm hungry," Luca grumbled five minutes into the second eye removal. 
 
    "How can you think about food right now?" 
 
    "I skipped lunch," he shrugged. "We need to make sure her eyes get to the vacation villa her husband is staying at. It was in the request.” 
 
    "Then let's pull the damn thing out," I replied. 
 
    It took us nearly two hours to remove both eyes, clean the empty sockets, and then wrap them in gauze afterward. Our little starlet remained docile the entire time thanks to some good drugs. She would surely feel this when they wore off, though. 
 
    Poor thing. 
 
    Whoever she’d pissed off had paid good money for her to wind up this, so I didn’t feel too bad. Sure, I had more of that than I could ever spend but there was nothing wrong with starting nest eggs for my heirs and grandchildren. 
 
    “You can go to your wife. I’ll chain this beauty up somewhere.” 
 
    “Chaining better be all you do. No sticking your dick in her until we’re all the way done.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he saluted as I walked past. 
 
    I removed my gloves and tossed them in the hazard bin, impatient to get to Morgana. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
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    I stared at the screen even after it faded back to black and the lights came on. My hands were curled around the arm of the chair, fingernails digging into the fabric so severely I knew they’d leave an imprint when I finally moved them. 
 
    “This is what you trying to escape.” 
 
    I startled at the sound of his voice, blinking back into myself. Slowly, I turned my head and looked at him. 
 
    Babs had slipped out during the show, leaving the two of us alone after she brought me a mixed drink. 
 
    “You knew about this.” It was a robotically stated accusation. One he couldn’t deny because the proof had just played out cinema style and neither of us seemed too surprised. 
 
    Him, because he’d been aware of this place for who know how’s long. 
 
    Me, because this is where I’d come from and the more I saw, with every passing minute that I was here, the stronger my connection to it grew. 
 
    I was picking up on so much and after watching that woman get her eyes taken out, I could only come to one conclusion about myself. I was no better than the man who committed the act. 
 
    My body reacted to what he was doing in the sickest imaginable way, turned on by the depravity that played out before me. 
 
    “I’ve known about this for a long time. I wasn’t the one who couldn’t handle it.” 
 
    His words weren’t accusing like mine had been, but they were wrong. At least, regarding the person I was today. I stared at him seeing who he was for the first time. He’d been here before, many times probably. All those late nights at his clinic. This man did terrible things, just like all the others who frequented the Dahlia. 
 
    I didn’t care about that. To call him on it would be introducing the pot to the kettle. I cared that I’d trusted him for so long, counted on him for all these years and he’d taken a crucial part of my life away based on what he thought was best. 
 
    “How would you know if I could or couldn’t handle it when you never told me who I was?” 
 
    He remained silent just long enough that I thought he wouldn’t answer. 
 
    “I guess you’re right. I didn’t tell you who you were, but it was only because I thought the truth would do more harm than good. Happy people don’t kill themselves, my darling girl. Or their husbands.” 
 
    His last words were like an electric jolt to my system. I’d tried to kill Julian. I knew it was true when the sadness in my chest expanded like a balloon. It doused the flickering flame of arousal like a bucket of ice water. 
 
    This sadness was something I’d been carrying around with me for all these years and never knew why, weighing me down like a pile of bricks. The regret was just added weight to a sinking ship. 
 
    The door swung open and the man of the hour appeared, wearing his classy ensemble again. I swallowed repeatedly and focused on my nails. 
 
    “What did you say to her?” he asked Nester. 
 
    “Nothing that she shouldn’t know.” 
 
    He appeared at my side, his palm intercepting my line of vision. “Let’s go talk over dinner.” 
 
    I didn’t hesitate. I grabbed his hand and held onto it after he helped me from my chair. I had to look at him then, it was as if he silently commanded it and I had no choice but to obey. His face showed no signs of how he was really feeling, and I wished more than ever that I could read him like he so easily could read me. 
 
    “I would like a word with her,” Nester’s voice came from behind me. 
 
    Still staring at Julian, I shook my head. 
 
    “She doesn’t want to talk to you. But you and I will be speaking later,” he directed at Nester as he led me from the room. It was one thing I was beginning to remember about him. 
 
    He would always lead, and I loved to follow him wherever he decided to take me. 
 
    This time we wound up back in his study. A small table had been set up, a silver pallet of food already waiting with a bottle of wine beside it. I thanked him when he pulled out my chair, the first words I’d spoken since we left upstairs. 
 
    “Are you ever going to speak to me again?” he asked once he’d loaded the dishes between us and filled both our glasses. From removing someone’s eyes to drinking wine and eating spaghetti. It sounded like the start of a bad joke. The food looked amazing, but my appetite was diminished. 
 
    I took a sip of my red, letting the flavor seep into my taste buds. “I hurt you,” I blurted out after another elapsed minute of quiet. 
 
    “Hm,” he hummed, wiping his mouth with a cloth napkin after swallowing a bite of food. 
 
    “We did a pretty good job of hurting each other. But I thought you were upset over the show.” 
 
    “She already knew about the shows.” 
 
    “She?” 
 
    Realizing my slip-up, I drank even more, nearly emptying my glass. Julian refilled it without comment. 
 
    “The old me. It didn’t surprise her she…I mean I…” 
 
    “You liked it,” he filled in without missing a beat. “You’ve always liked it. But I think this is the first time I’ve ever heard you close to admitting that.” 
 
    This is where things got complicated. I didn’t know how to explain that the old me wouldn’t have. Her demons were bigger than she was. They dominated her mind. I’d only figured that out minutes ago. The new me was somehow surer of herself. I tried to convey this to him as best I could. 
 
    When he didn’t say anything, I gave up and made myself start eating. 
 
    “You think of yourself as two separate people,” he stated after another minute. 
 
    “Not exactly. I have flashes of her memories and all she felt, but its my mind. I know we’re the same person, but I feel like this side of me is more level-headed. I guess having my head split open rearranged some things. I used to think my memories spilled out and not all of them got put back.” 
 
    He lowered his wine glass, and I realized how clinical I sounded. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I--.” 
 
    He waved me off and leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “There’s no need to apologize. I was there too.” 
 
    I toyed with my fork, swallowing a bite of food. “What did I do?” 
 
    “You drove my car off of a cliff with both of us inside of it.” 
 
    And there it was. Stated in a way a news anchor announced a potential storm. I sat my silverware down and went for my wine again before asking the next question. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Your mind has always been a Battlefield and I stupidly thought I could stop the war going on inside it.” He refilled his glass this time, and his mask slipped just a tiny bit. This wasn’t as easy to talk about as he was making it out to be. It was hard for me to hear and obviously it affected him too, but this conversation needed to be had.  
 
    “On top of everything else you had going on inside your head, you hated that you liked what went on here and the man responsible for it. And you didn’t want our son to be like us. You wanted him to be normal.” 
 
    I couldn’t swallow another bite of food. At risk of expelling it all back onto the table, I reached for my wine glass again. 
 
    I didn’t feel any of that now. I had no desire to destroy him or myself because of who he was or the malevolent urges we harbored. 
 
    “Who would have taken care of Mason?” I nearly whispered. 
 
    “Dakota and Luca,” Julian laughed bitterly. “She had a hand in your downward spiral as well. My brother will never forgive her for it. And I must let her live because she’s my nephews’ mother. Even if he can’t stand her.” 
 
    I wondered if he felt that way about me too. I stared down at the ivory table linen feeling so ashamed. I was going to leave our son an orphan. I tried to kill the father that loved him, and me, to prevent something that happened anyway. 
 
    Needing to say something, I cleared my throat to remove the invisible blockage clogging it. 
 
    “Sorry will never be enough. Even saying it to you now I know that word could never make up for what I did, but I don’t know what else to say. I’m sorry I hurt you, that I tried to throw all of this way,” my voice cracked, but I continued. “I don’t feel that way anymore. I hate that I ever did.” 
 
    His heavy weighted stare felt like a hot iron on my chest. The silence that met my apology lashing at me, screaming it meant nothing. It was just words. On the verge of having another break down I excused myself. I stood from the table to flee anywhere but this room and his cold green eyes, but before I could go anywhere, he was there. 
 
    “Look at me,” he demanded, standing a hairs breadth away, blocking my exit. 
 
    “Julian.” 
 
    “Morgana,” he commanded. 
 
    I lifted my head like a scolded child and looked him in the eye once again. 
 
    “Don’t ever hide yourself from me. Don’t ever run. I’ll always drag you out of your comfort zone or back to my side, whichever the situation calls for. I live to push you past all your limits.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say to that. I found it hard to believe after what I’d done and all this time that he still wanted me. I reached for him. I don’t know if I did it because I needed contact or because I wanted to feel him against me, either way, I reached. 
 
    He was sure of his movements, like he’d been since I first met him at a summer barbecue. The memory floated to the front of my mind as his mouth lips pressed against mine. He crushed me to him as if he wanted me to sink into his body. Unlike earlier, all gentle pretense was gone. 
 
    His hand tangled in my hair, something like a growl spilled from his mouth and his grip tightened. He pulled my head further back. Our teeth clashed as we moved back. 
 
    He tasted of red wine and sorrow and everything I’d been missing in my life. My backside bumped the table hard enough that something went toppling to the floor. Not a second later something else joined it and he lifted me up, sitting me down on the edge. 
 
    Hand still knotted in my hair; nervous energy zipped through my veins. My heart pounded against my ribs as emotions fought for precedence in my head. 
 
    Julian was eerily silent, his cool breath skating across my neck now that he’d pulled back. He reached down and sound of his zipper going down seemed to echo in the room. It was a gut instinct, an intuition of sorts that told me this was not going to be a gentle round of fucking.  
 
    He freed his cock and tightened his grip on my hair to the point my scalp began to sting. Parting my legs, he stepped between them and pulled my underwear to the side. 
 
    The bulbous head of his cock ran up and down my slit. He kissed me again just before he forced himself inside where I desperately needed him. My body knew exactly what to do. The wetness between my thighs helped with the intensity of being stretched after all this time. There was a delicious burn as he withdrew and slammed back inside me, rocking the table so hard his glass of wine teetered onto its side and spilled across the linen, soaking my ass. 
 
    He did it again. Pulled all the way out and thrust back in before I could take my next breath. I clenched around him and grabbed hold of his shoulders. He dropped one hand to my thigh, right over where his name was engraved. 
 
    “I remember this like it was yesterday,” he rasped, beginning to fuck me earnestly now. “I wanted to leave you with a permanent reminder that you were mine.” He dug his nails into my flesh. 
 
    I hissed in pain, and a gush of arousal flowed around his cock. He thrust into me so hard, going so deep that his balls started to smack against the lower lips of my pussy. 
 
    “There we go,” he groaned, jerking my head back and causing another rush to come from between my legs. “You haven’t forgotten this at all have you? Your body remembers. The cunt drenching my dick remembers.” 
 
    I could no longer form a coherent sentence, all that came out of my mouth was screams and moans. The louder I got the harder he thrust. When he picked up his pace, I didn’t think I could handle much more. 
 
    It’d been so long I felt as if I would explode at any minute. My breaths came labored and the pain in my hip sent a burning sensation coursing up the side of my body. With him inside me, it felt good. 
 
    The climax hit me like a freight train, suddenly and hard. His name came spilling from my mouth as I dropped off a dangerously high precipice. He buried himself to the hilt and followed me, his cock pulsing as he came. 
 
    Still inside me, he leaned back slightly and brought the hand that had been tangled in my hair to the side of my face and gripped my jaw. “You didn’t hurt me. You fucking wrecked me.” 
 
    This was the cold hard truth. 
 
    And it didn’t hurt. 
 
    Hurt was a simple four-letter word. 
 
    Destroyed. Shattered. Obliterated. 
 
    That’s what it did. 
 
    Once he withdrew and tucked himself back into his slacks, he turned away. “You should head up to bed.” 
 
    I watched him walk away from me again I wanted him to stay, but there was so much hurt between us it thickened the air. 
 
    So, I let him go, silently screaming another apology at his retreating form. I knew he’d said we’d both hurt each other, but I knew to the very bottom of my piece of shit heart, this man would have never tried to take my life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
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    There’s pain in love.  
 
    So much more than in hate. 
 
    Hatred was easy. If I didn’t like someone, I had a few constructive methods for remedying that. 
 
    Love. That wasn’t something I gave freely or came easy to me. When I did care about someone, I would go through hellfire for them. 
 
    It struck me as ironic that I could feel this much agony over a single fucking person when my hands were stained with the blood of so many others. 
 
    Perhaps I shouldn’t have left her like I just had, but I couldn’t stay either. I wanted to lash out, and I refused to hurt her intentionally, not in that way. Instead, I found another outlet using the contraption Luca had shown me the day we left my office. 
 
    I went into the playroom a few doors down from my own. The mess was worse than the last time I was here, which was to be expected. I’d induced vomiting and he had a nasty case of diarrhea. There was old shit and new shit all over the chair. Sunken eyes watched me, jaundice making him look more zombie than human. 
 
    At this point he was probably ready to die. I’d only kept him around because he’d had information I needed.  
 
    Once I’d gotten it, he’d taken so long to speak I figured I was due some delayed gratification. I sat Luca’s newest device on the ground and got all the kinks out. With those out of the way I just had to connect everything. I considered leaving the man’s balls intact, but what can I say? I was curious. I lifted the shriveled things up and placed them were they were supposed to go. 
 
    After I was done, I could see the appeal in why Luca liked this thing so much. He was always inventing one torture device or another. I dosed the man with the same thing I’d given the woman from earlier. 
 
    I didn’t want his screams tonight, just his suffering and his inevitable end. Ignoring the smell of him, I thought of something more pleasant. Morgana had smelled of vanilla, just like she used to. Being inside her again, being able to touch and taste her, the feeling was indescribable. 
 
    Her easy re-acceptance of Dahlia was another matter entirely. 
 
    I turned the dial on the bottom of the contraption to fifteen minutes, and then sat back in a chair to watch it work. Fifteen minutes was all I needed to clear my head. Nine hundred seconds and steady decapitation. 
 
    It was rather fitting considering that’s what it’d felt Morgana had done to me time and time again. Every time she tried to reject me. Every time she hurt herself. When she told me, she loved me minutes before driving us off a fucking cliff. 
 
    Through all of that I loved her anyways, obsessively. Sometimes cruelly. My life was always carefully controlled chaos aside from where she was concerned. She would always be my one exception for the simple fact she was my one and only. 
 
    She was fortunate to not have been one of the women that came before or any of the ones I’d toyed with to pass time after. 
 
    They all fell for me, and they all died with the same foolish hope that one day I’d love them back. A few were nothing but pawns, eliminated or used for my family and I to get what we wanted. The rest were all meaningless bags of flesh. They all believed they’d hit the jackpot with me. I was wealthy, attractive, and could charm the devil into sucking my dick if I really wanted her to. 
 
    The Dahlia was like a palace and here, in this town, I was king. Everyone wanted to be queen, but that spot was taken. Morgana had claimed it long ago when she became the other half of me. I knew I had another chance with her, but right then I needed those fucking minutes to let my emotions fester and boil over so they could simmer and then cool the fuck down. 
 
    So, I settled into my chair and watched the device began to work. Gears turned, clunking rhythmically as they pulled the man’s restraints in a counterclockwise motion. His right knee went first, the leg twisted, and the bone came tearing through his flesh in a mess of blood and cartilage. The left arm went next. 
 
    With the special anesthetic flowing through his veins all he could was watch on with eyes so wide they looked about ready to pop out of their sockets. I glimpsed the veins in his balls turning a deep blue as they were twisted in a knot. It was then that I decided I didn’t care to see a man lose his nuts, so I leaned back and closed my eyes, counting down the seconds in my head. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
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    I was waiting outside his door to tell him dinner was ready. He’d been so adamant about me accepting my role at Dahlia, and I was honestly doing the best I could, but I was a terrible cook. 
 
    “Come in!” he called from behind the door. 
 
    I took a deep breath and then went in. 
 
    “Dollface,” he grinned at me. 
 
    My heart flipped in my chest. We had so many issues, but I could not deny that I loved him with every part of me. When I noticed the second monitor on his desk was on, I knew he was watching one of the shows. 
 
    “Supper is done,” I said quietly, already turning away to block out the low, agonizing screams coming through his speaker. 
 
    “Stop.” His command sliced through the air with unmistakable clarity. 
 
    I paused, swallowing inaudibly. 
 
    “Come here,” he commanded again, much more gently. I knew better than to fall for his soft-spoken words. Julian was the perfect kind of predator. You knew he was dangerous and capable of destroying you completely, but none of that mattered once he caught you in his web. 
 
    I turned back around and went to him. 
 
    I always went to him, like a pigeon that returned to its pigeoneer no matter the distance or the weather. 
 
    He scooted back from his and looked up at me, a cool smirk giving tilt to his lips. Without needing him to say anything I sunk down on his lap, looping my arms his neck and leaning into him. 
 
    His cool breath fanned over my skin when he laughed, wrapping one arm around my waist so I was snugly against him and placing a hand on my thigh. 
 
    If I could burrow into him and just stay there I would. We all needed a safe space from the world. This was mine. He was a ruthless man who did whatever he needed to get his way, and I almost felt sorry for anyone who did find themselves caught in his wicked weavings, but I knew I couldn’t be anywhere safer. 
 
    “Look,” he said softly. 
 
    I readjusted my head on his shoulder so that I was staring at the screen. Luca was there, standing behind a man that was tied belly down. 
 
    His legs were held apart by a pair of thick restraints, not a stitch of clothing on him. When another howl of pain erupted through the speaker I swallowed again, watching Luca move an old-fashioned coke bottle in and out of the man’s ass. Julian’s hand slipped between my legs, going straight to where I was already growing wet. 
 
    “Morgana,” he feigned shock, stroking me through the lace-y fabric of my underwear. Neither of us were ever surprised by the other anymore. I was his filthy masochist, and he was my beautifully deviant sadist. We were a severely obscene couple, always indulging in sinister acts of malice and constantly making love amid depravity. 
 
    I parted my legs for him, and he laughed again. His lips found their way to mine and he kissed me with the same hunger and soul stealing desire he always did. I was adjusted again, our breathing already growing erratic. 
 
    The sound of his zipper going down made me press against him a little more. My underwear was torn away with an annoyed growl when they slowed him down. He gripped my hips and I hovered above him, looking down into his eyes.  
 
    “You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” he murmured, watching my lips part as he lowered me down onto on his cock, stretching my swollen pussy as he slid inside me, burying himself as far as he could, drawing a soft moan from my throat. He guided me up and down slowly at first, but it wasn’t long before he was urging me to fuck him harder. 
 
    When the man’s screams grew louder in the background, he lifted me up onto his desk and took all the control I willingly relinquished. His strokes were impassioned; he thrust hard, causing the wood to dig into my back. My legs wrapped around his waist; my hands buried themselves in his hair. 
 
    He rolled his hips, moving in and out at a steady pace. 
 
    "You’re so fucking perfect," he rasped, slamming into me with each word. He groaned my name a second later as my pussy began to clench around him, bringing his mouth back to mine. His teeth sank into my tongue, setting a pain signal off in my brain. My pussy contracted and I drew him closer. Our bodies moved together like they always did, in a blur of motions that had us hitting an overwhelming climax together. 
 
    He caught my broken cry with his mouth as he growled, coming just as hard as I did, barely stopping his body from crushing mine. Our foreheads touched; our breath intermingled in a comfortable silence. 
 
    We remained like that, and after a few minutes he slowly took me again, this time as we watched the man on the screen bleed out, Luca having slammed his now broken bottle into his rectum. 
 
    “I’ll love you always,” he spoke softly into my ear. 
 
    “I’ll love you more.” I cupped his gorgeous face and his kissed him again. 
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    Those flashes of her life were like an old movie reel. I watched all the horrors and small triumphs of it unfold. I even felt her emotions, the way her heart split down the middle when she succumbed to demons ruthless in their desire to see her demise. The same ones stirring in the recess of my mind. 
 
    These memories had started to come frequently over the last four days. 
 
    Julian was always at the core of them even if he wasn’t directly in the scene. He was my sun, I shined brighter than a diamond every time he was around, and the world seemed darker when he wasn’t. 
 
    He’d done things to me and my body, sick and twisted things, but I’d wanted all of it. I still did. I knew exactly who he was and all the things he was capable of, and the only thing I felt for him was sorrow and love. So much love. Of course, there was anger and regret too, guilt that gnawed at my gut like a worm at an apples core. That wasn’t going to magically go away over-night. I imagined I’d carry it with me for the rest of my life, but not always this potent. 
 
    All these revelations, though. They did nothing to help me understand what it was Julian was thinking in the present. When he came to bed every night, he didn’t touch me. 
 
    His forehead kisses came every morning, but nothing else. I wanted more. Ached for it. Needed it like I needed air. 
 
    I thought his lack of progress might have been because of the way he’d left me, his come dripping between my legs and into the wine he’d spilled on the table. I wasn’t angry at him for walking away. 
 
    His words from that night kept replaying in my mind like a broken record and I wanted nothing more than to steal all his hurt away. We both needed to heal, I only hoped we could figure out a way to do it together as the people we were today. 
 
    I rolled my shoulders and sighed, rubbing at the back of my neck. It was a beautiful day. The sun was out, the sky clear and blue. It was silent here as always, but I was beginning to kind-of like it. I knew Babs was inside humming to herself as she dusted all the things that didn’t need dusting. 
 
    Luca would sporadically appear out of the blue always looking like he was on a one-man mission. I hadn’t seen his wife since that one night at dinner, and I had no real desire to. Something inside me was weary of her ever since Julian’s confession and the resurfacing of my past. 
 
    I knew I was ultimately responsible for my own actions, but to have someone know how vulnerable I’d been back then and encourage me to end it, well, I didn’t want someone like that in my life. 
 
    All in all, I felt as if I was coming home after being away for far too long. Nester just needed to disappear for a while. Not forever, but until I could stomach what he did and felt okay enough to hear his true explanation without letting my anger get the best of me. 
 
    Hearing footsteps coming from my left, I turned my head and took in the sight of Mason coming towards me. 
 
    “Good morning,” he greeted with a cheerful smile. My heart panged just like it had every other time I’d seen him the past few days. He looked so much like Julian he could have spit him out himself. The only difference were his eyes, they were more like mine. 
 
    “Morning,” I replied, smiling back at him. 
 
    He sat down beside me; his posture perfectly straight. “You’re not supposed to be shy around me. You’re my mother.” 
 
    I quirked a brow, playing off the way my heart just flipped over and died inside my chest. That was the first time he’d called me that. “I am not shy.” 
 
    “And pigs don’t shit.” 
 
    I laughed, not at all surprised by his mouth. He was Julian’s son, after all. 
 
    I looked out across the property and felt him staring at me. The urge to hide my face was strong. I knew he could the scars and for him to know why they were there made me feel that much more ashamed. 
 
    “You don’t look much different than in your portrait or the pictures I’ve seen.” 
 
    “Is that a compliment?” 
 
    “Its an honest observation so you can stop worrying about your face.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise. “How did you even…? I’m not worried,” I sniffed. 
 
    “I know lots of things, mom. And you do worry. You shouldn’t, you’re very pretty.” 
 
    There was that word again. I forced down the emotion that was building inside me before I started to ugly cry in front of him. “How can you just accept me as your mother? Just like that?” I snapped my fingers. 
 
    “Aren’t I your son?” 
 
    “Um…yes.” 
 
    “And aren’t you my mother?” 
 
    I sighed and rubbed my forehead. “Not in the way you deserved.” 
 
    “But you are still my mom? Don’t throw a pity party just answer the question.” 
 
    I laughed. “Mason.” 
 
    “Mom.” 
 
    “Oh, god. You are just like him.” 
 
    “In a lot of ways, yes. In many other ways, no. But I know that wouldn’t stop you from caring about me either way.” 
 
    I turned to him caught by surprise for the second time in minutes. “You heard that?” 
 
    He nodded. “I think I needed to hear you say that. I can’t say I remember you, because I don’t and I’m not going to lie. I won’t judge you for what you did, but I need you to understand I blamed myself for a long time when I was growing up. Maybe even up until recently. My father never hid what happened or his part in it. I’ve never judged or held a grudge against him, and I won’t vilify you either.” 
 
    I released a shaky breath, feeling my eyes begin to burn. That was a mouthful, and the new wave of guilt it brought I accepted without a struggle. 
 
    “Don’t cry. Katie did enough of that her entire pregnancy, probably filled half of the Atlantic.” 
 
    I laughed again, feeling a small weight lift from my shoulders. “She seems lovely.” 
 
    “She is. She’s everything,” he confirmed with the conviction of a man who was deeply in love. 
 
    I smiled, happy that he was happy. 
 
    “So, what are we doing today?” he asked, changing gears. 
 
    “I don’t know. What would you like to do?” Then, thinking of how Julian had said we should start with the truth, “Do you have one of those rooms?” 
 
    There was a small pause followed by a simple, “Yes.” 
 
    “We should probably start with that.” 
 
    “Okay,” he agreed quicker than I thought he would. He stood from the fountain and I followed, hitching myself to his arm when he offered it.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
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    I stepped away from my office window once they vanished from view. It was too early to be this fucking emotional. 
 
    Seeing my son and his mother was a dream I’d never in a million years considered would become a reality. I didn’t have to worry about Mason hurting her or lashing out. 
 
    All he’d ever wanted was to meet her. Despite his own afflictions, my son wasn’t a bad man. I could pat my own back for that. I did a good fucking job raising him, letting him become whoever it was he wanted to be with a healthy amount of parental guidance when it was needed. 
 
    Hearing a double knock on my door, I hit send on my cell and placed it face down on the desk. “Come in,” I called, pretending I was still looking out the window. 
 
    “You said it was time to talk?” Nester’s gruff voice filled the room. 
 
    I turned and addressed him. “You need to leave here. Morgana doesn’t want you here.” 
 
    “Did she say that?” 
 
    “She doesn’t have to. I know my wife.” 
 
    My words prickled him. 
 
    “Do you remember that day?” he questioned. 
 
    “Enough.” I didn't remember much after being pulled from my Nova. I was unconscious by time the emergency unit got to us. What I did remember was watching my wife die and not being able to do a goddamn thing about it. She was here now but some part of her had died that day. 
 
    Thomas was right. Morgana was different. Her memory burned inside me like a fucking fire. I knew her like the back of my own hand. However, she was different in a good way. This new her was still timid and soft. My gorgeous mess of a woman was still there, but so much stronger than she’d ever been before. 
 
    It’d been hell keeping my hands off her these past few days, but there were a few things I had to take care of before I could fully move past all of this, and forward with her. I’d settled for watching her, which wasn’t too difficult. 
 
    I was obsessed with seeing her do nothing other than live. I’d been right too. There was no way to kill off every demon that lingered in her mind. That’s ultimately what made her, her. And me, me. My demons and I got on quite well. I would help her do the same. I’d feed and nurture her dark side until she flourished and thrived like she always should have. 
 
    And this time I would be diligent in ensuring no harm came to her unless it was by my hands while my dick was buried inside one of her fuckable holes. I refused to lose her again to her own mind. 
 
    “When you were life-flighted to the best hospital your parents’ money could afford, I knew it was now or never to get her away. You would need time to recoup, if you ever did. The Dahlia was on fire. Everything was chaotic. No one noticed me in the background,” Thomas confessed. 
 
    “I’d already announced her dead when I saw your car at the bottom of that ravine and realized what had happened.” He paused and rubbed his jaw, looking as if he’d aged one hundred years in two days. “There comes a time when all your dark deeds catch up to you Julian, start to keep you awake at night. All the times I’ve payed to see a show or indulged myself…it’s all taken a toll. I saw a chance to right one wrong and save someone who was important to another young woman I once knew.” 
 
    “I see it worked out well for you,” I replied with heavy sarcasm. 
 
    “I made a miscalculated judgement. I thought showing her the truth would make her remember why she’d tried to end it all and give her closure as well. Let her be able to move on. Something wouldn’t let her leave this shithole behind. S’pose it all backfired.” He sighed again and began to stand. 
 
    “That was a terrible plan in the first place. You don’t treat a trauma with trauma.” Had this have gone another way she’d have been twice as bad as she was before. How the fuck did you become a doctor?” 
 
    “I fix bodies, not minds. I did the best I could for her given the circumstance.” He laughed. “You truly are a bastard Julian. A lucky one. You refuse to die, and you could announce to the world right now that you’re really Satan himself and your whole damn family would rejoice.” 
 
    Luck had nothing to do with it. I told death to go fuck itself every time it tried to come for me. I had a few scars and a bad knee, but I felt more rejuvenated than I had in years and it had everything to do with having my wife back. As for my family, madness ran in our blood. Satan was probably a distant cousin. 
 
    “Why now? Why bring her back now?” 
 
    “I told you. I didn’t want her to wake up one day and digress, and I wanted her to meet you and your son while getting the closure she deserved.” 
 
    I had asked him something along these lines that first day and gotten a similar answer. It was bullshit. Maybe he did want the woman he’d nursed back to health to find closure, but there was much more to his reasoning than that and it wasn’t about Mason or me. He was an idiot if the thought I believed him. 
 
    “And this other young woman you were speaking of?” I already had theory. It would need to be fact checked, but I had a good idea of who he was talking about. The same little bitch that fucked shit up from the dead the last time around. 
 
    He stopped. “That’s a story for another time, and I say that to say, I have a contingency plan in place in case something was to happen to me by your hand.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to add that in my notes.” 
 
    “Be certain you do, and maybe a little gratefulness too. I was the one who nursed her back to health.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything to that, just waited for him to get the hell out of my office. If he thought that was some sort of bargaining chip, he was sorely mistaken. She missed out on half of her life because of him. She wouldn’t have remembered all she’d lost regardless of where she recuperated at. He took advantage of a situation that had nothing to do with so he could atone for how pathetic he was. 
 
    When I was certain he was gone, I picked up my cell and took it off speaker phone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
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    When I asked Mason to show me to his personal room at the Dahlia, I had expected something like his fathers’. 
 
    His space was painted a charcoal grey. All the walls but one was full of canvas paintings. More were piled neatly in stacks. I ran my hand over his specialized chair, circling the easel stand beside it. 
 
    On the one wall was nothing but shelves, each one was lined with rows of perfectly degloved skulls. 
 
    “You painted all this?” I asked, examining the art closely. It was vividly morbid and extremely well detailed. The people were put together with different parts, all sizes and colors. From his work and the placement of the easel I could tell what it was he did in here. 
 
    “Yeah, over the course of a few years.” 
 
    “And the skulls?” 
 
    “Katie did some.” 
 
    I couldn’t picture that girl doing something like this, but nonetheless it made me smile. “This is amazing.” 
 
    “Really?” he asked with obvious surprise. 
 
    I looked over and the look on his face let me know how much this mattered to him, that I accepted who he was and what he did here. 
 
    If only I could’ve grabbed my past self by the shoulders and shaken some damn sense into her. When I looked at him, I did not see a despicable or diabolic psychopath. I saw a child. My child. And he’d grown into a beautiful, intelligent man with a penchant for something that could only be understood in the inside the walls of the Dahlia. 
 
    “Yes, really. You should me see try to draw a circle.” 
 
    He graced me with a boyish smile, and my heart melted. 
 
    “So, you’re here to stay then?” he asked, switching gears once more. 
 
    “Is that okay?” 
 
    That earned me an inquisitive look. “Why wouldn’t it be?” 
 
    “Because I never was when I should have been.” 
 
    We were in the hall again when he replied, “None of us can go back and change what happened.” 
 
    I agreed with a subtle nod. 
 
    “Besides, you’re here now, so am I. I’d say that gives us plenty of time for me to get to know who you are.” 
 
    I agreed with that too, but in order to keep myself together I just squeezed his arm. I could’ve loved Julian just for taking care of our son and helping him become who he was. My heart still loved him as much as it did the first time, I’d gotten to hold him. I didn’t remember everything yet, but I remembered that. 
 
    We exited the corridor and waiting on the other side was the devil himself. He was scrolling through his phone, immediately putting it away when he spotted us. His eyes shifted from me to Mason. 
 
    “The package got here alright?” Julian asked him. 
 
    “Ethan made sure it came in just fine. There might be a few bang-up spots but nothing too drastic.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You don’t have to thank me. I’m going to check on Katie,” Mason announced now that their cryptic word exchange was over, leaving us after he placed a soft kiss on my cheek. I wanted to run after him and tackle him with a bearhug, but, baby-steps. 
 
    “What was that about?” I queried. 
 
    “Nothing for you to concern yourself with,” Julian replied good-naturedly. “We’re going to talk.” 
 
    Without waiting for my response, he grabbed my hand and tugged me into his side. 
 
    “Is your package a living breathing thing?” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” His smirk said otherwise. 
 
    Now I was curious. “How do you get people in here?” 
 
    “If I give you all the answers that leaves behind none of the intrigue or mystery.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    I saw a dimple appear from my peripheral. Someone was in a good mood. 
 
    “I got to see his room,” I tossed out. 
 
    “Talented, isn’t he?” 
 
    “He’s perfect. You did an incredible job.” 
 
    “I know. I remember when we made him.” 
 
    I laughed and lightly slapped his forearm. “You know what I meant.” 
 
    Our steps led us to the rear patio of the chateau this time instead of the study. He pulled out a chair for me at round table where a simple cheese and vegetable tray set with a pitcher of water. 
 
    “Your staff must be invisible because aside from Babs I never see anyone.” 
 
    “The kitchen staff is supposed to be invisible. You’ll meet the rest as time goes on.” 
 
    Time. We’d lost so much of it and that was the saddest thing of all, because time wasn’t something we could ever get back. 
 
    I ate some of the fruit he’d placed on my plate, basking in the sun and quiet, contemplating a million different things. 
 
    “You never moved on?” I knew the answer for the most part, but I’d rather be one hundred percent certain. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    I scowled. He knew what I meant. “I already know the answer to the other way you’d have moved on,” I stated dryly. A woman can hope, but he wasn’t that old when I forced our hiatus. It would have been ridiculous for him to go celibate. 
 
    “You know what I’m asking you.” 
 
    “And you know the answer. I never wanted to do this again. No one could ever fill the hole you left. I was only going to fall in love once, and it was always going to be with you.” 
 
    That was a good answer. I rolled my lips to hide a smile, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. 
 
    “Have you seen Nester?” 
 
    “Why do you call him by his last name instead of his first?” 
 
    I lifted one shoulder in a lazy shrug. “It felt more natural to refer to him as that or doctor. That’s what he was to me, after all.” 
 
    “Nothing more?” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose in disgust. “You’re still the only man who has ever touched me like that. Or, at least from what I’ve started to remember. And I’m glad.” 
 
    “I’m much happier than you about that.” He grinned. “As for Thomas, he left.” 
 
    I bit into a grape. How could he leave without saying goodbye? Maybe he knew it wouldn’t be as heartfelt on my end. The more I thought about what he did and all the lies he’d told; I was glad he’d left. 
 
    “Is it wrong for me to be happy he’s gone?” 
 
    “No. I knew you wanted him gone,” he replied, then changing the subject, “We have all day together.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I mumbled around my glass. 
 
    “We should probably spend half of it with me making up for what I did the other night.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I was thinking with my fingers, tongue, and cock.” 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    If this was his version of an apology, I was definitely going to take it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
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    If someone had told me what he looked like underneath his clothes, I wouldn’t have believed them. I’d known he was fit but this was on an entirely different level. He’d undressed first, all the way down to a pair of black boxer briefs. 
 
    His body was incredible. Every hard line and ab was well defined. Even his ass was toned and fit. 
 
    But his tanned skin was scarred. Down his right side was a thick line that reminded me of a lightning bolt, he turned to switch a lamp on, and I got to see the scar on his back. One long line and four small ones. 
 
    It made my stomach turn. Not because I was disgusted, his scars made him even more beautiful. But he had a permanent reminder of what happened to him all over his body. What I’d caused to happen. 
 
    “We’re going to fuck many times throughout the rest of our lives. These scars are nothing but a dark area for us, everyone’s story has one.” 
 
    He always knew what to say. I smiled slightly, and without asking or thinking about it, I reached out and ran my fingertips over his abs, gliding them to where his lightning bolt was. 
 
    “Do you still hurt?” I asked. 
 
    He told me to look, and now I was determined to commit every one of these marks to memory. 
 
    “No.” He reached for the spaghetti straps of my dress and eased them down my arms, trailing his fingers along my skin, leaving goosebumps in their wake. 
 
    I let him do what he did best, take control of the situation. My dress disappeared, pooling onto the floor. His hands never stopped caressing my skin. They skimmed across my back, unhooking my bra, freeing my breasts. The only thing left were my underwear, leaving me entirely exposed. 
 
    He moved me to his bed and laid me down, hovering over me like a dark apparition. I let him see my body because I wanted him to. I knew this man. He’d seen me at my absolute worst. There was no reason to hide myself from him. 
 
    “You’re gorgeous.” He pressed a kiss to the scar on my chest. “You were then, and you still are now.” 
 
    “Even with the scars?” 
 
    “They’re not that bad.” He traced over the one on my arm. “I don’t see them the way you do. Besides, I’ve always thought your scars were beautiful.” 
 
    He took his time; his hands touched every surface of my body. His lips moved over every curve, scar, and freckle until they got to the apex where my thighs met. 
 
    "Julian..."  
 
    He chuckled, sending a soft breath of warm air over my clit. 
 
    "Jules," he stated firmly. 
 
    "Jules?" 
 
    "Call me Jules," he lifted my legs over his shoulders, repositioning his body so that his mouth was right where he wanted it. The instant his mouth covered my clit, he went from soft to aggressive. 
 
    Pushing his tongue in, swiping up, and gently biting on my bundle of nerves. Two fingers joined his tongue, plunging in and out of me. 
 
    He worked his digits in knuckle deep, turning as he pulled them back out. 
 
    "Jules...," I grabbed his hair forcing his face deeper into my pussy. 
 
    His soft hums of appreciation had the tension in my core building even faster. 
 
    “Come on my tongue, Dollface, let me taste you.” 
 
    "Oh, fuck. Jules!" Fisting his soft locks, I held his mouth in place as he sucked on my clit. He curled two fingers inside me, hitting that perfect spot. When my climax hit that amazing feeling turned into something otherworldly. My body seized, a gasp and series of loud moans unfurled in my chest. Julian moved back, watching me squirt all over the bed. 
 
    "I need to make you do that three times a week, minimum." He reached between my shaking legs and pressed on my sensitive nub, rolling it until another wave of pleasure had me whimpering beneath him. 
 
    He leaned in to capture my mouth, his kiss carnal and hungry. I tasted myself on his tongue, sucking to savor every bit of it.  
 
    He pulled back and grabbed hold of my hips, flipping me onto my knees. His hand wrapped around the back of my neck, forcing me to arch my back. He freed his thick cock, and lined himself up, pushing inside me without warning. 
 
    I felt the heat of him at my back and moaned just from the sensations alone. The feel of him pressing against me, stretching and filling me. He set a grueling pace, riding my body like he needed to make for all our lost time here and now. The sound of skin hitting skin and my uninhibited moans filled the room. 
 
    I couldn’t hold myself up and almost folded down. Julian gripped one of my hips and knotted a hand in my hair, forcing my head back until I was looking up into his face as he pounded into me from behind. 
 
    I could feel his muscles flex with every thrust. “Hurt me,” my voice came out hoarse from the way my head was angled back. 
 
    He smiled and lurched down to kiss me, causing my back to arch further and his cock to go deeper. He bit down on my tongue until I whimpered from the pain and blood filled my mouth, not letting me pull away. It was only tip of the iceberg regarding what I needed from him. 
 
    "Jules." His name was a mere whisper. 
 
    "I know," he breathed out, digging his nails into my ass so hard he broke the skin. I moaned in response. 
 
    "More," I whined as he dug in deeper. 
 
    “More?” 
 
    He shoved my face into the mattress almost to the point of suffocating me, fucking me with a brutal amount of force. I fisted the comforter, screaming into the fabric. 
 
    He slapped my ass before wrapping my hair around his fist and yanking my head back again. 
 
    Tears pooled in my eyes, spilling down my face. The pain from how hard he was fucking me was complete and utter bliss. I came on a silent scream, sinking down to the bed a boneless mess by the time he found his own release. 
 
    My body would feel this for a week, but it was more than worth it. I huddled into his side, laying my head on his damp chest. Neither of us spoke for an elongated period of silence. He held me tight, running his fingers through my hair with his free hand. 
 
    “Would you like to play?” 
 
    I smothered a yawn, turning that question over in my head. 
 
    I couldn’t remember if I’d done that before or not, but I knew I wanted to, so I said yes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
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    I walked with him to the corridor I was becoming well acquainted with. 
 
    I felt nothing but the residual ache of where he’d just been, come still between my legs since he demanded it stay, and a warmth in my chest. I didn’t think too much about the people that were killed here, and contrary to earlier I didn’t care how they got to Dahlia or where they came from. 
 
    “Ready to see my package?” Julian asked, pausing just outside his playroom. 
 
    “I knew it was a person,” I retorted as soon as we were inside the room. The guy looked like he drove a luxury minivan and grilled hot dogs on Saturdays. 
 
    “What did he do?” 
 
    I stood by the door, watching Julian go to his table and pick up a small rounded knife and a blue container. 
 
    “Kieran’s a dirty copy.” 
 
    “This guy is a cop? Is that smart to have him here?” 
 
    “While I appreciate the concern for my well-being. I’ve had much higher ups than a shitty small-town cop brought to the Dahlia. And to answer your question, Kieran is a retired dirty cop. A friend of his just put us back in touch after a decent number of years and I thought now was a great time to wrap up the few loose ends we’ve had dangling between us.” 
 
    “Do you kill everyone you have a problem with?” 
 
    He scoffed. “Of course, not. Only sixty percent of them.” 
 
    “Just sixty?” I teased. 
 
    “Most people know better, and I don’t need to kill someone to make their life a living hell,” he replied flippantly. 
 
    I was sure he didn’t. I crept closer to the chair, and the man turned his head, silver eyes going wide when he saw me standing there staring at him. 
 
    “Does he know me?” I studied his face, but I couldn’t place him from anywhere. 
 
    “Lots of people know of you. Few know you. You’re my wife. I didn’t—I won’t—let anyone close to you. You’re also a living breathing ghost right now. No one knows you’re alive.” 
 
    I didn’t care about the ghost part. He and the rest of his family knew I was here. That was really all that mattered. 
 
    “What if I want friends?” 
 
    “I’m your best fucking friend. With benefits. You don’t need anyone else.” 
 
    I bit the inside of my lip to smother a laugh. I didn’t care for making new acquaintances either, I just wanted to hear his answer. Beyond this property I knew I would revert to the woman who had always been a hermit. And I was past the age where I needed to surround myself with new people, anyways. I was content with what I had. Plus, I couldn’t imagine it being easy to find friends okay with the family business. 
 
    “Here. Put these on and rub this where all the patches are.” I accepted a pair of rubber gloves and block of iodized salt, noticing for the first time the strips of flesh resting in a foil pan. I paused what I was doing and watched him glide the knife he’d picked up, along Kieran’s bare leg, lifting a layer of skin in the process. 
 
    He hissed in pain, tugging at his restraints and screeching behind the gag in his mouth. 
 
    “Many people will never be able to fathom that a place like this exist,” Julian began. “It’s made me very protective of it and the people within its community. In the world of the mundane, killing to simply kill is considered wrong. Indulging in our carnal desires is frowned upon. People get called psychopaths, maniacs, freaks.” 
 
    He lifted another piece of flesh and directed me to rub the salt on the spot it had come from once he dropped it in the pan with the rest. 
 
    “Why do you think people kill?” he asked once Kieran stopped yelling. 
 
    I didn’t know how to answer his question right away. I pondered it for a few seconds. “When a lion kills a gazelle or another lion it’s not a big deal. It’s just a wild animal doing what animals do. But people are animals too, and I think we’re wilder and more dangerous than any other creature that exists. 
 
    “See, you get it,” he mused, wiping his blade on a brown rag. 
 
    I went back to pouring salt in my hand and rubbing it into Kieran’s open wounds. We worked together, he cut, and I salted. 
 
    “Why do you kill?” I asked. 
 
    “Besides it being an all-time American hobby?” he joked. “I kill because the compulsive need to manipulate and make others feel excruciating pain is sometimes overwhelming. That’s why you’re perfect for me.” 
 
    “Because you can manipulate me?” 
 
    “No, because you’re a pain whore who loves every fucked-up thing that I do to you.” 
 
    “I--.” 
 
    “You’re beautiful and you’ve got a beautifully chaotic brain,” he continued, undoing the restraints around Kieran’s feet. 
 
    “Everything, huh?” 
 
    “Give me a minute and I’ll show you.” He finished undoing the other restraints and lifted Kieran up like he weighed nothing. 
 
    I pulled my bloodied, salted gloves off wondering what he was going to do next. Carrying the man across the room, he stopped in front of the meat hooks hanging from the ceiling and I suddenly knew where this was going. 
 
    The sound the hook made piercing through his flesh was gag worthy. This new pain roused him from his unconscious state. His muffled yell was much louder now. Blood ran down his naked back and dripped onto the stone floor. Julian moved behind him and reached for his flailing arms, hooking each one to a separate restraint each attached to a ceiling beam. 
 
    “Bring me that bucket over there and my blade.” 
 
    Without asking why I grabbed his bloody knife then walked over to where he had pointed and grabbed a metal bucket.  
 
    “Hold it near his chest,” he ordered when I reached him. 
 
    “Um…like this?” I lifted the bucket and looked to Julian. 
 
    “Perfect,” he smiled. Without any warning of what he was about to do next, he whispered something in Kieran’s ear, and then dragged the knife across his throat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
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    She tried to use the bucket to shield her face from the spray of blood. 
 
    Kieran’s body went into a seizure like state, causing the hooks to tear clean through his flesh. His death was anti-climactic, which is why he’d still been alive all these years. Killing him wouldn’t have brought Morgana back from the dead. 
 
    He’d lived with a miserable amount of guilt ever since he’d helped her plan her suicide and my death, not counting on the fact that I would survive. It wasn’t all that hard to figure out he’d helped push her that much more. And he was a fucking fool to think I wouldn’t be able to get to him, if, or when, I wanted to. I had many connections in my many places. The Dahlia wouldn’t have been able to thrive the way it had all these years without them. It was more than just a chateau of horrors; it was my empire for the sick and deranged. 
 
    I’m sure he knew that now. 
 
    Had Dakota not been Luca’s wife she’d have been dangling beside him. She was the one who made Morgana believe she would take Mason away from me and keep him safe. I would have risen from the fucking grave before I let her have my son. She didn’t even raise Declan. 
 
    Luca had despised her ever since; but he also refused to let her get away from him. For his happiness’ sake, I hoped he figured shit out and found someone worthy of the Andreou surname before he ran out of time. Though, if people thought my ideals on relationships and the way I was with Morgana was wrong, they would lose their goddamn minds when it came to Luca. 
 
    “Gross, it tastes like ravioli,” Morgana’s soft broke me out of my reverie. 
 
    “Where the fuck did you get ravioli?” I laughed. She glared at me, olive eyes narrowing into slits.  
 
    “Blood tastes like metal. So does ravioli,” she sat the bucket on the ground and used her forearm to wipe her face. She was wearing the same sundress from earlier, a simple yellow and white piece of fabric. Her hair was tied off to the side in a single braid, and her face was bare besides the blood. 
 
    To me, this was beauty. She didn’t need anything, only to be herself. 
 
    Knocking the bucket out of the way, I stepped over Kieran and grabbed her arms, pulling her into me. A soft gasp slipped from between her lips. I had my own motives for pursuing her all those years ago. Turns out it was the best decision I’d ever made. 
 
    It wasn’t every day you found someone who not only accepted the darkness inside you, but wanted to be tainted with it. She stood there with a dead man’s blood on her face, kissing me as with a timid sweetness. She sighed and leaned into me, careful not to touch me with her bloody hands. 
 
    I reached down and lifted her up, forcing her legs to wrap around my waist. I placed her in the chair Kieran had just restrained to, and buckled her in.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she breathed, not a hint of fear on her pretty face. Memories or not, she still trusted me. 
 
    “I’m proving my point like I told you I would.” 
 
    With the same knife I slit Kieran’s throat with, I cut apart her dress off her. 
 
    “Jules?” She questioned when I moved away to turn on my electric burner. 
 
    I returned to the chair and adjusted her as best as I could, pulling my painfully hard cock out and bringing her legs around me. I studied her face to gauge how she was feeling. We’d just done this less than an hour ago, but I could have lived inside of her if it were humanly possible. I needed to be as close to her as I could. 
 
    “I’m okay,” she said softly. “I trust you.” 
 
    She’d barely finished her sentence before I buried myself inside her with one thrust, balls deep. The loud gasp she made quickly changed to continuous moans and screams as I fucked her into the leather. I took in her every facial expression. 
 
    Pulling out of her dripping cunt, I hurried to my electric burner and grabbed what I’d placed on top. 
 
    I stared down at her for a moment once I was back by her side. She looked up at me still curious as to what I was doing. I saw her scars, the one on her chest the most noticeable. For the most part they were like mine, the same color as her skin. She was perfection, after all these years. 
 
    Gripping the piece of metal that I’d just heated over the burner; I moved my closed hand to her upper thigh, quickly, so the heat lasted, and pressed it into her skin, clamping a hand over her mouth to muffle her screaming when I switched to the other leg. 
 
    I honestly didn’t plan on taking it any further. This in general was something I had planned for when she was ready to come in here with me, I hadn’t expected that to be so soon and I was never one to waste an opportunity. 
 
    Without warning, she bit me. I grunted, wrenching my hand from her mouth. I looked down at the teeth marks, then back to her tear stained face. 
 
    “Well, that wasn’t very nice.” Peeling the J away from her skin I smiled at the letter now burned into her flesh, right where the old one was. I tossed the piece of metal across the room, and then slipped back inside her, roughly. 
 
    She was close. I could feel it in the way she gripped my cock like a vise. Hear it in her hitched breathing and loud repetitious moans. She felt fucking amazing, still trying to widen her legs and take all of me, further proving my earlier point. I could have fucked her in that blood-stained chair all night long. 
 
    Picking the pace up, I thrust harder, feeling the sweat rolling down my back. Her wrists were red from pulling against her restraints. 
 
    “Jules…” she half sobbed half moaned right before her juices flooded over me. Hearing that nickname made me want to pound into her until it became a chant. My balls tightened to the point it physically fucking hurt. 
 
    I didn’t let myself come until she came again with me, milking me dry and crying my name. Slowly pulling my flaccid cock from inside her, I swirled my fingers in the come dripping from her pussy, bringing it up to smear in her burns, just as I had the first time, I wrote my name on her flesh. 
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    I smiled into my pillow, feeling his fingers dance over my hip. 
 
    “You were supposed to be up an hour ago,” he mused. 
 
    “I would have been if someone didn’t wake me up in the middle of the night. Again.” 
 
    “You weren’t complaining when my cock was inside your ass.” 
 
    “Didn’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth.” 
 
    His chuckle rumbled through his chest. 
 
    “I’m not young enough to go seventy rounds every day anymore. You know I could barely walk after you added the L to my thighs.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should invest in a wheelchair.” 
 
    I tried not to laugh because I knew he was being an ass and meant that. He couldn’t keep his hands off me. I’d never felt as alive as I had the past two months since we’d been back together. Not every day was good. That wasn’t realistic. We had a long path of healing ahead of us and it would take time. Sometimes we each had to step back for a few hours, but he was always there to hold me that same night. 
 
    “How are the voices?” he asked, turning into my serious, no-bullshitting Julian. 
 
    “Not as bad as last week.” I traced an invisible pattern into the bedspread in front of my face. 
 
    “That’s still progress.” He placed a kiss on my shoulder and rolled out of bed. He was so full of energy all the time. I was a little jealous. 
 
    “Get your ass up. We’ve got somewhere to be.” 
 
    “I know,” I yawned. 
 
    “And I have something for you.” 
 
    I popped my head up. “You do?” 
 
    “You’re too fucking spoiled Morgana. Get up.” He stalked into the bathroom, slamming the door when I laughed. 
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    I stared out over the canyons, unable to believe we were here. Julian and I, together, sitting on a replica of the car I once sent over the edge. 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Up here, yes. Not so much at the bottom.” 
 
    “Julian!” I turned to glare at him, my anger fading the second I spotted the ring he was holding between his fingers. 
 
    “Is that…?” 
 
    “It’s the same one,” he confirmed. 
 
    I swallowed and glanced away. “Are you sure you want to give it back to me?” 
 
    “Is that a trick question?” 
 
    “No,” I sighed. “But you say all the time that I’m different.” 
 
    “You are. You’re not stuck in a shell anymore.” 
 
    “I still feel like me, though,” I clarified. 
 
    “For fucks sake,” he muttered, grabbing hold of my hand. 
 
    “You’re right. We’re different, we both are. That’s what happens when you grow older. I wasn’t the man I should have been for you back then, and you were a basket-case of epic fucking proportions.” 
 
    I couldn’t challenge that; it was all true. 
 
    “You’re stressing over nothing when the answer to all your problems is very simple.” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “You’re mine. Selfishly. Entirely. Undeniably. Mine. Every single version of you, even when you’re trying to kill me.” He slid my ring onto my finger. “And every piece of me is yours.” He brought my hand to his mouth, placing a kiss on the back of it. 
 
    I would never be able to fathom how he let me back into his life so easily, still unable to wrap my head around how much he cared after all this time. I was grateful and would never take him for granted. “I love you.” I leaned into his side, keeping hold of his hand. 
 
    “I’ll love you always.” He held me tighter, placing another kiss on the top of my head. 
 
    We stayed there for a while longer, comfortable silence enveloping us. This was the same road it all started on, where it ended, and now where it all came full circle. 
 
    My memory was still riddled with bullet holes. Some I was glad hadn’t filled back in, like the actual wreck. I didn’t want to see that. Ever. Maybe that made me a coward, but I don’t think I could handle seeing us in that state. 
 
    If I wanted to, I’m sure I could have, but I think this was my minds way of protecting itself. There were things Julian had done to me, that he told me about in detail so if the memory came back, I wouldn’t be caught off guard. Otherwise, I was okay with where I was right then. 
 
    I understood the old me and the new were one in the same, but at the same time different. 
 
    Both of us were broken and damaged by no fault of our own, and always would be. She was younger. I was older. I went to the man beside me when the demons in my head got loud again, knowing he wouldn’t let them drag me down. She’d tried to take them on by herself and it almost cost her everything. 
 
    There was a warped co-dependency at the basis of our relationship. 
 
    I needed him. 
 
    He was my anchor. 
 
    He was the umbrella and the torrential downpour. 
 
    What we had was never conventional or ordinary. It was vile and twisted, but beautiful too. It worked for who we were as individuals and I didn’t give a damn what anyone thought about it. It was plain to see that we were simply meant to be. Madness was the man I loved, and sanity was overrated. 
 
    I could sit by his side and be perfectly content with the path we were on now. 
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    I wasn’t one for long good-byes, especially since we would see every person standing in the driveway in a few weeks. 
 
    Morgana had insisted. 
 
    Since she had occasional ownership of my balls these days, here we were. 
 
    “I wonder how many more you would have had if things were different,” Luca pondered aloud. 
 
    “She said six, so thank fuck that ship has sailed.” I watched her kiss the twins for tenth time. Truthfully, I would have kept her pregnant. She’d have been something like a Dutch oven. We never got to raise a child together, and the more Andreous in the world the better. 
 
    “I saw the new doctor.” 
 
    “Doctors, I hired three and a handful of nurses. We need a better clinic here until the hospital is zoned.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s great except I was specifically interested in the blonde.” 
 
    “She’s the sister of an investor,” I reminded him. 
 
    “That’s even better.” 
 
    I had no words for him regarding that. I didn’t care what he did or who if it got his current wife shoved into an oil-drum. 
 
    “Speaking of doctors. What did you tell Mo happened to Thomas?” 
 
    “Morgana,” I corrected him. “I told her the truth. He left here and never went back home.” 
 
    Luca laughed. “Oh, so your version of the truth then.” 
 
    I shrugged. I was more open with her now than I’d ever been before, but I made sure she knew versions of events how I wanted them to appear. It was for the greater good. I wanted her to live without all the shit from our past adding to the guilt and sorrow she was already toting around. I refused to let her mind revert or digress as Thomas had suggested. 
 
    So, I didn’t go into details about her family because to my knowledge her parents had passed on and we were never close, which was true. I just didn’t mention how they died. She didn’t remember her sister yet, and if she did I sure as fuck wouldn’t be giving full disclosure on that subject. 
 
    I wasn’t too worried about it either way. I could handle her easier now than in the past. 
 
    “You deserve to be happy Julian.” Luca added quietly. 
 
    “A lot of people would argue that fact.” 
 
    “Those people aren’t our kinds of people. So, fuck em.” 
 
    “My sentiments exactly.” 
 
    I’d never cared what anyone thought of me. I cared less when it came to this. Morgana and I were always meant to be together. Our love was story was morbid and bittersweet, but it was ours, and I wouldn’t give it up for anything or anyone. 
 
    She hugged Mason and then looked down the small congregation she’d gathered as if she hadn’t already told everyone goodbye more than once. 
 
    Bab’s grinned at me knowingly, and kindly shooed her away. That woman would get a raise if I actually paid her. 
 
    Morgana finally turned and headed towards me, smiling happily. 
 
    “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to tell the dogs anything else?” I pulled open the passenger door of my car so she could get in. 
 
    “Bye, Luc.” She hugged him too, and he grinned at me over her shoulder, knowing I couldn’t stand when she called him that. 
 
    “Morgana you’re acting like we’ll be gone for a goddamn year.” I removed her from my brother’s arms and physically guided her into the passenger seat. 
 
    “Hug?” Luca held his arms open. 
 
    I ignored him, circling around to the driver’s side and getting in. 
 
    “You didn’t tell anyone bye,” Morgana pointed out the minute I put the car in gear. 
 
    “I told everyone bye the same night I announced we were going on an extremely late honeymoon and they’d better not fuck up my Dahlia.” 
 
    “I think the boys have it covered,” she yawned. 
 
    If they somehow couldn’t, Luca was there, and Porter would be coming in before us. The busiest season of the year was about to kick off, bringing with it lots of changes and a new way of networking. There was a family like ours coming in when Porter did. I was curious to see how that panned out. 
 
    Honestly, I knew Declan, Ethan, and Mason could handle everything just fine. They were raised for this. And they needed the practice. 
 
    “You’re the one who didn’t want to leave.” I pointed out. 
 
    “I just really like being home.” 
 
    I reached over and took hold of her hand. I’d never get tired of hearing her say that. 
 
    “And what are you going to do without the play-rooms? Wilt and suffer in a ball of misery?” 
 
    I laughed under my breath. “You think I didn’t make sure we’d be involved in some extracurricular activities?” 
 
    “You’re so bad, Jules,” she sighed, “But I love you.” 
 
    Like the teddy bear she was trying to turn me into, my heart clenched in my chest. I placed a kiss on the back of her palm. “I’ll love you always.” 
 
   
  
 

 Iniquity 
 
    [image: A close up of a logo  Description automatically generated] 
 
    October 2019 
 
    Sequel to Depravity 
 
    Sign up for a release alert here. 
 
    Add to TBR here. 
 
    Read an excerpt 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Excerpt 
 
    My worn sneakers moved over uneven terrain. Not for the first time since I’d left the house, my phone began to vibrate in my pocket, interrupting the quiet. I still had issues with using one of these devices. I knew how to tell who was calling, though. 
 
    Ethan. 
 
    Ten minutes before it had been Declan. 
 
    I had to hurry. The chateau was just up ahead. Hannibal followed alongside me, his golden tail wagging steadily. There was a twist in my lower stomach I couldn’t identify. I was getting better with understanding emotions, but some still were beyond my realm of knowledge. I didn’t like this one. It came directly after I decided I would take Katie’s advice from three weeks ago. 
 
    I kept going and tried to think of a reason why I had not answered their calls. 
 
    If they happened to be waiting at our home I would have to explain where I was. 
 
    I would rather not. 
 
    Promises were sacred and I had broken mine two times. They would be the disappointed. 
 
    I couldn’t see how my fixing was wrong unless I did it in front of them. They’d said they understood it. My Ethan and my Declan. They knew my sickness demanded to be fed. So why did I have to keep doing things inside the same room? It was starting to feel suffocating. 
 
    They wouldn’t like this, though, and it was too late to undo what I’d done. The man from before and now the woman from today. They needed my help. They came with me willingly to my spot in the woods. I still had to come back today because I promised them, I’d make them better. As soon as I got to my needles I would return. 
 
    I emerged from the woods and brushed off my jeans. Hannibal released a soft whine and moved closer to my side. I followed his line of sight to the Dahlia’s secured gates. 
 
    A car idled in the road with someone sitting in the passenger seat. Another person stood by the gates. A woman with hair a shade darker than mine.  
 
    “Hello,” I greeted as was custom. 
 
    She turned away from the speaker-box quickly. Eyes the color of a muddy river focused on me. “Hi! Do you live here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Great, you can help me then. I’m looking for a Helena Gardener.” 
 
    “She’s here.” 
 
    “Great!” The woman twisted around and made a signal with her hands for the person in the car. When she faced me again there was a small tilt to her lips. “Can you let her know I’m here?” 
 
    “Who are you?” If she was with the woman in the woods, I would have to figure out something to do with her too. I stroked Hannibal’s head and continued towards the gates. 
 
    “Uh…I’m her sister.” 
 
    I stopped.
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