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      A note to you the reader,

      This novel touches on sensitive subjects that could bother some readers. To make sure everyone is informed before they dive into this book, I want you to know the subjects include drug use, grooming (and the grooming of children, not on screen but shown by way of a game), sex, kidnapping, sex trafficking, sacrificial deaths, forced pregnancy, forced sex, and abortion with a woman’s right to choose.

      I want to tell everyone, when there are victims involved, it is never ever, ever, ever the victim’s fault. If you’ve been a victim, please know it was nothing you did, or didn’t do. The fault lies with the perpetrator of this crime. It doesn’t matter who they are, it is their fault for being a monster, not yours.

      If you need to talk to anyone, please contact the National Human Trafficking Hotline 1-888-373-7888 or visit www.rainn.org to chat with someone online. They offer services for any victims of sexual assault, no matter your gender.

      If you think anyone you know is involved in trafficking, please get somewhere safe before you make any reports. Your and their safety comes first and there are people out there to help.

      It is 100% okay to seek counseling, or group therapy. You are not alone. I’m right there with you, too. We are strong. We are survivors. We are warriors.

      

      There are many additional resources at rainn.org including…

      

      Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network (RAIIN) 1-800-656-4613

      National Suicide Prevention Lifeline 1-800-273-8255

      National Domestic Violence Hotline 1-800-799-SAFE (7233).

      National Center for Victims of Crime 1-855-4-VICTIM (84-2846)

      National Runaway Safeline at 1-800-RUNAWAY (786-2929)

      https://victimsofcrime.org/getting-help/

      

      And many more. Please do not hesitate to reach out if you need help.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This story is for the ones who didn’t make it out.

        I hate the monsters for what they did.

        I’ll try to make it right.

        By shining a light on what they do.

        You are missed, you are loved, and you’ll never be forgotten.
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      I slip into the third-floor bathroom to check no one is inside. The walnut ceiling and walls are polished to a shine. A red velvet tufted sofa surrounds an ornate gold fountain—the King and his colors. Clothes are draped here and there from the Vixens and Dollies getting ready this morning. Most of them have left for the day, but I have to make certain no one sees me.

      I’m careful as I pace along the stalls listening for any sound. Silence, apart from the fountain’s trickling water, greets me. I make my way over to the showers—with the cascade from the fountain; I can’t be sure no one is in here until I lay my eyes on the room. There’s no steam, no bodies being washed, it’s empty.

      Now to get what I came for.

      There’s a trash can close to the door. I don’t have any gloves, but I’ve got to do something. I rifle through the trash looking for used tampon applicators and pads—anything I can throw in my trashcan to convince Fitzroy I’m not pregnant.

      My handler—my King—Fitzroy has been worried about me having a baby almost as much as he has about our Units—well the ones who remain. We’ve been losing people left and right thanks to someone at the FBI.

      I hope Agent Shwetz knows how much I appreciate that.

      When I first met the agent I was scared of being arrested. Now I know all she wants from me is my help. She wants the same thing I do—to save people from trafficking. I am, however, scared of what will happen if King Fitzroy discovers: I’m the one telling her things.

      There’s one pad wrapped up halfway down. I pluck it out and set it on the counter. As I dig, I also find one tampon applicator with blood on it. I grab both and wrap them in paper towels. I’m lucky some of our workers still have periods, most of the birth control methods used by Fitzroy make sure periods aren’t an issue, because sometimes it messes with scheduling—unless of course the clients request that sort of thing.

      I’ve found what I need, but does my twin brother have what he needs? I grip the counter and force my tears back. Has Trent been to his doctor? Is he safe, does he have food? Does he have the clothes he likes, his computer? Is he overwhelmed by the changes? My mind whirls as I think of him and pray he has everything he needs.

      I put the things that fell out of the can back and wash my hands. Checking myself over in the mirror after I’m done. My hair is clipped, with the sides pulled back. I’ll be a blonde today. Fitzroy insisted blonde be added to the underside of my hair so when it’s pulled back, I’m a blonde, but when it’s down my natural black hair takes center stage.

      I don’t prefer the blonde, but at least my makeup is impeccable. There’s a wet splash on the front of my blouse—from washing my hands or a stray tear I don’t know—I’ll change before I head down to the office. It’s my first official day, so I need to be flawless when King sees me this morning. He’s introducing me to some very special people in the hierarchy.

      I don’t know who they are, but I’ll know soon enough.

      Leaving the bathroom I head toward the fourth floor, to the bedroom I share with King Fitzroy—until he gets tired of me or decides to be done trying to impregnate me. I haven’t processed what could happen after—after I don’t provide him with a child. Is the Queen protected, forced again and again to try, or will I become fodder?

      The unknown wouldn’t bother me so much if I knew where Trent was or how he was doing. I could become fodder, I could live with that, if I knew he had everything he needed. Empty boxes stacked by the front door remind me… Felix saw Trent’s things leave the apartment with Corwin Thwaite, but Felix hasn’t updated me on anything else, and it’s been so long since then. So very long. I hope Corwin is okay, too, and his daughter, Becca.

      Geez there are so many people I’ve put in harm’s way.

      I run my hand along the wallpaper in the hall, its bumpy texture is one Trent would love. He’s okay, they’re all okay. I repeat it over and over.

      If he’s still with Corwin, he has what he needs. Corwin wouldn’t let him go without things, but is Trent brave enough, able enough, to tell Corwin what he needs or is he too overstimulated by everything that’s changed to function? Did Corwin even keep him, or did he send him out on his own?

      No, Corwin wouldn’t do that.

      He’d make sure Trent was okay. I have to believe this. Corwin is a good man, a good father, he’d make sure my brother is safe. He’d promised me as much when he told me if I needed anything he’d help me. If six months of dinners with Corwin taught me anything, it’s that Corwin is a perfect gentleman. Maybe Felix will have an update for me when he gets back.

      I head to the stairway and guards walk past me. I make sure to hold my head straight. I’m the one in charge after all. Though I wish I had a guard of my own.

      Felix would be my choice of personal guard.

      Felix is the King’s best bodyguard—and let’s face it, the only person who’s helped me since we left The Island. He left days ago with Estelle, to return her to managing the Units in Florida. I can’t call Felix for help if King decides I’m no good anymore and gets upset. Estelle was none-to-happy about being forced back to her old position, but when Fitzroy backhanded her in front of everyone, she left without another word. Though she did bow to her King before she left.

      Estelle is almost as scared of him as I am.

      I take the stairs in the foyer two at a time as footsteps sound from the kitchen.

      I’m on my own until Felix returns, so I avoid as many people as possible. Felix said he’d try to make it a short trip, but… who knows if Estelle will allow that or not. She should’ve taken her bodyguard, Collin, but Fitzroy wanted a proper report and Collin doesn’t cut it.

      Waiting for Felix to get back makes me about as anxious as not knowing where Trent is. I haven’t seen or spoken to Trent since before I went to The Island. Went, was forced, whichever verbiage you choose. It doesn’t matter now though because I am Queen to Fitzroy my King. With Estelle gone I’m supposed to train the new Dollies, make up next month’s schedule, fix this month’s—because clients have been canceling left and right—and plan for tonight’s party, and next week’s sale.

      After this morning’s meeting, I’ll prep the new ones for the party. Tomorrow I’ll worry about next week’s sale.

      The FBI are piling the pressure on. I’m glad for it, because this shit needs to end, but I feel bad for all the people who are being sold overseas right now. Life and death are slipping through my fingers with the push of every button. If someone doesn’t take to their training, or forgets what I’ve taught them, or if I schedule someone with the wrong client, and things go badly—it could be one more body for Sempers and his cannibal clients the Chewies to do with as they wish. If they’re scheduled and the client doesn’t like them or complains in any way; they’re on a ship. I’ll never see them again.

      I step onto the fourth-floor landing, going right walking toward the end of the hall so I can change. I can’t think about the ‘what ifs’ now, though. I can’t help anyone if I lose this Title—Queen.

      The Queen who wishes she wasn’t—but is damn good at her job despite all that.

      

      Set… inhale, exhale.

      

      I know a good deal of the Johns I schedule for. I’ve been sent to them myself in the past. I know their tells, their kinks, it’s the Ones I don’t know that worry me. Fitzroy has me scheduled to meet some of the new Ones today, too. He wants to show off his Queen, I’m going to use the time for recon. While King is going to use this time to show off my body’s compliance when it comes to what he wants.

      It will help me decide who these men are and show me how to keep the Vixens and Dollies I send to them alive.

      That’s my goal.

      That and getting an abortion before I start showing.

      It’s been two weeks since I discovered I was pregnant. I don’t feel any different apart from wanting to eat everything. The scent of waffles hits my nose and my stomach grumbles. There’s also my sensitivity to smell. I have to keep it hidden, but I know if any food comes in the manor, no matter where I am. If I’m in the pool house, and someone brings KFC into the main house, I smell it.

      I can’t tell anyone though. If I tell anyone, Fitzroy will find out and then there will be no way to stop it. No way to prevent another child being born into the business and eventually sold because someone tires of them—or worse, wants to use them the way they use me.

      Just like the people who are being held now thanks to the new president and his horrific agendas—literally taking people based on racism, homophobia, and disability among other things and locking them in camps. What people (and possibly the new president, though that’s unlikely) don’t seem to understand is that those who are taken aren’t seen again. Not because they’re dead, no, they’ve been sold to the highest bidder. If they aren’t used as fodder, then they’re bred and used to make a new population of money-making Units.

      Like what’s being done to me. Forced pregnancy.

      And that’s what all the Kings’ want… the ones born that no one knows about… they’re like free money to the four Kings’ that rule this global Empire. How many have already been born and sold with no one ever knowing they existed in the first place? It’s not like those giving birth are sent to hospitals. Kings have doctors on the payroll. There’s no record that these babies exist.

      My stomach gurgles again at the thought of having a baby and it being sold.

      According to the sixteen-year-old girl I met on the island, Phallon, I should be about five or six weeks now. I enter the bedroom and head into the closet to change my blouse while my jaw clenches. I drop my soiled shirt in the laundry basket. Seeing my stomach in the full-length mirror makes me nervous. When will I start to show, when will Fitzroy know? I’m so thin that I worry I’ll show sooner than other people would.

      I’m thankful for Phallon, and worried about her. Phallon was sent back to an island yesterday, not the one I was at, apparently there’s a second location that utilizes underground areas more. That’s how the Uncles who weren’t on the helicopter escaped The Island when the FBI raided it; underground tunnels that were stocked with supplies.

      I don’t know how Phallon is. I don’t know how the others I met on The Island are either, Ruby, Quentin, the kids. I hope they’re all okay. Maybe Quentin and the kids were saved by the FBI during the raid.

      Who knows?

      I move through the selection of clothes in the walk-in. I need something white, to show my station. It’s what Fitzroy wants to see me in the most. Geez, how soon until my clothes won’t fit? Will I be able to get something done before that happens?

      I’ll need to eat less and exercise more so that I won’t show anytime soon.

      Ever since Phallon guessed I was pregnant I can’t get her other words out of my head.

      “I’ve had three myself. Trust me, you’re preggo.”

      The words still shock me. She’s so young to have already had three kids. The pained look in her eyes, the absolute terror, and ache… I didn’t have to ask to know; her kids had either been sold or were dead—or both.

      Would Fitzroy do the same with mine?

      He’s been upset that Everleigh was taken by the FBI, but why… is it out of some fatherly love, or a twisted kind and he’s only upset because someone took his toy away?

      That’s how he is about all the other Vixens and Dollies that were saved—or stolen if you use his words. He’s upset about the loss of income and stock. How his coronation was ruined. He hasn’t shown the least amount of concern for anything else. No one that was taken by the FBI has said a word about how they came to The Island, because most of them have forgotten or were dosed with K.

      Those who were rescued from the buses never saw anything either. They were kidnapped, and drugged, so they can’t tell the FBI anything. Ketamine is a strong tranquilizer. It’s the only reason Fitzroy isn’t more concerned. He knows what K does to a person and how much it makes them forget.

      Maybe Fitzroy was dosed at some point and forgot who Becca was, who her father was. It won’t be me that reminds him. Becca and Corwin are my only outside hope.

      I button the last button on my chosen white silk sleeveless shirt and look myself over in the mirror—I purse my lips, I look stressed. But there’s no visible bump showing. Thank god, and also no bra or panty lines because I have no undergarments on today. I plaster a smile on my face and brighten my eyes as much as I can. No one can suspect a thing.

      If anyone asks, I’ll say I’m nervous to meet these special guests.

      I repeat the mantra to myself a few times.

      There’s a knock at the bedroom door, and I know, it’s time to…

      

      …Go.
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      “Alyx,” the closet doors open wide, and Collin comes in. “Fitz wants you downstairs. Mr. Ito hasn’t seen you in a while and doesn’t believe that you aren’t one of the lost Units.” Collin rolls his eyes and then looks me up and down. “Nice mini skirt.”

      I eye him. “Who wants me downstairs?” I can’t have him disrespect the King in front of me. He’d report me even though he’d get in trouble, too. I can’t have any bad behavior if I want to make it back to Shwetz and save more people.

      Or ever see my brother again.

      “Sorry, King, wants you downstairs.” Collin rubs his head. He shaved his hair after Felix left; now he can’t stop rubbing his hands over his bald head, again and again. I think he shaved it because he doesn’t want another go with Fitzroy, where his hair is pulled. The shaved head makes him look stronger now. Or, probably, it’s the tattoo he has running down the side of his neck. It’s some kind of demon—I haven’t asked about the choice of demon, but I can assume it’s what he thinks of himself. A big badass that is unstoppable.

      “That’s better. I would’ve been down already, but I got something on my shirt and had to change.” Shit the trash in my pocket. “Let me run to the bathroom.” I don’t wait for a response I go into the attached bathroom and empty my pocket into the trash can. I flush and then pull some paper from the roll and cover up the trash I added. Silently praying that it looks normal and wash my hands, being careful not to get any water on myself this time around.

      Collin is waiting by the bedroom door as I come out. “Are you ready for your first day?”

      “It’s not my first day, Collin. I’ve been doing this for a while now. You should know; you where there on my first, first day. Remember back in Florida?” I walk past him and into the hall.

      “You were what fourteen or fifteen then…”

      “You weren’t much older,” I slide the comment in between his words.

      “No, but now you’re Queen. This is your first official day in charge of the merchandise with Estelle gone.” Collin is careful not to touch me as we walk. He’s not even close enough for me to feel his breath like he always was before my Title upgrade.

      “You don’t have to remind me every second, Collin.” But thanks for letting me know who you’re loyal to. “For that matter, please take five steps back.”

      He raises a brow at me.

      “Take five steps back.” I correct the ‘please.’ Queens don’t have to be nice to ‘the help.’ I can’t hide my niceness too far away though because I still have to have it for the clients. For my own safety.

      Collin waits at the top of the stairs as I descend. Once I’ve taken five steps, he follows after me. I make my way down the sprawling staircase and into the foyer of Fitzroy’s New York estate. After Estelle left, we moved everyone to Fitzroy’s. It’s farther into the countryside than Estelle’s, and a lot harder to find as the driveway is hidden. The only way to get to the driveway is with a passkey.

      The keys would be cool if they weren’t used in such a manner. They attach to vehicles, and as the car gets close, the trees and shrubs slide out of the way revealing the long drive. A lot of sales take place here, so the estate must remain hidden to protect it from prying eyes. Depending on the week, and what’s for sale will also change what marks the hidden drive. The entire hierarchy uses beheaded stuffed animals to show not only where the sale will take place, but what kind of Units will be for sale.

      Polar Bears – Your average white girls with various body types and hair colors.

      Panda Bears – Any person who appears to be female and of Asian descent, including but not limited to all those who could check the box marked American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander. The Kings don’t care about being racially appropriate. They take glances and make guesses. It’s beyond reprehensible.

      Stuffed Lions – Males, any kind. Lions represent all males. It’s how they feel about themselves—top of the food chain—but because males (even for sale) could never be ‘less than’.

      Teddy Bears – Units that lean to the curvy side, basically anyone size 16 and above. Male, female, or anything in between.

      Stuffed Rabbits – Anyone who appears to have darker skin than those deemed Asian by those in the hierarchy. Again, beyond reprehensible.

      Stuffed Ducks – Free-for-all. The sale will have a touch of everything.

      They aren’t fair in any of their assessments, and they don’t give a damn about grouping people together in these ways. The stuffed animals are simply a silent call to anyone who knows about the sales, and nothing more than a lost and damaged toy to everyone else.

      Tonight, Fitzroy’s drive will be marked with decapitated stuffed animal ducks.

      It sickens me to my core, but I need to know who the Kings are before I can leave. I have to take them all down… some-fucking-how.

      The estate is surrounded on all sides by high fences, all covered with shrubs and trees that remain green year-round. The fences are topped with razor wire hidden under the vines, but if that wasn’t enough, they’re also electrified.

      No one’s coming in or out without Fitzroy’s knowledge.

      Cameras cover every inch of it, too.

      “Left,” Collin says from behind me as I stand in the hallway trying to remember which way it is to Fitzroy’s office.

      “Thank you.” I turn and walk down the long hall silently cursing myself for thanking Collin. It ends at a solid wall. The wall, however, is a hidden entrance into Fitzroy’s office. He likes his secrets.

      Collin comes up next to me. He pushes with a grunt, and the wall recedes revealing a granite hall.

      My heels click as we walk down the stone path. Collin looks back over his shoulder at me and I nod once in the dim light. He pushes a button to open the hidden passage.

      “And here she is now,” Fitzroy’s voice is slightly muffled until the wall is open. “I give you, my Queen.”

      I step into Fitzroy’s office as Collin closes the hall and himself behind the bookcase I stepped through. If I hadn’t stepped through it myself, I wouldn’t know the entrance existed. After the door closes, all that’s left is the bookcase. I go to Fitzroy’s side and offer him my hand before bending at the knees slightly and lowering my head in a bow.

      Fitzroy may want me to be his Queen, but he also wants me to know my place. And that place is always under him—beneath him, less than him.

      As King squeezes my hand, I rise and greet everyone. The giant marble table is surrounded by leather chairs, and the chandelier above it beams bright white light around the room. Wealth abounds from the tall bookcases to the crown moulding, then onto the leather sofa, his giant desk, and the Ming Dynasty vase that sits alone on a table in front of the large window that opens to the back of the manor.

      “My King.” I kiss his cheek. “Guests.” I offer them all a sweet smile. There are more men present than I expected. I look back to get permission from King before I approach any of them. Fitzroy smiles and nods, proud of me once more for falling in line. Mr. Ito is here; I offer him my hand first. “Uncle, how are you?” He looks toward Fitzroy before taking my hand.

      King must’ve approved because Mr. Ito takes my hand and kisses the back of it. “My Queen, you look lovely as ever. I am glad to see that you were not part of the mess at The Island.” He lets go of my hand and steps back.

      Jennson comes up to me next. “Alyx, it’s good to see you.” He doesn’t touch me. “I told him you were on the helicopter, but Ito wouldn’t believe me.” He laughs.

      I look back at Fitzroy, anger flashes in his eyes. Jennson called me by my name, not my Title. Fitzroy is letting it go because Jennson handles all of his money, and because Jennson was upgraded to Uncle out of necessity on the helicopter ride home from The Island. He has taken to his roll and now enjoys new flavors every week in his office on Monday mornings. Jennson insists on calling his Dollies, flavors.

      I don’t greet the other seven men one by one, instead I take my place at Fitzroy’s side. It’s not lost on me that there are ten dangerous men in the room. The most treacherous one next to me. I kiss Fitzroy on his cheek once more and then turn to them. “Sorry gentlemen, I can’t stand being away from my King when he is so close.” I look at each man and see two familiar faces. One is some kind of politician, but I can’t remember exactly where or what his job title is. It’s not something I remember from school either, as my schooling was cut short.

      The other is a famous singer. I do my best not to ‘recognize’ either of them. Another part of my job—discretion.

      Fitzroy lays a hand on my waist claiming me. “Queen Alyx will now be in charge of the northeast Units. I’ve sent Estelle to control the southeast. With the rest of you here, there isn’t an area in my Kingdom that is uncovered now.”

      “What about King Leo’s uncovered area, area two?” Jennson taps a finger on the table as he walks around it.

      I add the name Leo to my list.

      “It’s not my concern. If they can’t handle themselves and add more Uncles to control their areas, then perhaps I’ll need to expand my own Kingdom.” Fitzroy puffs out his chest. The men in the room laugh.

      “Area’s one, three, and four are well managed.” Mr. Ito takes a swig of dark liquid from a glass on the table. “As for the other Kings, their sales have gone up in recent weeks. Travel has increased to those areas because of what’s going on here. Idowu and his King are quite happy with the money that is rolling into Nigeria.”

      “Our West Coast operations are also doing well. It’s only the East that’s been giving us troubles.” A man I don’t know steps forward and nods to Fitzroy before sitting down in one of the chairs surrounding the table.

      “Mark’s right, but it’s because we’re closer to The Island.” Jennson sits next to Mark in one of the leather chairs.

      Everyone else takes a seat. Fitzroy pulls out one for me. I take the proffered chair while Fitzroy walks around the table talking. “I think we’re safe now. We may have lost The Island, but it’s not like we don’t have others that Peter doesn’t know about.” He looks at me and winks.

      Fitzroy told me about the other islands a few nights ago; the wink was for another reason though. My father’s best friend, the one Fitzroy thinks sold him out and the reason both my parents are dead—Peter. Fuck Peter and everything about him, I don’t care that Fitzroy thinks he’s responsible even though it was Ruby who made the call. Peter became an Uncle on the Island. Everything was going great according to Fitzroy, until Peter took what he wanted from the Queen, ruining the King’s Feast.

      It didn’t matter that he raped me; it mattered that he took Fitzroy’s moment, ruining the feast. I still get sick at the smell of Old Spice because of what he did to me. Peter was cast out after that, not in the way that he was no longer an Uncle, but he was no longer in the inner circle.

      My stomach churns when I think of the girl he choked to death during his ceremony, too. So many deaths happening in front of me, and I’m still not used to it.

      I hope I never get used to it.

      Once you’re in the upper hierarchy, you can’t be killed by anyone else in the hierarchy, not even the King, which is the only reason Peter lived after the King’s Feast.

      My Title might save me, but I’m not a man, so they might not consider me ‘upper’ hierarchy material like they do Peter. He was picked up by the Feds at The Island, too. I hope they keep him. Lock him up and throw away the key.

      “Do you suspect that anyone else helped him?” Mr. Ito raises a brow.

      “I’m unsure, but I’m certain we will find out soon enough. Estelle was able to get ahold of Peter’s computers while he was in custody.” Fitzroy rubs his neck as he circles the table.

      “He was released according to my contact,” Mark adds in.

      My brows raise as I hear the news.

      “Released?” Jennson takes a swig of his drink. Whisky, I think.

      I don’t clench my jaw; I can’t show my true feelings. Keep it together Alyx, keep it together. I’m careful as I relax my brow. No sudden movements, nothing that will have eyes on me that will see any flash of concern.

      Fitzroy nods. “Yes. He’s out of jail, and from his arrest records he informed the investigating officers that he was there as a spy, infiltrating the ring to help kids escape, and it worked due to his relationships with several judges from Florida.”

      “Will the FBI not try and use him since he’s already on the ‘inside’ then?” I lean forward pulling my shoulders back. Asserting myself with confidence. Looking alert and ready to talk business. I am Queen after all. “Since he’s out should we make sure that Peter handles nothing for a long while?” I’m also praying no one knows exactly how much information I’m storing away to give to Agent Shwetz.

      “They might try.” Mark smiles at me. “But even if they do, we won’t let Peter anywhere near the Units, my Queen.”

      “How will you know if they do try to use him?” I look around the table seeking the answer.

      Mr. Ito laughs. “We’ve got a man on the inside. We’re getting daily updates.”

      “We’ll know everything, and Peter will touch nothing. He’ll go into hiding if he knows what’s best for him.” Mark waggles his brow.

      “With the close eyes on the business should we not schedule for next month?” I look to King.

      King nods and gives me a small smile. “With Shawn’s reports we know which areas we can schedule because we know which ones are being monitored. Everything will be listed in the schedule tabs.”

      Shawn is their man on the inside then. Thanks. I do my best not to smirk while I listen harder for additional names and titles.

      “My King,” Jennson leans forward and taps his watch, “perhaps we can talk business after we share the surprise with the guests.”

      Fitzroy smirks. “I was about to say.”

      The door behind Fitzroy opens and naked men and women enter the room. Three men, and seven women. Various colors of bracelets, but white, blue, purple, and green stand out the most. These people are Vixens, Dollies, some are only for Uncles and above, while others are for sale.

      “Today we shall start the festivities with a treat only for the men in this room, a private ceremony if you will. Later tonight, we shall have our party.” Fitzroy’s smile sends chills down my spine. He comes over to me and pulls my chair out. A lustful sneer creeps across his face.

      My heart flutters as I rise. I wasn’t told about this ceremony. I’ll need to stay alert and be excited for whatever is to come. Fitzroy takes my place in the chair and then guides me to stand in front of him.

      “Everyone, I’d like you to meet my Queen.” Fitzroy’s fingers are quick with the buttons on my top. It falls to the floor silently as he turns me around. Several sets of eyes rove over my breasts. His fingers trail down my back until he reaches the zipper on my skirt. He leans forward and unzips it with his teeth, licking me up my crack once the skirt is free of my hips. His finger rolls over my rear entrance, he uses two fingers, one in each treasure box.

      I moan appropriately, how he likes, as the men in the room watch him claim his Queen. Fitzroy stands, turns me around, and kisses me. “My Queen is a feast like no other.”

      The guests grunt their agreement.

      “Feel free to take of your choosing.” Fitzroy sits me on the edge of the table then snaps his fingers. The naked men and women, the Dollies and Vixens, move about the room. Each being selected by the men who sit around the table.

      There is one girl that passes each man showing off her red rubber bracelet. She’s only meant for the King, others can only take of her after the King finishes with her. The red rubber bracelets are a one-time wear for someone that’s been hand-picked by Fitzroy.

      My breathing picks up as I sense this will be a new version of the King’s feast since his was ruined by Peter. Everyone around the table grabs either a man or a woman as they pass and pulls them in front of their chairs, too. Fitzroy arches a brow at me, and I give him a hungry smile, telling him I’m ready for playtime.

      I don’t swallow hard as the lights dim and others focus solely on the table, but it’s hard to hide the sweat that trickles down the back of my neck. My insides heat up much faster than normal recently. Fitzroy grabs the last girl as she makes her way to him. He turns her towards me. She smiles and bows her head slightly. I pray that she’s twenty like she looks as Fitzroy forces our heads together and makes me kiss her. I know this is what he wants, but my stomach is in knots.

      If it were Phallon in front of me, I wouldn’t be able to perform and … fuck I don’t know what would happen. I’d have to tell Fitzroy I wasn’t into younger ones. I don’t know what he would do to me for that. When I pull away the girl winks at me, as she turns toward the King she squeezes my hand. Her white bracelet catches my attention as she does. No one else sees it, but I take it for the message it is. ‘It’s okay, we’re good.’

      Fitzroy pushes the Vixen to her knees. I lean around her to undo his belt for him. I am his after all. I’ve been playing this part for months now. When he wants someone new, I’m still present. I help him get ready for them. They play with him, but I am the only one to receive his fluids. He puts his hand on the back of my neck and pulls me close. He kisses me. I rub my hands over his member, getting him hard while his whiskey-coffee breath assails my mouth. His hand trails along my hip and down my leg before he slides it between my legs.

      He slides his fingers into me. With his other hand he grabs the girl’s hair and pulls her face to his crotch. I make the appropriate noises so that he knows I’m honored to have him touch me.

      There are many sounds in the room. Each Uncle at the table is touching their gifts now that the King is touching his. Many people join me on the marble table.

      I’m careful not to look away from King no matter what I hear. The crack of a whip. The strike against flesh. The muffled scream from someone holding a hand over someone else’s mouth. No, my head does not turn away from my King as he fondles me, and I reach for him, begging him to finish inside me.

      It’s not like he can get me more pregnant.

      And it would be great if this feast didn’t last long.

      He smacks my hand away and I bite my bottom lip. He leans towards me and kisses me hard, wanting. His lips trail kisses down my neck and he leans me back on the table. Apparently, he wants to taste me today. I’ll need to remember to move the trash again before he sees it. Fuck why does he have to go down on me today.

      My back against the table, Fitzroy uses one hand to fondle my breast and the other to penetrate me while he licks me. His tongue flicks at my sweet spot and my body responds to it as it never has before, I explode into his mouth. It only rallies him. My body quakes with a new sensation but I try my best to control the shaking in my hands as other heads bump against mine. Fitzroy climbs atop the table to mount me. The others move quickly. The Uncles make room for their King to finish the way he wants to. Nothing during this ceremony will ruin his day.

      Everyone is on their best behavior, which only worries me more. What threats did he lay down so much that not even Jennson is bucking?

      I make a grand show. Moaning and huffing. Grabbing for purchase on the table, nails raking against the marble top, finding none. “Yes, King, Yes. King oh King, fuck me har…,” my voice falls on the last word, it gets stuck in my throat. “Hard!” I scream out trying to regain what I lost. I can’t ruin this for him.

      The look in his eyes though, I’ve seen it before… lust and hate. “Please,” I beg.

      He’s silent, it’s not enough.

      I’ve angered him.

      He flips me over in one quick movement and my breasts are pressed against the marble. Fitzroy seizes my rear entrance slamming into me hard without warning and my body clenches.

      I try to relax; to breathe through it. His fingers tangle into my hair, pulling my head back as he fucks my ass hard. Making me pay for my mistake. It’s not my favorite form of sex, never has been, and he knows it; but I do it because it’s my job—even though it’s never been comfortable. I moan and Fitzroy pulls me so that my back is against his chest, he slides his finger into my mouth. I suck on it while moaning.

      Muffled cries have my eyes darting around the room. Each man in a state of ecstasy, whether they’re straddled, or their going down on someone, they’re all aggressive as they take what they want. At the end of the table the music artist that shall never be named is cutting the naked man’s back with a razor knife while he gyrates inside him. The naked man has something in his mouth, it looks like a sponge.

      Fitzroy thrusts into me and I remember my place instantly. “I need all of you inside me, give me your cum.”

      Fitzroy pulls out of my rear, and pushes me back down, pulling me up so that my knees and breast are on the table, but my ass is in the air. He thrusts into me, screams out, and releases inside me—but I know, as his fingers dig into my hips hard, I’ll pay for that falter later.

      Everyone else in the room finishes along with King, and I pray it’ll be enough to satisfy him.
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      King pulls out of me and gets off the table. He hikes up his pants. “My Queen.” He takes my hand and helps me down. The Vixens and Dollies rise and untether themselves from the men as much as they can as Collin comes into the room.

      “That performance could use some work Alyx,” Fitzroy hisses in my ear.

      I nuzzle into him to hide the scene from the others. He bites down the side of my neck, but he bites hard. I’ll have bruises. I’ll have to cover them with the tattoo coverage we use for some girls.

      King likes to give bruises, but he doesn’t like to see them.

      “The party, my King, you asked me to keep you on task.” Collin laughs from the other side of the room.

      King grabs my wrist. “Yes, our Queen has a great undertaking ahead of her today. She must get our new merchandise ready. They’re in House Four. Collin, see to it. And Alyx, the tracking app has been installed on your phone which is still on your desk.”

      King pushes me away, in what should be a sweet swat on the butt, but it lands hard, and I know I’ll have to use coverup there as well.

      But not before I see the new merchandise. The quip about my phone reminds me that I’m watched from every angle, always. Every one of the Units are, but by tracking earrings, not their phones. Fitzroy tracking me by my phone now, is a bit of freedom he offered me for doing a good job, but when Felix is around I wear the earrings anyway—just in case.

      The girl who kissed me hands me my clothes without touching me. Fitzroy gives her a sweet smile to make me jealous. I’m not, but I scowl at her anyway to give him what he wants. I take the clip out of my hair and turn fast, so my hair flies in her face.

      Fitzroy laughs. “My Queen is jealous my friends.”

      Everyone joins in on his laughter.

      The man with the cuts on his back rises and blood drips to the floor. Collin nods for him to leave the room. He doesn’t hesitate, but he doesn’t run either. He strolls toward the door as if this were any other day. As he turns, I recognize his face. It’s Quentin, his hair is different, no longer that surfer boy hair from The Island, it’s all one color now, but it’s him I know it.

      My heart aches: it was him whimpering, it was him with the sponge in his mouth. I wonder what kinds of drugs were in the sponge too as he wobbles, catching himself on the doorframe as he exits.

      I turn back to my King once I’m dressed. “My liege, I love your cum.” I put my hand between my legs and gather some of the dripping fluid and bring it to my lips. I stare into his eyes as he lights up, and then I close my eyes as I lick my hand. “Mmm, my favorite.” I lean in and kiss him.

      Fitzroy’s arms go around me, and he gets hard again. His member pushes into my stomach through his pants. I pull back. “I’m going to make you a fuck ton of money today.” I wink, turn, and exit, glancing back to see his lip curl up into a satisfied grin.

      At least he won’t be as mad at me later.
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      “Up the hill VixD’s we got shit to do today.” Collin points everyone to House Four as we exit through the back entrance of the manor. “Would you like any assistance my Queen?” He takes two stairs at a time. The recent rain has made the stone paths around the compound slick.

      I walk up the wet stone staircase. “No, believe it or not I can walk for myself.” I slip and he laughs. I pull my heels off and walk past him.

      “I was trying to be nice.” He snickers and walks beside me up the stairs.

      The stairs are wide, three or four people could walk side by side up them so he’s still far enough away not to touch me. “Why are you trying to be nice? What do you want?”

      “Here’s the thing. It’s Wednesday.” His eyebrows waggle.

      Wednesdays used to be my day off. The day Collin would come around looking for a romp in bed. “So?”

      “You’re the Queen now, you schedule everyone. I wanted to know who I was going to be with today. I liked the performance of that one.” He points to the girl that kissed me. “Her cheeks sucked in the right amount while she was sucking Fitz off. She looked like fun while I watched her on the cameras.”

      I stop, turn, and glower at him. “Excuse me. Who is it exactly that you think you’re talking to?” I’ll have to punish him for calling our King ‘Fitz’ again. Only certain people are allowed to call him by his name, and I know for a fact that Collin is not on that list any longer. He’s been messing up too much. “Are you forgetting something,” I add as Collin stares at me with his mouth half open. Does he not remember I already got on him for this once today?

      “I suppose you’re referencing my other recent fuck ups.”

      “Leaving two girls on the side of the road isn’t a fuck up Collin, it’s a possible legal situation. You’re lucky Felix saved your ass.” Collin had gone drinking after he dropped two girls off at one of the Brother’s vacation homes and when the Brother kicked them out for crying after he’d hit them—I cringe—with wooden whips, Collin didn’t answer his phone because he was passed out at the bar.

      “Felix responded to a tracker alert. Stupid bitches both clicked their earrings together and I get the shit end of the fucking stick.”

      Fitzroy and the others exit the house, they’re all laughing. One man is holding his package tightly in his hand and motioning his other like he’s forcing someone to suck him off.

      I take two steps toward Collin and smack him as hard as I can. His face flies to the side and my palm tingles. The crowd behind us goes quiet.

      “You will refer to your King by his Title! You’re privileges of romping around in the sheets are over, until you learn your fucking place!”

      This will do two things for me. It will keep me from having to give Collin access to any girls for a while. Which will save them from the bite marks and bruises I’ve so often had to endure, and it will make King happy to see me in action. It could also make the ones he’s with fear me a little, too.

      Maybe… who knows, they do what they want on the regular without consequence.

      Collin turns back toward me with a slow ease of someone who isn’t bothered. But… there is fire behind his eyes as he levels his gaze at me. His jaw is clenched, and his fist is tight beside him.

      I square my shoulders and stare back at him. Part of me wants him to hit me, because Fitzroy would have Collin’s head… but then there’s the other part of me that doesn’t want to see that head on a platter because I know with the current witnesses around us, that’s exactly what Fitzroy would do.

      Especially since there’s a party tonight.

      Collin must know, too. He bows his head. “I am sorry my, Queen,” the words drag out of his mouth like cotton balls over sandpaper. The words don’t quite work for his brain, he’s never truly seen me as his superior. He turns and bows to Fitzroy. “My King.” He turns back to me. “Shall I escort you?”

      “Ten steps away from me, and don’t touch any of my merchandise.”

      I don’t look back at the group of men as they laugh. I take the last four steps up the stairs and head down the stone path toward the back of the property; House Four is about a half a mile away. The naked men and women are walking far ahead now. None glance back. They’re all quite perceptive from what I can tell from this interaction.

      I look through the crowd searching for Quentin, he’s at the front of the group. As I walk down the path droplets of blood are splattered in a wobbly line, some thinned by the recent rain, others thick and dark red.

      I stop and face Collin. “Go fetch the doctor and bring them to House Four. I expect the Doctor to arrive before I do.”

      Collin doesn’t argue; he takes off running in the opposite direction. I rub my still tingling palms together.

      If I ever lose this title, I’ll have to steer clear of Collin.

      If I’m alive anyway.
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      House Four’s doors are open when I walk up the path. Collin waits there; Doctor is grabbing a bag from the Gator cart. Collin must’ve driven up the back way to beat me here. When I approach the door, the doctor stands at the ready. His hair is a dusty blonde, his eyes blue, by my best guess he’s in his mid-forties. I’ve only seen him up close on a few occasions. But I’ve never been told his name, so to me, he’s Doctor.

      “My Queen, you asked for me?” He bows his head in my direction as I pass him.

      “Yes, one of my Vixens was injured during the King’s special event this morning and I’d like you to attend to them.” I turn left and head toward the bathrooms where I know Quentin will be.

      “Of course, do you know what kind of injury?” The doctor’s dress shoes clack against the tiles as we walk.

      My feet leave watery prints on the floor until we reach the carpet. I’m glad for it as my feet are cold from the wet stones. “Cuts to his back.”

      Doctor stops. “Collin didn’t tell me I’d need my sutures.”

      I don’t stop, nor do I turn. “Then I guess you’d better hurry.”

      Footsteps retreat at a quick pace. In moments the Gator hums to life and peels off on the slick stones, the sound echoes in through the open windows in the hall. The engine revs and Collin punches it faster once they’re on the driveway.

      I pick up my pace and reach the bathroom to find many of my—I don’t like calling them merchandise or Units… these people they know the things I do; they’ve felt those things… they are my brothers and sisters—but I can’t call them that either—most of them are already in the showers washing up, others are waiting on benches for their turns. I glance around the blue tiled room; Quentin sits on a shower chair, with a towel in his lap, wincing as water runs down his back.

      I walk over. “Quentin, is that you?”

      He looks up, pain etched along the creases in his forehead. The tightness of his jaw has me going down to my knees, setting my shoes aside, and placing a hand on his. “Is there anything I can do to help? The doctor is bringing supplies, but can I…can I do anything?”

      “No, but thank you, my Queen.” His eyes dart around the room.

      His hand flinches, but I can’t tell why. Maybe there’re cameras in here, too. I pull my hand back. I can’t ask him to call me Alyx. I need to protect him, too. I nod once and set about the room checking on everyone else. I give praise as I do, like Estelle used to. “Wonderful job my lovelies. King was pleased with you all today. I’ll see to it that beds are fixed up for you. We’ll move you all to House Two this evening.” They’ve certainly earned beds.

      There are smiles as I pass people, but no words. The bruises are already forming on upper arms, jaws, hips, legs. Bite marks, too.

      How the fuck can I help these people?

      Laughter from down the hall causes necks to turn and eyebrows to crease with worry. I slow wave my hands in a downward motion. ‘I’ve got this, keep calm.’ I say without words as I grab my shoes and leave the bathroom.

      Putting my heels back on and following the noise I go to the front room of the house. The walls are gray, muted, the floors are in need of repair, but House Four hasn’t had any updates in a long time, and Fitzroy doesn’t want to waste money on our ‘warehouses’ right now. ‘If they don’t like living in garbage, they’ll stop trashing it,’ is what Fitzroy said the last time I brought it up. I did not respond, ‘but can you blame them?’

      When I walk into the front room four people turn toward me.

      “Ah, yes, this is our new Queen.” It’s Estelle’s secretary Renata. Well, not anymore, she’s my secretary now. “My Queen, this is Hammond, Venessa, and…”

      “Dave,” the tall man on the left reaches his hand forward and grabs mine. He holds it and pulls it to his lips, kissing the back of my hand before he drops it. “I’m very happy. I’ve been waiting a long time to meet you.” His brows rise and his eyes brighten.

      “Dave,” Renata says. “Remember your manners, only the King touches the Queen, you will not be warned a second time.”

      “So sorry.” Dave glances at Renata. “My Queen, I apologize for my excitement. It won’t happen again.” He offers me a bright smile.

      I offer a smile back and pray it doesn’t show that my stomach is in knots. Dave feels… wrong. The same way that Sempers feels wrong. “Thank you, Dave.” I give him a curt nod. “Hammond, Venessa.” I wave a hand over to the desk and the chairs that sit around it.

      Hammond is short and stout; Venessa could be his twin. Though their clothes reek of wealth. I’m certain that Venessa’s flowery short dress is a designer original, while Hammond must be wearing Dolce and Gabbana.

      Dave is similarly dressed, but it’s his crocodile shoes that grab my attention as he swings one leg over the other after he sits down.

      “These are our new Boyfriends, and of course Venessa our new Girlfriend.” Renata waves a hand to the three of them. “They’ll be pushing out the new merch. Whatever we don’t sell tonight at the party, and those that aren’t scheduled on the streets, they’ll take care of. Hammond takes Upper West, Dave takes East Village, and Venessa will control Queensboro. We have active street clientele in all those locations.”

      I take the seat behind the desk and click the options on the computer for the scheduling app. I do my best not to swallow hard while I stare at the screen, and pretend I know what the fuck I’m doing. There are numbers along the side, Units, and each Unit that’s scheduled has their assigned numbers down rows. The clients are all coded by numbers that start with letters, and other various codes are listed across the top.

      There are tabs for each person in charge of Units. I control the Units and the pushers. The pushers enforce the merchandise to keep on schedule. I go over everything with them. “Hammond is to pick up twenty from House One, and four from House Two.” I shift slightly in my seat as I try to remember, these Units are regulars to his area. They all know what to do. Hammond is new to me but by the way his hand twitches against his knee, I know he’s a smacker when things don’t go his way.

      Renata leans over me pointing to the screen. She doesn’t whisper. “He has worked his way up the ladder, and I do not doubt wants to be a Grandpa one day soon.”

      Hammond smiles and I look back at my screen, so I don’t clench my jaw. He looks so eager to fulfill his role of trafficker. I take a deep breath and, yeah, I smell Taco Bell. I glance at the clock on the computer screen. It’s almost noon. Someone brought lunch to the manor. I refocus my attention. “Venessa will take fifty from House Three and move them to various houses around Long Island. She’ll be forwarded their schedules, as well as the locations that each Unit will do best in.”

      Renata leans in again. “If she does well, she’ll be allowed to schedule them on her own in two weeks. Which will have her making Aunt soon.”

      “I cannot wait. I have some great ideas for all the Dollies. And I know of a couple of Dollies that will be Vixens, soon.” The way Venessa’s voice bounces over words like she’s so excited to send people out for sex makes me want to smack her, but I hold back as she continues. “I’ll make sure they get upgrades in the client department, too. You know as soon as I’m allowed to make their schedules.” Venessa’s brow furrows. “If that’s okay with you of course my Queen. I don’t mean to overstep.”

      My nerves must be showing on my face. “As long as you’ve received your upgrade,” I raise a brow assessing her.

      “And paid the price to upgrade,” Renata chimes in as she points to the screen where the sum of a million dollars is listed. She leans closer and whispers in my ear this time. “Aunts aren’t given ceremonies like Uncles; they have to submit to our King in different ways.”

      I don’t know what Estelle had to do to become an Aunt, I never had any kind of ceremony, I went straight from Vixen to Queen. I have no idea what it will entail but I am certain Fitzroy will have a field day with it. He loves women of all shapes and sizes. He seems eager to eat out every woman that passes him regardless of their looks. He appreciates them all. In his own dark way.

      “Renata, please do not cut me off in the future.” I glare at her. I do it because I’ve seen Estelle do this before. I need Renata, but I also need to make sure I follow the damn rules, too. And I cannot abide anyone treating me less than my Title demands. A Title I don’t want but must keep.

      “Of course, I apologize. I think I’m over excited for the party tonight.” Renata gives me a genuine smile.

      She’s better at this than she knows.

      I nod. “Please tell us what’s next Renata.” I get up from the chair, grab my cell from the desk, and walk over to the window. If she wants to prove herself, I’ll give her an opportunity. At least that’s what the others will think—when really I don’t want to schedule sex for others.

      “Dave has different orders according to his tab. Dave is on the hunt for new Dollies this week. He’s supposed to bring in at least forty by the end of the month. If he does well, King will make him a Father, which would put him over Hammond, too.” Renata looks up and smiles at Dave and Hammond then returns her gaze to the screen.

      Hammond doesn’t seem happy about this but gives a polite smile as Dave reaches over and pats his shoulder. I slide my phone into my pocket.

      Standing in the warm sunlight that streams through the windows feels nice. It centers me. I must keep going so I can help more people escape. I have to hold it together long enough and keep feeding information to Shwetz. I can’t wait for Felix to get back so I can unload all these new names and locations on him, so he can give them to her.

      Renata taps the screen, and it pulls my attention back to my current task. “Dave, of course for this upgrade, you will need two hundred thousand in cash, and the King will expect you in the circle for your sacrifice.”

      “I am happy to have this opportunity. I will use some of my previous new Units to bring in some more. They’re good at bringing in friends. My Units of course return home in the evenings so there’s no need for housing.” Dave gets up and comes over to the window by me. “My Queen, you know this, yes?”

      “I am aware that there are plenty of Units that go home at the end of every day.” I know this all too well. It’s how I got started. Once he’d fully groomed me, I would give Fitzroy and his friends handjobs, or blowjobs, massages, so many little things that I didn’t really care about because it cushioned my pocket. I had no idea what I was really getting into… Not a fucking clue.

      “Yes, I think they work harder when they know they’re getting a little extra money. Money they wouldn’t get from their parents.” His stare makes me wonder exactly what he knows about me. “A bit of money to party after school.” Dave laughs. “Gives them a little more gumption when approaching new clients, too.” His brow waggles. “I of course get a taste of every new one before I send them out. I must know what they’re capable of and best at before I can send them to the right clients. I do my due diligence.”

      I knew I hated this guy.

      “Shall we go visit the new Units now? See how they should be spread among the Houses, who they might work with best at the party tonight?” Renata stands and waves for us all to follow her. “You three will have your pick of the ones that the special guests don’t choose of course. If there are any left behind, please feel free to test them out.”

      I bring up the rear not excited about this next step. I don’t know where these people have come from, but I know they didn’t come here on their own. How could I have not known all of this only two months ago? I was so blind. So focused on myself and my brother that I didn’t know what I was a part of. I didn’t know that this was the reason my parents were dead. That my brother and I were alone.

      Because I made a dumb decision as a kid and ruined all our lives.

      I’m the reason my parents are dead and that I can’t see my brother. A whiff of cheeseburger hits my nose, and I get nauseous. The overwhelming smell is pickles. I swallow and stop walking.

      “My Queen, are you alright?” Renata stops the group.

      My damn heels make too much noise. If I’d have stayed barefoot, she wouldn’t have noticed that I stopped walking. I plaster on my best smile. “I’m so thrilled for all of you. I’m excited to see what comes, and also happy for lunch to get here,” I add as my stomach grumbles.

      Breathe Alyx, breathe. In through the nose, out through the mouth.

      “Then I’m happy to say,” Renata turns to Dave, “Open the doors!”

      Dave turns like he’s a giddy schoolboy excited to go to the park. He pulls his badge from his pocket and waves it over the lock, which beeps when it disengages. He opens the double doors at the same time, flinging them back as if they’re nothing. The magnetic doorstops grab hold of the doors, so they remain open, and we all enter.

      People stand from their sitting positions, and body odor wafts around the room. Many race to the walls, going to their places so they can be viewed. Others stay silent in their outcry of mistreatment. They remain in place—in defiance. Estelle would have their heads if she were here.

      I don’t know what I’m going to do. Their actions have me scanning the room for who else is present.

      Doctor is the first person I see. He’s standing over a table in the far corner suturing Quentin’s back. I’m careful not to sigh my satisfaction. Collin stands close by Quentin, too. Four guards with guns patrol outside the tinted one-way windows that surround the room on the east and west sides.

      The floor of the room is littered with discarded blankets. I’ve tried to have more and more brought in, but King doesn’t think they’re needed. I beg him though, and when I beg, I’m already on my knees so after a quick blowjob he has guards go on shopping runs to pick them up, but there’s still not enough for everyone.

      The number of blankets on the floor, however, shows the number of times in these past weeks that I’ve been on my knees.

      Renata walks over to the youngest of the girls, who remains there in defiance of the rules. “You will stand, and you will place yourself against a wall so that you can be looked over, or you will be punished.” She puts a handkerchief under her nose to block out the smell.

      The girl doesn’t look up at Renata. A few of the others who stayed, get to their feet and join the group against the west wall. There are some who still remain steadfast in their defiance. It makes me proud but also scares the hell out of me.

      Renata looks at me. I raise a brow and walk toward them. I ache for them because of the smell alone, but I have to keep my head about me so I ignore the scent as much as I can.

      Renata pulls back her leg and I race forward; I push Renata to the side to stop her from kicking the girl. Renata falls, but as she goes down, she kicks the girl in the head anyway. The girl yells out, and falls over, too.

      Fuck.

      “What the hell!” Renata stares at me. “The bitch didn’t do as she was told!”

      “Excuse me, but when did you become Queen?” I glower down at Renata. “I said nothing when I came into this room. It was you that spoke. Are my Units to listen to you or their Queen?” I spit the last word through my teeth.

      “Estelle allowed me to punish…”

      “I’m sorry?” I spit the word at her and tilt my head. “Are you questioning me? My authority? Do you work for Estelle? Do I need to remind you who your Queen is?” Tingles shoot from my head to my toes as I stare at her dumbfounded expression. I take a step toward her. She scoots backwards. “Are you not going to answer me?”

      I’m not proud of myself as I lord over her, however, if she likes hurting people to make a point, should I really care about her at all?

      “I’m, I’m…” Renata hurries to her feet, her heels slipping as she tries to stand. “I apologize my Queen. You are right. I am so used to the way things were, that…”

      “That’s right, they were that way. They’re a new way now. My way. And only my way.” I look back to the girl who is still on the floor. It looks as though she hasn’t bathed in days. Blood runs from underneath her hand that still holds her forehead. “My dear, are you alright?” I bend down to get a better look at her. “Collin,” I look toward him to make sure he heard me. His head rises and he comes forward at a swift pace.

      “Yes, my Queen?”

      “Please take this Unit to the showers so that she can get clean and then have her see the doctor when he’s finished with Quentin.” Collin raises a brow. I do my best to ignore my slip so that perhaps he won’t take notice of it. “And Collin,”

      He nods letting me know I have his full attention.

      “Do not touch.”

      Collin nods once more and then leads the way toward the showers. “This way.”

      The girl stares at me. Her shirt is ripped from the collar halfway down her back. Her shorts have blood on them. She’s bruised and there are cuts on her bare feet. Confusion is etched on her brow.

      “Go on, get cleaned up.” I don’t smile. I can’t have these people see me as their friend because it will set off alerts for those who are watching. But it’s fucking hard because this girl was obviously kidnapped from somewhere.

      The girl rises from the floor and follows Collin.

      Fitzroy and Collin killed my parents. Peter was in on it.

      I’ve come to repeating this mantra every time I feel like I’m going to cry so that anger instead washes over me. I cannot be emotional around anyone, but anger is something I hide well. I don’t turn and look toward Quentin like I want to, if I do, whoever heard me use his name will take notice and tell the King.

      “Well played my Queen.” Dave comes up beside me. “Keeping everyone in line while taking care of the merchandise like a god damned Lady.” He shakes his shoulders. “Gives me the shivers.”

      I look at the few who remain on the floor. There’s about ten of them. I open my eyes wide and give each of them a straight on stare. None of those who stayed behind are bathed. Probably few have eaten. They came into Fitzroy’s possession in the past couple of days, so they don’t fully know what’s expected of them.

      They look from me to each other; unsure if they’re to listen to me or not. I have no idea how each of them arrived, but the ones with torn clothes are easy to guess.

      I remember Ruby’s story of when she was brought here after she was kidnapped. Though, according to Fitzroy, runaways aren’t kidnapped, they’re repurposed. I take a deep breath and push the thoughts aside. It’s hard on new ones, that’s all that matters. I clap my hands together.

      “Here’s the thing,” I say to those who remain on the floor. “You’re all here according to your Kings wishes. You’ll do as you’re told. If you do, you’ll get a bed soon.”

      Hammond walks along the wall looking at the new ones as I speak. Venessa holds her sleeve over her nose and does the same. Dave rocks on his heels from near Renata and smiles while watching me closer than I’m comfortable with. Good thing I’m good at not letting others know I’m not comfortable.

      “Those who haven’t showered please come over to this wall. Those who have, go to that wall.” I point between the north and south walls. People look around but then Renata claps her hands together enforcing my words. With quick precision they comply and soon the south wall is covered with those who need a shower.

      Collin reenters the room. “Collin will lead you to the showers and then you’ll come back here.” Collin nods to me, places the now clean kidnapped girl by the doctor and then goes back to the door. “I will call in some food for you all so that when King sees you later, you’ll all be on your best behavior. King does not take kindly to those who do not obey him.” I’m trying to tell them all that they’re in danger without actually screaming the words at them. Will they even trust me? “There will be no second chances, do you understand. You will obey your King above all else, even me. However, there are many others that you must obey as well. Collin will tell you about that while you’re showering. Please listen closely.”

      “Come with me.” Collin leads them out of the room.

      Renata comes to my side. “I have ordered their food my Queen. The kitchen will have it here in about twenty minutes. Shall we continue with the viewing?”

      I don’t speak; I nod. Renata tells Hammond, Venessa, and Dave about the new Units. Dave eyes the ones who are under eighteen but the rest he ignores. When his eyes aren’t on a Unit, they’re on me.

      I need a monster to protect me from this other monster. I’d never have thought I’d want to have Fitzroy by my side, but here we are.
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      I make my way over to Quentin, the girl, and Doctor. Sutures cover Quentin’s back; I count the cuts… twelve. Twelve cuts; each a bit different, and as I stare I see it… the artist had begun spelling out his name. Had Fitzroy not finished when he did, Quentin would have their real first name scrawled across his back.

      Right now, it only spells Art.

      Artimus is an unusual first name, it’s no wonder he changed it to something more upbeat to woo his fans. My jaw clenches as I stare at the few still bleeding injuries. The doctor is currently putting stitches under the skin for a deeper wound—must’ve been when Art shoved the sponge into Quentin’s mouth.

      “My Queen,” Doctor says over his shoulder toward me, “can I help you with anything?”

      “I would like to make sure that those wounds don’t leave scars. Can you make sure of that?” I can barely tear my eyes away from Quentin’s back to look at the doctor, but I know I have to if I want to keep from crying.

      Fuck why do I always feel like crying recently?

      “Yes, I will do my best, but some of them are quite deep. Once they fully heal, perhaps some laser therapy could lessen the scars.”

      “Whatever it takes, King wouldn’t want any scarring on the,” I have to swallow before I can even utter the word, “Units.”

      Quentin stirs on the table. His shoulders tighten and his toes wiggle as we talk above him. I can’t tell if it’s from pain or our conversation. The girl still stands steadfast. Her clothes are still dirty, but her skin is completely clean. Her hair drips water onto the ground as her gaze wanders about the room.

      “King does like his Units unmarred. I have used Monocryl in a subcuticular stitch. With my technique the tension,” the doctor pulls up some of the string he’s using to sew Quentin back together, “is evenly distributed across the wound.” Doctor continues to suture but he has a smug smile plastered on his face as he does so. “Minimal scarring, but again, if there is anything left over, we can do some simple laser treatments to fix those.”

      “And the internal stitches?”

      “Absorbable monofilament sutures. I used what I had which is PDS. They’ll take about six months to fully absorb. It’ll depend on the Unit’s healing rate.” The wound closes and the doctor snips the string. He looks up at me. “Will there be anything else?”

      “Yes, please see to her head as well. I want to make sure nothing is damaged. If she needs stitches please make sure there will be no scar.”

      He goes over to her; she crosses her arms over her chest but allows him to look at her head. “I’ll need to take her to my office to get this properly sutured. I don’t have smaller filament with me here.”

      “Do what you can.”

      The doctor gathers his things back into his bag and orders the girl to his side. She goes. Quentin raises up with small grunts as he does so. “Easy.” I reach over to help him sit. “Does it hurt too bad?”

      I glance over my shoulder to make sure no one’s listening in. I’m not sure what Renata would do if she heard me caring for a Unit this way. Renata, however, is busy with the newly cleaned people who are filtering back into the room one by one.

      “Why do you care if it hurts?” Quentin stares at me as he slides off the edge of the table to stand.

      My head tilts to the side as I answer him. “How could I not?” The doctor walks towards the exit and the girl follows him. I take the fleeting moment. “How did you get off The Island?”

      Quentin’s jaw tightens and his brow furrows. “I was escorted and saved by one of our many Uncles, my Queen,” he says through his teeth.

      I can’t tell if he’s mad at me, trying to protect himself, or in pain. Maybe all three.

      “Doctor, do you have anything for pain?” I raise my voice, so it’ll carry across the room.

      “I gave him a shot; it’ll last a few hours. I’ll give him another if it’s needed after that.” The doctor doesn’t glance back as he exits. He calls a guard to follow him and the girl.

      I hope she doesn’t try to run; the guard will shoot her first and have Doctor suture that up, too. If it’s not a kill shot. It will depend entirely on the guard’s mood.

      Another girl who has been showering comes back into the room. She’s fully clothed but her clothes are soaked. I’ll have to ask Collin how that went and make sure he didn’t punish her for not taking her clothes off when she showered. The sight, however, has Renata and the other hierarchy members laughing. The girl looks to be eighteen or nineteen, but the state of her wet clothes says she’s a runaway. They’re dirty even after the shower, frayed, and discolored—weathered.

      The state of her eyes says she’s planning her escape.

      Fitzroy and Collin killed my parents. Peter was in on it.

      I hope she makes it.

      Quentin leans in close to me. “Don’t talk to me. I can’t know you. I don’t want to die, my Queen,” he spits the Title at me. “I’ve survived this long on my own I don’t need your help or your care.” He strides away and goes to stand with the others along the wall.

      I do my best not to gawp at him as he takes his place at the end of the growing line. My heart aches. He doesn’t want my help, but I’m going to try to help him, them all, anyway.

      Collin reenters the room with the rest of them. As they all take their place at the end of the line Collin comes over to me. “They’re all clean. Though some of their clothes need more cleaning. Only one gave me trouble.” He points to the dripping girl.

      “What did you do when the trouble was given?”

      “Nothing. I told her that wet clothes get cold in a building with no heat. She snapped back, ‘Good thing it’s summer.’ I was going to remind her that summer was ending soon, but I honestly didn’t give enough of a fuck to argue with her.” Collin shrugs. “King will handle the unruly ones, and they won’t stay unruly for long.” He laughs and points back to the girl. “Or Dave will; he’s interested in her already.”

      I put my hands to my forehead like I’m trying to rub away a headache as I stare over at the group. Doing a headcount, I realize there are forty of them here. Some glance around the room looking for escape while others stare at the ground only to have their heads raised by Renata assessing them. She’s grouping them according to our Special Guest’s likes and dislikes. I loathe what she’s doing, but she is good at her job.

      “Collin, could you grab the bracelets?” I don’t want to do it, to mark them, but I have to.

      Collin grabs the box of multi-colored bracelets and takes them over to Renata. “Yes, thank you Collin. My Queen,” she calls me over to them and we judge each one. Discussing which color best suits them on first glance.

      I hate how perceptive I am. How at a single glance I know which ones will cause trouble and which ones will get on their knees without any issues. Which ones will be able to take on our harder clients who like to hit, and who will scream the loudest if they’re sent to the same ones. I have Dave put a white bracelet on Quentin’s ankle and I take away his green wrist bracelet. This will save him from the sale that’s happening next week and let him be treated as the Vixen I know he is. He knows what he’s doing and how to survive, but I’ll do what I can to help him.

      The girl with the wet clothes, I can’t bear to give her peach, so she can be used by everyone, but I make sure she doesn’t get green either. I hate that I know she can take a punch. I give her blue and know that in a week or two she’ll be moved to purple.

      Every bracelet I put on has my stomach in knots, but I try to quell that. I know how to keep them safe, and my choice of bracelet will do that. It will give me enough time for Felix to return and get information to Shwetz.

      They have time. They have time.

      “Our rainbow is lacking I think, my Queen,” Renata spins a green bracelet over her finger as she complains about the lack of green without stating it outright. “I suppose King may change some things up on his inspection later.”

      “The King trusts his Queen, I’m certain.” Dave chimes in.

      “I believe the split-up groups round up the kinks and likes of each man that was at that table this morning.” Including a group of girls that look too much like me. The group of girls that Dave is currently circling. “If you have more complaints direct them at me.”

      Renata nods and then snaps her fingers. “Collin.”

      He looks to me. “Do you need me for anything else?”

      I shake my head, and he goes over to her.

      I want to open the doors, and tell them all to run, but the armed guards that roam the grounds would stop them before they’d get far. Then I’d have more blood on my hands. Fitzroy would probably make me watch as he killed each one of them before he killed me, too.

      I have to find a way to help them, though. How can I do it? What would Ana do?

      My mind goes to Felix as my phone rings. The call is from an unknown number. I answer it anyway. “Yes?”

      “I’m back at the main house, come up.” The line goes dead.

      “Renata, I’ll leave you to it. I have things to attend to.”

      I walk away. “Yes, my Queen, I’ll handle everything,” Renata’s voice calls to me as I exit the building.

      No need in telling her that things I need to do involves planning her capture, or death—really either would be okay with me.

      The scent of oatmeal hits my nose, and I turn. The Kitchen has completed the food request—they’re pushing carts toward the front entrance of House Four. Not what I would’ve chosen for people who haven’t eaten in who knows how long but I’m sure it’s another of Renata’s treatments. Something she no doubt learned from Estelle.

      I blurt out a laugh as ways to end Estelle flash through my mind. Drowning her in a pool like they nearly did me. Smacking her so hard her neck breaks. Police chasing her through the streets and tazing her. I like the idea of her rotting in prison. A smile creeps across my lips and tingles shoot down my back. Wouldn’t it be nice to watch Fitzroy rot away, too?

      Alyx, cut it the fuck out. I wipe the smile from my face. Thoughts like that will not help me. Not yet. The only thing they’ll do is distract me from my goals.

      Save everyone.

      Find my brother.

      Don’t die.

      Though really it needs to be, don’t die, so you can save everyone, and then find your brother.

      I’m thankful my thoughts can’t be watched. The manor looms in the distance and the guards who patrol the roof turn toward me and say something into their shoulder radios. No doubt alerting the King to his Queen’s movements.

      I have to be careful. I cannot forget this is a dangerous place for me as well as the others.

      Fitzroy and Collin killed my parents. Peter was in on it.
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      The walk back to the manor is quiet in the sprinkling rain.

      If this land weren’t used for such atrocities, it would be beautiful. Tall trees, rolling hills, a dense forest, stone paths all around the place, but there’s no clear exit—like when Snow White ran through the woods and finally crashed down to the forest floor because she was scared and couldn’t find a way through. However, in these woods, the fall wouldn’t be because of fear or exhaustion, it would be from a bullet lodged somewhere in your body. I have no way to unlock the doors to the Houses and run with all the people who are here. There is no hidden passage away from the patrolling guards with their automatic rifles.

      No group of Dwarves to save you.

      No matter which direction you run, there’s no way out.

      I stiffen as two guards’ approach. One has their rifle in their hands while the other’s is slung behind his back. “My Queen.” The second one pops open a black umbrella and offers it to me.

      I nod, take it from him, and they walk past me. They’d been watching me close enough to know that I needed an umbrella, and long enough to fetch one and bring it to me. The second guard pulls the gun from his back and holds it in his hands as he scans the area. They take the east path, walking the perimeter of the grounds no doubt. Someone in their ear telling them my movements no matter where they go on the property.

      They would take Snow White’s heart and put it in a box without a doubt in their minds or an ache in their chests. Then they’d cash the check the Evil Queen provided for their service and continue hunting others down for her.

      And I’m surrounded on all sides by guards who would do the same. They’re no different than the members of the hierarchy. They’ll do anything for their King.

      I pass House Two and footsteps join me on the path. “My Queen.”

      “Ruby,” my breath catches. “I thought you were at The Island?” She walks next to me but keeps her head down. She’s covered head to toe. Long sleeves, and pants, but there’s bruises on her neck. “Are you okay?”

      She tugs at her collar. “I’m fine, please don’t worry about me. I was at The Island, but they sent me somewhere else. I needed to help them, so my family would stay safe.” Ruby swallows hard.

      “Ruby, what happened?” I don’t turn and stop her; I don’t give her a hug like I want to, or grab her hand and run into the woods for the escape that I wish was there. I keep my face forward and make sure to scowl. To anyone else this will look like a Vixen has irritated me.

      “I can’t really say, I just…” she stops talking and I know.

      I know what it’s like to experience things and how talking about those things solidifies them in your mind when all you want is to forget.

      “Are you back, back?”

      “For a while at least. My Queen, be safe tonight. Do what you must, and please be safe.”

      She turns and walks toward House One before I can say any more. If I turn and stop her, if I beg her for more information, it will only cause her problems so instead, I nod my head once and keep walking.

      Her words… ‘do what you must’ rattle around along with her comment about her safety.

      I don’t know what happened to her, but at least she’s back. With Ruby here I can keep a closer eye on her. Perhaps I can beg Fitzroy to let her be my assistant, then she can keep a closer watch on her family, too. We can let Renata go to Florida with Estelle. It’s a thought at least. I sigh. Ruby’s been here a long time, she can handle herself. Maybe with her around I can figure things out. She’ll help me, I know it.

      King’s manor is huge as I approach. Five floors, two basements. I don’t even know how many rooms there are. Cars weave down the driveway headed for the parking structure. Guests are arriving it seems. I’ll have to be ready for that. I need to change. I need to eat, and from what I gathered from Ruby, I need to be ready.

      “My Queen,” one of the many workers stops me. “Will the dance floor need to cover the patio as well? We can’t seem to find our King for his call.”

      I look over at the back patio. “Cover all the stones. We don’t want any high heels tripping over cracks in the rocks or the floors. Make sure everything is even and smooth. We want desires to flow tonight, not broken ankles.”

      “Of course. Thank you.” She bows and turns away.

      I glance around. There’s a tent being set up, the dance floor, and where the floor is already down, tables are being brought in. Tonight’s party will be huge as they’re even covering the pool with dance floor space. There’s also a large stage which will no doubt feature the artist that sat at the table this morning.

      Entering through the back door of the manor leads me directly into the first basement. I close the umbrella, leave it by the door, and go up the central staircase ignoring the grunting that comes from the corner. There’s always sex happening somewhere in this house. With guests arriving it’ll increase.

      The central staircase is the fastest way to get anywhere as it leads to all the floors with its grand spiral, and I need to… eat, sleep, change my clothes, escape with my life. I blow out a breath and climb the stairs.

      Quick footsteps come up behind me. I turn; it’s Felix. I look around to make sure we’re alone before I smile at him. Had that noise been from him?  I can’t imagine it as he never touches any of the Vixens or Dollies.

      I glance back down the stairs. Two men go at it next to the staircase.

      It wasn’t Felix.

      “My Queen, everyone’s on cleanup,” he says as he gets closer to me. He’s tentative, slow. “There’s a shipment leaving House One today, so King has everyone working on that.” His eyes tell me that this isn’t everything he wants to say. But with the house being crowded he wants a safer place to talk.

      “That’s wonderful. We want all of King’s merch to be spotless.” I laugh the way Estelle used to. Loud and jovial, always the center of attention. Felix’s brow goes high, and he hides a smile. We continue up, getting further away from prying ears. I dare a quick question but make sure my voice is low. “Have you heard anything about Trent?”

      “No news is good news, wouldn’t you think?”

      I change the subject as others get close to us. “How are you back so soon?” We pass by the foyer and continue up the spiral staircase toward the next floor.

      “I hired a new guard to watch Estelle. She was happy with him.” Felix coughs and clears his throat.

      Deidra, one of Estelle’s many lackeys, comes from behind a column on the second floor. I had hoped she’d be sent with Estelle. No such luck. “Hey Felix, I’m umm,” she comes over and runs her finger from his shoulder down to his hand, “off today, if you want to meet me in the pool.”

      “No one is off today. You’re needed in House One.” I scowl at her. “Everyone needs to make sure the Units are ready.” She thinks she can do whatever she wants still; I’ll have to let her know that I am Queen, not Estelle. But she stands there and doesn’t listen to me, her hand still on Felix’s arm. Her loyalty still with the discarded Estelle. “Did you not hear me?” I take one step closer to her on the landing as my head tilts to the side. I take another play from Estelle’s book and stretch the fingers on my right hand, squeezing and stretching them over and over, like I’m getting ready for a good slap.

      “Sorry, I’ll go help.” Her thumb traces small circles on the back of Felix’s hand as she lets go. “Be back in a jiffy.” She crinkles her nose at him.

      After she turns my jaw clenches. Part of me hopes the cameras caught that while the rest of me doesn’t want it to have been caught because Felix is here, too—and he did nothing when she disrespected me.

      Felix’s brows raise as he looks me over. I relax and finish our conversation that Deidra interrupted. “Which means Estelle wanted to have a taste of her new bodyguard.”

      Felix nods and we continue up to the next floor, both of us scanning the area for anyone else.

      “I was able to,” Felix stops and double checks the third-floor hallway is clear before motioning for me to follow him, too. He ducks into an empty room. “You stay in the doorway,” the words come out in a whisper, but I do as he bids. “I was able to get you this.” He pulls a small blue pouch from his pocket and sets it on a table by the door. “It will take care of… your problem.”

      “How do I…”

      “Take the one marked ‘stone’ then twenty-four hours later take the one marked ‘stol.’ But wait until tomorrow because there’s too much going on today and tonight with the party. Repeat it back to me.”

      “Take ‘stone’ first, then ‘stol,’ twenty-four hours later, but wait until tomorrow.”

      Felix nods.

      “Is there anything else I have to do?”

      “No, but you’ll probably start bleeding within a couple hours of taking the second set of pills, so make sure you’re prepared for that. It will be worse than normal, too.” His brow tightens.

      “How do you know all this?”

      “My dad’s a doctor.” He clenches his jaw. “A doctor for utero-people.”

      “People that have a uterus?”

      Felix nods and offers me a sweet smile while wiping away the tenseness from his jaw. “Hey, not everyone with a uterus is a woman, so it’s easier to say, utero-people.”

      I smile back. I lean into the door, grab the pouch and put it in my pocket before anyone can come by. I want to hug Felix. To thank him at least but… how do you thank someone for something like this?

      “You should go to your room and forget you saw me.”

      I don’t hesitate. Though I’m careful not to run. Running gets the attention of not only the people around, but the security cameras, too.

      I’ll have to ask him the next time we’re alone exactly what it is that I’ll be taking. I walk up the stairs toward the fourth floor. Counting my breaths as I do. One breath between every step, slow and steady. One foot then the next. I need to figure out where to hide these pills until tomorrow.

      I wish I could’ve learned more about Trent. Fuck I miss my brother. His messy hair, his hugs, the way he always makes me food and makes sure I know what the weather will be like for the day. If I still had him, I’d have known it would be rainy today. I can’t hold back the tear that escapes as I step onto the fourth-floor landing. I wipe it away and hold my head up while I blink my eyes. Forcing any other tears away in the process.

      I walk down the long hall, passing Deidra and a new group of Dollies, who must’ve come up the elevator on the other end of the house. She offers me a quick nod but keeps her group headed toward our tanning and waxing rooms. “Keep going. We’re going to wax those legs before tonight.”

      Was Deidra kidnapped? It doesn’t seem like she was. She’s comfortable here, wants to be here. She doesn’t want to please me the same way she did Estelle though. I have of course never given her a reason to want to please me. Estelle offered many reasons by withholding...

      Food.

      Bed.

      Bath.

      Roof.

      Good clients.

      With me she has all those things and doesn’t have to work to please me. I cringe as I realize I’m going to have to change that soon so that no one notices me being different than Estelle.

      Deidra’s laughter sounds from down the hall. She’s still new, not even a Vixen yet, but I don’t know, she’s so comfortable she couldn’t’ve been kidnapped.

      I make my way into the bedroom I share with Fitzroy. I go into the bathroom and tuck the pouch Felix gave me into a box of tampons. I’m the only utero-person that uses this bathroom right now, so they should be safe there. I have no other place to hide them.

      I glance in the mirror as I rise.

      I look tired. Not just tired but run down. The need for sleep is etched into every part of my face. The droop of my eyes, the straight line of my lips. If this keeps up, Fitzroy will insist on cosmetic surgery to keep me looking younger. I’m going to need a nap before the party tonight.

      I peel off my clothes and head to the shower.

      Clean first. Nap Second.
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        * * *

      

      Corwin sits across from me in his favorite restaurant as we have dessert. He laughs as chocolate sauce drips from my chin, and I laugh back as I clean it up and ask the waiter for more hazelnut brittle to go with my treat.

      “Nonsense, bring her a second helping.” Corwin smiles at the waiter. “Also bring me a coffee and another Maritozzo.” He reaches across the table and puts his hand over mine. “We deserve second dessert today.”

      Corwin is always pleasant. Happy. A joy to be with. I can’t help but smile as I take another bite. The chocolate is so warm that it’s divine. The waiter brings over more desserts and more food. There’s fruits of all different kinds, steaks, it’s a buffet of food crowded on our tiny table.

      My chair squishes me into the table and I gasp at the sudden squeeze. Corwin doesn’t seem to notice and sits there smiling at me. I try to turn my head but can’t. Like some invisible presence is holding me in place. My chair presses me farther into the table. It’s like a vice I can’t get out of. “Corwin,” I manage, “help.” I cry out as I’m squished. The drinks on the table fall over from the thrusts, the dessert gets all over the front of my dress. The fruits are covered in mold, seeping, and Corwin sits there with a smile plastered on his face as he eats the moldy food.

      Air won’t come to my lungs as I am squeezed and held in place. There’s pain everywhere.
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        * * *

      

      I jolt awake, grunting sounds from behind me. My head knocks into the headboard, and I buck my hips back and another sting of pain runs through my body. It starts at my ass and makes its way up to my shoulders.

      Fitzroy laughs. “There she is, I knew this little treat would wake my Queen.”

      “My, King,” I try for a happy playful tone. It’s somewhat clipped as my voice croaks coming out from my deep sleep. “I’m shocked to find you entering my dreams again.” Fuck I wish Ana was still here. She could help me figure out how to get out of all of this.

      Ana is dead because not even she could figure it out. Sasha, and Rachel, too.

      My inner voice is snippy and unhelpful.

      “Do. I. Enter. Your. Dreams. Often?” Fitzroy grunts as he slams into me with each word.

      I moan and bite the pillow. “Always,” comes out through my clenched teeth and is muffled by the pillow itself. I reach one hand back as I push the other against the headboard to protect my head from further knocks.

      Fitzroy grabs my hand and slows his assault of me. A low growl slips from his mouth, and he flips me over. He pulls my shirt off and inserts himself into me. “I have to say, Alyx, while I love taking you from behind because your ass is so tight; the front view is so much better.” He buries his head between my breasts, licking and sucking to his pleasure.

      Part of me wants to enjoy sex like he does. Like Jennson does, like everyone else does, but for me… it’s work. Like this is my job. I’m glad my body responds how it should, but geez, what would it be like to have sex because you want to, not because you have to?

      Fitzroy lifts his head and stares at me. “My Queen?”

      “Sorry, I was lost in the moment.” I run my hand through his hair and roll my eyes into the back of my head while I bite my lower lip. “You feel so damn good.” I buck my hips.

      It does what I want it to. He pushes into me harder and comes. He laughs and rolls off of me; finished with his task.

      Who knows how long he’d been fucking me before I woke. It was nice to dream of Corwin, until the nightmare took over. Geez, what a way to wake up.

      I find myself staring at the crystal vase filled with flowers on the bedside table. It’s not heavy enough to smash his skull in. I’m not strong enough to make it smash into him anyway. It probably wouldn’t even break if I tried.

      King pulls me into him, cuddling me. I wrap my arm behind me and up into his hair while he kisses my neck. Moaning while he does so. “What does my King need from me next?”

      “Next, I’ll take you to the security room. Tomorrow I want you to watch the footage for suspicious activity. My little Alyx sees what others don’t.” He kisses each of my eyelids. “After your quick security tour, it’ll be time for the party. The party that will make the event on The Island look like it was meant for school children.” Fitzroy laughs into my hair. “You smell so good. Did you shower?” He’s in such a giddy mood.

      I’ll need to make sure I don’t ruin that. I need to force the images of The Island away, too. Of the girl that was choked to death, the boy whose throat was slit. Their faces flash in my mind so often, but I need to push them away for a little while, so I don’t ruin anything for my King and end up dead.

      No, I’ll use my time wisely. I’ll find out exactly how many eyes are on me at all times in the security room. “Yes, I showered and took a nap because I wanted to be perfect for you tonight.”

      “I’ll need you perfect, too. We have a special guest coming. I know you’ll be so excited to see them.” He runs a finger down the side of my body before he grabs my thigh with his hand. “Tonight, will show everyone how perfect my Queen is.”

      I’ll have to be ready for anything.
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        * * *

      

      “This is our security room,” Fitzroy says as he leads me into a room on the first floor. It’s at the west end of the manor, and so large that there are exits on all sides, for ease of rushing I suppose. “We’ve got ten guys on cameras at all times when we have events.” My King points to the many screens that show every room of the manor. “After the party,” he pulls me over to a desk and sits me in a chair, “you’ll sit here and go over some of the footage that the guards put to the side to show possible infractions.” He kisses the top of my head. “And then you’ll get to decide punishments. Estelle always loved this part.”

      “Estelle’s got nothing on me.” I laugh. “I’ll make sure everyone behaves. If they fuck up tonight, they’ll pay tomorrow.” Though I pray no one fucks up because how the hell could I possibly punish any of these people.

      I do my best to take account of the angles that the cameras show. Cameras are in doorways, and any place that will give a viewpoint of the entire room.

      Fitzroy really doesn’t want to miss a thing.

      “What are these cameras for?” I point to the upper corner of the screen. “Is there a movie room here you didn’t tell me about?” The tiny picture in the corner shows a room full of people all staring at a screen as a movie of some kind plays.

      “Oh, no my Queen. While you train the cream of the crop, the rest undergo enhanced therapy that makes them fall in line fast. We don’t have time for our Queen to train every one of the Units to be proper Vixens. We’d never make any money.” Fitzroy laughs.

      “So, these people are being…”

      “Brainwashed,” he finishes for me. “Sort of, it’s more technical than that. I’ll have to have Renata explain it to you. She’s been through the training course more than most, since she handles most of them. But you don’t need to worry about any of that. We’ve got a party to get ready for.”

      He pulls me to my feet and wraps his arms around me. I put my arms around his neck and lean in for the kiss he wants. I don’t scream and freak out because oh Jesus does anyone even know about the brainwashing? Was I ever there? Would I even know?

      “Okay, well, in the morning, make your way to this room, and go over the footage. But for now, you’re all mine and I’ve got a few surprises for you.”

      “What are those guys doing?” I point to the far corner where four men sit in front of computer screens that don’t look to have live camera feeds on them.

      “Those are the guys going over Peter’s computers.” Fitzroy walks me over. “We want to know what he was up to before he became an Uncle.”

      “Oh.” I stare at the screens. Peter is featured on each one. There are teenagers on each screen, too. Kids that Peter was in charge of. He works helping kids find foster homes, but from what’s on the screens, not all of them find good homes.

      “Yes, we publicly punish those who break the rules. And as you can see, Peter was taking first tastes when he wasn’t allowed.” Fitzroy clicks his tongue. “He’ll have to pay. As will anyone else who breaks the rules.” My King points to the camera feeds on the monitors all around the room.

      Tonight, I’ll have to put on the show of my life. There’s too many cameras watching me for me to fail in anyway.

      But now I know exactly where to turn to show off my best angles.
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      Fitzroy looks me over as I step out of the closet in the dress he gifted to me. “My Queen, you’ve never looked more beautiful.” He puts his hand on the back of my neck and kisses me. “Look.” He turns me toward the mirrors.

      The Vixens who dressed me and did my hair and makeup, scurry out of the way. I gasp and take a step closer. The dress shimmers over my skin, my breasts are covered in diamonds, and about a thousand rubies make up a heart that covers my lower region, the rest of the fabric is mesh, but shimmers.

      All of my bruises have been covered with tattoo coverage as well. I turn, the back of the dress is the same, there’s another ruby heart that covers my butt cheeks. My heels are also covered in diamonds.

      “They’re all real.” Fitzroy stands beside me. “Everyone will meet my Queen the way they should have.” He runs his hand down my side before letting it rest atop the rubies at my front. “Everyone will know that you are perfection.” He kisses my neck and then takes my hand leading me from the bedroom.

      The house is dark. The grandfather clock in the foyer strikes midnight, its chords dinging along the halls. Candles light our way and there are flowers everywhere. The smells of different foods assault me over the scent of the flowers as we walk. Fruit, steak, seafood, cookies, so many foods. Fitzroy looks back and smiles at me as we move into the kitchen. Pineapples and various fruits are on a tray close to the door as the workers rush about with food and drinks.

      I grab a piece and eat it.

      It tastes so good. It may be the best piece of pineapple I’ve ever had. But we’re nearly out the doors before I can even think that I should’ve grabbed another piece.

      Fitzroy’s white tuxedo has a dark red vest and dark red trim lines the pockets. He has a single red rose in his suit pocket where his kerchief should be, but he looks handsome. Despite the fact that he’s a monster. A groomer. A murderer.

      I squish back my feelings of hate; I must be on my best behavior tonight.

      Stars twinkle in the dark sky above us, and the party is in full swing. A band plays from the stage set up at the far end of the patio, but speakers set all around carry the music everywhere. Vixens and Dollies are all dressed in white as they mingle. Well, the covered parts are white. Every one of their face’s shimmers with some kind of pearly white powder. White roses cover almost every surface.

      Every guest here tonight wears red.

      Giant rings hang from the air. They flash in neon colors, and each ring holds a different kind of treat. Jennson stands under one, tasting of the Dollie’s manhood while he hangs there. The Dollie’s lower half is barely low enough to reach, Jennson is on his tiptoes. There’s a line behind Jennson, all waiting for a taste of the Dollie’s member. It reminds me of the King’s feast.

      Others hang from the rings that surround the floor. Some sit inside the rings, others lay in them. They’re all naked. As I stare up there is some sort of crane holding up a device that each ring is strung from, but the entire thing is painted black, so it doesn’t stand out.

      A lot happened during my nap.

      The entire back patio has been successfully turned into a wooden dance floor. The giant tent at the end of the patio has tables inside in case it rains again. We can’t have any unsatisfied guests.

      Table upon table is loaded with every kind of food and drug you can imagine.

      An ice sculpture fountain of absinthe sits in the center of the floor. It’s not the absinthe that draws my attention though, it’s the ice. Every curve is perfection. It sparkles like diamonds. It’s smooth, it’s not melting. Fitzroy leads me around to the front of it and I freeze in place as I stare.

      It’s me.

      The fountain is a near-perfect replica of me in the nude.

      I’m bent at the knees; my mouth is open in a wave of desire; my eyes are closed. My wavy curls fall down behind me. My arms are bent back with my fingers gripping my hair. It seems as though the sculpture is being held up by my hair and my feet. My back is arched. Absinthe pours from the nipples. People fill their glasses from the streams. There is also a river of the greenish/purplish fluid around my body as if I’m the island, people dip glasses there, too. My knees are spread, and my pleasure is open and wanting as absinthe pours from my southern treasure box. A man strolls over and puts his mouth over it and inserts his tongue. Lapping up the liquid drug.

      “Everyone gets a taste of the Queen tonight.” Fitzroy’s hand reaches around me and fondles my diamond studded breast. “Tonight is the Queen’s Feast. It’ll be a feast like no other.”

      Every hair on my body rises. “It’s beautiful,” I lie and turn in his arms, kissing him deeply. How did anyone sculpt this piece? How did they do it without me modeling for it? Where did they get the scaling and…well… the image itself? “But I want to see your mouth on me.” I raise a brow as I pull away, all while trying to distract myself from the questions racing in my mind.

      Fitzroy laughs and releases me, but his hand trails along my arm until he’s holding my hand. “Anything for my Queen. Especially tonight.” He walks over and takes a long drink from my icy box. “Yummy pussy.” Fitzroy pulls me close and kisses me.

      Queen’s Feast… rattles around my head as I take in this party. The party that Fitzroy has been so excited about. I know what happened at the King’s Feast, and now, this one is for me and I… I didn’t prepare for this. What will happen? What will I be expected to do? When Fitzroy said that everyone gets a taste of the Queen tonight… does he mean because of the sculpture, or will they all taste me?

      “My Queen,” Fitzroy pulls me over to him. “Your turn, but only a small sip because we can’t have you out of sorts.”

      He presses my face into my icy crotch. I take the drink into my mouth and try not to swallow. I slowly spit the drink back into the fountain before pulling away. I can’t be out of my mind because I have no idea what’s about to happen. I pull back and lick my lips while looking at Fitzroy. He smiles and then pulls me to his chest.

      I can’t help but glance around, looking at all the faces as Fitzroy spins us in a small circle. Men I know, men I don’t. Women that are Aunts and Girlfriends. Hammond, Venessa, Renata, and… my eyes find Dave as he stares at a ring that floats a bit higher than the others. The ring spins in circles as people use sticks to make it go faster.

      Everyone laughs as they torment the Dollie that is tied to the giant ring.

      Dave looks on with glee as the girl’s head falls back. Obviously drugged. Her clothes are also gone now, but it’s the girl who wouldn’t remove her clothes during the shower.

      This is her punishment from Renata no doubt. It’s not her place to punish my people.

      I take a step forward and then Felix is in front of me. His red suit blocks everything else out. He only pauses for a moment before he looks at Fitzroy. “Do you need anything my King, my Queen?”

      I gulp as I realize the scene Felix saved me from.

      “We are fine, but please don’t go too far, we’ll be needing you soon.” King rubs a hand over my back.

      “Yes, of course. I’ll stay within five paces.” Felix bows to us. But he goes slow. He’s giving me a moment to process.

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath. Fitzroy squeezes my hand, and I turn and smile brightly as I squeeze his hand back. I think of my dad, my mom, my brother. I can’t fuck up tonight. If I do, I’ll be joining my parents and never know where my brother is.

      The music picks up and I turn to my King. “Shall we dance?”

      I flirt as I pull Fitzroy to the dance floor; Felix trails behind us. The dance floor is closer to the edge of the party and that’s when I notice the fence… it’s moving, writhing. New Dollies are chained together. My eyes follow as Fitzroy spins me. They surround the party, and possibly the manor.

      There were more people brought in than I knew. More than in House Four, possibly ten times more. And it’s all my fault because they were all brought here for the Queen’s Feast. I laugh and smile. I grab the back of Fitzroy’s neck and pull him close for a kiss. I do not scream and run to help those along the fence.

      It would only get them killed.

      As I sway, I turn my back to Fitzroy and press up against him, all while assessing the crowd. So many faces I don’t know; some that I do. That’s when I see her, dressed the way the other Vixen’s are, it’s Ruby. She’s mingling and dancing with the guests. A smile plastered on her bedazzled face.

      “Our King and Queen!” sounds from the stage.

      Fitzroy turns me and leads us to the front where people have created an opening for him and I. Everyone’s hands raise as they clap. Every member of the hierarchy wears a bracelet with a key that dangles down, they all sparkle as the lights shine on the jewels that encrust the keys.

      What on earth are those keys for?

      Fitzroy smiles and waves a hand in the air for everyone to quiet. I kiss his cheek, looking for Ruby, but I can’t find her. I stand next to Fitzroy. The singer from this morning, the one who hurt Quentin, Artimus, gets off the stage and hands King Fitzroy a microphone.

      I do my best to stand still and not attack him. That will help no one.

      “Tonight, we honor our new Queen. She will lead us into a new era with obedient Vixens and Dollies like you’ve never seen before. Allow me to show you what I mean.” Fitzroy looks at me. My heart beats so loud in my ears that I barely hear the mirth that rolls through the crowd as Fitzroy turns in a circle egging them all on.

      “My Queen, down!” his voice echoes through the speakers.

      I fall to the ground. I don’t respond to the pain that shoots through my knees. I smile and look up at my King, wanting, begging, ready.

      “All fours,” Fitzroy says as he slow walks around me.

      I go to my hands making sure my back is arched how he likes.

      “Open your mouth.”

      I do as I am ordered, with no question, always a smile on my face. I flutter my lashes as I toy with my King, whose eyes are always on me.

      “To your back!” His voice roars around the patio and spectators all crane their heads to watch as I fall to the ground, rolling over and putting my feet on the dance floor while lifting my sweet spot up toward him. An offer for him to take me as he wishes.

      I have heard these commands so often in the past month. Ways that Fitzroy likes to take his Queen while in bed, on a counter, in the bathroom, while going down the hallway. Whenever he wants me, however he wants me, I am his.

      I am almost thankful for the familiar commands.

      Almost.

      “Higher.” Fitzroy snaps his fingers.

      I lean back onto my shoulders while putting my hands under my lower back so that I can hold my legs up as directed. My legs are straight up in the air, as my dress falls. My nakedness is visible to all now. The strain on my neck is difficult, but I can hold this pose for thirty minutes on my good days.

      Let’s pray today is a great day and I can hold it even longer.

      “Open,” he instructs as he comes closer to me.

      I open my legs and smile at him as he undoes his belt and zipper. Fear etches its way up into my neck as I wonder if every member of the hierarchy that’s here will soon join King on the floor.

      Fitzroy leans over me and spits on my vagina and slaps it once. The crowd goes wild. He drops the microphone and grabs behind my knees. He enters me slow, and I gasp with each motion, each inch he comes into me I moan like he’s the biggest thing that’s ever entered me.

      He isn’t, but still, I give the show he demands.

      I scream out when he’s all the way in and roll my eyes back. The sound is picked up by the microphone that landed close to my head and carried around the party. The gyrations begin. I pant and breathe hard. I wrap my legs around him as much as possible, while my neck and upper back take the brunt of the force.

      People walk around us in a circle, moving so that every person present has an opportunity to watch the King, fuck his Queen. Drool slides from the corner of my mouth as I play my part.

      I don’t know how many people circle us, but Fitzroy doesn’t lose focus. He loves it when people watch him. King grunts and I scream out, “Fuck me my King. Give me all of you, so I can make more for you!”

      Fitzroy pants as he comes inside me, his eyes bore into mine. He’s satisfied with the new ending to the chant he loves to hear. The microphone is picked up, but I can’t see who grabbed it.

      The crowd parts and King slowly pulls out of me.

      “The fluids have been delivered!” rings out over the speakers. The crowd again cheers.

      My legs stay wrapped around King while he zips his pants back up. He puts one hand behind my leg and takes the other to grab my hand and pull me up to him. My lips go directly to his and my arms go around his neck. Fingers trailing into hair as we deepen the kiss.

      I moan as I kiss him, like I can’t get enough. I trail kisses down the sides of his neck. I nip at his ears. People come up and talk to the King as I taste every part of him that I can reach.

      Words of congratulations. “My King, your choice proves your worthiness to lead us all to this new beginning.”

      Adulations for how well behaved the Queen is. “Such a peach and so well mannered, she’ll make the perfect Queen.”

      Admiration for how much I want him. “Queen certainly does like her King.”

      Fitzroy growls, “She doesn’t like me, she loves me.”

      “Her behavior does prove your assessment my King.” The person continues on their way.

      “We cannot wait to take part in the special event still to come,” people say as they wave the keys strapped to their wrists and point toward the fence line full of Dollies.

      My eyes roam about as I kiss my King. As I secure my safety. My eyes land on Felix. He watches me. His eyes follow every person who takes a step too close. He comes toward King and I and guides those ones away from us, but his eyes meet mine more and more often.

      My heart soars each time his gaze flicks over me. The sensation has me gasping for air. Fire burns through me, like through his stare he’s touching me, lighting me up from the inside out. Tingles follow in the wake of his eyes, my core tightens, and before I can control myself, I release. I pull back from King, my legs going straight in front of him. My lips kissing him to thank him. King laughs as his hands rub the small of my back, and wetness caresses the inside of my thighs.

      I blush and look around, praying that no one, absolutely no one saw what happened.

      Would anyone notice that I came because of the looks the King’s bodyguard was giving me?

      Did Felix notice?

      Felix turns his back to us while he scans the area. “Make way,” he says as he parts the gathered crowd.

      Fitzroy tugs me to follow him as he follows Felix.

      I focus my stare on the ground and put the hand that Fitzroy doesn’t hold over my heart.

      What the fuck just happened?
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      Bows, wrapping, boxes, bags, there are so many gifts on the table I barely know what to do. Some are wrapped in what has to be diamonds, sapphires, rubies, emeralds. The table is jeweled not bedazzled. “All gifts from your subjects my Queen. All worthy of you and your jewel.” Fitzroy kisses the back of my neck as his arms stay tight around me.

      “I’m so honored.” I stare at the table. “What are they?”

      Fitzroy laughs. He reaches around me and offers me a box wrapped in gold mesh with a ribbon around the center sprinkled with jewels. “Open one.”

      I take the box and unclasp the ribbon, oh, it’s a bracelet. I put it over my wrist, Fitzroy leans around me and clasps it closed. I open the velvet box and gasp. I trail my fingers over the platinum tiara. The headpiece is shaped like a classic chevron ring; a ‘V’ at its center. There are small roses of rubies down the sides.

      Fitzroy pulls it from the box and two women come up to my sides. They each have bobby pins held in their mouths. They take a few moments and before I know it, the diadem is in my hair.

      “Yes, now that’s my Queen.” Fitzroy shoos the ladies away and puts one hand at the base of my neck.

      The absinth has calmed him. He leans in, eyes ablaze, not with lust, with something else, with his love for me.

      He kisses me and then wobbles. I hold him tight and then he laughs. “This table of gifts is for you, but for now, I want you to open the gift from me.” He pulls back while wobbling slightly. “Collin!”

      “Sire,” Collin says as he stands next to me.

      Where the fuck did he even come from?

      “Is it ready? The Surprise?”

      Collin nods. “It is at the front of the manor as instructed.”

      “And,” Fitzroy looks over at me then back to Collin, “everything is there?”

      “Yes.” Collin takes a step back and then waves a hand for us to go ahead of him.

      I turn and make sure Felix is still close.

      He is, but he trails behind us with his head hanging down and his eyes closed. Felix opens his eyes and mouths ‘be ready,’ to me before he pulls a walkie from his pocket. “It’s time for the Queen’s surprise.”

      “The Queen’s surprise will be held at the front gate, everyone please follow your King,” sounds over the speakers along the dance floor and patio. Everyone does as asked. The shuffle of feet doesn’t mute the crowd’s words.

      “The surprise is supposed to be the greatest.”

      “It’s for our Queen how could it not be amazing.”

      “Our Queen!” the person stumbles and falls.

      People laugh and carry on while we all make our way to the front.

      “I’m so excited to see our Queen in action.”

      My heart races causing me to flush. What exactly do they mean by action, and did I not just do all my action on the dance floor?

      Fitzroy turns to me. “Cover your eyes my Alyx. I want to see your face when you see your surprise for the first time.”

      I obey covering my face with my hands. I do my best not to panic… well I try anyway. I can’t control my racing heart or the heat that creeps up my neck as my vision is taken from me. My elbows are grabbed, and I’m lifted and carried through the crowd by two people. I can only assume it’s Felix and Collin. I pray it’s them.

      I’m let go but still cover my eyes as people shuffle around me. The front of my body heats up even more, there’s warmth but I can’t tell if the heat is coming from me, or an outside source. Everything is so loud.

      “The Queen’s Feast!” sounds from the entire crowd and my hands are pulled away from my eyes.

      Fitzroy stands forty feet away from me, a short sword in his hand. Behind him is a ring of fire on the ground. The ring goes most of the way around but there’s an opening behind Fitzroy. There is a wooden pyre within the ring. Pumpkins and jack-o-lanterns decorate the area. In the center of that ring, strung up as if he were a sacrifice to a god, is Peter.

      Someone grabs my hand and places something in it. I tear my eyes from the fire, from Peter’s naked and bruised body, from Fitzroy and look down. There’s a branding iron in my hand. At the end, is a Q with an A over it. Collin stands there with a sly grin on his face. “Alyx, Queen. We’ll finally see you in action.” He sneers at me.

      He expects me to fail at whatever I’m supposed to do next. The panic leaves me in an instant.

      I sneer right back and walk over to Fitzroy. I smile and place the iron into the ring of flames. If all they need me to do is brand Peter, that seems easy enough. And not nearly a good enough punishment for what he’s done.

      He killed my father.

      He killed my mother.

      He abuses foster kids.

      He raped me.

      He deserves much worse than a branding iron.

      Fitzroy laughs. “Whoever wishes to belong to my Queen, bring yourself forward and be marked.”

      My eyes go wide. Several Dollies and Vixens run forward, tripping over one another to get close to Fitzroy and I. Felix jumps in and holds them back. “Get in line,” Collin barks and points to a line of white gravel I didn’t even notice.

      “My Queen.” Fitzroy waves a hand as the first person falls to their knees and offers their right shoulder to me.

      The entire group gets down on the ground as they each find their own place between the white gravel and the fire.

      “Here, my Queen, please mark me as yours.” They tap their right shoulder.

      The panic comes back in a quick wave. How can I do this? How can I possibly brand all these people? I look over the line, there are so many waiting for me. The line circles the outside of the fire. There must be sixty or seventy—maybe more—Dollies and Vixens on their knees. Their backs facing the fire, their hands pointed to where they’d like me to brand them.

      ‘Do what you must,’ Ruby’s voice echoes in my ears.

      The one who sits in front of me turns their head to the side. Their eyes are glazed over, their smile droops.

      They’re all drugged.

      “The Queen has chosen not to claim that one!” shouts out and before I can respond Fitzroy moves forward and slides the blade across their neck.

      A scream catches in my throat as someone moves between me and the person who claws at their neck. “Do not claim them all,” whispers into my ear and then they’re gone.

      Felix’s back retreats, I glance down thankful for his guidance. Blood splatters cover my jeweled shoes. The scream dies in my mouth, and I eye the crowd. They all want me to be their Queen. Their gazes are hungry for me to be one of them. If I don’t comply, if I faulter in this not only will I leave Felix alone here, I’ll disappoint Ruby and Phallon. I promised them I would help. I can’t help if I’m dead. I laugh as the crowd expects me to, and then Fitzroy and I step to the next Dollie. Their hand is pointed to their low back.

      I don’t hesitate.

      I pull the branding iron from the fire. The tip is bright orange as it hits their skin. They scream and fall forward. The scent of charred flesh hits my nose. I pull the iron off and put it back into the fire. Hands grab the marked one swiftly and drag them away. Fitzroy moves to the next person in line and points the tip of his sword to them.

      My chest heaves as I pull the iron back out. My decisions must be quick. I mark this one on their shoulder. They, too, smell of burnt flesh, fall forward, and scream. They’re gone before I can think, and Fitzroy is moving to the next.

      I can’t see their faces. I have to decide on other features. How tall are they, how wide, are they young or old? What color are their bracelets? The questions race through my mind at a speed I didn’t know possible. The next one is young, and I don’t want them to suffer at the hands of these people anymore. The crowd cheers as I don’t remove my poker from the fire. Fitzroy smiles as he takes another life.

      I count each breath that expires before me.

      Each life I am now responsible for.

      Around the way we go, life slipping through my fingers, and yet there is no way to stop it. I will die if I do not complete this task. Who will save me?

      Twelve.

      There’s no one to save me.

      Sixteen.

      Only I can save myself.

      Twenty-five.

      Fitzroy watches me. He waits for my smiles and frowns. For my brow to show disgust or pleasure. We come to a back that has fresh sutures. I cannot kill Quentin. I cannot. My orange hot branding iron scorches his skin without hesitation as he screams out.

      The bodies are all different colors, different shapes and sizes. They offer different areas of flesh, thighs, shoulders, low backs, forearms. If only I could see their eyes and know what they wanted.

      If I were in this circle, would I want to die?

      I look over the crowd. They all watch in wonder. They all crave to be in my shoes. They’re all monsters. While I mark people’s backs I stare at the monsters’ faces. I will etch each one into my memory so that I can hunt them down.

      As we come to the last person they turn their face to me. Their hand points to their thigh but before I can pull the poker from the fire Fitzroy grabs them by the hair of their head. “I said, no one looks at the Queen during this!” His voice roars over the fire, the crowd, everything. He pulls them to their feet, yanks their hair back, and turns their head.

      It’s Deidra! I stab her in the thigh with the branding iron as fast as I can. Only half of the iron hits her leg. She screams out. Fitzroy fixes his gaze on me. I raise my brow and smile at him. “Mine.” I lick my lips, playing the role of new Queen to the best of my ability.

      Fitzroy looks down at Deidra’s leg. “Ah, but you missed a spot, so actually, she’s mine,” as the words leave his mouth, he pulls her against him and slides his blade across her throat. Blood sprays from her neck in a long arch splattering me. He throws her to the ground. “It will do well for everyone to know not to disrespect my Queen like this one did earlier today,” Fitzroy shouts to the crowd who all cheer in response. My knees buckle as Deidra claws at her throat. I drop the iron; it chars the grass. My knees ache from landing in the white gravel. Someone found the video and showed it to him.

      Eyes are always on me.

      Fitzroy comes down and puts a hand on my face as I stare at Deidra, as she gasps and blood flows through her fingers with no way to stop it.

      “That’s the last time you allow someone to disrespect you.” Fitzroy pulls my gaze to his. “And remember, my Queen cannot always have what she wants. My Queen will do what I tell her. Always.”

      “Always,” the words leave my mouth automatically.

      Because I am the creature that Fitzroy has made.

      And I am just as much of a monster as the rest of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PETER, PETER PUMPKIN EATER

          

        

      

    

    
      Fitzroy lifts me from the grass. The front of my dress is glued against my body by Deidra’s blood. My skin is stained with it, too. Her body no longer moves. Her life is no longer here. Fitzroy pulls me inside the ring of fire and over to the hanging Peter.

      Peter’s eyes flutter open and I gasp. “I thought he was already dead,” gushes out of my mouth before I can think.

      I steady myself against Fitzroy’s side and bury my face into his chest. Let him think I’m scared because of Peter, that he’s not dead, don’t let King see that I’m about to crumble and fall apart. I’ve helped end thirty lives, thirty-one if I count Deidra, and I do. My legs buckle again, and I cry into his chest.

      Fitzroy’s arms tighten around me. “He is here for your pleasure my love, not your fear. He will never touch my Queen again.”

      “I hate him for what he did to me,” I utter the words and pray they convey hate and not this panicked anguish I feel.

      I want to run over to the bodies that still lay on the ground. To look at the faces of the people whose lives I took through my inaction. To know and memorize them as lives gone too soon.

      How can I fix this thing that I’ve done?

      Sobs rack through me.

      “Don’t worry my Queen, he dies tonight.” Fitzroy puts his hand under my chin and pulls my lips to his.

      ‘He dies tonight.’ Echoes in my head. “How?” I find myself asking though I’m scared I already know. “The rules don’t permit the killing of members of the hierarchy.”

      “Bring it!” Fitzroy says. His eyes leave mine and I follow his gaze.

      Jennson comes forward with a jeweled scabbard. He pulls the knife from its sheath, and hands it to me.

      I take the offered blade. The hilt is solid ruby, the blade is a very large, very sharp, diamond. I look up to Fitzroy seeking guidance. He sneers down at me. “I’ve found a way to end him without breaking the rules. I’ve also conferred with King Leo and the others. This will not break any rules. My dear, you will choose someone who isn’t in the hierarchy, and they will take the killing blow. However, before that… aim for all the places you want him to hurt. I will take a few blows myself before the end I’m certain.”

      Fitzroy’s head bows to me and his hand waves toward Peter as he takes a step back.

      “Our Queen shall now take her place in the hierarchy!” shouts from the speakers by way of the roof.

      A man circles us with a camera. My ceremony is taking place, and I must… participate.

      I take deep breaths as I stare at Peter. He’s gagged, bruised, beaten. How much has he already been through?

      Do I really care?

      This man is the reason my parents are dead. The reason I am where I am. The reason I’m not with my brother. The reason I have an incomplete family. The reason Ana is dead, how many other lives is Peter responsible for? How many deaths? How many rapes?

      Can I do this?

      Will I do this?

      Do I have it in me to hurt someone this way?

      “Quickly my Queen, we don’t want to fail the crowd,” the gruffness in Fitzroy’s voice isn’t missed.

      
        
        “Peter, Peter, Pumpkin Eater.”

      

      

      

      The crowd does not disappoint as they start chanting the old tale, but their changes to the fable sends chills through me.

      
        
        “Took the Queen and seized her shell.

        Touched her glory, with his snail.

        But Pumpkins rot while Peter weeps,

        Peter screams and Peter bleeds.

        But not for long as all can tell,

        The King and Queen do not dwell,

        Because soon Peter will burn in hell!”

      

      

      

      Let the show begin.

      “Where shall I strike him my King?” I know there’s no other way. No way out of this for me. Can I justify stabbing Peter?

      Yes!

      No.

      Fitzroy puts his hand over mine. He trails kisses down my neck and then pulls my hand back and thrusts it into Peter’s side. The crowd roars. “You see my Queen.” Fitzroy steps in front of me. “My Queen,” his head tilts, “is allowed to punish the Uncles who misbehave when all the Kings’ agree unanimously.” His right brow arches. “And it was easy for all four of us to declare that Peter did wrong. Because he took of my Queen.”

      He bends down so that his gaze is at equal level with mine. “Punish him, or I will let the other Kings punish you. Because without punishment it means you invited it, as Peter claims,” he hisses in my ear. “And my love, I don’t think you want to know what will happen if that is true.”

      I clench my jaw and grip the hilt harder.

      “He also swears by all that is holy that you, my dear, helped our Sasha.” Fitzroy trails a finger down my side. “He says that you have my money hidden away. Do you have my money, my Alyx?”

      “I would never betray you like that. I have no idea what Sasha did with it.”

      “Then prove it to me.” Fitzroy’s jaw clenches and he waves a hand toward Peter. “Or join him on the pyre,” he hisses in my ear.

      I don’t turn away from him as I stab, over and over.

      Over and over.

      Peter’s muffled cries reach my ears, and the crowd roars with delight.

      King laughs, pulls me away from Peter as my arms still jab toward him. Fitzroy takes the dagger from my bloody hands. “Now for the end.” He slices a small cut in the tip of Peter’s penis, like he’s playing with his food. Jovial sounds come from all around. “My Queen, choose your weapon of death.” He points to a line of Dollies and Vixens, the ones I claimed and some of those dressed in white with sparkling faces.

      I look at each of them, assessing in a single glance. My eyes fall on the last girl. It’s Ruby. Her eyes are fierce, she wears next to nothing; she’s covered in bruises and scars that weren’t there a couple of weeks ago. She’s a Vixen and I have no doubt that Peter is responsible for some of her injuries by the way she stares at him. They must’ve sent her to him in order to catch him. “Her.” I motion to Ruby. I can trust her, like she trusts me. I look forward to asking her how they caught Peter and what her part was, but all that will have to wait.

      “Are you sure my Queen?” King leans in and nibbles on my ear. “Do you not want some of our newer ones to prove themselves?”

      I glance at the options once more and shake my head. “No, her.”

      “As you wish.” King sneers as he walks away. He goes over to Ruby, whispers something in her ear, then takes her hand and brings her back over to me. “Give her the blade.”

      I hand the jeweled dagger to her and Ruby’s lips form a crooked smile. “Are there any rules?” Her head turns to the King.

      “Only one. He must die for what he did to our Queen.”

      Ruby walks up to Peter and trails the end of the dagger from his chin down his front. Tormenting him but not cutting him. She flicks her wrist and Peter’s manhood falls to the ground. King laughs while the crowd roars again. I try not to vomit while Peter moans in pain. The crowd stands around like wolves ready for the kill.

      I stare at the man I grew up thinking of as an uncle. The man who was my father’s best friend. He was at every birthday party, every anniversary. Every holiday. Yet he’s also responsible for the deaths of my parents. He started grooming me when I was a child. Making me comfortable with older men touching me. Having me sit on his lap. Him rubbing my thighs. But he was also there comforting me and Trent at our parents’ funerals. Part of me wants to protect him, but the rest of me wants him dead for everything he’s done.

      Ruby pulls back and stabs him in several places while she roars with each penetration. A feral smile on her face. She stops and stares at him. “And now, for what you’ve done, for taking my babies, YOU DIE!”

      I gasp. Babies… I… I didn’t know.

      Ruby flips the dagger over in her hand and then stabs it through Peter’s skull—right between his eyes.

      Ruby falls to the ground and cries. Screams of rage and hurt echo as she wails.

      King claps, as does the crowd.

      Fitzroy turns and pulls the dagger from Peter’s skull. He takes one of Ruby’s arms and pulls her back to a standing position as she sobs. He pushes her over until she’s standing in front of me.

      Then offers me the blade.

      I take it and start to hand it to Jennson so he can sheathe it again, but King stops me.

      “No, no, my Queen. It is against our rules for any of our Units to hurt any of our clientele or any of our hierarchy, so, alas, our dear Ruby, must die.” Fitzroy leans in close to my ear. “And you will then take your place as Queen and I’ll know Peter got what he deserved, and that you’re in no need of the same punishment.”

      The cameraman circles around us. The dagger weighs a ton in my hand. King steps back and Ruby stares at me. She nods once as a tear falls from her eyes. She mouths ‘please’ to me. I close my eyes and take a deep breath and move my head slightly to the side, so she’ll understand my answer. ‘No.’

      I can’t do it; I can’t kill Ruby.

      I open my eyes and Ruby’s gaze hasn’t left me. Her brow is fierce. “Please, let me be with my babies,” she says in a low voice as she shifts her gaze around us. Reminding me that we’re being watched from all sides.

      What is the fastest way to kill a person? The least painful? Brain, heart, jugular? Which is the fastest?

      Ruby pulls a hand up and taps a finger over her heart, somehow reading my mind. ‘Now.’

      I don’t hesitate, I pull back the blade and stab it as hard as I can into her chest. Tears fall down my face as I scream and fall to the ground with her. Her eyes roll back into her head.

      I pull back and sit on my knees, my bloody hands in my lap, tears streaming down my face as bloody foam pours from her mouth.

      “You all may have your prizes!” sounds from the roof.

      The crowd takes off running. Guards come over and pull a lever. Peter’s body moves backwards as the stage he was on moves and more pumpkins rise from below the pyre. Fitzroy offers me a torch with no flame.

      This is what he wants from me. He wants me to be the one to burn him. It’s a symbol of some kind, I don’t know how I know, but that’s what it is.

      The camera focuses closer on me.

      I take several deep breaths before I move.

      The crowd scrambles over one another testing their keys. When their keys don’t work, they slap the Dollie and go to the next one. Trying over and over. Some have found theirs already and unlock them with a squeal of glee.

      I stand and take the unlit torch. I walk over to the fire that surrounds us. I hold the torch over the fire begging it to take longer to light. I need a few moments. I need to remember how much of a monster he is. Realize what he would’ve done to me; what he did do to me. It doesn’t matter that he has flesh like I do, that blood runs through his veins, that a heart beats in his chest—well it used too—these things don’t matter because he chose to use it all to take advantage of others. To hurt them in ways that will never fully heal.

      I light the torch and walk back over to the pyre. “Together, my King?” I offer Fitzroy to take hold of the torch with me.

      There’s no way I can do it alone, regardless of everything else, it’s too hard.

      King smiles at me and together we watch the blaze light the pyre. The flames eat up the wood as they reach for Peter’s now dead body. King pulls me close. “I kind of wish we would’ve had Ruby do this part, then we could watch him scream while the fire eats him up.”

      Fitzroy laughs while we burn what’s left of Peter.

      While Ruby lay dead on the ground and my mind reels with how each member of the hierarchy will die.

      Chased through the woods by rabid dogs. Chained to the fences to starve. A single bullet to the head, quick and simple.

      Quick and simple doesn’t seem to be enough though.

      It’s a pleasant thought as I watch Peter burn.

      All while the camera watches on.
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      My hands are sticky from the blood on them. It’s not quite dry yet, but I can’t stop rubbing them together. My dress is ruined. What fabric there is, is coated in red that turns black as it dries and glues itself to my skin. I watch from the front patio of the manor as each body is picked up and taken over to a refrigerated van—Chewies are here tonight, too.

      That’s thirty-one million dollars in Fitzroy’s pocket tonight as the Chewies pay top dollar for flesh. I clench my jaw as my gaze roams over the bodies. Over Deidra… Ruby. I swallow hard and avert my eyes as they lift Ruby’s body. If I keep looking, I’ll lose it.

      I don’t deserve to lose it.

      I’m as bad as Fitzroy. As Sempers. How could I ever have thought I’d be able to take these people down? I am nothing.

      Nothing compared to everything that they are.

      Nothing.

      Dave strolls up to me with his surprise Dollie in tow. “My Queen.” He bows. “My brother spoke highly of you, but I had no idea. You truly are worthy.” He bows and pulls his Dollie down with him as he does. She wears a full piece white bathing suit with circles cut out that shows her tan skin, and she’s chained to him at the wrist.

      I don’t ask him who his brother is. I don’t care. I nod and walk away without looking any closer at the girl. I don’t want to know how young she is. I can’t save her.

      I can’t save anyone.

      Not anymore.

      I scan the crowd for Felix, for Collin, for anyone that looks familiar to me.

      I find no one.

      I make my way into the manor and head to the fourth floor, as fast as my legs will carry me without tripping over my dress. I open the cabinet in my bathroom and pull the pouch from its place inside the tampon box. I can’t obey Felix and wait. I need to take it now. I put the first pill ‘stone’ in my mouth and then use the faucet and my blood stained cupped hand to drink it down. I cannot, cannot, CANNOT, allow another life into this madness.

      I go into the closet and try to unzip the bloodied dress. I can’t reach the zipper. I tug at the gown and pull, but it won’t come off.

      I tug and tug, my fingers dig into the material, into my skin. I scratch myself as I pull. The fabric rips by my waist, but still the dress doesn’t come off.

      “Does my Queen need assistance?”

      I turn and Felix stands in the doorway. Tears stream down my face and I nod once. With gentle deft fingers my dress is unzipped in moments. I peel it from my skin and let it fall to the floor.

      Felix’s gaze does not drift over my body, his fingers never even touched my skin as he unzipped the dress. His stare holds mine. His shoulders rise and fall with each breath. He takes one step forward, pulls his thumb to his mouth, wets it, then wipes something from under my left eye.

      I don’t move. He’s so close. The scent of his cologne washes over me and I know; if I move; I’ll grab onto him and sob until there’s nothing left of me.

      “I suggest a shower and something white.” Felix motions a hand to the clothes in the large closet and then takes several steps back. “I’ll be in the kitchen.” He bows his head, turns, and walks away.

      His musky sandalwood scent lingers even after he’s gone. I let the smell fill my lungs trying to think of anything other than what happened tonight.

      Felix isn’t like the other men I know.

      What is the scent? I know I know it.

      … Paco Rabanne ~ Phantom

      I commit the scent to memory so that I’ll have something good to hold on to. I don’t deserve it, but if I’m going to survive, I need something.

      I look into the mirrors; there’s blood all over me. The fabric of the dress was so thin that it didn’t catch everything.

      I pull the tiara from my hair, yanking it free while bobby pins rain down around me. I must let the anger win so that I don’t falter. I can’t be sad right now. I walk to the shower, turn it on the hottest setting, and don’t look down as the water washes over me.

      If I want to fight back, I must gather my wits. How can I take down an army of monsters with guns? With money, so much money that they’ve bought off police officers, judges, prosecutors, politicians, people in the FBI, and CIA? Other high-ranking officials from around the world.

      How can I do this?

      How can I save people?

      A sob claws its way up my throat as I think of the lives I lost only moments ago. I smack myself and turn so that the hot water falls down my back. I have to keep it together.

      I scrub my body without looking at it. I won’t survive if I watch blood circle the drain, I won’t.

      I turn the shower to the coldest setting and let it fall over me, over my hair. Letting it soak until my teeth chatter.

      I turn the water off and go back into the closet. I grab towel after towel as I dry myself. The mirror shows every bruise I’ve earned today. The ones on my hips, my knees, my neck. The scratches at my thighs and waist that are my own fault. My natural curls fall over my shoulders and go down my back, but they don’t cover the bruises on my butt.

      I’m careful as I cover the marks with the tattoo coverage that is water resistant. I reapply my makeup, highlighting my eyes the way King likes with red liner. I grab a white thong and pull it on.

      I select a white dress from the closet and put it on, too. There’s a long cut in the front that traces down until it reaches my belly button. A diamond strap sits over my left shoulder and the dress is snug against my right side. The dress is short, but sparkles when I move.

      I pull my hair up and grab the strands of hair that are blonde. I pick the discarded bobby pins up from the floor and hide my blonde hair away so that it won’t show, then I loosely braid my hair. I pick the crown back up because King will not have me without it.

      I don my fucking crown.

      I nod once after looking myself over in the mirror and then head back into the pit of monsters. The only place I belong.

      I don’t deserve better than this.

      People cover almost every area of the house, and the grounds outside. Some eat, while others play with their Dollies. Torture is a better word. People in white with their dusted powder faces are pushed against walls, forced over banisters, lain on the floor, the carpet, chairs… they’re everywhere all being held in place by a monster dressed in red taking something precious away from them.

      Their dignity.

      Their sense of self.

      Their worth.

      Their choices.

      They are nothing to the monsters that use them. Another thing they can own for as long as they want and then discard at their pleasure. I walk out the front doors. The pyre still burns bright, but anything that was Peter has crisped and fallen into the fire. Bodies no longer lay in the grass, and the van is gone. Guards hose down the grass, no doubt washing away evidence of the evening’s events.

      I make my way to my King’s side. He too has changed. He now wears a red tuxedo with a white shirt and tie. His hair is still wet from his shower. I lean up and kiss his cheek as he talks to Mr. Ito. Fitzroy doesn’t look at me, but he wraps one arm around my waist and pulls me close. “…they were a gift from King Leo.”

      “What a nice gesture. To offer his competition such a large group.” Mr. Ito waves a hand toward the fence. “Will he be mad at what you’ve done with them?” Ito smiles at me but his question is for Fitzroy.

      The fence still has several Dollies chained to it. Some pull at their chains and scream while others don’t move at all, too drugged to do much of anything. Still others have bruises forming as people move along the fence and strike the ones who are still chained.

      “Oh, the chain link surprise was his idea.” Fitzroy shakes with laughter.

      I play with Fitzroy’s tie and lean my head into his shoulder, playing the role of His. It does what I want it to; he rubs his hand up and down my side as he and Ito talk.

      As I listen to the names and places. People, plans for kidnapping more Units. As I listen, I think back to Phallon. To Shwetz. To Felix, Ruby, Deidra, Sasha, Ana, Becca, Everleigh. I take a breath and my eyes open. I am not alone in this. I can do this. I can do this because as Fitzroy stands next to me, he doesn’t realize that he’s telling me all the things I need to know to bring him down.

      He’s giving away vital information and all I have to do is let them use my body and listen. I can listen my way to freedom. Listen my way to saving others, and so that’s what I do…

      I listen.

      “What will you do with the ones who are left?” Ito takes a drink from his absinthe.

      “Well, any that aren’t claimed by the end of the night will stay on the fence. We have guests staying for the rest of the week, so we want to of course show our strength.”

      Ito laughs. “How will you feed them and let them use the facilities? My Hoard is kept in a warehouse that is essentially a bathhouse so that the floors and walls can be cleaned with hoses every day. It is hidden behind my home. My wife doesn’t even know about it. I can’t stand a dirty facility, though. I have a group of ten that come in each night and hose down each section.”

      “Even with the Units still chained up?” Fitzroy toys with the seam of my dress as he skips over Ito’s initial question. Fitzroy doesn’t plan on letting them eat or use the facilities.

      “Oh, well the Hoard must be clean, too.”

      They share another laugh, but I’ve heard enough. “My King?” Fitzroy looks down at me with a sweet smile. “May I peruse like we talked about before?”

      Fitzroy looks over at Ito. Ito nods once and walks away. Once he’s far enough away King leans down and kisses me. It’s hard not to pull back, but I can’t help anyone if I’m dead so I do what I must. I wrap my arms around him and lean into the kiss. I taste the anise on his tongue from him drinking the liquid drug, but there’s whiskey there, too.

      He pulls away first and I do my best to heave my chest as if I’d lost all air while kissing him. “Alyx, my Alyx.” He takes my face in his hands. “You were stunning tonight. I’ve never been prouder of one of my girls.”

      I pull away a bit and put my finger over the left side of my dress and trace an invisible FG. “I’ll always be one of Fitzroy’s Girls.”

      He smiles at me. “Truly, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you were an assassin not a Queen.”

      “I will become an assassin if you want me to.” I give him a coy smile.

      “If these other Kings don’t stay in line, I might take you up on that.” He winks at me. “They’d never suspect their Queen to kill them in the middle of the night.”

      “Their Queen?” I frown. “I thought I was your Queen.” I try for playful and give him a small smile at the end.

      “Of course, you’ll always be my Queen, but when I’m done with you for a while, you’ll spend some time with Leo.” Fitzroy waves a hand to the fence. “He’s already paid to be next in line for the Queen.” He pulls me close. “But don’t worry, that won’t be for a while. I want at least two children from you before he gets to breed you.”

      I kiss him, because if I don’t kiss him, my knees will buckle, and I will fall. “Why does Leo get a child from the true King’s Queen?” I have to tamp down my inner screaming, so I’ll hear his answer. I have to so that I’ll know what’s coming. Perhaps I can find a way to save myself, too.

      Not that I deserve saving.

      “Careful love, Leo has not said you can call him by his name.” His fingers dig into the back of my dress as he corrects me. “You’ll call him King, for now. When he gets his turn, he’ll tell you what you can call him.”

      I move back and bow my head to him. “Of course.” I look back up and stare into his eyes, praying that the fire that’s building inside me comes out of my mouth like dragon fire and I can kill him in one fell swoop. “I will do anything my Kings command.”

      No fire from my mouth, but it still courses through me. I will find a way.

      I will.

      “Hurry up and get pregnant, and if you truly want to please me, have twins.” He rubs my lower back. “Are you happy with your selection tonight?” Fitzroy motions a hand toward the circle and the pyre.

      “Yes, when do I get to have those that I claimed?”

      “So eager, I love it.” He scrunches his nose then nuzzles mine with his. “As a special treat for you, I’ll have them sent to House One for the evening. I know how much you cherish your Units. But remember, they can’t all stay in House One. After they’re all cleaned up, I’ll have Renata walk you over.”

      “Of course, my King.” I give him a sweet smile and give him a small peck on the lips. “Thank you.” At least they’ll get medical treatment in House One, along with food and a clean bed.

      “Now, go peruse the party and tell me which of my hierarchy isn’t doing their jobs,” Fitzroy whispers into my ear. “Perhaps we can have a second party before the week is done and teach them all who’s really the boss.” He nibbles my lobe, swats my butt, and walks away.

      A quick glance around tells me that everyone in the hierarchy is three sheets to the wind and doing whatever they please. I need to find Felix; not stalk monsters.

      Instead of going back inside I make my way around the manor and back toward the kitchen area. The back patio is alive with music, dance, sex, drugs. If it’s debauchery, it’s happening here.

      There are men moving up and down the fences. Each taking what they want from those who are still chained. I try to remember their faces. Their fucking asshole faces.

      There’s a line at the ice fountain of the Queen. Each taking turns tasting my icy crotch. Eyes are glazed over, few people here will remember tomorrow.

      I don’t know if that’s good or bad.

      The table of food that caught my attention earlier smells as though it’s rotting now. My head pounds. I put a hand to my forehead as a headache slams into me with no notice. My temples throb beneath my fingers. A wave of nausea washes over me and my back cramps. I look around.

      I need water.

      I take several deep breaths and try to force the pain in my body to settle. Inhale, exhale. Inhale… exhale… again and again. I don’t know if I’m becoming more used to the sudden pain or if it’s actually calming but I take the moment to go into the kitchen.

      “My Queen, can we do something for you?” one of the kitchen staff comes over.

      “I need water, clean water, please.”

      The person skuttles away and comes back with a bottle of Voss. I twist the cap off and take several swigs. “Is there a place for me to sit?” I’m dizzy. I can’t tell them, but I am.

      Fuck. My back cramps again.

      The girl nods and leads me to a loan chair that sits in the corner of the kitchen. I take the seat. “Is there anything else I can get for you, my Queen?”

      “Perhaps some fresh fruit and another water.”

      She bows and walks away. I close my eyes and then someone clears their throat. There’s now a small table next to me and the girl is back with the items I asked for. She sets them on the table.

      “Can you fetch my guard please?” There’s no way I can find Felix myself. It’s risky, but I need him. He said he’d be in the kitchen.

      The girl doesn’t even nod, she runs off. I close my eyes and breathe through the pain. “My Queen?” Felix’s voice has me opening my eyes. Did he come that fast or did I fall asleep? I can’t tell. “You needed me?” He looks over his shoulder. The girl nods and walks away.

      “I feel… bad.”

      The bile starts up my throat but before it can come out of my mouth Felix has a trashcan in front of me. Saliva fills my mouth causing me to lick my lips and then spit into the trashcan. Felix hands me a cloth napkin. I wipe my mouth and lean back. I take deep breaths to calm my stomach.

      “What did you take?” he asks when I lean back.

      “Stone.”

      Knowing lights Felix’s eyes and he strides away from me. He’s back in moments. He sets three pills on the table. I stare at them. One’s pink, the others are oval and white. “Don’t think, take. It’ll settle the nausea.”

      I grab the pills and swallow them without any water, praying he’s right. The dizziness is just as bad as my stomach rolling; like I’m on a roller coaster that’s looping over and over.

      Several people rush about the kitchen, all taking trays of food out as fast as they can. Are they moving fast or is it all in my head? Felix comes in and out of focus. The Phantom scent hits my nose hard, and I open my eyes; I’m in Felix’s arms.

      Some of the kitchen staff stare over, mouths agape, but I can’t figure out why. Why is he holding me? Why am I cradled in his arms?

      “What the fuck!”

      I shift my gaze as Felix spins while holding me. Fitzroy comes toward us, his hand raised. The kitchen staff runs as Felix sets me back down but holds me to his side so that I don’t fall.

      It doesn’t matter; I fall anyway. Felix’s arm is gone, and grunting catches my attention.

      Fitzroy punched Felix, I think he did anyway, why else would I have fallen? I rise to my feet to the best of my ability, but my eyes open and close of their own accord and my arms give out.

      Fitzroy is in my face. “Alyx, what happened?”

      My mouth won’t open, I blink a few times and then reach for the water. Fitzroy hands it to me, opening it for me and sitting it against my lips. I take a slow drink. “I, I don’t know. I feel weird. My stomach is cramping, and I’m nauseous.”

      My eyes close.
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      Water drips from my face and my vision comes back to me. Someone splashed me with it. “Sorry,” I say as I wipe my face with the napkin that still sits on the table. “I think that absinthe you gave me earlier is playing with something making me queasy. I only called on Felix to help me because I knew you were busy.” The words leave my mouth but they’re barely mine as my attention is torn between Fitzroy and Felix.

      “Queasy?” Fitzroy stares at me, fire in his eyes. “You took drugs! They saw you!” He points to the kitchen staff.

      My only option here is idiocy. “Oh my god, you’re right.” I grab the trash can and try to look like I’m vomiting. I spit as much liquid as possible into the can to try and prevent Fitzroy from getting any angrier.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you Felix?” King spins toward Felix.

      “Sire, it was only…”

      Something smashes and I look back. Fitzroy threw a vase at Felix. It broke against his side; shards of glass and flowers fall to the floor as Felix lowers his arm.

      “You cannot give my Queen drugs! She’s trying to get pregnant!” Fitzroy picks up a glass bowl and throws it at Felix, too.

      Felix raises his elbow to protect his face but doesn’t bash the item away. “I’m sorry, Sire.” He falls to his knees in heaps of glass, water, food, and flowers. How much happened while I was out? The kitchen is a disaster. “I wanted to help her relax. A momentary lapse, it will not happen again.” Felix’s lie only covers what I’ve done. He knows what I took, but he also knows what Fitzroy will do if he finds out. “With the party, I… damn it, Sire, I forgot, it will not happen again.” Felix puts his hands on the floor, bowing to his King.

      Felix doesn’t want to die either.

      Fitzroy stalks forward, plucking heavy glass objects up and tossing each at Felix as he sits on the floor. Felix grunts and groans with each strike but he doesn’t say a word. My stomach rumbles and I force myself to look away. If I throw up the meds there’s no way I’ll stop this pregnancy, but if I keep watching King hurt Felix I’ll vomit.

      Each shatter has me clenching my stomach. After the fifth splinter of glass sounds, glass shards crunch underfoot as someone steps through them. I take a hesitant look back. Fitzroy looms over Felix. Blood runs from various cuts all over Felix’s arms, shoulders, and face. His suit jacket is torn in so many places. The jacket is pulled up, there are scars all over his back. They’re old scars though. I don’t know where they came from, but blood drips from Felix’s hands and head onto the floor.

      “Get the fuck up,” Fitzroy says.

      Felix complies and stands. Blood runs down his face; it covers his left eye. There’s a large cut in his hairline that reaches down to his eye.

      Fitzroy’s shoulders move up and down as he seethes. He grabs Felix’s shirt and pulls him close. “You’re lucky this is the first time you’ve ever fucked up. If you were Collin, you’d be headed to Sempers, and I wouldn’t even take payment for you.”

      “I apologize, Sire, I swear to you, it will never happen again.” Felix stares at Fitzroy, not wiping away any of the blood as it runs down him. “My only life is yours. I will serve you as long as you’ll have me.”

      Fitzroy shoves Felix away. Felix falls back into the glass palms first. He winces slightly as he stands. Glass covers his hands. He doesn’t wipe the glass away, instead he holds his hands out toward Fitzroy.

      Fitzroy sneers and then takes Felix’s hands between his own and smashes them together. “Go get cleaned up, you have a plane to catch.”

      Felix doesn’t say anything, he turns and leaves. I don’t want Fitzroy to send him back to Florida. Oh my god, what will I do without Felix?

      Fitzroy turns, and stalks directly toward me. I don’t move. I don’t flinch. I don’t give him any more ammunition to fuel his rage. I place a hand over my stomach, it’s instinctive, and I realize that I’m trying to protect the only thing I can, and at the same time I know, the cells that are forming in my body need to leave, they need to be saved from this life. The life where they’re fodder to the whims of a madman, and my resolve to have the abortion solidifies.

      I’m glad I took the pill.

      I will not allow these cells to form any further. I will not allow these cells to form into something with a heart and a brain that can be used and crushed. I will not allow him to have more children to sell. Punish. Abuse. I must save the ones who are already in it and make the ones responsible answer for the things that they’ve done.

      For every atrocity.

      For every child lost.

      Fitzroy’s hand closes around my throat. He pulls me to my feet and squeezes cutting off my air as he pushes me against the wall. The lip of the trash can presses into the back of my legs. The edges dig into my skin and my chest heaves from the lack of air. I don’t move to grab his hand; I don’t try to make him let me go.

      It’ll only make things worse.

      I stare at him. I try to convey sorrow in my eyes, apology. I try to give him what he wants. A submissive Queen.

      He releases his grip some and I take a shuddering breath holding his gaze.

      “I know you’ve been having fun with your freedom, but Alyx, I think you forget yourself.” King leans in close to my face. His hand tightens and releases several times around my neck. “You are mine. Everything that goes into your body must be clean. I will not allow my genes to be muddled with drugs. I thought you knew better than the others, but was I wrong in my assessment?”

      His fingernails dig into my flesh, I don’t have enough air to speak so I shake my head.

      “What was that?” He loosens his grip and glares at me.

      “No, my King, you weren’t wrong.” I don’t tell him that Felix was keeping me from being sick, because then he’d want to know why I was sick. “I was, I was hoping that if my nerves were calmer I could relax and perhaps then my body would do what you wish of it.” All lies, but I have to calm him somehow.

      “What do you have to be stressed about that you need drugs, Alyx?”

      “I want to perform better for you. I want everything to go right with my first tasks for you. Everything I do, is for your sake, Sire.” I lean closer to him, to his lips. “I want only to be everything you need.” I bring my other hand away from my stomach and put it on the back of his neck. “Please, show me how.”

      Fitzroy leans in and kisses me. It’s rough and hard. This is angry Fitzroy taking what he wants. There’s a sharp pain behind my thighs and something dribbles down the back of my legs—the trashcan has cut me. King grabs my ass and lifts me up, wrapping my legs around him. He kicks the trashcan out of the way and presses my back against the wall.

      Biting my lip hard he pulls until my skin breaks. Fire in his eyes. “Never take anything else. I will know if you do.” He licks my blood from his lips.

      I nod and run my tongue over my injury. “I promise.” It’s a lie, but I have to lie. Fuck, I should know more about this. I should know more about abortions and my own health, my own body. I need Phallon or Ru…. I stop myself; I won’t have her help again. I hope I won’t have to, but if these pills don’t work, I’ll have to find another way. I need Felix to be okay. As Fitzroy stares at me I realize, I need to be putting on a better show. “My King, I only want to please you.” I kiss him wrapping my arms around him.

      He’s hesitant as he kisses me back. I move my hands into his hair and arch my back, riding him the best I can while using the wall for purchase. A low growl plays in the back of his throat as he throws his head back. I kiss up the side of his neck, tug at his earlobes with my teeth while I pull his hair. Entangling myself further into him.

      His fingers trail up under my skirt and pull at my panties. He doesn’t bother unhooking my legs from his waist, he tugs the fabric until it rips. I’ll have a bruise in the shape of a panty line later. He fiddles with his zipper until he frees himself and shoves his member inside me.

      I do my best to let him know how big he is. I moan and let my hot breath trail along his jawline making the whimpers he likes. I play his ego, so he’ll forget my misstep and remember why he likes me.

      I do this so he won’t kill me.

      Grabbing my hips he holds me as he turns away from the wall and walks over to the counter. He pulls out of me, lays me frontside down on the counter and enters me from behind. I have to push food trays and utensils out of the way, so I don’t get hurt as he gyrates.

      I stare at the butter knives. One is close enough that I can reach it if I try. It’s not sharp enough to kill him. It’s not sharp enough to kill him. All I’ll do is anger him and die myself if I try.

      His fingers grip onto my waist as he comes close to release.

      “King, oh, King,” I begin the words that will make him come, but perhaps I can do more. “My King, my Love.”

      He leans over me, pulling me with him until my back is against his chest. His hands find my breasts as his mouth does my neck. “Alyx,” whispers into my ear. “My Alyx,” the words are a growl as he hugs me closer.

      I reach back and pull his mouth to mine, kissing him deep. As I pull away, I whisper into his mouth, making sure my lips never leave his. “Fuck me hard.”

      His thrusts become almost… gentle. His teeth graze my neck and then his lips kiss me over the marks he’s already made. His hands run up and down my body, smooth, soft, no roughness. He nibbles my neck, leans me far enough away that he can kiss down my back.

      “Mine,” I whisper through rumbles of false pleasure.

      King grunts. He flips me over, enters my front and releases inside me. He pulls me against him, into him, if he could, he would pull me into his body and never let go. I’d live out the rest of my life inside of him.

      Only for his enjoyment.

      Holding onto my waist he steps to the side and then sits down on a chair. He grabs me up into his arms and folds me into his lap. I comply and put my arms around his shoulders and lean my head into his neck.

      Glass litters the floor, food, water, flowers, and utensils, too. Eyes peer in through the open sliding glass doors at the end of the kitchen. Mr. Ito’s being one set, Jennson’s another. Fitzroy ignores them both.

      “Mine,” he says against my head.

      I know he doesn’t mean for me to respond.

      More people make their way past the open doors out on the patio, the party still in full swing. Fitzroy stands, sets me down as he zips his pants, then picks me up, cradling me as if I were a precious thing that he didn’t just threaten with death.

      He carries me out of the kitchen and up the stairs. On the second-floor landing Doctor is looking over Felix. Plucking glass from his hands. I don’t know how long it will be before I can check on him, but I hope he knows I’m sorry. I should’ve waited like he wanted me to. I should’ve waited to take the pills until everyone was gone. My mind races to think of the faces in the kitchen. Who saw Felix come in, who alerted Fitzroy?

      Who wants me dead that badly?

      Fitzroy opens the bedroom door and walks inside. He sets me down gently then turns and locks the door. He pulls his phone from his pocket and sends a series of texts. When his eyes find mine again a sweet smile plays on his lips. He is gentle as his finger trails over my mouth. He leans in and kisses me while his fingers unzip my dress. When the dress falls from my shoulders, his palms rub soft circles against my breasts. He kisses me again.

      As his tongue enters my mouth his fingers slide inside my waistline, he grabs the remnants of the ripped underwear and pulls those down. His lips leave mine but trail down the front of my body.

      I roll my head back and put my fingers in his hair like I know he wants. He kisses my sweet spot three times then leans down and undoes the straps on my heels. He lifts each leg and takes off each shoe with care.

      My insides shake. Another side of him I’m unfamiliar with. I have to stay on guard and be willing and ready for anything. My stomach is in knots, it cramps as I smile down at him while he’s still on his knees. As he runs his hands up the back of my legs he stops, looks at his hands, and then turns me slowly around.

      “You’re hurt.” He stands and lifts me, carrying me toward the bathroom.

      The tub is always full of hot water, always ready for whatever he wants.

      He sits me down and kisses me. I take the cue and undo the buttons on his shirt. I slide his jacket and shirt off at the same time. We laugh together when they get caught at his wrists. He kisses me and I tug them off the rest of the way.

      If anyone witnessed us like this they’d think, ‘oh, what a cute happy couple.’ They wouldn’t see the terror inside my gut. They wouldn’t understand that any misstep from me means my death. That if I died, Fitzroy would hunt down my brother and kill him, too. If he ever finds out that Felix has been involved in anything, Fitzroy will kill him slowly, and then happily watch as Sempers splits him up for his friends and devours him.

      Therefore, my fear must stay hidden. No one can know.

      I must perfect the art of loving this man, by allowing parts of me to love parts of him.

      The gentle parts are easier, but also sometimes scarier than the hard parts. When he’s angry I know what to expect and when to expect it. When he’s gentle, I never know what will cause him to flip.

      I gaze into his eyes and lean ninety percent into him, begging for a kiss as my breasts rub against his chest and I drop his pants to the floor. His right hand finds its way into my hair, and he pulls me the next ten, his lips find mine and it feels like a first kiss. Tentative and gentle, like he’s waiting for the signal to take in more of me, like he’s waiting for the ‘yes, I’m into you, too.’

      The problem is I only have one option anyway. I have to say ‘yes.’

      I lean up onto my tiptoes and wrap my arms around his neck. He lifts me and carries me over to the tub while kissing me. He steps over the side and pulls us down into the water. “Relax, my Alyx, my love,” his eyes light up.

      Fitzroy pulls me against him. He gently removes the bobby pins from my hair and sets the crown on the floor next to the tub, then undoes my braid. He takes a rag from the rack behind him. “Stand up, my love.”

      I do as I’m bid, and he turns me around and washes the backs of my legs, removing the blood streaks that run down them. When all the blood is gone, he pulls me gently into the water, lays me over him as he leans back, and wraps his arms around me.

      He doesn’t play with my breasts. He kisses the top of my head and holds me close. “Relax in the arms of your King and know that he’ll always protect you. Even if that means protecting you from yourself.” His hand hovers over my stomach, as if he knows there’s something there to protect.

      This monster is definitely scarier than the others.

      My entire body goes cold, and I hide a shiver by leaning my head up and kissing him. Our definitions of protection are entirely different.

      The tension in my stomach eases as the warm water soaks into my muscles. I pray the water works some magic on the cramps in my back as well.

      “Thank you for my party.” I need to show appreciation for him. “It was something I never could’ve expected. Not ever,” I say the last part like a twelve-year-old girl would. Innocent and sweet.

      “Did you like your surprise?”

      I nod. I can’t speak as images of Peter flash through my mind. Images of Deidra…

      of Ruby.

      “I knew it was something you wanted. I’ve known since my feast, but I hadn’t quite figured out a way around the rules to make it happen. But when King Leo wants something, man, he really does his best to find a way to get it.” Fitzroy’s hardy laugh causes the water to jostle and splash.

      “And what did he want? To give you the lovely surprises for your guests? Where did he get so many?”

      Fitzroy gives a flippant wave of one hand. “Here and there. He wanted to make sure everyone knew you were Queen. You are the only Queen we’ve had in years and well, a good Queen is hard to find. He wants you to fulfill what I need from you, and the best way to do that is to make sure your title is sealed.”

      “After I give you two children, how many children does he want from me?”

      “Several from what I know. He’s always wanted a large family.”

      “Will the children know that they’re all half siblings?”

      “Depends on which ones we keep. Every King plays by his own rules. I can’t say that my children would know the other King’s children until and or unless those Kings requested it to be done.”

      I don’t miss how he said, ‘which ones we keep’ and of course, ‘my children,’ and not ‘our children.’

      I don’t trust my voice yet, so I nod. The bathroom door opens, and Doctor comes in with a cart behind him. Collin follows him into the room.

      King’s arms go tight around me. Collin removes his clothes as Doctor shuffles items around on the cart. Once naked, Collin steps into the water and grabs my ankles. My back goes rigid.

      “This is for your own safety, my Queen,” Fitzroy says as he wraps my arms behind my back.

      “What’s happening?” I try for flippant, but my body shakes revealing my fear.

      God Damn It!

      “I can’t have those drugs running around your system, so Doc is here to flush your stomach and give you fluids.”

      Doctor comes over. “I need her neck.”

      King uses one hand to hold my arms behind me and the other to push my head to the side.

      I do my best not to fight them, but every part of my body betrays me by shaking. Itching to run away. Collin sneers at me as his hold on my ankles tightens.

      There’s a sharp stab of pain in my neck and then doc hooks me up to an IV. He tapes the IV in place and pats my neck with a gentle hand.

      “What’s in it?” I hold my voice tight but can’t help asking.

      “Fluids,” is Doctor’s only response. He goes back over to the cart and pulls up a long tube and a syringe. He messes with the end of the tube, putting something on it then comes back over. “Be careful not to move your neck too much. Wouldn’t want that needle to do any damage.” He looks to Fitzroy. “You can relax your hold.” He gazes at me. “If you move too much, I’ll have to tie you down. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.” I don’t move.

      “Good.” He takes the tube and pushes it into my nose.

      It’s wet as it comes in and then… oh god…it’s like fire is being shoved into my nose. The tube goes down my throat and I choke.

      “Hold her,” Doc says.

      Fitzroy and Collin hold me tighter.

      I try to breathe deep, to calm myself, but everything in me is screaming and choking. The tube wiggling through my body and into my stomach… hurts sooo bad. Tears fall down my face, I can’t control it. I can’t swallow.

      Fire.

      Fire.

      Fire.

      Is all I feel. Saliva fills my mouth; it drools out the side of my mouth as Fitzroy holds me tight. I have no place to spit, no way to spit, nowhere for the saliva to go other than out. A new wave of nausea rushes over me. I gag.

      “Breathe Alyx, breathe.” I hear it but I don’t know who said it.

      I find a way to swallow even though there’s something stuck in my throat. The doctor moves about. He attaches a large syringe that’s filled with fluid. He pushes down and my stomach gets cold as he does. My stomach cramps and gurgles, more saliva drips from the side of my mouth. He pulls back on the syringe and the urge to choke hits me hard as he pulls everything from my stomach.

      The procedure repeats again.

      And again.

      And again.

      My body cramps up. I can’t help but cough. My hands clench behind my back and my entire body freezes. “Hang on.” Doc goes back to the cart and comes back with a small syringe. He inserts it into a spot at my neck. Into the IV.

      “No…” but it’s too late. The drug numbs me in an instant. My eyes open and close.

      Open, and…
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      I stare into the trash can. There are ten very large syringes filled with fluid. Some in various colors, until finally they come out clear. My southern region is also sore, more sore than normal. I don’t know what happened after they drugged me,

      but something happened.

      I can’t focus on that now though. My King awaits me in the closet.

      As I sit on the toilet I reach under the counter looking for the box of tampons, but… they’re gone. Fear rolls down my back in waves. Did someone find the pills?

      Think, think. If someone found the pills, I’d be dead. I pinch my arm.

      Not dead.

      The box is gone, maybe someone needed some tampons, and they took the box. Fuck, I pray if someone finds the pills that they’ll ignore them or toss them. Or both would be best.

      I haven’t started bleeding or anything yet, so I assume they got all the medicine out of my system, but I have to try something. I’ll have to talk to Felix.

      ‘You’ve got a plane to catch,’ echoes in my ears. Is Felix gone again? Will he be able to help me?

      I wipe and then wash my hands. I stroll naked into the closet. King stands there holding some black fabric in his hand. “I want you to wear this.”

      I take the offered cloth and slide into the strapless bodysuit dress. I put on the heels he laid out while he watches. This small piece of fabric cost the same amount as two months’ rent for my brother’s apartment, but Fitzroy insists that I wear what he wants me to. An ache pulls at my stomach as I wonder what’s happening with Trent’s apartment and my own. It might not have been a lot of stuff, but what was there was mine.

      Everything in this closet could be taken away at any misstep. Which is why I’ve never in the weeks that I’ve been here looked at everything in the closet. There are drawers filled with jewels, walls filled with shoes, but I only look at things when I must or when they’re given to me.

      “How does it look?” I circle turn for my King’s pleasure, and my safety. I don’t let my fear show.

      “You look perfect. I’m excited to tell you about your next surprise.” His eyes light up with sheer joy.

      It makes my stomach twist. “Dear, the dress is enough of a surprise I couldn’t accept more from you. You give me too much already.” I smile though the gurgle that comes from my stomach has me racing to the trash can that sits in the closet. My knees hit the carpeted floor as my face hovers over the can and I puke.

      Fitzroy laughs and pats my back. “Careful or you’ll ruin the surprise by guessing.”

      Fuck. He knows.

      I spit into the can, then grab a towel and wipe my mouth. “I’m so sorry my King. I didn’t mean to ruin your surprise. I swear I didn’t get anything on the dress.” I try for aloof and foolish.

      “The dress isn’t your surprise.” He flashes a crooked smile at me.

      “No?” I dab at my face again.

      Fitzroy helps me to my feet and then puts one hand over my lower belly. “Doc ran some tests last night. Seems that your queasiness from the party had more to do with your body than the drugs Felix gave you.”

      “I think he only gave them to me because I was sick.” I try to secure some safety for Felix.

      “I have talked to Felix, and it does appear that he thought you were sick last night. He wasn’t right, but he wasn’t wrong either. As we speak he is on his way back to Florida to…” Fitzroy stops and stares, “to ready more of your surprise.”

      “Please don’t keep me in suspense my King. What surprise awaits me? Are we going to Florida?” I try for glee.

      “You’re pregnant.”

      My eyes betray me as the shock hits my face. He does know. He knows. He… fucking… knows.

      Felix isn’t here.

      I retch into the can again.

      Fitzroy laughs from behind me. “I had all the tampons and sanitary napkins tossed out of the house this morning as a way to tell everyone and celebrate!”

      At least he didn’t find the pills. I take several deep breaths. What the fuck can I do now?

      “Fitzroy,” my breath leaves me.

      “It’s okay, it’s a lot to take in, but Alyx, you’ve done it. You were so worried last night about it and you’d already done it.” He gets down on the floor and pulls me into his lap. “You’ve made me so proud.” He kisses my forehead. “And now we get to share the news with Estelle and have my doctor check you over.”

      “So, we are going to Florida?”

      “Yes, we’ll be on the plane before you know it.”

      He wasn’t wrong. We were on the plane and in Florida before my brain could register anything other than ‘Where the fuck is Felix?’ and ‘How the fuck will I end this now?’

      Walking back into Fitzroy’s home in Florida has me running for another trash can. Not because I am pregnant, but because the salty sea smell of the house brings back all those memories. The memories of being groomed. The parties with the older men. All the girls in bathing suits. All the men with hard-ons barely remaining hidden under their swim trunks.

      The massages in the bedroom. The fondling in the tower that overlooks the ocean. The movie watching, the kissing, the things I thought were normal that were one hundred percent not that way.

      The clackity clack of high heels has me rising from the trash can. Estelle walks over. Her hair is longer, she got extensions. “My King, my Queen.” She bows to us.

      “That’s enough Estelle, where’s the doctor?” Fitzroy hands me a napkin.

      I wipe my mouth and get myself a glass of water.

      “The doctor has requested that you come to his office. He has all the necessary machines there and he has canceled all his appointments for the day so that he’ll be ready the moment you arrive.”

      “Wonderful.” King comes to my side. “Will you be alright with another trip in the car. Won’t take but fifteen minutes. You think you’ll be able to make it?”

      “Can we bring a trash bag?” I take another small sip of water. “I don’t want to vomit in the car.”

      “Ice chips will help.” Estelle goes over to the fridge and pulls a baggie from the freezer. “Doctor also said that lemon tea will ease the nausea. We have one ready for you.” She pulls a cup from the refrigerator as well.

      Estelle doesn’t hand them to me, she puts them on the counter. “Trash bags are under the sink.”

      Fitzroy nods and as he bends to grab the trash bag Felix comes in through the doors that lead to the pools. I have to look up and blink to hold back the tears. His hands are wrapped with gauze and there’re stitches on his forehead. I take a sip of water to cover my worry. At least Felix is here now, he might be able to help me figure something out. Fitzroy stands and offers me the bag.

      “Thank you.” I roll it up and hold it while watching Felix from the corner of my eye. He’s taking glances at everyone in the room. He’s assessing moods so he’ll know how to respond. I find myself doing the same thing as my gaze falls from him. Estelle’s shoulders are stiff, while King’s are relaxed—a bad mood vs a good one.

      “My Queen,” Estelle comes closer to me. “May I have a moment?”

      I look to King. He nods. “Lead the way.” I bring the lemon tea with me hoping it will ease the nausea. I follow Estelle out to the back patio where the pool is. She goes over to one of the many tables and pulls a chair out for me. I take the offered seat, and she takes one next to me.

      “I wanted to tell you that I’m sorry for my behavior at the manor prior to me coming here. I was jealous and selfish, and I shouldn’t have been that way.”

      Her admission has me reaching out to put my hand over hers. “Estelle I had no idea I was to be upgraded. I would’ve told you had I known.” I hate that the words are true. I would’ve told her because she was in charge of me. She held so much control over me that it was instinct to listen to her, to protect her, to do whatever she needed.

      “Yes,” she pulls her hands back and eyes the patio doors. She doesn’t want King to see us touching. I can’t blame her for it. “I thought about it all once I was back at the house here. You were always such a good girl. I’ve often thought of you as a daughter of my own really. I can’t have children, so perhaps that’s why King chose you instead of me.”

      “Perhaps.” I don’t know what else to say; her breakthrough hits me hard though. This is how she’d treat her own daughter, with beatings, forced sex, threats of death, and I’m supposed to be what, thankful? “Is that all you wanted?” I take a drink of the lemon tea so I don’t lose control.

      “Well, I know you’re only here for the day as long as the doctor gives you the all clear, and there’s a special dinner for you this evening. But…”

      Here it comes, this is the real reason she asked me to come out here.

      “What, why is Misty here with all her bags? Is she staying with me now?”

      Had Misty been on the plane? I don’t remember seeing her green hair. I don’t even remember getting on the plane if I’m honest. I haven’t given Sasha’s cousin much thought since she brought Sasha back to the manor and got her killed. “I don’t know. I’m sure you could ask King.”

      “No, no.” She puts her hand flat against the table. “That won’t be necessary. I’ll wait for dinner tonight. I did however… is Dave with you, too?”

      “You know, Dave?” I hadn’t seen him on the plane either because I’ve been a disaster. I need to do better.

      “Yes, I met Dave a long time ago. I’d say thirty years ago or so.”

      Dave likes the young ones, Estelle would’ve been a child thirty years ago—Dave a young man. I don’t want to think how she knows him anymore. I nod. “Well, if that’s everything…”

      “I also wanted to offer you congratulations on your.” She waves a hand to my stomach. “Such wonderful news for you and King.” She plasters on a fake smile.

      I can’t find any words. After everything, after all that I’ve been through, everything she’s seen me go through and she thinks this would make me happy. She thinks I don’t know every smile she has? I know how this angers her. How jealous she is. I’d happily trade places with her. Instead of screaming any of the thoughts at her, I nod.

      “Can we please start over. I will do whatever I can for you. I promise to behave myself.”

      “Of course,” I can’t believe I’ve offered it as soon as I have, but perhaps Estelle is a victim, too? Maybe she has learned to stay alive, like I do. Is Estelle who I’ll turn into if I don’t get out of this?

      I stand and bring my tea back to the kitchen, leaving Estelle alone on the patio with her thoughts as I follow my King and Felix out to the car in the driveway.
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      “According to the measurements, I’d say six weeks. Might be more, might be less. It’s not a perfect science.” The doctor puts a towel on my belly so I can wipe away the gel. The internal sonogram didn’t give him the picture he wanted so we had to do it both ways.

      I think he wanted to see the Queen’s southern region.

      “This is wonderful. Everything looks okay though, Doctor Ryland?” Fitzroy smiles from my side.

      I return his smile and wipe the gel.

      “Everything looks okay; we do tell people not to get too excited because you of course never know. We also often say to hold off telling people for three months, but that is up to you.”

      “And her records?” Fitzroy raises a brow to the doctor.

      “Yes, of course.” Ryland rolls his stool to the counter, grabs a file folder then rolls back over to us. “Alyx, your official medical records will show that you are pregnant. It will state six weeks along. So you’re aware; if you lose the pregnancy, according to Florida state law, the state that it’s registered where you live, you will be prosecuted for a third-degree felony and serve time and have a hefty fine. It also states that only a physician can perform or induce an abortion. Any other ways will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of Florida law. Do you understand what I’ve said?”

      “Yes.” I nod but my body goes cold as Fitzroy’s lip curls into a sneer. He wants me scared of this. “The King’s child should be protected at all costs.”

      Fitzroy’s sneer is replaced by a pleased smile. “It will be.” He pats my shoulder.

      There’s a knock at the door. “Pardon me,” the doctor says as he opens the door. “Felix,” he sounds pleasantly surprised. “Do you need something?”

      “Sorry, there’s an urgent call for King.”

      The doctor opens the door and allows Felix to come in. “I’m sorry Sire, but Jennson said he needed to speak with you immediately. I know he’s the only person that’s allowed to cut into your time.” Felix bows his head as he hands the phone over.

      Fitzroy takes it and puts it to his ear as he goes over to the other corner of the exam room.

      “How are you, my Queen?” Felix’s eyes find mine.

      It’s risky for him to ask. “I’m okay. Thank you for asking.” I make sure the paper cover is still over my nakedness.

      “Yes, our Queen.” The doctor looks from Felix to me. His jaw tenses for a half second before he drops it. “Are you having any nausea? Mood swings, tenderness in places there wasn’t tenderness before?”

      “Just the nausea.” As I think about it though, I have been more sensitive to sex, and sensations seem to be greater than normal, but I don’t tell him any of that.

      “Well, don’t worry. I’ll help you with all of it. I deliver all of the babies for Fitzroy’s group. You can trust me. I’ve been doing this a long time. I happened to be in our southern offices because there were several young ones brought into the world this week.” The doctor is nervous talking.

      I glance at Felix and then nod to the doctor. “Thank you.” Why is the doctor nervous?

      “Felix,” he clears his throat. “May I speak with you in the hall?” The doctor doesn’t wait for a response, he grabs Felix by the arm and pulls him from the room, exiting with him.

      I lay there on the table trying my best to keep my shit together. Everything has been a blur. My mind races as I try to find my way out of all of this. Ana got pregnant in high school. Phallon has had three. Ruby… I don’t even know how many she had, but it was enough that she wanted to die to join them wherever they are.

      How am I going to do this, survive this, end this?

      Fitzroy hangs up the phone and comes over to me. Fuck, I didn’t even listen in on his call. I have no idea what’s going on. I should’ve listened. I’m so stupid.

      So very stupid.

      “Everything okay?” I hand him the towel the doctor had given me.

      He takes it and sets it on the counter then offers me a hand so I can raise up.

      “Jennson found something I was looking for. Estelle reminded me about it earlier.” Fitzroy smiles. “He’s good at things like that. ‘You follow the money’ he always says.”

      I nod.

      “Here, let’s get you dressed.” Fitzroy pulls the paper blanket off me and hands me my dress. I’m pulling it over my stomach as Felix and the doctor come back into the room.

      The doctor smiles as I cover my breasts. Felix doesn’t look at me.

      He always finds my gaze, that’s why I notice that he doesn’t. This can’t be good.

      “My King, I’ve sent over some prescriptions for some prenatal vitamins. The over-the-counter pills aren’t as good as these ones, though they’ll do in a pinch. I’ve also added something that will help with the morning sickness. It seems as though our Queen might have it pretty bad seeing as she’s already experiencing it this early. Also, as far a sex goes, I’d say pull her back from the market for a bit,”

      King takes a step towards the doctor.

      “I’m sorry my King, of course Queen isn’t on the market. I would however still refrain from the activity if possible; to be doubly certain things progress.”

      “Thank you.” Fitzroy takes my hand. “Felix, will you take the Queen to the car I need to discuss somethings with the doctor.” King kisses my hand and then waves me toward Felix.

      “Of course.” Felix bows then opens the door for me to leave.

      I step around him and wait for him in the hall, but the doctor stops him. “It was good to see you son, don’t stay away so long.” The doctor smiles then turns to Fitzroy. “Unless of course your King cannot spare you.” He pats Fitzroy on the shoulder. “Keeping my boy away from me makes me lonely for my children. You’ll understand soon.”

      They laugh.

      My mouth drops open. The doctor is Felix’s real dad.

      Ana’s dad.

      And he works for Fitzroy.
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      It’s not safe to talk as we go through the halls. I’m not familiar with this area and I have no idea who’s on the payroll and who isn’t, so I keep space between us, too. The warm Florida air hits me as we exit the building. My tapping heels drive me crazy until the car door opens and I’m inside. Felix closes the door and heads to the driver’s side. “The doctor is your dad?” I say it as soon as Felix slides into the front seat of the car. I don’t know how much time we have until Fitzroy comes out.

      “Yeah,” his tone is clipped as his jaw clenches.

      “Are you not happy to see him?” I’d give anything to see my dad again. My mom again. One more hug, one more kiss goodnight. One more moment, even if they were yelling at me and screaming telling me what a horrid mess I’d made of everything. Mom would yell at me for leaving Trent alone in all of this, but I’d take it happily. They’d wonder if I was crazy because I’d smile as they yelled.

      Felix shakes his head. “Don’t prefer it.”

      “Why?” I can’t help but ask.

      “He… well… he sort of sold me a long time ago.” Felix adjusts the rearview mirror with his still gauzed hand.

      “Sold you?” My heart breaks for him in an instant. “When?”

      Felix rubs at the stubble on his jaw. “Let’s not talk about it.” He points to the front of the building and then starts the car. Fitzroy and the doctor are on the steps out front talking.

      “Please, you have to tell me more. How could you… Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “What good would it have done?” Felix drives over to the front of the building. “It’s not like it changes anything.”

      “Does he know about Ana?”

      Felix eyes me in the rearview mirror. “He does, but seriously we’re going to need to watch ourselves closer.”

      I’m taken aback by his words. “What do you mean?”

      “My dad, he thinks you and I are seeing each other in secret. He noticed the way my eyes found yours when I came into the exam room. He’s concerned. I told him he was wrong, but it doesn’t matter, he’ll probably tell King.” Felix backs out of the parking spot and drives toward the front of the building.

      “But there’s nothing between us.” My heart sinks. Did someone see my falter at the party? Does someone know? I still haven’t processed what that even was, but I know what anyone else will think of it. “King would kill us both for something like that. Pregnant or not.”

      The car stops.

      I take the only moment I’ll have before it’s gone. “I’m sorry you got hurt because of helping me. I’m so sorry, Felix.”

      Felix nods then exits. He waits by the rear passenger door so that he can open the door for his King when he’s ready to get inside. His wrapped hands are clenched in front of him as he waits. His jaw tight.

      He’s trying not to set off any alarms. I face forward trying not to look at him. I can’t believe that his dad would do that. Would tell on his own child. I dare a sidelong glance; Felix is hiding his pain the best he can, shoulders stiff, head straight.

      My chest aches for Felix, for Ana. Their father, their father, sold Felix. Did Ana know? She must’ve known. Is that why Peter chose to introduce her to Collin at my birthday party so long ago?

      Doctor Ryland’s the one who delivers all the babies. He knows where those babies will go, and he does it anyway. He is loyal to Fitzroy above everything else.

      Him selling his own child proves that.

      When did he do it though? Why? What caused him to do it? How did Felix end up as a bodyguard? The questions won’t stop as I realize I know so little about Felix. I know he was helping Ana, but I thought that was because she was his sister. I never thought about how Felix got dragged into this mess. The door opens and King slides into the back seat. He takes my hand and then kisses the back of it. I smile and take a deep breath to calm the things that rattle through my mind.

      One problem at a time.

      First, I need to figure out how to end this pregnancy. Felix is back in the car in a jiffy and we’re turning out of the parking lot in no time. Fitzroy pulls me to his side. “Buckle yourself in.” He points to the seatbelt. I comply. “Alyx, I know being pregnant can be scary, but Doctor Ryland assures me that you’re healthy. The blood samples he took don’t show anything in your system so at least the flush worked. He also assures me that Felix wouldn’t have given you anything that could hurt you. He taught his son well over the years it would seem.”

      Fitzroy looks toward the front seat. Felix nods. “Never, Sire. I would give my life for you or my Queen.”

      My heart drops again he enunciated—my Queen, not the Queen. The car turns left, and I slide into Fitzroy’s side. I put my hand over his leg. “Thank you for watching out for me. My King.” Felix’s gaze flickers to the mirror and then back to the road. King will think the comment is for him, Felix will know it wasn’t.

      It’s a risky thing to say given what Felix’s father had said to him, but I don’t care. Everything Felix has done for me. He’s tried to keep me as safe as possible. He’s helping me end this pregnancy. He helped Ana make sure Everleigh was safe and off that forsaken island. I may not know him, but I care for him. I care for him a great deal. I don’t know him truly, but I love him for the things he’s doing for me.

      He’s risking his life, for me.

      “Doctor Ryland will be coming back to the manor with us when we leave tomorrow. But tonight, we shall wine and dine Estelle. I’ll also have another gift for you, too,” King says pulling me from my thoughts.

      “You give me too much.” I smile and kiss his cheek. I don’t have anything else I can do. I can’t do anything from Florida to save people. I’ll be at Fitzroy’s side… well I can listen. Listen, pay attention and pray I remember everything to tell Shwetz. My gaze flits to Felix. Even from the side he looks sad.

      He hates it here almost as much as I do.

      “Is everything okay with Jennson?” I peek up at my King with doe eyes. “Can I do anything to help you?”

      “No, everything is good. The FBI are shifting their focus to some other areas as our guy guides them to look elsewhere. So, the sale that’s taking place next week at the manor when we return will be ready to go. I will however have to ask Renata to take over for a while. You’re not going anywhere near the Units while you’re pregnant. There’s too much of a chance that someone will try to hurt me by hurting my baby.”

      I know he doesn’t mean me. He literally only means the cells that are forming inside me. “What will I do then while.” I motion a hand to my stomach.

      “Ah yes.” Fitzroy leans to the side and pulls something from his pocket. “A new bracelet for you.” He clamps it to my wrist and then pulls another from his pocket. He puts the other bracelet on his left wrist. Fitzroy pulls my hand close to his and the bracelets click together.

      They’re magnets.

      “Now when you’re with me, you’ll stay by my side so that I can protect you. I’ve also arranged for a new guard so that we’ll have three at all times. They’ll each have bracelets, too. I can’t be with you every second, but you’ll always have a guard. When you get further along I’ll add a fourth guard.” He caresses my cheek with his right hand and wipes a tear I didn’t know I’d shed away. He licks the finger that wiped the tear. “Don’t worry, you’ll be very well taken care of.”

      I’ll be watched every moment and unable to do anything. Guards will be with me at all times. I’ll never have a moment alone.

      How can I end this pregnancy with Fitzroy and guards around me every second of every day?
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      I sit on Fitzroy’s left side at Estelle’s dinner table, no idea how I’m going to eat with my left hand. My right is still locked by the magnet bracelet to him. Food covers the table. A variety of which I’ve never seen before. Foods I couldn’t name if I wanted to. Estelle’s house in Florida is more lavish than her mansion in New York. The table we sit at is marble; besides the food there are candles, flowers, and so much crystal that it could feed a small country if we sold it.

      The caterer puts a plate in front of me. “This food is provided by the King, for you my dear. It solidifies your place at his side.” Her accent is thick, but I can’t place where it’s from. “Eat up, eat up. Special treats for our Queen.”

      A variety of fruits and vegetables are on my plate, as well as some items I can’t name. “Shouldn’t we wait for Estelle?” I look to King as he takes a bite from his own plate.

      Fitzroy shakes his head. “No, she’ll arrive when she needs to,” he says with his mouth full. He chews, swallows, then continues. “This dinner is for you and well, there’s a lot, just wait for it all.”

      What a weird thing to say about dinner.

      “Collin,” Fitzroy looks down the table to Collin. “Grab the others and let them know they’re late for dinner.”

      Collin leaves as Felix, and a man I don’t know come to the table. Misty comes in dressed to the nines, too. Her dress is stunning, it hugs her body showing every curve, the dark blue looks beautiful against her shimmering tan skin. It’s not a design I’ve seen before, but it’s strapless and suits her. Her hair is no longer green either. It’s a deep brunette and it’s in an updo that’s braided on the underside. She sits down at the head of the large table.

      Felix comes up to stand behind Fitzroy and I, he sets something on the table between us. It’s pills in a tiny crystal ramekin. “The Queen’s medicine from Doctor Ryland,” Felix says to King, not to me.

      “Thank you, Felix.” King takes the small bowl and then offers it to me. Felix walks toward one of the many seats at the table. “Take these, they’ll make sure everything is okay and remains that way.” Fitzroy smiles.

      I don’t ask him why there are three pills when the doctor only told me about two. One looks exactly like the ‘stone’ pill I took after the party. I open my left hand so King can pour the pills into my palm. I take them and then glance at Felix. He stretches his shoulders and nods his head as he takes a seat.

      I can’t say for certain, but I think Felix slipped me another pill right under the King’s nose. A dangerous move but fucking effective. Now Fitzroy won’t suspect a thing when he gives me the next pills tomorrow.

      Collin comes back with six other people. I recognize a few from the times I gave them parts of myself when I was too young to do such things. My stomach rumbles. I cover it with my left hand and beg it to calm. Each of the people stand across from King and I, bow, and then take a seat. Dave is with them, too.

      Waiters deliver food to the table and everyone eats. I pick at my food. It’s hard to eat while surrounded by monsters. The grapes taste nice though. Time blurs as I use my left hand to eat. I eat with my fingers unable to hold a fork. Fitzroy watches me then laughs. “I’m so sorry my Queen.” He pulls something from his suit pocket then waves it over the bracelets. My hand pulls free of his. “There you go, now you can enjoy better.” His tense jaw reminds me that I’m supposed to be putting on a show.

      I smile at him and grab a spoon from the serving trays in front of us. I plop a large portion of the fruit salad on my plate and laugh as others talk and tell jokes at the table, all enjoying this dinner.

      I should really know what’s going on but since I left the doctor’s office my head has been a blur. I have to watch for so many things. I can’t look at Felix too much. I can’t ignore my King or give more attention to others than I do him. Every single thing I do or say is being judged, watched, stored away as actions of the Queen.

      Things that will be used against me if I’m not perfect.

      Clink, clink, clink. Misty stands as she taps the side of her glass with a knife from the table. “We’re here to celebrate some changes made by our King. May we all thank him while we enjoy this wonderful feast.”

      “To our King!” I holler out and plaster a huge grin on my face as everyone claps.

      Fitzroy smiles at me as everyone raises their glasses. They all honor their King. I slide my hand over his thigh. The tension in his shoulders eases. At least I’ve done one thing right today.

      Jesus Alyx, head in game! Head in Game!

      I joke with the man I now remember as Riggs. “Remember that time my bike got stuck on your back fence when your wife was coming home?”

      Riggs gives a hardy chuckle. “The paint is still scratched, but I can’t make myself have it repaired because it reminds me of the adrenaline rush.”

      I don’t say ‘And remember when you punched me in the stomach every day for two weeks because you found out that I had taken pleasure for myself the night before I came to your house.’ It was the only time I’d ever touched myself, for myself, and it was quickly beaten into me that I wasn’t allowed to do that, and I haven’t since then. Not once. Only when requested to do so by a client or Fitzroy, but there’s no pleasure with it, not ever.

      I pull myself out of the memory and flirt with King. “You remember all those movies we watched. Maybe we should watch another before we go.” I give him a wink.

      I honor each guest with memories and ask questions to the new ones. “And what is your roll, how shall I address you?”

      “Father,” “Aunt,” “Grandma,” “Uncle,” Are the answers I receive. I nod and add their names to my list. Emmery, Shelia, Vangur, Hysenth. Their areas. Naples, Ocala, Miami, Crestview are where they each hold their Units, but they’ve split the state up, and the Units can go anywhere at any time they’re needed.

      I thank each of them for their service to the King and his Queen. Fitzroy’s hand finds my thigh and then my crotch. He moves my panties with his finger and fondles me under the table, while I blush and entertain the guests who may or may not know what King is doing.

      Estelle still hasn’t arrived though. King keeps looking at the door. He’s going to be livid when she shows up.

      Laughter and merriment abound in the room, no one watches King like I do. His shoulders are still relaxed. His smile is real. The way he glances at me is flirtatious.  A bell chimes and everyone goes quiet. Misty stands at the head of the table. “Now for the main course.”

      Twelve waiters come out and stand by each of us. They take our current plates away and then set covered dishes in front of us.

      “Bon Appetit,” Misty smiles and pulls the cover from her dish and everyone else does the same. Steam wafts up from all around the table.

      I follow suit and lift the cover from my dish. The steam smells of citrus and chicken? There’s a slab of red meat, the edges dusted in gold, a golden liquid sauce is artfully draped across the meat, surrounds it even. It’s not chicken, but the gold is edible. Little pieces of food dot around mixed with other sauces. Lobster, truffles, caviar topped mashed potatoes. “It’s so beautiful, looks like a painting.” I smile and look around the group who is also oohing and awing at their food.

      “Eat up.” Fitzroy smiles, his lip pulls up in the corner slightly.

      I return his smile and then stare at the food begging my heart to stop racing. Why did his lip pull up, what did I miss? Fitzroy and everyone else begin eating. Felix smacks his lips together for a moment and I realize I’m the only one not diving into my food. I grab my knife and fork and slice the meat. It’s tender, I don’t even need the knife. Pulling it to my nose I catch the hints of garlic, smoked paprika, and yes, more truffles.

      I take a bite. Fitzroy smiles as he takes another bite of his. “Eat up, I want that plate cleaned.” He winks at me.

      I take another bite.

      Knives and forks across crystal plates are the only thing that breaks the near silence as we eat. The occasional moan of a great bite. The food is divine. The mashed potatoes and lobster being my favorite part.

      King’s face, however, the way he watches everyone eat. The way Misty sneers with each bite. When each person is finished, their plates are taken away and replaced with something new. The new plate is set in front of me. It holds macarons, petit fours, truffles, and fruit. Everything is dusted with more edible gold.

      When the desserts are gone Fitzroy stands.

      “Thank you all for coming to this important occasion. I have an announcement before our dinner ends.” He turns toward Misty. “Please stand, dear.”

      Misty does as she’s told and presses down the front of her dress as she rises.

      “Dave, will you please?” Fitzroy looks to him.

      Dave hops up from the table and grabs a covered silver platter from the center. He offers it to Misty. She smiles. “Set it here.” She points to the table in front of her.

      Dave does as he’s asked. “You save this for later. It’s yours to do with as you please.”

      Misty peeks under the tray and smiles even more before she closes the lid. “For me?” She laughs.

      Fitzroy laughs along with her. “Misty has been promoted to Aunt; she’ll be taking over Estelle’s rolls here in Florida. So,” Fitzroy looks to the others at the table, “you’ll all need to cover for a couple of days while she comes back with us to New York to grab some additional Units. We’re going to fill your coffers with some prime meat.”

      “Happy to,” “Congratulations,” “Here, here,” “Anything for our new Aunt,” “How wonderful!” Everyone at the table claps.

      Now I know why Estelle didn’t show. She’s probably using the time to run away. She got demoted big time. No wonder she was asking me questions earlier. She must’ve known this was coming.

      I don’t know if I’m happy Estelle’s run off or upset I didn’t get to witness her demotion.

      Glasses raise and I grab my glass of sparkling juice to toast to Misty’s new title, too. Like the good little queen that I am.

      The rest of the night is quiet apart from my shower with Fitzroy, he doesn’t fuck me, but he does make me watch while he fucks his new Auntie Misty. I offer my sultry smiles and lick my lips as I fake wanting to be there for any of it. My stomach rumbles and I can’t stop myself from puking.

      King laughs. Misty screeches as she tries to move away from the vomit as it goes down the shower drain.

      “Off to bed with you Queen.” He gently pulls me out of the shower and points Misty to the tub. “Tomas,” Fitzroy calls for one of my new guards.

      Tomas has worked for Fitzroy for a long time. I’ve seen him occasionally, but I’ve never worked directly with him. He’s bald, tall, and muscled. I wouldn’t be able to get away from him if I tried. “Sire.” Tomas gives a curt nod as he enters the room.

      “Take the Queen to bed please.”

      Tomas magnetizes me to him with the bracelets and King calls, “Collin!” When Collin comes in, he tells him to get someone to clean the shower, “send a text to the servants,” he joins Misty in the tub, “and watch the Queen.”

      Collin nods then looks at Tomas. I stifle a laugh. Now I know why Collin shaved his head. He wants the King to look at himself the way the King looks at Tomas. Tomas doesn’t take anyone’s shit and nobody gives it.

      Tomas takes me over to bed and undoes our link. I crawl under the covers and curl into myself praying the pill Felix gave me will kick in soon. Collin pulls a chair over next to the bed.

      “I’m on first watch. I’ll call you in for second,” Collin says to Tomas. Tomas walks away and Collin leans in toward me. “I’ll be here protecting the King’s merchandise.”

      I don’t know how much more I can take.
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      The plane ride back made me so sick that I’ve been on the bathroom floor next to the toilet for hours. The nausea pills aren’t helping. I don’t mind because all the guards have left me alone to puke. Tomas turned on the bathroom fan before he walked out. He and Collin are right outside the door, not too far, but I can’t keep anything down, not even coffee. Decaffeinated, per King’s orders.

      He doesn’t want a hyper child.

      I don’t want a child at all.

      It would only be used and tortured. I can’t do that to someone else. I can’t.

      The bathroom door opens, Felix’s head pops into the room. His hair is getting longer, his cologne… oh god… I lean over the toilet and puke again. Felix comes over and grabs my hair holding it back. “Thank,” I manage between heaves, “you.”

      “Of course, my Queen. King told me to come check on you, he can’t stand the smell of the vomit.” Felix releases my hair and hands me a washcloth as I flop back to the floor.

      I can only nod.

      “Do you think you could keep your pills down?”

      “I think there’s nothing in my stomach. I don’t know why I keep throwing up. There can’t be anything left.” I wipe the cloth over my forehead wiping away the sweat before I wipe my mouth.

      “I have ginger ale. Perhaps a small drink of this and then we’ll see. I need you to keep these pills down.” His gaze turns to a glare, and I know what he’s saying.

      ‘These are your second pills and if you want the abortion to take, you’ll have to keep them down.’

      I reach out and take the can from him. I try to open it and fail. I’m so exhausted from puking that there’s no strength left in me. Felix leans over me and opens the can. I nod a thank you with a small smile and then sip at the soda.

      It’s cold, it feels nice going down my throat. My poor abused throat. I take another tentative sip, and it does seem to help. I reach my hand out to Felix. “Please help me stand.”

      Felix assists me to a standing position and walks me back into the bedroom. Tomas and Collin give us plenty of space, not wanting anything to get on them if I puke again. I sit on the bed; Felix gathers a trash can and a fresh trash bag.

      “If you think you’ll keep these down, take them, if you don’t think you can, I’ll bring them back later, but time is of the essence with these things.”

      “I’ll keep them down if I have to staple my mouth shut.” I put my hand out for the pills.

      Felix laughs and then places the three pills in my hand. I pop them in my mouth and use the smallest sip of soda that I can. “I think I need to rest.”

      “Certainly, my Queen. I’ll tell the King that you’re back in bed. Perhaps he’ll grant you a ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign until later in the evening. That will keep the kitchen from delivering anything that might make your nausea worse and have the guards stand outside your door instead of right on top of you while you rest.”

      “That would be wonderful. Thank you very much. You’re a noble guard,” I add for the security team that is watching our every move. I know King granted Felix the right to touch me, because he helped me up in the bathroom, but I also know King allowed this to see if Doctor Ryland’s theory about the two of us holds water. If Fitzroy hadn’t given him permission to touch me, I’d still be on the floor next to the toilet.

      My pillow feels nice as I lay on it.

      “I will see that it’s done.” Felix leaves without any backwards glances. He knows what King is doing, too. “Boys, why not stand outside, and leave the door open until King grants her a ‘do not disturb.’ Our Queen needs her rest.”

      Collin looks to Tomas. Tomas ignores Collin and follows Felix out, but the door remains open.

      Alone with my thoughts isn’t the best place to be. Faces flash in front of me, but they’re all the faces of monsters I don’t want to forget. I can’t forget them, if I do, they’ll get away with all the things they’ve been doing, and I can’t have that.

      Names and places roll through, too. Sometimes over the faces, sometimes not. I won’t be able to retain this stuff if I don’t think about it, so even though it causes me to feel the shame and guilt in my gut for taking part in this fucking game of life, I know the only way to remember is to let the images roll through.

      It’s harder when the images are of the thirty-one lives I lost days ago. The lives I’m responsible for. I’ll tell Shwetz my part too. I won’t sugar coat any of it. When I go to prison for my crimes, I hope I’ll at least get to see my brother through visitations.

      Tears fall, I let them come since I’m alone.
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      I hold Trent’s hand as we walk in the park. It’s nothing I’ve ever been able to do before. He gets overstimulated too easily, especially when we’re outside and there are animals, and people, and cars, sirens, horns, so much noise. I treasure it as we walk. His laughter fills the air.

      My heels get hung in a grate on the pathway. Trent keeps going. “Hang on a second, don’t go without me.” I try to pull my feet from my shoes, but they’re stuck. I look down and my feet are covered in blood. I scream as dead eyes stare back at me. So many pairs. Thirty-one pairs. Their blood is so deep that it pulls me with it into the grate.

      I scream for Trent, but when I look back for him, he’s tied to a pyre like Peter’s. “No!” I yell for him. I splash through the bodies, through the blood, pulling my way over the lives I took to get to my brother.

      The people who died so that I could live. I cry as I get closer to Trent.

      Fitzroy stands next to the pyre, a devilish grin as he moves to light the pyre with the torch in his hand.
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      “Alyx, Alyx!” My shoulders shake as my eyes open. Fitzroy stands over me, fear on his face. My brow goes high, I’ve never seen this look on his face before. “Are you okay? Collin, call for Ryland!” he yells toward the bedroom door.

      Collin’s voice is frantic as he talks on his phone from the hall. “Get your ass up here now!”

      Tear stream down my face. Trent is safe, he’s not here. The others, however, are gone, because of me. Fitzroy stares at me. “What’s wrong?” My voice is groggy, my back hurts, and then pain shoots through my center waking me more.

      Fitzroy holds up the blankets and stares down at them.

      They’re covered in blood.

      I tuck into myself as another cramp rolls through my body. Fitzroy’s hands tremble as they rove over me while he yells, “Ryland!”

      Why didn’t I expect this? Prepare for it? I wanted this right? Right?

      I can’t hold back the tears, or the pain. I don’t want the pain to stop though. I deserve this pain. ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, but it’s better this way. It’s safer this way.’ I repeat the mantra in my head over and over as the tears fall and the pain devours me.

      The doctor soon stands over me. “My Queen, I need you to lay back or at least move your hands away from your abdomen so I can listen.” He pulls his stethoscope to his ears and then places the other end against my stomach. “I’ll need to move her to the exam room.” He waves a hand toward the door.

      Felix comes over to the bed and lifts me into his arms. I don’t wrap my arms around him, I don’t know what Fitzroy would do if I did. He carries me to the elevator at the end of the hall as Fitzroy, Ryland, Tomas, and Collin follow us.

      King breathes heavily as we ride down to the second basement, to the exam floor. I do my best not to groan as loud as I want to, but it’s hard, the pain is nothing I’ve experienced before. The doors pop open and the doctor hurries ahead to move something from the exam bed. Felix sets me down and takes several steps back. His left sleeve is covered in blood.

      A wave of nausea hits me, and I vomit over the side of the table. Sweat pours down my back as I heave. The doctor runs around the room gathering supplies. He calls for Felix to help him. Fitzroy stands back. He doesn’t come over to me, he doesn’t try to comfort me. He isn’t worried about me, only the cells in my body.

      The cramps are so bad that I only catch words here and there as Ryland works/looks over me. “Fever.” “Fatigue.” “Possibly Anembryonic.” “Failed, yes, it has failed as far as I can tell.” “Nothing we can do, until this is over.”

      I breathe deep. I curl into as much of a ball as I can muster on the small table.

      “I can remove it if you’d like. I can test to see if it was indeed a blighted ovum.”

      I open my eyes. “What does that mean?” I manage.

      “It will help us determine if there was an embryo or not.”

      “Do it,” Fitzroy says. “Call me when it’s done.” He turns and walks away without a glance in my direction. Collin, and Tomas follow him.

      “My Queen, I’m going to give you something to help with the pain. It might make you drowsy.”

      I don’t say anything. Ryland’s going to do whatever he wants no matter what I say. It’s not like I could stop him if I wanted to. Felix rubs my back as the doctor places an IV port in my arm, sets up a drip of some kind, then injects another drug into it as well. My eyes droop, but the drug doesn’t put me under.

      I wish it would.

      I lay there as the doctor uses tools, suction, and more tools. The pain stays at my center only expanding outward when the doctor inserts something into my vagina. “There we go,” he says as he pulls the device out. He takes whatever it was over to the corner where the lights are brightest.

      Doctor Ryland pulls his phone out. Felix comes over next to the bed and leans down. “Are you okay?” his voice is soft, not loud enough to hear from the corner.

      I shake my head.

      “Should all be over soon though.”

      “Okay,” is all I can manage.

      “Three? No, I gave her two.” The doctor laughs and then turns toward us. “I think I know exactly who.” His eyes land on Felix.

      Doctor Ryland closes his phone, grabs a syringe from the cabinet then comes back over to the table. He injects the drug into the IV and then turns to Felix. “What did you do?” he says through his teeth.

      “Nothing.” Felix’s brows pull together.

      “What did you give her? Why did she have three pills and not two?” Ryland leans over me as I lay on the table, and he reaches for Felix.

      Felix pulls three bottles from his jacket pocket. The doctor jerks them away from Felix.

      Felix rolls his eyes. “You’re being ridiculous. It’s the nausea meds, the prenatal, and folic acid. The pills you gave her only had 400 micrograms and a healthy pregnancy needs 600.” If Felix is lying I can’t read it. He’s planned for everything.

      I hope it’s enough.

      The elevator doors open. The room is instantly in an uproar as guards descend on Felix. Felix doesn’t resist. Collin walks up to him. “What. Did. You. Do?” with each word he pats Felix’s face.

      Felix shakes Collin’s hand off as guards put him in handcuffs. “I didn’t do anything.”

      Fitzroy’s shoulders rise and fall with each breath as he seethes. “Let me see it.”

      The doctor takes Fitzroy into the corner; they both look over something on the table. I can’t tell what it is.

      “Why did you take it out!” Fitzroy shoves the doctor.

      The doctor’s back hits one of the counters and things clatter to the floor. “My liege, it had already detached. If I would’ve left it, she would’ve gotten an infection. She’s not out of the woods for that yet either.”

      “How will you keep that from happening, doc.” Fitzroy leans toward the doctor.

      “Considering our discussion last night over her golden dinner I’m going to suggest Metronidazole as it will cover a wide range of bacteria. I suggest never giving human flesh to someone who’s pregnant again.”

      “What?” I can’t help but ask as my eyes go wide despite the drugs in my system. “Who did you give human flesh…” I lean over the edge of the bed and vomit again.

      Fitzroy comes over to me, he lifts my chin when I stop heaving and looks into my eyes. “The final part of your arrival is the departure of the one who came before you. In order to do what she did, she must be ingested—by everyone who is taking over for her.”

      “But, but, you said we would have dinner with Estelle, she didn’t show up.” It’s not true it can’t be. Estelle ran away; she ran away. I didn’t eat her. Please god tell me he’s lying.

      “Oh, she did, just not in the way you expected.” He releases my jaw with a gruff pull of his fingers down the sides of my face. “She was served to her Queen as she should’ve been at your feast. But our dear Estelle decided to ignore my invitation. Misty paid her a visit to ensure her appearance at the next feast. What do you think we left for Misty on that silver platter? It was Estelle’s head of course.”

      I heave again and nothing comes out.
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      I go in and out of sleep. Being handcuffed to a hospital bed doesn’t make it easy. Images of the food I ate dance in my nightmares, too. Fitzroy is there, shoving it down my throat. My body cramps all night, over and over. I bleed more than I ever have in my life while my body processes everything.

      The doctor draws up blood samples every so often, but my eyes open and close too much to know how often. Felix is currently locked in the basement cells until those results come up clean.

      I’ve fucked everything up so bad.

      When those results don’t come back clean, what will they do to Felix?

      I already know the answer, but I don’t want to believe it. I don’t want to think about it. Surely the doctor won’t let anyone hurt his son. Right?

      ‘Sold me a long time ago,’ Felix’s words echo in my head. His dad had sold him, why would he protect him now if he didn’t protect him then?

      “Get up,” Collin calls while stepping off the elevator. “You’ve got places to be Alyx.”

      I try to raise up, but I can’t. I hold up my cuffed wrist. “Can’t get up, I’m chained to a bed.” I don’t miss that he didn’t ask if I was okay or not; he also called me by my name.

      “There, there my Queen. It’s time for breakfast; your King wants to see you.” Collin uncuffs me but then magnetizes my bracelet to his. Maybe my name was a slip up. I don’t have the energy to correct him.

      “Come Doc, let’s go.” Collin calls Ryland over. He follows us.

      Blood trickles down my legs as we get onto the elevator. By the time we get to the fourth floor there’s a small puddle underneath me. Collin nor the doctor pays any attention to it as Collin pulls me towards King’s bedroom.

      I have a strong feeling it’s no longer my room.

      We walk in and Fitzroy is standing by the bed, his back toward us. He’s fucking some girl who is moaning like crazy. She’s not very good at her job, even Collin can tell she’s faking it. “Here she is my King. Do you need me for anything else?”

      “Wait in the hall.” King waves them away while he sneers. He thinks he’s making me jealous. I look at the floor, ashamed, like he wants me to, even though the emotion itself doesn’t bloom in my chest.

      Collin releases me from his wrist then he and Ryland leave the room.

      King finishes fucking the girl and then walks over to a chair. He grabs something and turns. “Today, you’ll wear this.” He holds up a brown one-piece jumpsuit and comes over to me with sex fluids dripping off him.

      I smile. “Whatever for?” I take it and look it over while the girl gathers her clothing and leaves the room. I don’t look at her. An ‘S’ marks the back of the jumpsuit, but there’s nothing else, no tag showing the size, nothing. The material is like a mix of cotton and canvas. “It’s not very fashionable.” I lean in and kiss King even though doing so causes blood to trickle faster down my legs.

      “Put it on, it’s a surprise.” He winks at me and kisses my forehead then proceeds to get dressed himself. “You won’t need any shoes.” Fitzroy smiles and pulls on his shoes before walking out of the bedroom. “I’ll be waiting in the hall. Hurry up.”

      I look for a pair of period underwear. There are no pads or tampons as he had them all thrown out, but did he check my panty drawer? It’s empty too. Damn it. I do as I’m bid and meet Fitzroy in the hall.

      He beams at me. “There she is.” His right brow goes a bit higher than his left, and dread fills me.

      Something is very wrong.

      I roll over every memory of Fitzroy when his brow has done that. I think back to when he stared at Estelle after finding out that she’d hit me. When Peter betrayed him at the feast, and now it’s happening in the hallway, but it’s pointed at me.

      Fuck.

      Fitzroy grabs my hand and kisses the back of it. “Your next surprise awaits. I wanted to make sure…” he stops and gazes at me for a moment… “Well, perhaps breakfast should be had first. You had a hard day and I’m certain we need to build your strength back up. Let’s go.” He leads me by the hand.

      My heart races and I leave a trail of blood behind me.

      We head down the staircase. Felix is being led up as we hit the second-floor landing. I want to look at him, to see if he’s okay, but King will think I’m looking at Felix, and right now, I can’t have that at all. My eyes flutter as he passes. He has bruises and the cut that he got on his forehead is reopened.

      I bite the inside of my bottom lip as Fitzroy leads me into the foyer. I want to scream for Felix, but that would endanger us both. I glance up the stairs as King goes toward the kitchen. Felix leans over the banister and nods once toward the kitchen. The guard that leads him quickly pulls him back.

      Felix knows where I’m going. He wants me to go?

      I look away and follow King.

      “King!” calls from above us. “This one’s looking at your Queen!” Tomas shoves Felix until he nearly falls over the banister.

      Fitzroy looks between Felix and I several times. Doctor Ryland comes up beside him. “You see my King, I told you something was going on. I suspected as much during the exam, but this confirms it.”

      My cheek burns and a tooth rattles in my mouth. I’m no longer looking at King; the floor is all I see. I spit and blood pours out of my mouth. I spit again and my back tooth comes free. I spit it onto the floor before I look back up to my King. My King who just slapped me across the face with the back of his hand.

      My King who hit me so hard he knocked my tooth out.

      King looks up to Tomas and the guards. “When the truck arrives, make sure he’s on it!”

      I can’t spare a look at Felix, even though it’s the only thing I want to do. If I look at him now, I’ll be dead on the spot. King’s shoulders heave as he waits for me to speak.

      I fight back the dizziness that washes over me. “I swear to you; I only see him as my guard. I have never been with him.” I’m glad it’s not a lie, because there are no tells with it. I can’t twitch or do something wrong while my mind races with—where will they take him?

      “Bring her,” Fitzroy says to Collin.

      Felix grunts and fights with Tomas and the guards on the stairs but I don’t look back as Collin grabs my arm and pulls me toward the kitchen.

      There’s nothing more I can do now. With the pregnancy over am I officially fodder? I can’t cry for Felix, not right now, but I can pray they don’t kill him, though I can’t show the concern on my face.

      There is a buffet of food on the center island as we arrive. Mr. Ito, and Jennson sit at the kitchen dining table laughing and eating.

      The pair doors are open to the patio where others are doing the same thing. Vixens and Dollies roam around, while still others stand behind their new owners, chained to their patio chairs. Remnants of the party that feels like weeks but was only days ago. Why are Jennson and Ito alone? Why do they both keep casting glances at me without looking at me directly?

      Fitzroy takes me from Collin then ushers Collin and the doctor away from us. He lords over me. “You’ve been disappointing me left and right my dear. What gives?” He presses my back to the wall.

      “I swear to you; I only took the things I was given and I’ve never touched Felix. Never, not even when I was with Estelle.” My stomach gurgles as I say her name. “I swear.” I press my uncuffed hands to his back and swallow the pooling blood in my mouth from my lost tooth. “I had no idea what was going on. I think my emotions have been all over the place because I am pregnant and didn’t know.” I put my hand over my stomach to drive home the am that I used instead of the was that is the truth. “I swear it feels as though I still am. If it weren’t for all the bleeding I’d tell you something is still there.” I let the tears fall. “I promise I am yours.”

      I pray this will save me.

      Fitzroy’s gaze bores into me. I don’t waver.

      “Your surprise will tell me all I need to know.” He shakes his head. “Get some breakfast.” He motions a hand to the table. “I want you to eat healthy today. It’s a good day.” He says that last part to himself.

      The hair on the back of my neck rises. I nod and grab a plate. My fear of dying is the only thing that keeps me from falling over as dizziness from my additional loss of blood consumes me. Pineapples, grapes, an assortment of berries. A tall glass of orange juice. I take everything to the table. Fitzroy is already sitting. No food in front of him.

      “Would you like me to make you a plate my King?” I have no idea how I’ll eat this one as my nausea is still present, but I know I need the food for strength.

      “No, just eat.” He doesn’t look at me when he says it.

      Fear builds but I take the seat next to him. I can’t help but rove my eyes over every person here. Where is the danger coming from? I know it’s almost here, but I have to do as I’m told.

      I get up from the table. Fitzroy grabs my wrist. “I forgot the yogurt.” I smile and breathe slow. I cannot show him fear right now. I cannot.

      “Of course,” he smiles at me.

      My cramping stomach and aching crotch both alert me at the same time. Blood trickles down my leg and pools at my feet. I step over the mess and grab another plate, putting a heaping spoonful of yogurt onto it. I look around for anything I can reason with having a knife. I spot a sausage. I add it to the plate and grab one of the knives and a fork. I set them on the table and set to eating.

      I eat, swallowing blood as I do so. My back is straight; just like it is every other morning.

      Everything is fine. Everything is fine.

      I don’t hurt. I don’t need to fold in on myself to ease the growing pain at my center. I don’t need to worry about the blood under my chair.

      I repeat it to hold myself still, my breath is steady, but my eyes are fully focused. King leans close to me. His finger trails over my shoulders back and forth. “My Queen, last night well… You said something, and it got me to thinking, that maybe I should have a doctor look both of us over.”

      “What did I say?” I scrunch my face up and bump my nose to his. Like everything is normal and I’m flirting, not scared to fucking death. What happened last night? Ryland gave me a few shots, but Jesus did I say something while I was in and out? What else did they do to me?

      “You made a comment about my drinking and how perhaps that’s the reason the pregnancy didn’t take.” Fire builds behind his eyes.

      “I would never say such a thing.” I kiss him gently, though chills run down my spine. “At least not while in my right mind. That sounds like something someone might say if they were drugged out of their wits.” I nuzzle his nose again. “Truly, I’m sure it was my nerves at failing for you.” I attempt to cover the same track I did that night in the kitchen—it’s me, not you.

      Fitzroy nods and leans back into his chair. “Eat. Your surprise shall arrive soon.”

      I pick up my fork and knife and cut the sausage. Taking small bites each time so that the knife will be in my hand longer. I’m careful with my grip though. Can’t have anyone notice how fiercely I’m holding it.

      The trio of men discuss the next shipment. Saturday, noon, shipyard south. Seventy-five Units with another ninety-five on the way from Nigeria. Dock seven.

      I lock the information away and pray I’ll remember every detail. I repeat it back to myself while I eat—and blood soaks through the jumpsuit and drips onto the floor.

      Saturday, noon, shipyard south. Seventy-five Units with another ninety-five on the way from Nigeria. Dock seven.

      Before long the food on my plate is gone. I can’t hold onto the knife any longer without looking suspicious. A girl comes over and clears the items on the table away. She takes everything from Jennson and Ito, too.

      I’m careful to hold all my food down. I breathe slow and deep to quell the nausea.

      Fitzroy’s phone dings from his pocket. He retrieves it and his eyes brighten. “It’s here.” He looks to the others at the table.

      “This is fantastic! I’m very excited for the new Units.” Ito stands.

      “I’m happy to be here for this.” Jennson laughs and does the same. They both make their way to the patio. Each of them still have the keys from the party on their wrists, they’ve not yet claimed their surprises from the fence, which means at least two are still tied to it, with nothing and probably mostly dead if not dead already.

      “Come with me. Your surprise is here.” Fitzroy stands and offers me his hand. I take it and he leads me out to the patio.

      My heart races as the familiar sounds of a beeping truck backs up from the rear side of the manor near the garages. “Estelle’s little reminder paid off I believe.” Fitzroy nods his head for me to follow his gaze. I do so and three people are being led in chains, their faces covered with black pillowcases, green bracelets on their wrists, their hands tied in front of them, but I’d know that awful pair of sketchers anywhere.

      I scream and run toward my brother.

      I’m yanked back by my hair and there’s a hand around my throat before I can get close. “Tsk, tsk, tsk, I knew the surprise would tell me where your loyalty lies,” Fitzroy says as he squeezes my throat. “You have to wait to open your presents.”

      “Why?” I can’t keep my voice from trembling as the words fall out of my mouth. “Why, what did I do? What did he do? Why?”

      Fitzroy holds something up in his hand. It takes me a second to focus on the clear bag. The word is written in black across the bag. ‘Stone.’

      It’s the bag from after the party. The one I didn’t flush down the toilet. I have to try and fix this. “What is that?” I ask trying to sound aloof.

      Fitzroy’s brow goes high. “Don’t play stupid. Tomas found it in the trashcan in our bathroom.” He points to the line of people. “As repayment I offer you a present.”

      I am such a fucking idiot that I’ve gotten my brother killed.

      Fitzroy’s hand squeezes tighter around my throat as my body goes forward when Trent’s hood is pulled off. His mouth is taped. His left eye is swollen and bruised. Someone has hit him and given him two black eyes.

      I scream as I try to fight Fitzroy, but he only laughs. “The next ones, too!” he orders the other hoods removed.

      There before me stands Trent, Corwin, and Becca. Bloodied and bruised, gagged and chained. Someone comes from the side of the house. It’s Collin. He carries Everleigh in his arms. She’s smiling. Utterly clueless to the danger because she’s lived around it her entire life. This is her normal.

      Fitzroy lets go of me to take Everleigh from Collin. I run to Trent. I pull the tape from his mouth. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I love you. I’m so sorry.” I lean up to kiss his cheek, but my hair is yanked back.

      “Stop it!” Trent screams. “Leave my sister alone!” His voice breaks on the last word.

      I turn. Collin! He’s got that stupid grin on his face and his fist in my hair. I pull my hand back and smash it into his nose, palm up. He yells and releases me as blood falls from his now broken nose. I grab onto Trent. He’s shaking. I look into his eyes. “I’ll fix this. I promise, I’ll fix it.”

      “I don’t know sis, this one seems hard.” His eyes flutter around the patio. All of this is new for him.

      I glance around and try to take in the scene from his perspective. People chained to chairs, to the fence. Some still hanging in rings that float above the patio, begging for water. Men and women in fine clothing leading their chosen Vixen or Dollie away. Leftovers from the party still lolling around days after, not wanting the good times to end. Guards on the roof, at every corner, all with guns.

      Fitzroy stands near the kitchen door holding onto Everleigh kissing her cheeks while she laughs. Then he hands her to Renata, who takes her inside. Doctor looks at Collin’s nose as Fitzroy passes them.

      My heart races as I try to assess the situation. How can I talk my way out of this?

      Corwin grunts and I look at him. “I’m so sorry.” He shakes his head and gives me that fatherly stare he gave me while we were walking to his house. He’s concerned for me, not himself. He’s concerned for Becca, too. I pull the tape from his mouth and move to do the same for Becca, but Fitzroy comes too close.

      “Well, my Becca. It’s been too long.” He trails a hand down her front while looking at Corwin. “And this must be dear ol’ dad. Nice to meet you. Bet you wished she’d have stayed dead huh.”

      “Unchain me and I’ll show you what I wish.” Corwin moves forward but someone tugs his chain back. Fitzroy laughs.

      “My King,” I fall to my knees, I don’t register the pain my adrenaline is too high. “I got pregnant once, I can do it again. For you. I’ll have as many as you want.”

      His eyebrows scrunch. “I don’t know why you insist on your lies.”

      “I will, I swear it.” My stomach cramps in an answering call to my lie.

      “You’re the reason, aren’t you?” He takes a step closer to me. “The reason they came to The Island?”

      “NO! It was Peter. You know this already. You have proof. I would never do this to you, my King.” I move closer dragging my knees over the wooden floor that’s still set up. “I only fear for my brother. He’s done nothing. He is innocent. Corwin and Becca, they’re all innocent.” I’m slow as I pull myself up his front. I put my hand to the back of his neck begging for him to kiss me. “Please my King, I love you. I would never betray you like that.”

      “Where did that package come from?”

      “The clear one you showed me?” Fitzroy nods at my question. How can I protect my brother? Corwin? Becca? Everleigh?

      Lie.

      “Perhaps one of the people who did my makeup?”

      Fitzroy assesses what he’s heard. I go back to my knees and put my head on the ground at Fitzroy’s feet. “I would never betray you, my King. Estelle always said that the Units can’t get pregnant. It must’ve been someone else.” I have to drill this lie home so I repeat it over and over.

      Muffled cries of disgust come from Corwin and Becca, but I have to ignore them for now.

      “Then how did you know Becca’s name?”

      I look down to hide my shock. I wrap my arms around his legs, begging. “Sire, she led me to my room after your feast. That is all.”

      Fitzroy pulls me back to standing. “Well, you’ll have a chance to prove yourself.” He steps to his left.

      Sempers comes at me. I take a step back, but Collin is there. Sempers’s arms wrap around me, and I’m bound in moments. I wriggle on the ground, hogtied. The gag in my mouth preventing me from speaking. I look up at my brother and hope my eyes convey my sorrow.

      Fitzroy leans down. “I’ll give you this my queen.” A sneer plays across his lips and lights his eyes. “If you survive Sempers’s sixth floor, I’ll let you come back, and I’ll free one of our three guests here. I can only assume you’ll choose your brother, but in case you find your lover more tempting I’ll hold off on selling any of them.” He stands and pats Corwin’s head.

      I try to shake my head. No one has ever survived Sempers’s sixth floor.

      “Ah, I see the question rattling around in that little head of yours. One person in the past twenty years has survived that floor. If you’re lucky, you’ll survive and get what you want. But…” Fitzroy looks away from me and up to Sempers, “what do you say, three days?”

      “Give her four. We can have a grand entrance at the sale. Either her body on a pyre or chained to a bed. It’ll make it all so much more fun. We can take bets; see who believes the Queen survived my sixth floor and who thinks she’s not worthy enough. I do so like my fun.” Sempers laughs and waggles his brow.

      “Fine. Alyx, you have four days to free yourself from Sempers’s sixth floor and if you do, you can choose any one of the three here to be yours. If you’re truly my Queen, and mean what you say, I’ll give you two. But then you and I are going far away, where we can rule in peace away from all these distractions and those you don’t choose will be sold.” He waves a hand to my brother, Corwin, and Becca. “Do you agree?”

      He leans over and pulls the gag down from my mouth. “Yes, my King. My love. I will do what you ask. Sempers is nothing more than a speck and I will best him quickly and come back, but I ask one thing?”

      “What?” A smile plays on Fitzroy’s lips.

      “If I make it before four days, will you give me all three?”

      “If you make it back before four days… I’ll give you all three, but each time you fail getting pregnant again, I’ll take one away to do what I want with it. And Alyx, when you come back, you’ll be strapped to the bed until you have a baby for me. Don’t forget, your title says I can’t kill you, but I can restrain you.”

      “I’ll always be your Queen, I swear it.”

      “We’ll see won’t we.”

      Something sharp pokes my thigh and I stare at my brother as everything goes dark.
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      My head rings as loud music booms me awake. Strobe lights flash in sync with the pain in my head. The room is green in between the flashes of light. Another round of Enter Sandman, there’s no doubt of where I am. Sixes are on the walls, big and small, they’re everywhere. The room is unusually cold.

      I’m not chained. On the fourth floor I wasn’t chained in the dark rooms either. Sempers must want another chase. I rise from the floor and make my way over to the walls to look for a door. If visits to his fourth floor taught me anything; this is the starting room and there will be many more. He’ll want me to run from this room while he chases me toward his end game.

      Which lands me on his table. The walls are hard, stiff, cold. Exactly how I’ll be if I don’t survive this. Trent flashes in my head. The green bracelets. The sale is coming up so soon. If I’m not out of here…what day even is it… fuck where will Trent end up? Or Corwin, or Becca? My hands find a soft spot in the wall. I push it and the floor drops out from under me.

      I fall, slide, roll, and then grunt as I stand. The room is too bright, I have to cover my eyes and slowly let them focus. As my vision adjusts, I spin to my left. A large spike lands in the wall where I just stood. Reddish stains coat the wall around the embedded spear. I’m not the first one that’s been here.

      A loud whoosh sounds, and I drop to the floor. Another spear lands in the wall. I get up and run across the room. There’s no time to think, only to move. Spears whip behind me as I clear red marks on the floors and walls. Places people have been struck with spears, the stains they left behind the only hints that they were ever here. I hit the far wall and shimmy down it to the only opening. A black doorway into nothing, but I’ll have to go if I want to save my brother.

      The darkness overwhelms me as the last whoosh thuds into the doorframe. This room is sweltering. It’s so hot that my feet… fuck I have no shoes on. I run across the floor. The room feels like one from the fourth floor. It was the room that always ended with me on my back because Sempers would drop from the ceiling…

      I dart to my right then my left. Sempers hits the floor and laughs from behind me. “Oh, did you remember this room from before?” He snickers. “It was risky to bring you back, but I thought, why not. I’d like to have a taste of the Queen today. Does she taste any different now that she’s had the title upgrade?”

      I back toward the wall, I know where the exit is. “You’ll never taste me again. I belong to the King!” I roar the words because I know, I know without a doubt that King is watching this from somewhere safe. He’s probably forcing my brother to watch, too. I scream, turn, and run for the exit. If I make it I’ll be in the water room, but at least that will soothe my aching feet. Sempers runs behind me, but I meet the door before he does. I run inside and slam it closed, locking the metal rod that blocks the door from opening as I do.

      The only problem is that I’m not in the room I should be in. There’s no water. The air is frigid. This room is filled with hooks, and there are people hanging from each one. Dead people. Five rows. Six people per row. Thirty people. Their faces still covered in white powder. Laughter echoes all around me. “Prove you’re a true Queen,” Sempers voice sounds over the speakers in the room and a light comes on at the other end. I make my way toward the light, across the cold floor, through the rows of bodies, and there on a table is the body of a white-faced Dollie. That makes thirty-one. Scalpels and knives lay on a silver tray, and there are picture instructions on how to remove her eyes.

      I don’t hesitate; I follow the instructions. I don’t wonder who this is. Or where she came from. If she has family. I don’t think where in this room Deidra and Ruby are. I cut. I lean to the side and vomit after the first eye is out. I remove the second, and vomit again. I set both eyes on the silver tray. A door at the far end of the room opens. “Well done my Queen,” Sempers says over the speaker system.

      I run for the door before he can close it. While asking myself all the questions I refused to let sink into my head while I was taking her eyes. Who is she, who was she, where are the others?

      My fingers rub together as I try to force the feeling from them. I don’t want to commit the feeling of the eyes in my hands to memory, but I don’t think I’m going to be able to stop it either. At least the poor girl was already dead.

      Screaming sounds from behind me and I turn as my feet hit the carpeted floor in the next room. The girl writhes on the table, her arms are tied down at the elbow, she’s trying to get to her face.

      She isn’t dead.

      I take a step to go back and free her, the door slams closed in my face and screams tear through me. She’d been alive the whole time. Paralyzed by something Sempers gave her. “I’m sorry!” I yell through the door banging on it but I know she cannot hear me over her own screams. She wouldn’t care for my apology anyway, she shouldn’t!

      I didn’t even check.

      “Sempers you fuck! I hate you!” I assess the room and then run across the carpet. I hiss and fall. Something sharp is hidden in the carpet.

      “Razors!” laughs from the speakers as Sempers has his fun.

      The damn carpet is so thick that the razors could be anywhere. The exit is in the opposite corner. The door behind me is locked.

      “Time’s ticking!” There’s a digital clock above the far door; it hits ten.

      I run through the room, my feet getting cut every other step. I get… dizzy as I get closer to the door, the clocks down to three now a wave of … dizziness… hits me.

      Shit something’s on the razors.

      I stumble.

      I fall.

      All while Sempers laughs.

      “I knew you wouldn’t escape.”

      I drag myself toward the exit, but my body goes numb as my right hand lands in the door frame. Whatever drug he put on the razors has found its way into my system. I pull my body toward the next room, if I can make it, there will be something to ease the drug I know it.

      My body freezes on the threshold.

      I can see but I cannot move. Sempers comes to me, dressed in an orange jump suit that’s unzipped showing his slippery chest. “Gotcha!” He reaches back, pain shoots through my jaw, where my tooth is missing. He hits me agai…
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      Alarms cut through the haze in my head. My eyes open and my arms are in front of me, held by clamps in a position of supplication. Lights flash in the room. The alarm ring, ring, rings—my eardrums bounce in sync with the sound. My jaw aches. My legs hang down, my feet rest on some kind of small platform, and something between my legs holds me up. Pain shoots up my center. There’s some sort of device between my legs that keep them from coming together.

      My head lolls as I turn it left and right. There are others in the room with me.

      All chained similar to me. There’s a square plastic tub beneath each one. Someone cries, coughs, and grunts. There’s a splash as excrement goes into the container under a man across the room.

      Pain shoots through my center again and my eyes open wide. The pain is so sharp that whatever’s left of the drug they gave me leaves as I scream. All heads turn toward me.

      “Shut up. Shut up!”

      “Someone shut her up.”

      “Gods he’ll come back! Shut the fuck up!”

      “The other one is gone! Fuck, the other one is gone!”

      The words are near whispers, but they circle around me from all sides. Begging me for silence. I close my mouth the best I can to muffle the sounds coming out of me. I try breathing through the pain instead. I can do this… In… I can… Out… I can… I cannot… another scream tears its way up my throat.

      My core tightens and something runs down my leg. I look down to see blood dripping down both legs. There’s a sharp bang and the flashing lights and music go off. It’s total darkness. Whimpers come from my right; I turn but can see nothing other than the flashing lights that linger as my eyes try to adjust to the room without the strobe lights.

      Overhead lights hum into existence and painted sixes cover these green walls, too. They’re everywhere. Large and small, but that’s what they are.

      Sempers’s Sixth Floor, and I haven’t gotten out yet.

      
        
        Trent.

        Corwin.

        Becca.

        Everleigh.

      

      

      I have three days to save them.

      My eyes zoom over every surface. Medical equipment, a lab table. Cabinets. Beakers and flasks of god knows what, syringes fill garbage cans. One wall has jars with parts… body parts... and other things…the rest are paneled walls. Where are the doors? How does someone enter the room? I turn trying to look behind me but the device I’m on stops me from spinning too far. “Which way will he come in?” I ask the person next to me.

      They shake their head in a fast ‘no’ before they look away from me. They won’t talk to me.

      “Where will he come in?” I say louder to the whole room now.

      Some heads turn to look at me, but no one answers. The ones who didn’t move… their eyes are gray—they’re dead. Everyone has sutures on their bodies. Large X patterns adorn different areas on each of them. The dead ones aren’t sutured closed in some areas. Two people are missing one eye.

      Sempers has been taking parts of these people, for who knows how long. He’s instilled them with honest fear.

      None of them will be able to help me.

      They should be afraid of him.

      But I’m not.

      I know he’s a monster. But he’s a monster with tells.

      And I know them all.

      Churning, crunching, gear grinding thuds come from the far-left corner in front of me. The two corner panels turn, when they stop a new corner is there, but Sempers is there. He stands there with no shirt on, wearing ripped jeans, and a devious smile on his face.

      My eyes run over the area trying to figure out how he got the wall to turn, but there’s nothing there. No buttons, or switches. He has no remote in his hand. His brow rises as I catch his gaze.

      He sneers at me.

      I sneer right back.

      “Alyx, my Queen. You still have that gumption.” He strolls over to me. “What’s this?” He wipes a finger up my leg swiping the blood as he does so. He pulls his finger under his nose and sniffs. “Looks as though they were wrong about you being pregnant. I guess you’ll only get one life after all.”

      I kick my legs out; pain shoots through my middle and I gasp.

      Sempers laughs. “That’ll be the coochy catcher.” He smiles and pulls his lips back to show his teeth. “On the boys it’s the ball catcher.” Sempers reaches under me and pulls up a metal clamp. He opens and snaps it a few times showing off his device. “Chomp, chomp on the balls will hold anyone in place.”

      “On the girls…” he slides over to the man next to me as he hangs onto the word, “is this.” He pulls a lever, and a long pole comes forward, there are spikes on one end. He flips it over, and it’s shaped like the head of a penis on the other. “Depending on how well behaved you are, will depend on which end you get. As you may have realized, you’re on the spiky end.”

      “Let me go, and I’ll ask my King not to kill you,” I say through my teeth trying to hold back the pain that radiates through me.

      “She is feisty today. I must say, it makes me rather horny.” He rubs a hand against the front of his pants. “But today isn’t your turn.” Sempers shakes his head. “No… for you my Queen, you’ll get to watch today.” He comes at me fast and grabs my head. Something pinches my eyelids as his hands move over my face.

      I can’t blink as he steps away.

      My eyelids are pinned open.

      “There we go my Queen. Nothing but the best for you.”

      Where’s a way out, where’s the way out, look for it, find it. I search the room with my pinned open eyes. There are no windows and the only door I know of is behind the wall in the corner—it doesn’t mean there isn’t another. Sempers strolls around the room looking at each person. I count, there are seven others and one empty space next to me.

      He has room to torture nine people at a time in this space.

      “Sorry about the empty space.” Sempers pouts. “We had a bit of trouble with that one, but no worries. I’m sure that trouble will be over soon. In the meantime,” he clicks his tongue “do you see anything you like, Alyx?”

      I don’t respond as I continue searching the room.

      “What about?” He strolls around stopping in front of a woman. “Ms. Ana.” Sempers gives me a sidelong glance as he says the name again. “Ana Ryland.” He laughs, “Shall it be your turn?”

      My gaze falls on her. Her hair is dyed purple, but it’s not faded like Ana’s was before she died. Her face is similar to Ana’s. I do my best not to react. Not to give him what he wants.

      “No, not Ana. Okay then.” He comes back over by me and looks over one of the men who hang there. “What about a bit of Corwin?”

      I turn as far as I can to see the man on the other side of the body next to me. Another look alike. But not the real Corwin. A person nonetheless, but not one I know… not that that even makes a difference. They’re a person, a living breathing person, who is a victim. I want to save them, but… how?

      When I don’t give Sempers the reaction he desires, he goes to the next. “Sasha, Trent?” His lip creeps up and he walks behind a wall. I hadn’t even realized it was there. Maybe there’s an exit. He comes back pulling a rack. People hang from it. He brings it close. “Perhaps Ruby, or Diedra. Did my Queen really think she hid who she loved well?” He laughs but I hold my face steady.

      I do not react to the bodies of Ruby and Diedra that hang in front of me. Ice coats their skin, like freezer burn, their eyelids have frost on them. He saved them for this, but I refuse to give in. He won’t get a flicker of anything from me.

      “She’s so strong today despite…” He waves a hand to the two bodies, but he comes back fast and punches me low in the belly.

      I vomit the pain is so bad. I gasp as lights flash in my vision. Holy fuck he wasn’t kidding about the spikes. He’s got me on them by my vagina and he fucking punched me. Wetness trickles down my legs I don’t have to look down to know it’s blood. My head lolls as I try to breathe. I puke again.

      Sempers laughs and walks away. I breathe. Fucking hell, I’m going to die here.

      “Attention!” Screams in my face.

      My focus follows his command. It’s Sasha’s head. Her actual head, Sempers holds it up and it floats in the reddish liquid, but it’s her… its Sasha. I scream and pull my head back, but I can’t get away. I can’t close my eyes. Sempers shakes the jar and her head spins inside. Some of her teeth are missing as well as one eye.

      “See my dear, dear, Queen. I do what I want with my bounty and the King has given me you. I’ll tell you what I tell everyone. There’s a way out, but you’ll never find it; and given that the King has a timeline in mind for you. I hope you enjoy the show while you try and figure it all out.”

      He undoes the man next to me. He’s meant to look like Peter. Fitzroy truly believes that I have some sort of connection to Peter and that this will make me what… give up… stop trying… comply?

      Have I not complied enough already?

      There’s no way to comply enough, not until I’m dead.

      And that just won’t fucking do.

      The man gets down without trying to run away. His eyes watch the floor as he’s taken to the table. He glances at the girl with the purple hair but she shakes her head ‘no.’ Sempers has worn these people down to complete compliance. Sempers straps the man to the table in the center of the room and then injects him with something. The man’s body shakes as the drug enters his bloodstream.

      “Adrenaline.” Sempers smiles. “See my dear, I give him something so that he won’t feel, but if he doesn’t get free in time, it won’t matter. The medicine will fade and then he’ll feel everything.”

      From the table the man grinds his teeth and then screams. “I won’t let you hurt me!” He tugs and pulls at the chains that hold him down. Sempers pulls up a device from the side of the table and lays the man’s hands against it. His hands are again in supplication. His legs are strapped at the ankle. The man pushes against the restraints and growls at Sempers as he slides a scalpel from his knee to his ankle.

      Blood trickles from the opening but I turn away. I look around the room. There’s a way out, from what I know of Sempers and how much he likes to fuck with your mind it will have to be in the room we’re in.

      It will have to be right in front of our faces.

      Cameras decorate every corner. Another in the center of the room above the table. I’m certain that one has a 360-degree view so he can watch what he does, over and over. See the terror on everyone’s faces. There are more along the walls in various places.

      A camera points at each person’s face.

      My eyes ache but they’re still moist. I can’t close my eyes, but I can move them around and try to get them as wet as possible while my tear ducts still operate. I don’t know how long it will be until this affects my vision, but I know Sempers will use it to torture me as much as possible. I bend my head back as much as I can and coat my eyes with wetness.

      I go too far, and the spikes poke me again. More blood trickles down my legs.

      Think, think, think.

      Sempers.

      He’s the key.

      I watch him. He cuts the man and then looks around the room to whoever makes the most noise. The girl who looks like Ana screams each time he cuts the man, so they must’ve been together when they were taken.

      “I’m okay, Kodi, I’m okay!” the man seethes as Sempers goes to his waistline and makes small cuts. Carving something into his skin. But then Sempers looks back at Kodi. He looks at her but his eyes drift downward.

      He’s not looking at her lower region, he’s looking at her way out.

      I focus my eyes on my hands. The prayer they’re held in.

      Sempers… think like Sempers.

      Sempers eyes dart to something else. I can’t tell from this angle, but it could be monitors for his security system. He laughs at whatever he sees.

      Aches roll through my body pulling at my concentration, but I fight it. I watch Sempers. He makes a few more cuts and then starts stitching. The man on the table, his shakes slow. The meds are wearing off.

      He screams as Sempers stitches him up. It takes a long while, but by the time Sempers is closing up the last wound the man’s screams have died to a soft crying anguish. Kodi cries too. I can do nothing as my eyes get ever dryer. Sempers moves the man far too soon as blood trickles from the horrid sutures. He straps him back into place and comes over to me.

      “Figure it out yet? With your eyes roving about my room?” Sempers reaches up and yanks the pins holding my eyelids, ripping the skin. Blood trickles down my face but I’m happy to have my eyes closed.

      “King is going to be mad at you for fucking my face up.” I spit on him. It’s the only thing I can manage. If I move, there’s too much pain. “What do you think King will do to you when I get out of here and make my way back to him? Do you really think he’s going to let you get away with this?”

      Sempers’s brow tightens, but only for a flash. “King gave you to me. He doesn’t care what happens.”

      I laugh. “If you really thought that was true then why didn’t you start with me?”

      His jaw clenches and the loud cranking gear noise sounds again from the corner. The door opens and it’s Dave.

      “Brother. So happy to see you,” Sempers smiles and then looks over his shoulder.

      Dave’s brow goes up and Sempers motions his head toward me. Dave smiles. “Happy to be here.”

      “Did you find it?” Sempers clears his throat.

      They’re hiding something from me.

      “Not, yet, but it’s trapped I’m fairly certain on the fourth in b25.” Dave drops a backpack in the center of the room.

      It’s loud as he unzips it, the room has gone quiet. He brings something out of the bag and then holds it up. My stomach drops as he pulls a knife from a sheath. He turns it side to side, making sure everyone in the room sees it. The blade is shaped like a penis, but thin and sharp as a razor.

      A gasp escapes my lips as Dave sneers at me. He twists the blade and gyrates it as if it were a dildo.

      “You were saying, Alyx?” Sempers pulls his lips back showing his teeth then jabs me in the leg with a needle. “I guess you can go next.”

      Fuck.
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      In moments I’m strapped to the table in the center of the room. My body shakes from the adrenaline. Sempers on my right, Dave on my left. Dave positions the lamp above my hands as he straps them so that they’re back in the supplication pose they seem to love so much. The cramps haven’t stopped even though the spikes have been removed. I’m glad I couldn’t feel anything during that. Dave leans over me and carves something into my upper arm with the penis blade. I grit my teeth, but I don’t scream.

      My skin tugs, and snags on the blade as it pops open; but it doesn’t hurt per say.

      Dave takes a small tool and pushes it into the cut he made. He lowers a set of goggles over his eyes. There’s a whirring sound as whatever tool he’s using spins.

      Sempers positions the light above the table over my chest. “Well, well, my dear, your nipples do look darker than normal.” He laughs and takes a scalpel to my right breast. I don’t look down as he starts to carve. After a few moments he licks his lips. “Maybe you are or were or whatever.”

      “Maybe she was what?” Dave tilts his head as he moves to my elbow and starts carving away at me there.

      “She tried to convince King that she was pregnant Sunday.” Sempers shrugs and starts to sew along the cut he made. “I don’t believe she ever was. Ryland is a fuck of a doctor. Can’t tell an embryo from a cyst if you ask me.”

      “You idiot that was two days ago.” Dave shoves Sempers with one hand, my chest tightens as the scalpel scrapes the top of my right nipple. It doesn’t cut me… I think. I can barely feel anything.

      Dave’s words strike me all at once. Fuck, I’ve already missed two days. Sempers doesn’t realize they’ve given the information away. Maybe he thought the meds would keep me from paying attention. “I didn’t try to convince my King. I was pregnant!” I try again to convince him. My body shakes, but it seems only to be my insides.

      Is it possible to feel your lungs as you breathe?

      “The bleeding would suggest otherwise.” Sempers runs his hand up and down the inside of my legs.

      “That’s from the spikes you dipshit!” Dave rolls his eyes at… holy crap I stare between the two. If Sempers’s hair wasn’t dyed orange, and he weighed about thirty pounds less, they’d be twins.

      Fuck. They’re twins. It was brother not Brother when he came into the room.

      Sempers laughs. “Then why was she bleeding before I set her on the spike?”

      My hands vibrate as the drug flows through my body. My knees. My feet. It works its way into my shoulders and if I weren’t strapped down, I’d vibrate myself right off the table.

      Dave stops and moves back. “If she is, you…” he huffs and shakes his head. “King will have our fucking heads you dumbass! You checked before you put her in the ring right?”

      Sempers shakes his head. “No.”

      Dave gets up and goes over to another corner. Metal groans and Sempers joins him.

      They argue under their breath as I try to move, to get free, to anything.

      “What do you mean burn us down?” The man who’s supposed to be Corwin screams from the corner. Obviously hearing their conversation whereas I cannot. He thrashes in his entrapment and stops with a wince when the clamp pulls at his balls.

      Sempers walks over to a wall and hits it. Music plays and the lights go off. Though the corner Dave and Sempers are in is lit up.

      Which is great because there’s enough light to see.

      However, their voices are completely covered now. Sempers favorite song plays. Enter Sandman. I take several deep breaths. Think like Sempers. He would make the answer so obvious that it isn’t obvious. He loves mind games like that. His victims are so fearful that they don’t see the answer right in front of them.

      My heart races as my quaking body shakes harder. Fear slithers its way through me.

      I close my eyes and breathe…

      It’s just the drugs.

      It’s just the drugs.

      In through my nose, out through my mouth. I know this man, he does not scare me, it’s the drugs making me feel this way. It’s the same thing I say to myself when I’m in a dentist’s chair and they numb me up. I always have a reaction to those drugs, too. Makes me think I’m scared of the dentist, when really it’s my body’s fight/flight response due to a drug.

      I can figure this out. Breathe, breathe. Noises sound from my right, I turn my head and look around. Everyone is held in the same way. They’re all praying to Sempers or look as though they are.

      The flashing lights from earlier aren’t flashing, but that’s only because Sempers and Dave are in here right now.

      The song’s chorus hits… it talks of sleeping with only one eye open. The lights flicker as the next line is sung. I liked the song before my last visit to Sempers, I hate it now, but still, it has to mean something if Sempers plays it on repeat.

      I open one eye as directed by the song but damn it I have no pillow to grip. Think, think. How is everyone…my body shakes… on the supplication… my heart races… I raise my head and look at the girl with purple hair, “Kodi,” my voice shakes as I say her name. She doesn’t hear me, so I say it louder. “Kodi” Her head moves. I try a little louder but not over the music. I can’t have Dave and Sempers hear me. “Kodi!”

      Her head rises and she looks at me. I close one eye and her head tilts, then I move my hands as far as I can like I’m squeezing them together. I pray she gets the meaning. I do it over and over. Then I point to her. I mouth, ‘close one eye.’ Then press my hands toward each other. The device in my hands squeezes slightly. Please Kodi… please help me figure this out.

      Kodi is quick as she catches on and closes one eye.

      The camera above me flickers and focuses on her. The other cameras move, too. She presses her hands together and the cuffs that hold her hands unlock. Her eyes fly open, and the cuffs clamp back down.

      “Kodi!” I’m not loud but I check the corner again. Dave and Sempers are still gathering supplies. “Only one eye, the whole time.”

      She nods at me and repeats the actions, this time only keeping one eye open. Tears fall down her face. The cuffs unlock again. She tries to raise up, but she can’t get out of the ‘coochy catcher’ as Sempers called it. Fuck how will she get out of that.

      Kodi leans back, only one eye still open, holds her hands together, like she’s two different people and she’s taking… I gasp… ‘take my hand.’ The device lowers from her, she holds back a scream as it pulls out, but then she’s free. She’s been trying to find a way out this whole time, too it would seem.

      She’s careful as she gets down. Her knees buckle but she holds herself mostly upright without making too much noise.

      She did it.

      She caught on. I wave for her to come over to me, but she doesn’t; she goes for the man who was tortured. Others in the room try to free themselves as well, but they’re too scared, not paying attention.

      Kodi helps the would-be-Peter down and they head to the far corner, where the exit is.

      They’re going to leave the rest of us here.

      My stomach drops.

      Kodi leans the guy against the wall and turns back toward me. She runs over and begins unbuckling my wrist. When my right wrist is free, I move my hand to undo the left while Kodi goes to my ankle. The song stops playing, and we both turn.

      Sempers and Dave stare at us from the corner.

      Fuck how long have they been watching us? What will they do now?

      Sempers races forward, but he doesn’t grab me, he grabs Kodi, wrapping one arm around her waist he clamps the other over her mouth. Kodi jerks her head back hard and I hear the snap of Sempers nose.

      He screams and bites her neck. She pulls and pulls but his teeth only dig further into her flesh.

      I reach for my other ankle, but the damn prayer device is in the way. I shove it hard, and it flies toward Sempers’s head. It hits him with a crack and Kodi cries out as Sempers falls.

      I lean forward and my insides burn. I cry as I undo my other ankle and fall off the table.

      Kodi runs to the corner, toward the guy.

      Dave pulls me up by the hair of my head. I scream as hair tears from my scalp.

      Kodi opens the wall and they both run.

      “No, no, no, my Queen.” Dave faces me while he holds my hair. “You’re coming with me.” I smile at him.

      Dave’s head crashes into mine and all I see are stars.
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      The hum of overhead lights and beeping machines are nothing compared to the ache in my head. I’m still in the green room, but I’m in the corner. Sempers has someone strapped to the table. Random screams echo through the room over the monitors. Dave has me strapped down; he scans my stomach with a machine.

      He’s doing an ultrasound. While Sempers is playing with what he calls a toy. I call them a person, but Sempers is Sempers.

      “Fuckin A!” Dave presses the wand against my stomach a bit more then clicks some buttons on the machine. “I’m a little concerned though, because it looks like a large fibroid may have burst.”

      I don’t ask what a fibroid is. I don’t know that I trust Dave enough, and why wouldn’t Doctor Ryland have brought any of that up when I was at his office? I think Dave is trying to bait me; and that’s a no go. “You fuckers stuck something inside me with spikes; what the fuck did you think would happen?”

      Dave smacks me. My left ear hits the table hard; it’ll be bruised for sure.

      Dave presses more buttons, the machine whirls then he holds a black and white picture above my face. I turn my head and look away. His fingers dig into my cheeks as he pulls my head back. “Look here, my Queen. Seems you weren’t lying after all.” He taps the picture. “You’re still pregnant.” He takes a deep breath. “The problem is that, well, you’ve got some kind of infection on top of the cyst bursting and if I want to stay in the King’s good graces, I’ll have to treat that infection and the bleed. You know; in case you get out.”

      “You mean, get out again. I already got out. Just like Kodi! Let me go!” Blood dribbles down my breast, the area that Sempers cut still bleeding. I imagine my arm is the same way, but I can’t feel it, or anything really, other than my insides shaking.

      “Tsk, tsk,” Dave makes the noise while shaking his head. “To truly ‘get out’ means getting out of the room. You will never figure that out, because the room you’re in, sits inside another room.” Dave leans in close to my ear. He bites it. “See, while my brother designed the devices to hold you, I designed the room itself, and I don’t offer up my clues so easily.”

      I don’t pull away; I don’t look at him. I lay there while the shakes slow. While the pain comes back to me a little at a time. Like waves lapping a shore as the tide comes in. Wave after wave until the beach is covered with water. Each lap sends a wave of pain over me, then it pulls away, only to come back harder.

      My teeth chatter, my entire body is on fire. There’s so much more wrong with me now. My feet… I can’t see them but the tears along the bottoms of them burn. The carvings on my chest and arms ache. The bones beneath my flesh, beneath the cuts… did they carve into them, too?

      I can’t hold back my screams.

      Dave covers my mouth and shakes his head. “You’ll never work through the pain by screaming my dear.” He laughs and pinches my nose closed and presses another hand to my throat cutting off my air.

      I open and close my mouth like a fish out of water, but no air comes to me. Dave’s head bounces back and forth like he’s counting.

      Calm, calm, calm the fuck down so you can get the fuck out.

      Dave’s brows go high as he smiles. He lets go.

      I take a deep breath, and then another for good measure. If only I could hoard air and hold it in my lungs until I needed it. An impossible task but as I lay here with Dave’s hands so close to my face, I wish it were possible.

      “If you’ll excuse me, my Queen. I need to go alert the King to your predicament so that my brother doesn’t get us killed.” Dave strolls over to the corner and then turns and comes back. He pulls a strap from the table and then twists my head and ties me so that I can’t see the corner as he leaves. Once I’m strapped down, I can only see what Sempers is doing.

      Kodi screams from the other end of the room, as does the guy who looks like Peter. Sempers smiles as he takes a scalpel to her chest, too. He doesn’t stop until he reaches her belly button. The cut is shallow though, otherwise her guts would be on the floor.

      I don’t give him what he wants. I close my eyes.

      Sempers roars and footsteps race to my side. My throat is squeezed. My eyes open and he pulls me up from the table. Using the scalpel that has Kodi’s blood on it he undoes my restraints and then shoves me back to the other side of the room.

      He forces the scalpel into my hand and then points it toward the man who hangs there. “You will do as I say!” rattles through my skull as he screams at me.

      I pull back as much as I can. “NO!” I yank and tug, but it’s useless; Sempers is so much stronger than me. I try and try again and again. He laughs.

      Sempers uses my hand to slice the would-be Corwin’s throat.

      “See how much fun it is to watch someone die, my Queen.” Sempers slides his arm around my neck and forces my head up making me watch the man choke. Sempers’s arm cuts off my air; he squeezes and releases over and over. He holds me that way until would-be Corwin takes his last breath.

      I buckle in on myself, Sempers comes down with me as I hunch over. His grip loosens and it’s the only moment I need. I snap my head back, breaking his nose again. I turn and slice his chest with the scalpel.

      Dave returns. “I called King, I told him there was still a viable zygote or embryo. He wants to,” he stops talking and stares at us. “It’s okay Alyx.” Dave puts his hands up in surrender. “King wants you back.” He motions for me to put the scalpel down.

      Alarms blare. I hold the blade out. “Don’t come near me!” I don’t drop it. Dave grabs Sempers and pulls him back as I move closer into the corner. Dave whispers something in Sempers ear and then they both turn toward the exit.

      The scalpel is knocked out of my hand, and my mouth and eyes are covered as I’m grabbed from behind. I’m pulled backwards. Screams muffle from behind the hand that holds my mouth. “Shh, shh,” sounds at my ear. Metal scrapes, my eyes are uncovered, but as something closes in front of me, the FBI pour into the room, and they descend on Sempers and Dave.

      Then there’s only darkness.

      “It’s me, I need you to shut up, Alyx.” Hands release me and I turn. “It’s me, Felix.”

      I wrap my arms around him. He hugs me back. His hands go to my face. “Are you okay?” Worry etches his tone as his fingers trail over each injury on my face.

      “I’m okay, enough. What about the FBI? We should…” I stop. I can’t save my brother if I’m taken by the FBI.

      Felix holds a finger to my lips telling me to be quiet.

      I nod and lean into him for support. His arms go around me and I’m encompassed by warmth. Felix wears one of the jumpsuits like I was in, but I’m naked. He holds me up, even though my legs want to give out. I move and wrap my arms around his neck while his hands go behind my back. I don’t know where we are, but it’s dark, and he’s here. How the fuck is he here?

      It doesn’t matter. He’s here, which means we’ll be able to get back to the manor. I don’t know it’s exact location, none of the Units do, but Felix does.

      Screams of exhaustion fill the air as each person is released from their entrapments. Kodi talks of “The girl with the dark hair that was here. Where is she?” No one knows. “You have to find her,” she begs the agents, “she’s the reason we got out.”

      Tables turn over, there’s some kind of commotion. “Medic!”

      “He deserved it!” Kodi screams.

      A radio comes to life with static. “We need that medic. One of the victims has cut one of the… yes the one with the orange hair.”

      Kodi cut Sempers.

      Good for her.

      There are many voices and sounds, and cries as Dave and Sempers are arrested, even as Sempers screams that he deserves a doctor. Profanities are thrown as they’re led away. Soon the room empties, but Felix doesn’t move.

      Footsteps sound on the other side of the wall. “Where’s this blood coming from?” someone asks.

      “Oh, I’ll check it out, why don’t you go downstairs and make sure those two don’t get out of this somehow.”

      Footsteps retreat.

      “Is anyone back there. Do you need help?”

      “The only help we need is for you to go away. I’ll tell you everything if you go. Do me this last favor, I am after all the one who called your special number and helped you break the case of your life,” Felix says through his teeth.

      “Fine. I’ll go, but not until I talk to her.”

      There’s silence for a moment.

      “I know you’re in there, Alyx, but if you come out, I’ll have to take you in, so this is what we’re going to do. I’m going to clear the room, and the rest of the building, but here on the table there will be a pair of diamond studs, these ones however link to me, not whoever holds you. We’re so close now. And don’t worry, when Peter went missing, I figured out who the leak on my end was, so I won’t tell anyone else about this little encounter. And also, the cameras are off. We closed the feed as we came into the building so no one else is watching you.

      “I’d say nod if you understand me, but seeing as I can’t actually see you, that could be a problem.” Shwetz taps the wall.

      Felix shifts and then knocks once in return.

      “We’ll be out of here in a few hours, you hang tight.”

      “Dave likes little kids, please make sure he doesn’t get out!” I can’t hold the words back.

      “Will do.” There’s a small clank on the metal table and then Shwetz footsteps recede. She calls “Clear,” as she exits the room.

      Everything is so close, but will I get there in time to save the people I love?

      Felix holds me as I sob. I can no longer hold back the tears.
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      I lay on the floor as I wait for Felix to get back. The building is silent but it’s so hard to feel any kind of comfort in this place, especially with Felix off finding clothes and supplies so we can leave. I tried walking, but the cuts in my feet make it near impossible. I ache to get back to the manor, not for Fitzroy, but for Trent, Corwin, Becca, and Everleigh.

      Tears roll down my cheeks, I don’t bother wiping them. My stomach rumbles and my energy is drained. The adrenaline that Sempers injected me with wore off, but it left me thoroughly exhausted.

      “Alyx,” Felix’s voice pulls me up from the floor.

      “Yeah?” I barely recognize my own voice, it’s rough.

      “Let me help you into this jumpsuit. It’s the only thing I could find for you to wear.”

      “Do you have any water?”

      Felix guides the pants up my legs and over my hips. He helps me get my arms inside and then zips the suit up around me. Light appears in the small space. Felix has a tiny flashlight between his teeth. He opens a bag, twists the top off a water bottle and hands it to me. “Small sips. I don’t want you puking and tearing stitches again. We need to get your energy up before we do anything else.”

      I take several tiny sips and then Felix takes the bottle back. I try to hold onto the water but I’m so…
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        * * *

      

      My eyes peel open, dizziness overtakes me, and I cough. My entire body hurts. I try to sit, but I can’t. There’s a pillow under my head, a blanket over me. I lay on a bed, a nightstand next to me with a glass of water. The walls are wooden, logs maybe. There’s rough timber all around me. How did I get into a cabin?

      Footsteps sound from the other room. The door opens, and Felix comes in.

      “Where are we?” the words scratch up my throat. I swallow hard.

      Felix comes to my side and helps me take a drink of the water. “It’s my cabin.”

      “Your cabin?”

      “Don’t worry, we’re close, I have a car hidden here. We’ll get back to the manor.” He blows out a breath. “You’ve been out for a while, so really we should hurry.”

      “How long?” My stomach knots, not from the water, from the idea that I’ve been out too long and that now my brother is dead or gone or sold or all of the above. My mind races as Felix’s head shakes. “How long?” I put my hand on his arm as he sits on the bed next to me.

      “Two days.”

      His words jolt through me, and I sit up. “We, we have to go! He’s going to sell them if I don’t get back.”

      “The sale is tonight. I couldn’t take you back there broken, but I’ve been sending messages to one of the guards I trust. Don’t worry, they’re all still there.” His jaw clenches when he stops talking.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “You’ve got a pretty bad infection and I’ve been treating it, but I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

      “An infection, where?” My right foot throbs in answer.

      “Your foot. It’s really bad. I can’t take you to a hospital until after we go back to Fitzroy, and the doctor that’s there might even be able to help but that would require taking you back into the lion’s den and honestly Alyx, I’m hoping you’ll stay here while I go get everyone. I’ll grab them all tonight at the sale.”

      “No way. I’m coming. Fitzroy promised me if I made it out, and I did. You did, too. We’re going back and we’re going to get them.”

      “I thought you might say that. Here,” he sets the earrings on the table. “Use these if you want to. Leave them if you don’t care. But I have to tell you something. If we don’t get out tonight, if we don’t find everyone…” he stops talking and shakes his head. “I don’t know if I can keep doing this Alyx, keep watching these people be used and sold. Help guard the ones who do this. If I have to keep doing this, I’m going to, to…”

      “We will.” I stop him from saying that he’ll kill himself instead of going on. I put my hand on his shoulder. “We will make it.”

      “Alyx, you can’t even walk.”

      “Give me some shoes and I’ll walk anywhere.”

      “Fine.” Felix goes over to the door and brings back a black pair of boots. They look too big, but they’ll do. Felix grabs a roll of gauze and wraps my feet one by one.

      “A little tighter.” I nod to him when he looks at me like I’m crazy. “How did you get into Sempers’s place, how did you pull me behind a damn wall?”

      “Fitzroy sent me with Sempers, too, but… I’ve also been there before.”

      I move to the side of the bed and put my feet into the boots. Felix laces them for me then helps me stand. “When?” Felix tightens his grip around me. “Oh my god, it was you. You’re the one who escaped.”

      Felix nods. “Dad sold me to Sempers to pay off medical school. There was a fire room back then. That’s how my back got burned, but when I found the last room… it was like I could see behind the walls. I knew where to go. I got out of the harness, it wasn’t as sophisticated as it is now, but I got out and hid in the walls.”

      I don’t ask about the burns on his back. I didn’t know, but from the angle of his head he doesn’t want to talk about it. “How long were you in the walls?” We slow walk around the room. I bite back my pain praying Felix doesn’t see how much it hurts to walk. If he sees, he’ll make me stay.

      “I survived for four days.”

      “How old were you?”

      Felix stops walking. I turn to him. “How old Felix?”

      “I was twelve.”

      I can’t hold back more tears. “I’m so sorry, Felix.”

      “Sold me directly to Sempers. Even though he knew that I’d turn into food.”

      I wrap my arms around him. “I’m so glad you survived. You’re the only reason I’m alive.”

      “I’m not. You’re the reason you’re alive, Alyx. No one but you.”

      “I had help, Felix. Without you, I… I don’t even know.” Tears fall as I think of all the ways he’s saved me. His presence has been something to hold on to. I want to lean into him, keep him close, never let go.

      Felix swallows hard. “You sit here while I grab my backpack.” He sets me back on the bed.

      As Felix walks out of the room I reach over and grab the earrings Shwetz left for me. I replace the ones in my ears for hers and set Fitzroy’s back on the table. Felix walks back in with his backpack and helps me up.

      I don’t tell him that I’ve traded the earrings. He doesn’t need one more thing to worry about.
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      “Come on, the sale starts soon. If we don’t get back in time, Fitzroy will think we were captured, and then he won’t believe a word we say.” Felix holds out a jacket for me to put on. We’re out the door, and I hobble behind him into the woods.

      “Why would he believe us anyway?” Felix and I make our way through the trees.

      “The guards have a protocol; anything after three days is suspicious. Because we’ve been trained to get out in that amount of time. But I think I’ll be able to convince them it took longer because I was protecting the Queen.”

      “What are we going to do next? How will we get into the manor?”

      “You forget, I know a few things.” Felix slides up next to a car and in seconds it’s unlocked. “Get in.” He motions for me to get in through the driver’s door. I move as fast as I can, but everything hurts while I move. I haven’t stopped bleeding yet either, but I have period underwear on now.

      “But the gates, how will you?” I ask as he slides in after me.

      “The sale is tonight. The gates won’t be locked at Fitzroy’s manor. Some of the Uncles will be staying at Estelle’s… well, Misty’s at the end of the night, too.” Felix starts the car.

      “What about my brother, Corwin, Becca, Everleigh, all the ones in the Houses?” I put my seatbelt on while he drives through the woods.

      “Everyone is being taken to the selling floor. Everyone.” Felix pulls the car onto a dark road and we’re off.

      I fiddle with the new earrings, praying that Shwetz will get to us in time. I look at my face in the side mirror. My eyebrows are bruised and in need of stitches, but there’s nothing I can do about that right now. My face is free of blood and vomit though. Felix cleaned me up. The drive drags on as I think about my brother, about how overwhelmed he must be. How overstimulated. Fuck I hope no one’s hurt him because of that.

      Ways to kill those responsible pop through my mind, but as I think of ways to hurt anyone that’s wounded my brother, visions of people I’ve already hurt take over. I shove all the thoughts away. “Will I arrive back in time? Do you think he’ll give me all three?”

      Felix shakes his head. “I don’t know. When I escaped and my dad found out, I was hunted, and when they found me roaming the streets, they brought me straight to Fitzroy. He said, ‘Anyone that can best Sempers is welcome at my side. As long as you promise to stay, I’ll make sure you’re taken care of.’ And we see how well that turned out.”

      “How did you do it though? At only twelve? How is it that you were raised in this and still managed to come out so… so you?”

      Felix bites at his lip. “I’ve, I’ve never told anyone.” He looks down for a second then looks back up at the road. “Fitzroy has my daughter.”

      “Your daughter?”

      He bobs his head again. “The only time I ever… well, when I turned sixteen Fitzroy wanted me to have a birthday present, so he tossed me in a den with twelve girls and told me I could make my own presents. He laughed, but we were in there for a few days.” Felix gives a slight chuckle. “I thought it was kinda cool at the time. Like I didn’t fully understand yet that, that those girls, those women, they weren’t there because they wanted to be. I… I didn’t know. But then when one turned up pregnant. That’s when I realized how much of a monster Fitzroy was. He sent the girl away and then told me if I ever wanted to see the kid that I had to always do what he wished. Otherwise, ‘the child would be sent to Sempers like daddy was at twelve.’

      “I’ve always done as asked, and each time I visit The Island he gives me three hours with her, uninterrupted. But when the FBI came in, she was taken by Idowu. She’s supposed to be at the sale tonight, too.”

      I cover my mouth. “Did Ana know?”

      “Ana showed up when I turned twenty, and I knew my father must’ve sold her like he sold me, but no. I never told Ana about my daughter. I’ve never told anyone.”

      I don’t move as he speaks. I sit, and I process. Felix has a daughter. Fitzroy has been using her to keep Felix in line, all this time.

      “Ana had been in it for a few years, and after talking, we discovered that I was sold first, and then when dear ol’ dad wanted to go back to school, another deal was made, this time with Fitzroy and it was for Ana.”

      Felix takes my hand as he drives. “Alyx, you have to be careful. Fitzroy will do anything to keep you once you get back tonight. He has this…”

      “Weird attachment to me, yeah I know.”

      Felix bobs his head. “Yes, and it’ll be worse since you escaped Sempers and the FBI. I’m sure they’ll have been alerted to Sempers being caught. Especially since Dave was arrested, too, and he was supposed to be a host tonight.”

      “Will they not cancel the sale with the FBI so close?”

      “God no! They’ve got way too many Units to move tonight, and three Kings will be at the event, along with about seventy Uncles from around the world.”

      “That’s a huge sell.”

      “Fitzroy stands to gain a billion dollars tonight alone.” Felix pulls onto the expressway.

      “Then we’d better hurry.”

      Felix nods and we drive the rest of the way in silence.
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      The vehicle slows. There are four stuffed animal heads strewn in the weeds. Expertly placed so they seem as though they were tossed out a moving car window. We turn into the grass between them. Vines are in the way, but they move after the car drives onto a weighted platform. The driveway is long, my heart races as we get closer. Lights and music play from the back of the manor.

      Felix ignores the guards who tell us to go left and instead pulls to the front entrance of the manor. Guards raise their rifles and call over their radios. The sound carries around the grounds as the guards are posted everywhere. “We’ve got the Queen at the front, I repeat, Queen at the front. Injured. I repeat Injured. We also have dishonored guard Felix, no injuries present.”

      Felix lifts his shirt and the guard nods. “Correction, the guard is also injured.”

      I look over, Felix has large black x’s stitched across his chest in the shape of a T and burns wrap around him like arms giving a hug, but the burns are mostly healed. Could they be the scars from when he was a kid?

      “Full Escort to B3,” crackles over the radios on the shoulders of the guards who circle the car.

      My door opens and the guard slings his gun behind his back. “My Queen. You’ll have to come with us.” He offers me his hand.

      Felix’s door opens but they’re not as pleasant to him. He’s pulled from the car, thrown to the ground and handcuffed in an instant.

      I take the guard’s still outstretched hand and get out of the car. Each step is painful. “I don’t think I can walk up the stairs.”

      The guard looks me up and down. “Of course.” He pushes the button on his radio. “Code two, need the go ahead.”

      “Go ahead, approved.”

      Without asking he sweeps me up into his arms and carries me into the manor while the other guards push and shove Felix behind us. The manor is dark, only lit by candles, but the music from the back patio wafts inside. Light flashes through the rear windows as they strobe over the guests outside. The party before the sale. It’s crowded, but they all make room for us.

      We’re taken to the security room; we pass up all the monitors and head to the far corner. Another guard comes around the one who holds me and presses a series of numbers into a keypad against the wall. The wall moves, opening up to an elevator. Four guards, including the one who carries me, and Felix get inside.

      There’s only one button, and it’s marked B3.

      Apparently Fitzroy has three basements, not two.

      We descend as another shoulder radio crackles to life. “Southern approach granted.”

      The doors open and we head right. The walls are brick, and candelabra sconces along the walls light our way. Glass boxes are in various places along the hallways; each box holds artifacts or jewels. Some house paintings that should be in museums not in this basement. Each box has a temperature gauge on it.

      Each must be worth so very much to have temperature-controlled housing. I don’t know if these items are for sale, too. We pass a hall that has guards down it. Each guard stands next to a door—at least I think they are doors, there’s no handles only keypads.

      “Approaching now,” a guard that walks behind us says. He smiles when he notices me looking at him.

      I don’t smile back.

      We come to a large pair of black doors. The guard who announced our approach knocks. His shoulder radio crackles twice, and he opens the door. The room is well lit; the walls and floors are brick and stone respectively. There’s a large black table in the center of the room, a body sits atop it, and someone stands next to the body, slicing pieces from it and setting them on some kind of grill.

      The grill sizzles as flesh hits the hot surface.

      My stomach rolls.

      “Ahh, my Queen has decided to return at last.”

      King’s voice pulls my attention. He’s sitting at another table in a small cove. He’s flanked on both sides by two others. Each of their chairs are small thrones. Gold covers their armrests. It’s three of the Kings all together at a table. The table is adorned with gold and has Vixens in chains hooked to the chair legs.

      King Fitzroy stands and comes over to us. As he gets closer the smug look on his face dissolves into sheer horror. “What happened to you?” He runs a finger over my eyebrow as the guard sets me down.

      Like he doesn’t already fucking know.

      I hobble and King puts his arms out to make sure I don’t fall over. “I got away from Sempers, as I told you I would. I bested him,” the words come out through my teeth as I clench my jaw against the pain.

      “But the FBI took him in. I thought for certain you’d been taken, too.” His fingers trail over the wounds on my face.

      “I would never let anyone keep me from you.” I hope despair covers my features as I stare at him. “I had help though. My loyal guard, Felix, is the reason I made it back.”

      King’s gaze falls on Felix. He gives him a curt nod and with an upwards nod tells the guards to back off him a little bit. They comply and take three steps back from us.

      Fitzroy’s arms wrap around me. “Alyx, I’ve been worried. Especially since Shawn told us nothing of this raid on Sempers. He…”

      “I love you; I missed you.” I stop him mid-sentence. I need to sink this thought in his head, that I know I’m his, that I’m not going anywhere, and I know how to do that. “Ana told me you know. She told me what my father did. How he tried to take me away from you. I have no idea how he found out, but I’m glad it never worked. I’m glad you saved me then. I was sad when you sent me with Estelle. I think that’s why I had a hard time adjusting, because I missed you, I just didn’t want to admit it to myself.”

      The shock is clear on his face, but I keep going.

      “I can’t remember a time when I didn’t need you.” I press myself up against him. “When I didn’t want you so bad that my entire body aches until I have you. When you came to my apartment, when Ana died, I know you had a reason for that, too. But I can’t tell you how much I had ached until that day, until you took me in my apartment on my bed, until I had all of you once again. My King. My Fitzroy,” I look into his eyes, “I’m yours,” I let the words settle over him. “I don’t want to be anyone else’s.” I kiss him, holding back nothing, hopefully securing my life a little longer. Long enough to save my brother, Becca, and Corwin from this hell and escape.

      His arms wrap around my waist; my arms go around his neck. I press my body into him as he lifts me. My fingers dig into his hair. Fitzroy is slow as he pulls back from the kiss. He sets me back down but keeps one arm around my waist. “My Queen. I think you’re the perfect addition to my Kingdom.” He waves a hand palm up toward the room, inviting it all to be mine, too. “I need to ask though. I got that call from Dave with the news about…”

      I pull away and slap him.

      “You’ll never do that to me again.” The surprise is clear on his face and Felix coughs. “I believe I’ve doubly earned my place in the hierarchy, and no one better doubt me ever again.” He wants me to be his Queen, then I’ll show him what a Queen does when she’s disrespected.

      Fitzroy smiles. “There she is. My perfect Queen.” He takes my hand and kisses the back of it. “Felix, what happened? Dave called me, and then, nothing. Our video feed went dark, and it took hours for us to know they’d been picked up.”

      “Sire,” Felix bows his head slightly. “I knew our Queen was in need of her guard. I made my way through the mazes; I already knew them. I didn’t make it through the razors though. I did, however, get out of my bonds in the final room. I hid to make my way back to her; I left crumbs making them think I’d gone another way. As they passed me I made my way back to free her. But when I got there, she’d already freed herself.” I love the way he lies; there’s no hint of it on his face at all. “She held a scalpel to Sempers, and as the FBI arrived, I pulled her into the walls.”

      “Used your old trick.” Fitzroy laughs. “I’m glad of it. I offer you your place back, but as her guard, not mine. You’ve earned that.”

      King waves a hand for the other Kings to come over. They rise from their seats and as they come over, holy shit, they have people chained to their ankles, too. As the Kings walk the people crawl behind them. The Vixens still attached to the chairs whine like lost puppies as their masters walk away.

      It reminds me why I’m here, why I came back to this fucking hell hole. “I want my brother, Corwin, and Becca. I want them now!” I stare at my King. “I came back to you, as I said I would. I bested Sempers. I do not think I need to prove once again that I’m not going anywhere. My place is with my King! Give them to me to prove you mean your word.”

      “Don’t worry love, they’re all here. Though I have to tell you, a few buyers have been looking over your brother. I could fetch you a quarter mil if you’re interested in earning your own money for those you’ve claimed. You could think of it as your first investment into the fold.”

      “He is mine; he’s not going anywhere!”

      King nods. “Anything you wish.” The other Kings approach.

      One is a short man, who is nearly as round as he is tall. He is pale, I don’t know that he spends any time outside at all. Grease drips from the corner of his mouth as he eats something from a fork. The other is quite the opposite. Thin, almost frail, but he’s nothing but muscle. His skin is dark and the smile that creeps across his face as he approaches lets me know that he wants me to be his Queen, too. Rings adorn each of his fingers, and his clothes are nicer than Fitzroy’s.

      Fitzroy turns to them. “I truly have the most amazing Queen. Everyone will be thrilled.” He turns his attention to Felix. “Is what Dave said true? About the embryo?”

      “It seems so.” Felix looks at me, he doesn’t want me to tell the King that I’m still bleeding. I hope Felix knows I will do no such thing. “It’s possible that her bleeding was from a cyst and not losing the pregnancy.”

      I put a hand over my stomach. “I told you I would provide for you.” I lean up to kiss him but stop mid-way and wince. “Sorry,” I hiss through my teeth. “My feet are…”

      “They’re infected, Sire. She needs medical treatment immediately.” Felix turns to one of the other guards. “Uncuff me so I can see to my Queen.”

      Fitzroy snaps at the guards to hurry.

      “I want my brother, and the others. I want them now. They’re mine and they’ll stay with me.” I look deep into his eyes. “Please, my King.”

      Fitzroy nods once. Several of the guards walk away. When Felix is free he scoops me up into his arms. As my guard, he doesn’t have to ask permission to touch me. “I’ll take her to the doctor now.”

      “Get her cleaned up, too. I can’t have the guests see her this way.” Fitzroy turns toward the other Kings. “Though it would show how strong she is, would it not?”

      The three men laugh. Felix carries me away from them. “Now to find your daughter,” I whisper in his ear. A smile creeps across Felix’s lips, and he nods.

      “We’ll get them all and get the fuck out of here.”

      Yes we will.
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      I’m injected with antibiotics and my feet are numbed so they can be cleaned, stitched, and wrapped properly. Felix did a good job, but without the meds needed my feet were badly infected. The doctor washes them out as Felix paces the room. I do my best not to pull my legs back with every small tug at my feet. There’s no pain, but the sensation is odd. “Perhaps you could go and see that things are where they need to be when the doctor is finished with me. I’m sure my claimed will be along shortly and in need of attention.”

      Felix looks at me. “I should stay with you my Queen. There are too many unknowns at this event to leave you alone.”

      “I’m with Doctor Ryland, surely I’m safe with your father.” I pay the compliment to Ryland, so he’ll think my guard is down. “And of course, doctor, I’m sorry I don’t know your name.” It’s the Doctor whose name I don’t know, but from his scowl; he’s pissed that Ryland is here.

      “I’m Langdon.” He doesn’t offer more, but I recognize his name. It’s from the list I’ve been making. He speaks often on the phone with Fitzroy; he’s more than a doctor. He’s an Uncle. I’m glad he’s unaware that I know exactly who he is. He makes sales for Fitzroy daily. He’s the one who helped get people off The Island and back into the hands of traffickers.

      “See I’m in good hands.” I raise a brow at Felix. He nods and leaves the room.

      “You may feel some tugging.” Langdon holds up a needle that has a long suture hanging down from it.

      “We’ll work together so that the numbing agent doesn’t wear off in the middle.” Doctor Ryland takes my left foot while Doctor Langdon takes my right.

      They work at a swift pace, but they’re still not done suturing my feet as the numbing agent begins to wear off. I wince and Langdon grabs a syringe and injects it into my foot. It helps with the pain. I nod once to thank him. He offers a quick nod back but continues his work.

      Doctor Ryland finishes first. “You have fifty-four stitches on your left foot. Now let me see to those marks on your face.” He comes close to me. “Close your eyes please.”

      I do as I’m bid and water squirts on my face. “Could you tell me what you’re doing?”

      “Yes, sorry my Queen. You’ll need a couple of stitches on each brow. I’ll try to minimize the scarring you’re sure to have, and I’ll have to cut the wounds back open and sew them shut properly.” His finger rolls over my left brow. “I’m going to inject some numbing now.” The needle pricks my face before I can even process the information.

      I take a deep breath and let them work. Warmth trickles down the side of my face. He’s cut open the wound for certain.

      Alarms blare and my eyes fly open. Ryland drops the needle; it tugs the string as it falls from my forehead, there’s no pain with it though. Lights flash and Langdon’s phone rings. “Hey Siri, answer my phone.” The phone clicks as it picks up. “This is Langdon.”

      “We’ve got a problem. Fifteen Units have escaped into the woods. We need all back up immediately.”

      “On my way.” Langdon stands and looks at Ryland. “I’m at sixty, you’ll have to finish.” He leaves the room tossing the gloves he was wearing while he stitched me up to the floor.

      Fifteen people escaped. What on earth are they going to do to them when they find them? Trent… I hope he’s not part of that group. Part of me knows that Corwin is though. Between he and Becca they’d find a way out of this place, especially if King made them all watch what was happening to me while I was at Sempers.

      They all probably think I’m dead.

      As the thought hits me I gasp. What would Trent do if he thought I were dead? “I’m going to need you to finish right now. I need to see to what’s happening.”

      “No, you’re fine. They’ll handle it.”

      I give him the fiercest glare I can manage. “Did I ask for your opinion? Hurry up, I don’t care if the stitches are straight. Put a butterfly bandage over the cut you made above my brow. This is more important.”

      Ryland nods but doesn’t say anything else. He moves to my right foot. “I’ll have to stitch this closed. It’ll take about two minutes.”

      “Hurry.”

      He sets to working on my foot and Felix comes into the room. “My Queen, shall we?” He motions a hand to the door. No one is with him. He doesn’t have to say it. The look in his eye says it all. My brother, Corwin, and Becca are all part of the group that got away.

      “You go now. I’ll come up as soon as Ryland is finished. Go!”

      Felix doesn’t even nod he runs out of the room.

      Ryland finishes and puts bandages over my feet, then covers them with blue surgical shoe covers. He cuts the suture at my eye, sets the needle to the side, and secures it with a butterfly bandage. I’m careful as I get down from the table. My feet are still somewhat numb; it’s weird standing up and not being able to feel your feet. I don’t even glance back at the doctor, I go out the way Felix did.

      The basement is mazelike, and glass enclosures make up the walls. Each room is filled with people wearing green bracelets. Some rooms hold about twenty people while other rooms hold only two or three—they’re marked with green and red bracelets. These are the ones the Kings approve of. They’ve been pre-tasted.

      I do my best not to scream and cry for them. It will do no good. As I look into the rooms I realize I’m looking for anyone I can save, though I don’t know where the openings to these rooms are. Each has a door at the back right corner, but how do I get to those doors?

      As I’m walking, snickering catches my attention. I turn and stare at a darkened wall. It’s glass like the others but there’s no spotlight on in this room. I get close and a face presses up against the glass. She laughs. “Everleigh! It’s so good to see you sweetheart.”

      “Hey, I know you.” She smiles at me.

      “Where are the doors? I’ll let you out of there.” I keep a smile plastered on my face; I don’t want to scare her.

      “It’s over there.” She points behind herself into the darkness.

      “Do you know how I get to the door from here? Why are the lights off?”

      “Daddy said it was so that people couldn’t see us yet. He said that people were going to come look at us and that then I’d get to go on vacation with some new friends. He said we might even go to Disney world!” She smiles and I glance at her hand on the glass.

      Green bracelet.

      “That’s very nice of your daddy.” I smile and swallow hard. Fucking Fitzroy is selling Everleigh tonight. Everleigh and whoever else is in the room. “Do you know how I get to that door from here?”

      “Daddy goes that way.” She points to my right.

      “I’ll find the door. You can come to the party with me for a while. I’m the Queen so daddy won’t mind.”

      Everleigh points behind her again. “It’s over there.”

      The kid is completely aloof. No idea that she’s being sold to the highest bidder. My stomach aches as I make my way along the walls, going around corners until I find the rear side. There’s a long hall, doors on both sides. It’s the hall from earlier—guards stand ready by each door. I straighten my back. “What the hell are you guys still doing here? Go look for the ones who got away.”

      “We were told it was being handled.”

      “And now you’re being told to go!” I take a step closer with my shoulders straight and my chin high.

      The guards nod and head away from me down the hall. I turn as if I’m leaving as they all file out behind another wall. I go to the door and stare at the keypad lock. I knock on the door. “Everleigh, honey, what’s your birthday?”

      “I dunno, daddy always comes though.” Her voice is muffled through the door.

      Fuck. Think think…

      “Excuse me,” sounds from behind me. I turn and it’s Misty.

      “Hey. I’m trying to get these ones upstairs. I’ve claimed them as mine.” I arch a brow tempting her to question me.

      “Of course, my Queen. Allow me.” Misty moves in front of me and types a six-digit code into the pad. The door pops open. She looks back at me with deviousness in her eyes. She knows I’m not allowed to do this, but she lets me anyway. I imagine it’s the same way she looked at Sasha, her own cousin, before she brought her before Fitzroy and had her killed.

      Everleigh steps out, there’s three other girls with her. They’re between the ages of four and ten. I grab Everleigh’s hand. “Let’s all hold hands so no one gets lost on the way to the party.” I smile and the girls take each other’s hands. All of them scared—apart from Everleigh and the one who holds her hand.

      I know who she is in an instant… she has his eyes, the shape of his nose, the dimple he has when he smiles… it’s all of Felix mixed with a face I’ve never seen… who is her mother… I can’t help but wonder as I stare at Felix’s child, the same Felix that has never touched one of the Vixens or Dollies since I’ve known him all these years. This little girl is why he’s never touched any of them, and she’s wearing a green bracelet, too.

      They all are.

      “This way.” We head toward the elevator that brought me down here, Misty follows.

      I don’t send her away; I’ll keep her close. I can watch her if she’s close. I can make sure that none of these girls will fall into her hands again.

      The elevator ride is easy, we step out into the security room, and it’s mostly deserted. Everyone is out hunting the ones who got away. Misty goes over to the center console that holds the most monitors. I follow her and scan the screens. It’s too dark to see much of anything other than the sweeping flashlights of the guards as they search the woods.

      “I’m glad we’ve got our team on it. They’ll find them soon.” I stare at the monitors as Misty’s head turns my way. No doubt assessing me again.

      “I hope you know that they’re all going to be shot when they’re found.” Misty sits down and leans back. “It’s the only thing to do with runners. You’ve gotta put them down like old horses. There’re of no use as runners. Hard to fuck a runner.” She laughs.

      “It’s up to the King and no one else.” There’s movement on one of the screens. Where there aren’t any flashlights. The top corner of the screen marks a camera from the northeast side of the property. That’s the front of the manor, not the back. Most of the flashlight’s shine toward the back of the property. “Though if I were him, I’d make a grand show of it.”

      “Yes, it is up to the King. He’s so good at punishments. I see you survived his latest.”

      I look away from the screen and stare at her. “If I were you I’d worry about my punishments, not the Kings.”

      A smile perks at the corner of Misty’s lip. I shake my head and turn back to the monitors.

      Corwin is behind this I have no doubt. The guards think people will flee to the woods away from the party, not towards it. It looks as though Corwin, and the others have made their way past the party and are headed toward the road.

      I look back at the girls.

      “Come on young ladies, this way.” I leave Misty at the console and make my way toward the front of the manor. If I can get these girls in a car it’ll be the best thing I can do.

      We’ll go down the drive and I’ll meet the others on the road.

      Then I’ll alert Shwetz.

      It’s the only plan I have.
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      The car Felix drove is gone. More people are arriving at the party though, and all their cars are parked along the edge of the driveway leading to the back of the house. Their bracelets mark their positions, but their clothes mark their countries. Each must wear a flag in some kind of way. There’re pins on lapels, strapless dresses made from flags, and even shoes with the designs of their countries.

      The girls still hold hands while people eye them. I turn to the girls. “Listen, in a little bit we’re going to play a game.”

      “Oh, can we play slap clap?” Everleigh pops up.

      “What game is that?” My head tilts as I look at her.

      “It’s a game daddy plays with us when we’re all together. Some of our uncles come play it, too.” The other girls nod.

      Everleigh doesn’t realize it’s Uncles, not uncles. “How do you play?”

      Felix’s daughter steps forward and slaps my boob, then claps her hands and then slaps my crotch. My eyes go wide. She and all the girls clap their hands with glee.

      “What are the rules?” I ask before I realize I have, but I know I don’t want to know the answer.

      “We all slap and clap until everyone’s been slapped and clapped by everyone who is playing.” Everleigh and the other girls slap and clap each other.

      “No, no, we don’t have time to play that game.” I try to smile but a tear escapes me anyway. These girls have been groomed by so very many. Taught that it’s okay for anyone to touch them in any place, as long as it’s a game. But it’s not, it’s not okay at all. “The game we’re going to play is that we’re all going to run to one of the cars, and you’re going to get inside and hide. If you’re faster than me, lock the doors and once they’re locked, you’ll only let me inside, okay?”

      The girls nod as my feet tingle. It won’t be long before the feeling is back completely.

      “Lovely merchandise tonight,” one lady says as she passes.

      I nod once to her. She eyes the girls, not me. She doesn’t realize I’m Queen. My clothes are baggy, and my face is a mess. Blood drips down from where Ryland cut me back open.

      Misty comes from the front door, King behind her.

      Fuck.

      “Has my Queen claimed others already?” Fitzroy’s jaw tightens as he looks at the girls. “This will give me a loss tonight, if she has.”

      “I wanted the girls to see the party,” I lie. “Before they get to go on their vacations.” I turn my attention to Misty. “Has someone misrepresented the Queen?”

      Misty’s eyes go wide, and she fumbles over her words. “No, I, no, I, I knew you had the girls, and…”

      King slaps her. “Wait over there.” He points to the driveway.

      Misty doesn’t hesitate; she goes to the foot of the stairs.

      “I’ve received a package. Would you like to see it?” King comes over and stands next to me.

      I nod and Fitzroy pulls a phone from his pocket. “You see, it was addressed to you, from Estelle, and as we all know, she’s dead. ‘Why would this package show up on the night of the sale?’ I asked myself as I opened it. ‘What could Estelle possibly have to say to my Queen?’ I was so moved by this message from beyond the grave.” He laughs. “Do you want to know what it says Alyx?”

      Alyx, not Queen, not my Alyx, just Alyx. This can’t be good. Fitzroy presses a few buttons then hands me the phone. There’s a video queued up. I press play.

      The upper half of Estelle is clear on the screen. She sits at a table. If I were guessing I’d say the phone is in her purse with the camera on. The room around her has no telling marks, no pictures on the walls, nothing. Someone moves to sit down across from her. It’s Shwetz. “What can you tell us?” Shwetz says as her partner Payton sits next to her.

      “There’s nothing for me to tell you.” Estelle shakes her head. “As I’ve already said, I’m waiting on my attorney.”

      “Yes, but your attorney is far away right now, so we figured we’d come in and talk. Of course, since you’ve told us about the attorney we can’t ask you anymore questions, but if you hear anything and want to comment, please, feel free to jump in.” Payton slides back and smirks over to Shwetz.

      “We’ve got Peter,” Shwetz says to Payton. “He claims to be working undercover.”

      “But how can someone be working undercover when their boss doesn’t even know about it.” Payton laughs. “We did however find his computers. Which, well, wow were they filled to the brim with all sorts of things.”

      “Things that might even show present company in compromised positions.”

      “You might say, doing illegal things that will get them sent away for the rest of their lives.”

      “This is true.” Shwetz bobs her head. “Whatever could we do to make sure that doesn’t happen?”

      “We could maybe ask if they wanted to let us know anything. If they promise to help, we could maybe, set them up in witness protection and offer a deal, with minimal jail time.”

      “That sounds like a great way to help out. It helps both sides. See, we get the information we need and this person well, they’ll get to go on living their lives.”

      Estelle shifts in her seat. The two agents take notice and press on. Payton puts a file on the table and opens it up. “See we asked this person to come in because we found them on the computer. Do you see this picture Shwetz? There are children here, being beaten. The video is much worse than the picture.”

      “It is,” Shwetz agrees. “Lets you know exactly what kind of person she is wouldn’t you say?”

      “Yes, how could we offer to help someone like that. Perhaps we shouldn’t offer to help them. We’ve got enough to take them both down.”

      “You’ll never find him without me and my girl on the inside,” Estelle pipes up.

      Shwetz arches a brow at Payton before she turns to Estelle. “Him who?” she asks with a smile. “Is there someone besides Peter running the show?”

      “Peter is a pawn; you’d be better off letting him go.”

      “We should only keep you?” Payton says to Estelle.

      “No, you should let us both go and plant us in places where we can give you what you want. You’ll never bring anyone down without a good plan.”

      “And who is your girl on the inside?” Shwetz leans in.

      “My very good girl, my Queen if you will. Alyx Beck.”

      Fitzroy takes the phone from me.

      Guards run from the back of the house, the sides, from everywhere and toward the northeast corner. My heart sinks further.

      “We’ve found the deserters,” Fitzroy hisses in my ears. “Your guard was with them. Are you trying to steal so much from me tonight, my Queen.” He squeezes my right wrist. “And to think, I bet you’re happy now that you ate Estelle. She deserved it after giving you away.”

      Misty grabs the four girls and pulls them close to her.

      I reach up and squeeze my left earring, and then my right. King laughs. “Your guard is in chains along with the others who attempted escape by now. Do you think pressing your trackers will help you or them? They’ll all be sacrificed to the highest bidder at the sale. Shall we go watch? I can’t wait for you to see what will happen to you tonight. Of course, you’ll get to watch everyone go before you. The best thing though, is that King Leo has offered a pretty penny to take over as your King. I suppose you could say that you’ll be sacrificed tonight, too.”

      “I didn’t call my guard.” I stare up at him with the disdain that rages through me. “I called the FBI.”

      Fitzroy’s head twists to the side, shock clear on his face, I punch him and take the opportunity to run. “Game on!” I screech the words, and the girls laugh and run away from Misty heading straight for the line of cars at the edge of the property. They’re all much faster than me as my feet ache. Sharp pains shoot up my legs as the stitches rip open, but I’ve got to get them away from here.

      Two of the girls jump into a convertible, the others into a van. Fuck they separated. “Together!” I yell. My face hits the dirt. I push myself up, but someone is on top of me. They grab my hair, I reach around myself and do the same to them, I roll along the ground fighting, too. Misty’s face flashes between strands of hair. She’s attacking me, and I’m punching right back. She punches me in the stomach and my eyes roll. I vomit on her and she lets go of me.

      At least I know how to stop a fight.

      I get up and rush toward the car holding my stomach, but Misty flashes past me and beats me to it. She jumps in, starts it, and peels out before I can hobble off the grass. I run to the van with the other two girls and jump in. My feet burn as I press the pedal down.

      Gunfire blasts from the northeast forest. I can’t help it; I drive away from Everleigh and Misty and go toward the forest. If they’re wounded they’re going to need help. Misty will have to circle the property the way she went. I’ll still have time to get them.

      “Please don’t be dead.” I press the pedal harder as the van bumps over the grass.

      Fitzroy comes down the front steps of the manor with guards behind him. They’re all headed to the same place I am. Felix comes out from behind a tree, a rifle in his hands. He fires toward King. King and the guards fall to the ground. Corwin comes up from behind another tree and fires his own gun that way, too.

      Helicopters descend lighting up the entire property as Misty comes from the opposite side of the drive. People scream and run. Misty must’ve cut behind the house and not taken the entire road around, but someone else is in the car with her. It’s her sister, Brittany. Black SUVs roar down the driveway, from many directions, all with flashing lights.

      Shwetz must’ve used my earrings as trackers and followed us the whole time, knowing that I would alert her when she could come in. I wish she would’ve told me, but I’m glad she did it.

      Misty weaves through the SUVs.

      Felix screams “Rain!” as Misty flies past us with the girls. He jumps into the van while Corwin, Becca, and Trent shoot at guards when they return fire at the van. “Move!” Felix roars. I don’t hesitate. I jump to the passenger seat while Felix takes over driving the van and follows Misty.

      “Get down girls!” The girls in the back comply but there’s nothing for them to hold onto in the van. It’s empty apart from some straps hanging from the ceiling.

      My heart races as the van circles and Trent fires his rifle again. Then he’s gone from my view and we’re rushing toward Misty, her sister, Everleigh, and Rain.

      Felix’s daughter.
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      Misty takes turns with the precision of a race car driver as her sister, Brittany, holds Everleigh and Rain. They scream from the back seat as the car accelerates. Felix and I race after them. I get into the back and open the back sliding door while he presses the gas pedal as far as it will go. When we’re close enough I can grab the kids and pull them into the van. There needs to be enough space for anything to happen.

      I order the other two girls into the front seat and tell them to buckle in.

      The driveway is long; trees line the edges so there’s no space to get up next to the other car. As we gain on them I decide that I’ll pull the girls into the van one by one, once we get onto the main road and close enough to grab them.

      The tires squeal as we take a right out of the driveway and onto the road. I topple back grabbing onto the seat at the last second to keep from hitting the gearshift. The convertible sways as Misty gains control, it gives Felix the moment he needs, he pulls up next to them and keeps pace with the car.

      Brittany lets go of Everleigh in the backseat. Rain grabs onto her, both girls are screaming. Felix pulls closer to them, and I hold onto the side of the van as I put my hand out. “Girls!” They reach towards me, but I’m knocked back as my fingers graze the edge of Everleigh’s. There’s pain in the center of my chest and as I take note of Brittany, she’s holding a sledgehammer, and the handle is pointed at me.

      Misty screams at Brittany, I reach out once again, ignoring the pain in my chest to grab the girls. Misty is over the seat in a flash. She grabs the sledgehammer as Brittany takes over driving. Misty swings the hammer toward me. The van shudders and I fall back. Felix catches me with one hand. “You good?” His voice is loud, and I nod and pull myself back to the door. The van edges close to the convertible again.

      Brittany is one step ahead though and turns off the private road, heading directly to the expressway. Fuck.

      It’ll be so much harder with more cars to deal with. Hopefully the late hour will see that traffic isn’t a problem though. The tires scream against the pavement as the girls do from the backseat while Brittany takes the turn a little too fast, the wheels on the passenger side of the car come up but Misty leans back and the car rights itself… somehow!

      Felix loses some speed as he makes sure not to flip us over. My breath catches as the thought of losing Everleigh and Rain rips through me. “Faster, Felix!”

      The traffic is light but as the van inches closer it feels as though miles separate us. In moments Misty looks back and sees us getting close again. An evil sneer plays on her face as she stands in the convertible. Misty stares at me while her hand reaches once again for the sledgehammer.

      The engine roars as Felix presses the van harder to get us there. A scream tears through me as Misty raises the hammer over the girls… she’s going to kill Everleigh. I leap without a thought other than save the girls. Felix screams from behind me, “Alyx!”

      I land on Misty before the weapon can come down on the kids, she drops the hammer into the front seat. I punch her but she’s stronger, she forces me into the floorboard, she holds me down with her boot while she reaches into the front again. Something presses into the back of my head. I reach for whatever it is. Metal sings out and the car wobbles as the girls scream again. Misty falls back, landing in the front seat. Did Felix bump into the car?

      I turn; my head is hitting another hammer. I grab it, shifting and turning my body as much as I can. I’m on my knees somehow, but the hammer is heavy. “Get down!” I scream the words at the girls; they both lay down on the seat—covering their heads as I swing the hammer right at Misty.

      It collides with the side of Misty’s face and Brittany screams. Brittany paws at her sister’s bloody face as the car veers into traffic. I reach over, steering the car from the back seat, praying we don’t crash. My hair pulls and my head is yanked back. Brittany’s hands are at my throat. My hands are on the steering wheel. The van is now in front of the convertible, brake lights pulsing red as Felix tries to slow the car we’re in.

      My grip loosens while Brittany’s increases. I try bringing back my elbow; to make contact with her head, but my lack of air makes it hard to move, to think, to anything. Horns blare as the other cars on the expressway fly past the commotion, sirens wail in the distance.

      The cars slow, Brittany’s grip releases, Brittany falls limp. Misty gurgles a scream. Everleigh stands in the back seat with the bloody hammer in her hands. Breath fills my lungs.

      I get into the front seat, press the brake, and put the car in park. Felix stops the van and runs to Rain. He picks her up and holds her close as tears fall down his cheeks. I get out and grab Everleigh from the backseat. “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” She nods and lays her head on my shoulder.

      I pat her back as I look at Misty still struggling in the backseat. The wailing sirens let me know she’ll get help soon, but I don’t know if she’ll live or die, and I don’t know if I care either way.

      “Do you know where Becca is?” Everleigh’s arms tighten around me. “I miss her. Daddy said I wouldn’t see her again, but I want to.” She cries as a helicopter lands in the middle of the freeway with Shwetz inside. Blue and red flashing lights approach from behind the helicopter.

      I cover Everleigh’s eyes with one hand and use my elbow to cover my own eyes as the wind throws dust and debris all around. Shwetz jumps out and runs over to us. “Alyx, I need you guys back at the manor, leave the cars, the officers will clean this mess up, come with me.”

      I look at Felix. He nods but he doesn’t let go of his daughter. “There’s two girls in the van still.”

      Shwetz nods to Felix. “The officers will get them.” She points to the cars that are slowing down as they approach. She uses her shoulder radio to tell the officers about the kids in the van as we board the helicopter, which takes us back to the manor in minutes. We land on the helipad that sits behind the pool house.

      Swat teams walk the grounds with guns, officers have people in cuffs. There’s so much commotion it’s hard to decide what to look at.

      We exit the chopper, and it flies away. The girls hold Felix’s hands as Shwetz leads us back toward the manor.

      We walk past a row of people who are zip-tied not only together, but to a fence. “Alyx!” Trent calls to me.

      I leave Shwetz’s side and run to him. I wrap him up in a bear hug but his arms are behind him. “I love you, I love you. You’re a fucking badass sis!”

      My teeth grind as the adrenaline eases and the pain in my body hits me again. “I love you, too. And dude,” I punch his shoulder lightly, “you’re a badass, too. Look at your face.” I’m careful as I touch the bruises under his eyes. Shwetz comes over. “Shwetz, this is my brother, Trent. Can you let him go?”

      “Sure.” Shwetz sets to freeing my brother.

      “Could someone perhaps assist me?” The person who is tied next to Trent says.

      I gasp and hug him, too. “Corwin!”

      “Alyx,” he smiles at me as I pull away. “How are you?”

      I laugh and hug my brother. “I’m damn happy to see you all. Where’s Becca?”

      Corwin nods his head toward the house. I follow his gaze. Becca is with one of the FBI agents and she’s pointing out who is a victim and who needs to be arrested.

      I can’t stop the tears.

      Trent leans into me, his arms still tied. “Shwetz, can we free Corwin, too?”

      “Yes, I’m having a hard time,” she looks over her shoulder. “Steve!”

      “Yeah!” hollers back—from someone; I can’t tell who.

      “Can you bring me something to untie these guys?”

      Steve comes over with a small device. “Did you get these ones yet?” Shwetz asks as she takes the device from him.

      “No, take names and photos for me will you?” Someone else calls for Steve and he starts walking away before Shwetz can answer him.

      “Yeah, I got it.” Shwetz pulls out a notebook and focuses her attention on Trent. She asks him a series of questions, but he starts rocking.

      “Shwetz, he’s my brother, and he’s autistic, can you come back to him, and for the love of god, let him out of these zip-ties?”

      “Oh, yeah!” Shwetz complies and Trent’s arms go around me. Shwetz questions Corwin. Trent and I kneel to the ground crying and hanging on for dear life. “Are you okay?” I manage between tears. “Where were you, how’d they find you, oh my god are you okay?” the questions rattle out of my mouth before I can stop them.

      Trent sniffs. “Yeah, I’m okay. I’m a little beat up, but not near as bad as you. They made us watch that guy torture you, Alyx are you okay?” He squeezes me harder.

      “Yeah, I will be. I… I think I need to go to the hospital.”

      Trent pulls back a bit and cups my face in his hands. “I’m going anywhere you go; you’re not allowed to go out alone ever again!” He smiles at me but the stern look in his eyes lets me know he’s serious.

      Felix comes over. Everleigh and Rain are still holding his hands. “Do you need any help getting up?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      Felix let’s go of the girls’ hands and bends over, scooping me into his arms. “Shwetz, where are the medics?”

      “Oh, this way.” She folds her note pad. “I’ll be right back, don’t y’all go anywhere.” She laughs to the crowd who are still tied up as they bitch about being tied. The ones who don’t bitch are victims while the others were at the party as guests.

      Corwin follows us. I don’t know when Shwetz untied him, but I’m glad she did. Felix sets me on a gurney.

      “Wait!” screams from someone far off. “Wait!” They’re closer now. Felix moves to protect me but Quentin is there. “She’s one of them,” he says to Shwetz. “She’s the reason I have this.” He points to the branding iron scar that’s still healing.

      “Sir, we’re questioning everyone and seeing to all medical needs. Don’t worry.”

      “No, You can’t! She’s one of them. She’s the fucking Queen of this madness!”

      Shwetz waves a hand, and two officers come over. They grab ahold of Quentin and pull him backwards while he yells. “She’s the fucking Queen! She fucking marked so many of us as hers!”

      “Don’t arrest him!” I yell. “He’s innocent. Help him!”

      “Fuck you!” he screams at me. “This is what your help gets!” he points to his back again. “I don’t need your help! You’re the reason Ruby is dead!” He cries as he’s dragged away.

      The officers take him around to the side of the house so he’s out of view. Tears stream down my face.

      “It seems as though we have a lot to talk about.” Shwetz looks over at me.

      “We do.” I start to say more but the agent, Steve I think, brings over Collin in cuffs. Shwetz stops him and they exchange a few words, but I can’t hear what. Shwetz nods.

      “This guy says you know him.” Steve forces Collin’s arm forward moving his body toward me. “Do you know him?”

      “Tell them, Al, tell them. I’m one of you guys. I’m like Felix. Tell them,” he says through his teeth.

      “I’m sorry Collin, but you know how much I hate being badgered,” I use the words he used when he told me how Ana died against him. “He’s one of the King’s guards, and he should remain in handcuffs.”

      There’s a commotion at the front doors. King Fitzroy is being led out in cuffs by four police officers.

      “That’s him,” I say to Shwetz. “He’s the head of well, a lot. There should be,” as I start to say, ‘two other Kings here tonight,’ the rest of them are led from the house in cuffs. Followed by their now free, and walking properly, the people who had been chained at their feet. However, they’re also followed by the people who’d been chained and whined when they walked away from them. Those people are still trying to get to their masters. Officers run over and restrain them, to keep them from hurting the people who are leading the Kings away.

      They’re all ordered to the side of the house where Becca is still sifting through people with the officers. But I don’t see Jennson or Ito anywhere. “I’ll need you to confirm who should and shouldn’t be in the lines Becca is creating later. Are you good with that? Can you wait for the hospital trip, or do you need to go now?”

      “I’ll try to wait.” Shwetz nods as I answer her.

      Corwin comes to my side. “Alyx,” he hugs me. “I’m glad you’re okay. I’ve been so worried.” He gives me a half smile. “I haven’t got to say it yet but thank you for bringing Becca back to me.”

      “Thank you for picking Trent up.”

      “Trent’s a great guy. A lotta fun!” Corwin pats Trent’s shoulder. “We had a blast, well, before everything.” He shakes his head. “I can’t tell you how excited I was when I saw Becca.” A tear escapes him. “Shwetz called and asked me to meet her. I brought your brother with me, not knowing what to expect and then, I’ve never cried so much in my entire life.” Corwin pats my hand. “It was like my heart hadn’t been beating and then it was. My daughter was back from the grave, and I’ve got you to thank for it. I…” he swallows hard, “I don’t know how you survived what those monsters did to you, but I’m so very glad you did.”

      I don’t really have words for him. I didn’t bring his daughter back from the grave, but I did keep her out of one I suppose. I nod and lean back on the gurney.

      “Let’s give her some rest,” Shwetz says as she pulls Felix, Corwin, and the girls from my side. She doesn’t ask Trent to leave as he grabs my hand. I’m glad, I need his hand in mine.

      “How did they find you?” I kiss the back of Trent’s hand.

      Trent sits on the ground next to the cot I lay on. “I’m not sure, but when they showed up, it was fucked. They smashed my computer.”

      Of course that would be his first thought. I can’t help but smile.

      “Then they tied me up. Kept asking me questions about you, I wouldn’t answer them. But they knew I had information because they had traced calls from that FBI lady, Aleita and me.”

      “Shwetz?”

      “Yeah, her name’s Aleita. Her and her partner Eliot Payton. I called them and gave them all the names you gave me over the years. That’s how they found that Sempers guy. Even though you’d said he moved. I guess when I told her that he’d moved, and he hadn’t, it sent off alerts. Then I’m so glad they showed up when you were taken. I don’t know what I would’ve done if something happened to you sis. I… don’t know.” Tears roll down Trent’s cheeks.

      I pat his back. “Me, too, Trent. Me, too.”

      “Corwin, when he told me he was Princess Heidi. I laughed and said, yeah, okay, sure let’s go. If you hadn’t told me he was on his way I wouldn’t have believed him. That guys huge!” Trent laughs. “I call him Princess all the time now though. He let me order some clothes from Walmart.”

      “But you didn’t get new shoes.” I raise a brow.

      “These ones are already comfortable, it’s hard to let them go.”

      “Trent, your soles have holes in them.”

      He laughs. “Okay, I’ve got an idea. When you get out of the hospital, we can go out and buy new shoes together, what do you say?”

      “That sounds like a great plan.”

      I take a deep breath and close my eyes.

      Finally… I have Trent back and I’ll never lose him again.
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      “We’ll have to do several internal stitches,” the doctor says from between my stirruped legs.

      “How many?” I stare at the painted ceiling as they assess my internal wounds.

      “Ten.”

      Metal objects clatter around on a tray, but I don’t look up. “Can you make sure I’m numb? I don’t want to feel a thing.”

      “Of course. There’s still some tissue but the spikes that were inserted into you… well… nothing is viable, so we’ll also do a dilation and curettage. This will take care of your fever and infection as well. The cysts should sort themselves out over time, but we’ll keep an eye on them over the next few months.”

      I swallow and nod as I stare at the painted ceiling. Birds seem to flutter here and there in the paint. There’s a kite, and sunshine behind clouds. Someone took the time to paint the ceiling in here, so that you could think about something other than the doctor between your legs. It sort of helps.

      “Let’s get started.” The doctor takes a syringe from the nurse then looks up at me. “Don’t worry, we’ll put you under for this, unless you’d rather be awake?”

      “Under will be fine.”

      They inject the medicine, and I wait for sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve been in the hospital bed for three weeks now. I stopped bleeding yesterday, finally. I won’t be having Fitzroy’s child. I’ve fought infections and fevers, one after another. All from the wounds Sempers and Dave put me through, and some from Ryland fucking with my lady parts. But I get to go home today. Though I have no idea where home is. Shwetz is putting us in hiding while they get the cases against the Kings and the others together.

      She said it would be safer to separate us, but I refused to have Trent or Felix away from me. And with Felix comes the girls—Everleigh and Rain. Corwin and Becca are coming, too. Corwin was a little upset about having to miss work, but I think he only said that to push Shwetz’s buttons. He’s always happy when Becca is in his arms. She says she’s never leaving his side again.

      I don’t blame her.

      If I had my dad, I wouldn’t.

      Trent sleeps in the chair in the corner. They wheel a cot in for him each night, but he hasn’t left this room while I’ve been here.

      “Knock, knock!” My doctor says from the doorway.

      “Come in,” I reply.

      The blue curtain that surrounds my bed is pulled back. My doctor smiles. She looks over to the sleeping Trent and lowers her voice. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes.” I nod. “I’ve been ready. Let me go,” I joke.

      “Alyx, you’re always free to go when you want. I wanted you to stay so your infections would heal properly. You still have some recovery time, but now that your fever has been gone for three days I think it’s safe to let you leave.”

      “I know.” I pat her arm as she comes closer. “I was only kidding.”

      “You’re going to go to therapy though, right? When I sign these discharge papers, you’re not going to ignore my suggestions are you?”

      “No way. I’ll go once a week, like you told me to.” I don’t know if it’s a lie or not. How can I sit across from another person and have them understand anything that I’ve been through since I was fourteen?

      Sure, a doctor might be able to hear what I’m saying, but can they truly understand what it is that I’ve been through? Can I trust any strangers enough to let them in? What if they’re part of the hierarchy and not caught yet? Will it put me in danger to speak to anyone about it?

      I don’t know the answers, but I have time to figure them out.

      “Okay, prop those feet on up here and I’ll remove your stitches, I bet you’re happy you’re going to get to walk today.”

      “I am.” I put my feet up on the edge of the bed so doc can take the stitches out.

      I wince with each cut. “Tender?”

      “A little, I think I’m more scared you’re going to cut me than I am of the tenderness.” I laugh but the doctor doesn’t.

      “It’s okay, Alyx. I’ve got you. I won’t hurt you. I promise.”

      Those words have been repeated so many times over these past three weeks. It’s a mantra that the doctors and nurses repeat, to remind me that I’m safe. I didn’t even realize I needed reminding until I was getting it over and over. How much of my life have I been on edge never knowing what someone else was going to do or say? Whether they would hurt me, or not.

      Too much.

      It’s been so weird to have people ask to touch me. It’s also been strange not having sex for so long. It’s like every time someone comes into the room I keep thinking I’ll have to strip any minute.

      Then I don’t have to, and they leave after caring for me. Never asking me for anything.

      It’s been an adjustment for sure.

      Knuckles tap against the door. “Can I come in?” Shwetz smiles from the doorway.

      The doctor looks to me. “Yes, you may,” I answer. That’s the first thing the doctor made me learn. I’m allowed to tell people if they can come into my space or not. No matter who they are, I can say yes or no.

      I have a choice of who enters my space.

      It’s a new concept. One I didn’t realize I was lacking. I’ve been so used to anyone being allowed to come into my space, my body, touch me whenever they want, do whatever they want. It’s been hard to learn that I can say no.

      It’s harder to say it. ‘No.’ Just because I can say it doesn’t make it easy.

      A simple two letter word, but so much meaning. A word meant to stop someone in their tracks, but only those who respect others hear it.

      “Will you let me know where she is?” The doctor asks Shwetz.

      “I’m sorry, we can’t do that. It’s for her safety and yours.” Shwetz waves a hand toward me then the doctor.

      The doctor leans over my bed. “If you ever need anything, please look me up. Shiela Hamme. Don’t hesitate. If you need help, I’ll be there.” She smiles at me. “All done.”

      “Thanks Shiela.” I hold my arm out so she can remove the IV. “Now, free me!”

      We all laugh, and Trent wakes up from the corner.

      It’s not long before I’m joined by Felix and the girls’, as Trent walks next to me. They’ve all been in the hospital, too. Felix had more cuts than I did from Sempers and Dave. He also had burns on top of his previous burns. His back will always be scarred. Trent’s wounds weren’t bad, but he did have some deep bruises on his ribs. He may have trouble from time to time with pain until the bruises heal. The girls, well, they’ll survive, as long as their therapy continues.

      And it will, I’ll make sure of it.

      “Are we ready?” Shwetz looks at all of us as the roof door opens onto the helipad.

      “Yes,” we all utter.

      We get onto the helicopter and buckle in. Shwetz in the pilot’s seat. I didn’t even know she flew. The helicopter takes off and Felix talks to the girls about the changing colors of the trees in Central Park as we fly away from New York.

      Far, far away.
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      Sitting in a waiting room filling out paperwork about your own trauma is stupid. Check this box, mark on a scale from one to ten how sad you are. How the fuck do you answer that when your sadness level changes from one minute to the next? When your anxiety doesn’t let you function outside your own house unless you’re surrounded by your people?

      I try not to go anywhere without my brother, Felix, and the girls. It’s always a big trip but I can’t do it without them. Yet here I sit in this drab office. Fucking blue walls at a therapy office should be off limits. Give me a fun color, or like yellow. Blue is sadness come on.

      I grit my teeth as I look over the next question I have to answer. ‘What are the stressors in your life currently?’ There are two small lines that will not even come close to fitting my response. The question is listed under the section; Reason for seeking therapy. There’s not a spot to say, ‘My doctor told me to.’

      The questions are simple sure, but they’re also fucking hard. Can’t I write… fucking fucks fucked up my life and now I’m all fucked? I’m not sure that would be an acceptable answer but it’s really what I want to say. I settle for. ‘In hiding because people want me dead. My parents are also dead. It’s hard to go out alone. I’d rather have my people with me.’

      Maybe it wasn’t so hard after all.

      I take a deep breath between each question. The receptionist told me that I would give the paperwork to the doctor when they called me back. She’s a sweet girl, the receptionist. She would’ve been in our lion collection as Fitzroy didn’t care how people identified, he put them where he thought they should go.

      I smack the clipboard against my knees. Stop it. It’s so hard to put all that judgement behind me. I’m not judging her for being trans, not at all, I love that she knows who she is and isn’t afraid to show it. I could use some of that bravery and courage. It’s that Fitzroy’s rules—the way he did things—are so ingrained in me and I… I didn’t realize how much it encompassed all of me until… well until now when I’m out of it, but my mind is still in it.

      I go back up to the first question and add, ‘identity’ to the end of the line.

      My guard, Jake, stands by the front desk. He’s flirting with the receptionist. It’s cute, but also, like dude, how can you watch me and flirt at the same time? I guess they did open the office on a Saturday, just for me. I shouldn’t complain. I think more than anything I just don’t want to be here. After my first visit though I get to do my visits online, so there’s that.

      “Alyx?”

      I look up from my paperwork. A tall woman with dark skin looks down at me. Her glasses hang down to the midpoint on her nose. This must be my doctor because Jake isn’t moving away from the receptionist’s desk. “Hi.”

      “Would you like to come with me?” She waves a hand toward the hallway.

      I nod, stand, and hand her my mostly finished paperwork. I feel awkward as we walk down the hall. She’s in a very nice dress suit. I know the kind of dress because Estelle loved them. It’s a Chiara Boni La Petite Robe Double-Breasted Blazer Dress in black. Her Mahogany skin is beautiful next to the fabric. Her gold dangling earrings pop against her outfit. Her hair is braided up around her head.

      I crack my neck as I walk behind her. It all feels too close to what I used to do. But my jeans, t-shirt, and crappy tennis shoes remind me that this isn’t a client… I’m the client… well patient. I’m not going into an appointment; I’m seeing a doctor.

      “Right in here,” she waves me in ahead of her. The room is yellow. There are flower vases all around, white bookcases, a window, and a back door that goes out onto a patio. Water bottles and assorted sodas in a basket with a bowl full of snacks next to it. “Feel free to grab a drink and a snack if you’d like. The chocolate cookies are a favorite of mine.” She smiles as she comes in behind me. “Please, take a seat anywhere.”

      I look around the room but all I see are places to bend someone over or lay someone down. I shake my head and take a seat in the center of the plush white sofa. The doctor, shit did she tell me her name? If she did I don’t remember it— she sits down in an expensive chair that spins.

      “Alyx, would it be alright if we talked a bit first? I’d like to get to know you a little bit. I’m sure you’d like to know me, too.”

      I nod as I bite my lower lip. Too nervous to open my mouth. Why is this so much? I’ve been in so many places, with dangerous people and this makes me squirm?

      “Well, I’m Dada Caprice Rose. I’ve been a doctor for twenty years. I am married and my wife and I have five children and three dogs.” She points to a professional photograph of her and her family. “I do not like long walks on the beach, but I do enjoy good books.” She smiles showing me her pearly whites.

      I can sense it. She is all those things. She’d never hurt a fly. I bet her children are happy and healthy and not fucked up in the slightest. How on earth can this woman help me, or even understand me? I close my eyes; geez this is a waste of time.

      “I see what you’re thinking. How can I help you?”

      My eyes pop open. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to…”

      “No, you’re fine. I know it was your job to read people. I know it’s how you survived. The file given to me by Agent Shwetz shows me how strong you are, Alyx, but I would like to tell you. I am a survivor, too.”

      I raise a brow in shock. This woman who is sitting in front of me, who seems completely capable and well perfect; with her kids and nice clothes and beautiful wife, is a survivor? “Of sex trafficking?” I can’t stop the question from leaving my mouth. I bite my lip again.

      “Yes. Before I came here I was trafficked. I was kidnapped from my family. Many girls and boys in my town were. I survived by waiting and watching. Just like I can tell you do. You learn a lot by watching don’t you?”

      I nod and grab a water bottle from the table.

      “Now, before we start,” she smiles, “I want to tell you that we can take a break at any time you need to. Whenever you’re finished talking for the day, we’re done. If that’s in two minutes or two hours, it’s up to you. I have a special arrangement with Agent Shwetz, and I am here for you as long as you need me to be. If you ever think we’re not a good fit, please let me or Shwetz know. I know not everyone meshes, but I hope we do. I can tell how smart you are, and I’d love to help you, Alyx.”

      I take a deep breath and let it out slow. “Any time I’m done?”

      “Any time. If you want a break, if you go out the door and take the second door on the left, there’s a break room. If you go to the third door on the right there’s a break-room of a different kind. The goggles and hammers are outside the door, but you have to wear goggles to go into that room. I’d suggest a jacket too as broken objects tend to fly.”

      “You mean it’s a room where I can break things?” I laugh as I say it.

      She nods.

      “Also, please feel free to either call me Dr. Rose, or Dada, either is fine. You can even go with Dr. Dada if you prefer. I’m sure Clara went over your rights with you, but please know you are in charge here Alyx. You are the boss. You say what goes. I am here to help you in any way that I can, and I know sometimes that means standing back.”

      “I’m sorry you were kidnapped.” I look down.

      “Thank you, but Alyx, you did not kidnap me. You weren’t even alive when I was taken.”

      “I know, but I… I was part of the business you know.”

      The doctor leans back and nods for me to continue.

      She’s going to listen now.

      “I don’t really know where to start. It all happened so… naturally. Which is a weird word to use when referring to sex trafficking, but it did. It was all so innocent to start with. I wasn’t kidnapped like you, like so many were, I was lucky.”

      “How were you lucky?”

      “I got to go home every day to my family. I didn’t even realize I was being sold or used. I thought it was cool that I got some extra cash because I gave some old guy a back massage when I was fourteen. It was almost like after the grooming it was my choice.”

      “Grooming?”

      “Yeah, like I know I was groomed. The way each touch was trained into me. Taught that each touch was safe. Then the next touch would be closer and closer to something that should have been off limits. I know I get it, but somehow, I didn’t know until one day, bam.”

      I proceed to tell her all about Ana and Sasha. The words don’t leave my lips, they gush out of me like I’ve been waiting so long to tell someone, I don’t tell things in the right order. I’m all over the place, but I don’t tell her that I’m the reason my parents are dead. I don’t explain that I’m at fault for that. I don’t know why, but I… I just can’t.

      Not yet.

      We talk for hours, but as I leave I come away with three things. It’s almost homework, but I hope I do well with it.

      I need to know that my trauma responses of fear, shame, guilt, and dissociation are all normal.

      I need to recognize my triggers. Things that might cause me to have anxiety or flashbacks.

      And I need to learn grounding techniques to help manage me when I am distressed. I like the deep breathing that Dr. Rose taught me today, but I imagine if Trent’s therapy went well he’d have picked the sensory exercises.

      And I guess, even though it’s still a tough one to digest… it wasn’t all my fault.
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      “What do you think of these?” I hold up a pair of Sketchers that don’t have laces. Showing them off to Trent as he purses his lips.

      “Sis, I don’t wear pink shoes.” Trent shakes his head. “I do like the black ones though.” He reaches past me and grabs a different pair.

      “But you’d look so good with pink shoes.” I bend over and put the shoes on my feet while laughing.

      Felix and the giggling girls run over from a different aisle. The girls wear new shoes, too. “Do you like’em?” Rain sits in the chair next to me and holds both her feet up. Sparkling purple shoes on her feet.

      Rain is having a good day. She hasn’t asked to play any ‘games’ with us in a few weeks. Her therapy is going well, but she has days when she’s sad, or days when she’s angry, and some days where she just wants to be held close. We’re all here to support her through those days, too. Therapy has been good for all of us I think. It helps us all stick together more.

      “They’re beautiful! Just like you.” I reach over and wiggle her nose. She laughs and leans back while Felix lifts Everleigh.

      Everleigh’s feet wriggle close to my head. “What about mine?” She shows off her pink Nikes.

      Everleigh asks for her mother a lot more than I expected. It makes me sad that I can’t give her Ana back. She was so used to her mother going away for long periods that she still can’t quite grasp that she’s gone. But on the days she asks for her, Felix and I try to gently remind her that her mother passed away. Her therapist thinks that we may need to stage a funeral for her if Everleigh keeps asking after her. Dr. Rose agrees that it might be a good idea.

      “Hey those look a lot like the ones I chose, too!” I show Everleigh the pink Sketchers on my feet. I’m glad she’s having a good day, too. They do better when we aren’t locked up tight in the safehouse.

      “If you get those ones,”—Everleigh points to a pair that have pink, purple, and black on them— “you can match all of us.”

      I smile at her and grab the shoes in my size. “Then those are the ones that I’ll get.”

      I end up with both pairs while Felix shows Trent some shoes that slide on even easier than the Sketchers and somehow convinces him to try them on. My jaw drops open as Felix looks back at me and winks.

      When Trent walks up and down the aisle with the shoes, trying to decide if they’re comfortable, Felix stops him. “Hey, look at it like this. All these shoes, sure there’s a lot, but if you try on enough, you’ll find the perfect ones. Then we can buy ten pair of the same shoes, and you won’t have to try on new ones for at least ten years.”

      “You’ve got a deal!” Trent laughs and nods as he peruses the shoes.

      Felix comes over and sits down next to me as the girls play in the aisle. “See if you make a deal with him, it makes shopping a lot easier.” He waggles his brow.

      “You’re good with him.” I bump into his shoulder. “I appreciate that.”

      He bumps my shoulder back and smiles at me. “Anything for you.” He pushes my hair behind my ear. It’s brunette now, straight, and shorter; it falls just below my shoulders. Felix’s hair is different, too. He’s got a short undercut and facial hair lines his jaw. Trent didn’t like the idea of having his hair dyed, but when they let him choose blue hair, he decided it was okay.

      The girls chose their own haircuts. Everleigh’s matches Ana’s while Rain’s is cropped short—we still don’t know if her mother is alive. She was sold as part of the group Idowu took. Even though we’ve given names to the FBI they’re having a difficult time finding international agencies to help out.

      I shake away the worries. We all look a little different and that’s good. It’s another way Shwetz is keeping us safe until the trial.

      We are all key witnesses.

      Corwin and Becca are, too. But for a little while they’re keeping us separated, but we talk every day on a video call over a secure line. So, we all know we’re still safe. None of us could survive without those daily calls. Especially Everleigh, she adores Becca so much.

      Felix leans back and puts his arm over the back of my chair. “You okay?” He asks as he rubs my back. “You seem a little… not here.”

      He watches me so close. “Yeah, thinking about Princess.” It’s the name we call Corwin and Becca when we’re in public.

      Felix nods. He understands and doesn’t have to say anything.

      It’s not safe to say any of our names in public, so we do our best not to, and if we have to say names, we use aliases. Trent chose Bruce, which shouldn’t surprise me given his superhero addiction. Felix is Rhysand, he has an addiction to books that I didn’t expect. The girls chose their own names, which are Annie for Everleigh, because she misses her momma, and Rain chose Lexie because that is her mother’s name.

      And for me Trent chose my name, too. I’m Parker. Parker Wayne. He laughed after he handed me the paper he wrote the choice on. I told him I didn’t care, because it’s a name that shows strength and fighting the fight.

      I’ll get my name back one day, but I’ll probably change it when I do. Alyx Beck made too many mistakes and if I have anything to say about it, those mistakes will never happen again, but maybe that name needs to go away. I haven’t decided yet. Dr. Rose tells me that I should wait to make any kind of big decisions until I’m feeling much better.

      And right now, I still have too many days where I’m sad or angry, or both. I have moments when I break down and cry. Felix sits close on those days, too.

      “You still with us?” Felix asks as he wraps his arm around my shoulder and squeezes me close.

      “Yeah,” I smile at him. “Just thinking.”

      “Well, let’s leave the thinking until we’re in the car.” He laughs and I follow his gaze.

      I can’t help but laugh as Trent and the girls all come toward us with stacks of shoes. I can’t even see the girls’ faces. “Let’s help you with those.” Felix and I both jump up and help the girls with their shoes.

      “Okay, but girls, your feet will grow still, so you guys only need one pair each.”

      “Oh, I didn’t think about that.” Trent bobs his head and purses his lips again. “I should’ve though.”

      “Your good bro, you were helping out.” I smile at Trent and the girls laugh as Felix drops some of the boxes. They all work to pick up the shoes and put them back where they go.

      “I promise to get better at kids. I’ve never really been around kids until now. They’re louder than I remember being as a kid.” Trent squints his eyes as the girls squeal helping Felix.

      “Trent I don’t think you were ever that loud growing up, not even once.”

      “I don’t know I might have made that much noise when mom and dad got me my first game console.” Trent’s eyes brighten at the subject of mom and dad.

      “They’d be really proud of you; you know that right?” Trent and I walk toward the cashiers.

      “They’d be even prouder of you.”

      “Please, they’d both kick my ass. As they should.”

      “Well, after they kicked your ass for being a stupid kid they’d love you even harder for being the badass that you are now.”

      “I miss them.” I set the shoes on the counter.

      “Yeah, me, too. But I’m glad I have you.” Trent hugs me.

      The cashier comes over and rings up our order, adding the girls’ shoes as they join us. Agent Payton comes over and pays for the shoes, he doesn’t even question the additional pairs that Trent has. A van pulls up outside when he’s done.

      We take our bags, and each of our agents follow us out. We each get our own agent, but the only agent to get in the van is Payton. Shwetz is driving. There’s another car that will tail us to make sure that no one else is following us, but I never see that car. They’re good at their jobs. The other agents walk away, going about their days protecting other people. We only get extras when we have to go in public.

      None of them knows where we come from or who we are.

      They only know we need protection, so they don’t ask questions. It makes the likelihood that they could be asked about us slimmer. It’s weird because they’re all dressed like everyday people, so they’re not overly noticed, and as soon as they walk away, they blend right back into the crowds.

      It is nice having someone sweep a store for danger before we go in though.

      But it reminds us every time we go shopping that we’re all still in so much danger.
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      “Trent has been so helpful with the girls,” Felix says as he comes out of the back room. “He read them the same story seventeen times and didn’t complain once. I could repeat the damn book before he even finished.” Felix laughs as he sits down on the sofa next to me.

      “He’s helpful when he wants to be.”

      “No Alyx, you don’t understand. He stopped playing a video game to read to them when they asked.”

      “Wow!” I let my mouth hang open for a second. “That is something.”

      Trent comes into the room. “Hey, I’m going to go play video games in the basement in case anyone needs more stories, please know that I’m out of commission until tomorrow.” Trent’s social battery is sitting on empty.

      “Thanks for reading to them.” Felix leans back on the sofa.

      “No problem. But now, snacks and games. Sis you need anything?” Trent waggles his brow and heads to the kitchen.

      “No, I’m okay.”

      It’s nice living with my brother instead of near him. “Are you sure you don’t want anything to eat?” Felix says as he jumps up. “I don’t mind grabbing you something.”

      “I think I’m okay.” I scratch the bottom of my foot.

      “Still itching?” Felix sits down on the coffee table and asks with a wave of his hand if he can pick up my feet.

      I give him the go ahead. He lifts them and examines the bottoms of my feet. “When do you think they’ll stop itching?”

      “I have no idea. I had to wait three full weeks with non-weightbearing before the stitches could come out, then another three until I could walk normally, but now this itching is too much.” I wrinkle my nose.

      “Maybe some lotion will help.”

      “Maybe. I’m hoping the next time Shwetz comes by she’ll bring the doctor with her, or some medicine, something to stop the itching.”

      “She’s coming Sunday, right?”

      I nod again.

      “You wanna watch a movie or something?” Felix sets my feet back on the table and sits next to me.

      “Sure.”

      “How about that new superhero movie, Superficial? It’s based off a book right?”

      “Yeah I think it is, but I think that might be too actiony for me. I think I’ve had enough action to last a lifetime.”

      “I still can’t believe you jumped from a moving van and managed to not die in the process.” Felix shakes his head.

      His hair is longer again; it’ll need to be cut before Shwetz gets here. “How about we turn on that animated robot movie and I cut your hair?”

      Felix shakes his head again but moves so his hair falls in my face as he does. I laugh as his hair assaults me. “What, does it tickle?” he laughs and then proceeds to start tickling me. His fingers move all over me, but he steers clear of the areas that are injured. My upper arm, my mid-section. He grabs my knee and tickles there. I laugh as we play together trying to ease the tension in ourselves more so than anything else.

      At least that’s what it is for me.

      I haven’t had this. This easiness, in so very, very long. But it is easy with Felix. My therapist is right, it should be easy to be with someone, not hard. There shouldn’t be someone being ordered and someone doing the ordering. It should be equal partners who play together and understand each other.

      I breathe out a laugh as Felix stops tickling me. He’s winded, too. “Are you serious about the haircut because I’ll take you up on that.”

      “Absolutely. You wet your hair, then grab snacks and scissors.”

      “You got it!” He jumps up from the sofa and walks toward the kitchen.

      “Oh, and a towel to catch your hair, too.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he calls back to me.

      I pull up the movie on Netflix and clear a spot in front of the couch for him to sit. I’ve been living on this couch for weeks now while I take the additional time to fully heal, and well, I’m kind of a sloppy housemate. There’s a pile of shirts; I keep having to change when the stitches on my breasts pull open and bleed through the fabric because I laugh too hard or stretch too far. Sempers apparently placed the stitches in just the right spot so that healing would be slow and painful.

      He’s not even here, and still, he tortures me.

      I feel bad asking the others to do laundry for me, too, so I tend to shove the spoiled shirts under the couch. Somehow they always slink their way back underfoot though.

      Felix comes back over and shakes his wet hair, flinging water all over. I laugh and bat it away. He chuckles and sits down in front of the couch after he drops cookies on the table and lays a towel on the floor. He hands me a pair of scissors.

      I press play and set to cutting his hair. This easiness is nice. It’s something I’ve always wondered about. How do people live together and just… be?

      But this is how. Space when you need it, comfort when you don’t. Shared laughs and helpfulness. Silence that is comfortable instead of threatening.

      It’s beautiful.

      “I have a surprise for you by the way.” Felix doesn’t turn as he speaks. “I was going to wait, but I got a text while I was in the other room, and well, the surprise will be here sooner than expected.”

      “What?” I’m careful as I trim his hair. “What kind of surprise? You didn’t have to get me anything.”

      “Believe me, when you see this surprise, you’ll be happy I did.”

      “How long do I have to wait?”

      “Ten minutes or so.”

      “I’ll have to hurry up and cut your hair then.” I snip the scissors like I’m cutting fast.

      “Hey, hey, don’t ruin the hair.” Felix laughs so I snip the scissors faster. “No really.” He leans forward, I snip them again and then he turns. “You little rat! You were only pretending.”

      I snip them together fast again and Felix moves to take the scissors from me. I hold them up above my head. “Turn around so we can finish.” I snap them open and close again and Felix launches himself toward them. I laugh as he tries to get them from me. “We really shouldn’t be playing with scissors.”

      Felix laughs too as he gets them from me. His chest is against mine. His face so close. We’re both breathing heavy from our fun. He smiles at me but doesn’t pull back. There’s a sparkle in his eye. I’ve never seen the look on Felix before. I do my best not to let the eyes I have seen hungry looks on invade my vision. I take a deep breath and focus on Felix only.

      The green of his eyes. The way his smile can be seen in the creases there. I put my hand under his chin and move my mouth closer to his. My eyes close as our lips meet. The scissors drop behind the couch as his hands move to my face and into my hair. In moments we’re flipped and I’m in his lap on the couch, his lips still against mine.

      It’s a kiss like no other.

      Frenzied and warm, all while being tender and sweet.

      Because this is a kiss that I choose.

      It’s my first kiss.

      My body heats from the inside as his tongue slides into my mouth. I press my body into his as the ache builds inside me. I haven’t touched anyone in this way, in so long, but this… this is my choice… it’s different as tingles shoot through my body… and it feels… so… good.

      A knock at the door jolts me from the pleasure that is kissing him. Felix smiles, tucks my hair behind my ear, and then pulls me close for a small kiss. He lifts me from his lap and sets me back on the sofa, all while smiling at me. He stands up and adjusts his pants which has me giggling. “I’ve gotta answer the door.” He blushes at my laughter.

      I flip the television to the security channel and it’s one of the agents who knocked, but the visitors are the reason I jump from the sofa. I wrap my arms around Becca before she has time to take off her jacket.

      Becca’s laughter fills the air as Corwin comes in behind her. She wraps her arms around me, and I can’t help myself as we cry and hug and laugh. “It’s so good to see you!” I finally let go, but my arms go around Corwin. “And you, too.”

      “Ms. Parker, it is always a pleasure.” He hugs me back. “We’ve brought dinner if anyone’s hungry.”

      “Russ,” Felix uses Corwin’s alias, “the girls are already in bed, but Parker and I haven’t eaten.” He shows Corwin to the dining room.

      I nod to the guard and then lock the door. “Where’s Bruce?” Becca asks as she takes my hand, and we follow after Felix and Corwin.

      “He’s in the basement playing games for the evening.”

      “Battery drained; I got you.” Becca had really come to know Trent when she left the island. She spent a lot of time with him. “I’ll pop down and see him after we eat, do you think that’ll be okay?”

      “Michelle, if he knew you were here, he’d come upstairs.” I smile at Becca.

      Becca looks down at my shirt and as I follow her gaze I smile. Becca flicks the hair off my shirt and then glances at Felix; obviously seeing his uneven haircut. She pinches her lips together and waggles her brow at me while doing her best not to burst out laughing. She composes herself and clears her throat. “I mean we brought Chinese for dinner, but you go ahead and have whatever your little heart desires.” She winks.

      The laughs from both of us have Corwin and Felix looking at each other as they set the table.

      “Parker, you’re here,” Felix says as he pulls out a chair for me.

      I sit down and he sits next to me. We all dig in, but Felix’s left hand rarely leaves my leg as we eat. He’s not claiming me, he’s not saying I’m his and for no one else to look at me, no, he’s reminding me that he’s there, and that he will be whenever I need him to be. I take his left hand with mine, and we hold hands that way while we eat.

      Together for everything that comes.

      “Do you have the costumes we sent to the girls?” Corwin asks.

      “Yeah,” Felix mumbles through his food. He chews and swallows. “They’re all ready for trick or treating tomorrow. They’re excited we’ll all be together for it.”

      “Is Bruce excited about Halloween?” Becca bites down on a dumpling.

      “Not as much as I’d like, but he did say he’d stay back and hand out candy if the agents will let him.”

      “Well, we’re trying to blend in, I assume the agents will allow trick or treating on Halloween, everyone will be in costumes so there shouldn’t be much danger.” Corwin takes a drink of his soda.

      “I don’t mind staying back with Bruce and handing out Candy.” Becca smiles.

      “Annie and Lexie will not allow that; I can tell you that right now.” I laugh and take a bite of broccoli.

      Having dinner with everyone is nice, and easy.

      We may not be blood, but we are family. Even though we all have to go by different names now.
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      Corwin walks next to Becca and the girls, but I cannot stop laughing as we make our way back home. He promised the girls he would dress up as anyone they wanted, and the girls must’ve heard Trent’s nickname for Corwin because they dressed him up as Sleeping Beauty. He wears a pink dress and a blonde wig with a crown.

      Becca is dressed as a princess, too, but her dad takes the show every time. He gets fist bumps from the other awesome parents who are also obviously dressed up by their children. And sidelong glances from the snobbier parents with their Starbucks, Uggs, and no costumes. He ignores them while I snub them as Felix, and I pass.

      We’re both dressed as lumberjacks. Red checkered flannels, overalls, and hats that hide our hair, we each also sport facial hair. Mine is drawn on, while Felix’s is real. The axes at our hips are plastic but they’re still dangerous; they’re pepper-spray—once you pop the plastic axe head off the handle. Shwetz insisted. I told her it didn’t matter because our guards walk only a few paces behind us, but she wanted us to be safe.

      Trent is at home dressed as a burglar, while his guards are dressed as arresting officers. It keeps him super safe but also lets him hand out candy like he wants to. He likes seeing the kids’ costumes but if he gets overwhelmed he can go in and turn the light off, so as far as Trent’s concerned it’s a win-win.

      Felix takes my hand as our street comes into view. Becca hurries the girls and Corwin forward. She smiles back at me and waggles her brow. They turn down the street and Felix pulls me to a stop.

      “Everything okay?” My brows tighten and the agents who follow us stop. They’re never right on top of us, but always close.

      “I asked Becca to give us a couple of minutes after the treating was done.” He smiles, but it’s a crooked smile. He’s up to something.

      “Oh, yeah? What for?” It’s hard to hold myself away from him. That’s what working Alyx would do. I have to be careful that she doesn’t take over. That first kiss we shared was beautiful and cut short and we haven’t kissed since then, but I want all my kisses from now on, to be mine and to be natural, not coaxed by the things I know about men and their desires.

      “May I?” Felix pulls his hand up like he wants to cup my face. I nod. His skin is warm against my jaw and neck. He leans close and wraps his other hand around my waist. “You are the most beautiful lumberjack; I just needed you to know that.” He smiles then gives me a small kiss, before pulling away.

      I put my hand on the back of his neck and tug him in for another. Felix laughs as he kisses me back. “What’s so funny?” I smile at him as I pull away.

      “It’s… I’ve wanted to be able to walk next to you and hold your hand for so long now, and now… now I can. Then on top of that, I get to kiss you, too.” He shakes his head. “That’s a good thing. A great thing.” He winks and then takes my hand. We walk toward our street. The agents follow behind us while trying to keep their smiles to themselves.

      My head leans against Felix’s arm. He’s too tall for me to reach his shoulder fully while we walk. It’s nice to walk, it helps with the itchy feet. We turn the corner as a man is walking toward Corwin. I go stone cold and stop. Felix looks at me, then follows my gaze. He turns covering me, his back toward Corwin. “What is it? Do you know that guy?” His voice is low.

      The agents come up to us and Felix motions his head for them to stand in front of us.

      “No, but I know he recognizes Corwin. He’s going to say something to him.”

      “What is it?” Jake asks me from Felix’s side.

      “That man, the one in the suit. He recognized Corwin. I know he did.” I motion my head toward him.

      The man moves past Corwin and then turns. Corwin doesn’t see the man, but Becca’s head tilts. She picks up Everleigh. Rain is three or four steps ahead of them.

      “You need to go pick up Rain, right now.” I breathe to Felix.

      He doesn’t hesitate, he turns and runs full tilt toward her. His guard follows after him. Jake puts his arm around me like I’m his girlfriend. “We’re going to walk nice and slow. No attention drawn to us. Can you do that with me Parker?”

      I nod. I can’t speak.

      The man is now walking toward them. Felix pushes past Becca and scoops Rain in his arms. She squeals. He runs toward the house at the end of the block. It’s not our house, but it’s what we were trained to do. Don’t go directly home, find a safe way, so that everyone else stays safe. His guard is on his heels but he’s not as fast as Felix.

      The guy ignores them. We’re getting closer. He tilts his head as Corwin laughs at something Everleigh said. “Princess Heidi?” the guy says.

      My stomach drops. He does know who Corwin is. How does he know that name?

      “I wouldn’t have noticed had you not been dressed as a princess. It’s… it’s good to see you.” The guy takes off running when the agent that’s with Corwin makes to question him.

      Three agents take off in pursuit. Jake hollers to Becca and the others. “House, now!”

      We’re all rushed away while the other agents try to find the guy in the crowd. The candy bowl and its contents are strewn across the front porch. Inside the house Trent’s agents rush about packing bags.

      “Grab only what’s necessary,” Jake says to us.

      We’re all taken to our rooms, all guarded by someone, but we’re all packing. The girls are crying. Becca attempts comfort. “It’s okay, girls. It’s a quick trip. We’ll get to go see a new place now.”

      I have a packed bag in my hand, but I can honestly say I have no idea what’s in it. Trent comes into my room. “What the fuck happened?” He wheels a suitcase behind him.

      “Someone noticed Russ. Called him Princess Heidi.”

      “Fuck!” Trent swears. “Those assholes who got us took my phone and, well Princess Heidi was the reason for one of my black eyes. I wouldn’t tell them who it was. I guess they figured it out.”

      I nod, but I feel like I can’t move my feet, like I’m frozen. Will it always be this way? Will they always come for us? That man, he had to know someone, or the King that wasn’t taken, Leo, sent out a call of some kind looking for everyone who’s responsible. Something… the thoughts have me getting to my feet. Maybe Jennson, and Ito. They were never found at the sale.

      We are the ones who made it out. The ones who brought them down. Of course those who are left will come for us, but that doesn’t mean we’ll lie down and take it. Not anymore.

      We’re whisked away in minutes. Dark SUVs with tinted windows for the girls and Felix. Trent and I are put into the back of a red sports car with tinted windows, and I have no idea what Corwin and Becca are in because they took them out the back door. They’re headed into the woods to the next street over.

      From what I can tell the agents are hoping that if the guy was with anyone they’ll be watching for the large Princess, not the rest of us, but there’s no way to know. We all have to move.

      It takes about thirty-five minutes but as our car pulls into a heliport, so does the SUV with Felix and the girls, and a cab. Corwin is stepping out of it. Princess outfit gone, now he’s in a sweater and sweatpants. Becca, too.

      We’re all shoved into a helicopter. Jake is the only agent that comes with us, but his sidearm has been exchanged for an automatic rifle. Corwin wraps one arm around me and the other around Becca. “It’s okay. It’s okay. We all got out safe.”

      Felix holds onto Everleigh and Rain. Trent rocks in his seat while biting his nails.

      As I stare at the people that I love, I know, I will hunt down every member of the hierarchy with or without the help of the people who protect me now.
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      “I’ll have three eggs over-easy with toast and bacon. I’d also like two biscuits with some sausage gravy. You make sure I get chunks of sausage in that gravy, too. And the little miss will have oatmeal with apples and pecans; if it isn’t extra,” the man says it as P-cans not pecans, but that’s not what grates at my nerves. It’s that he ordered oatmeal, and the woman obviously wanted to order for herself, and he won’t let her have any toppings if they cost more.

      I don’t correct him on his word choice. I don’t say, ‘Sir here everyone orders for themselves,’ because that will get her hit when they inevitably go home. I hate that I read monsters so well. “Alright, that’ll be out in a few minutes, are you guys sure I can’t bring out some French toast or maybe some of our fresh from the oven cinnamon buns?” I smile at the woman. She gives a tentative smile back but then lowers her gaze when her husband clears his throat.

      “No, just what I ordered.” His fingers drum over the table as he taps them one by one, irritated with the waitress—me.

      I walk away without another word. I go through the flap door and into the kitchen. I read the order to the cook then turn to my agent watchman who is stationed in the kitchen. “Jake, the table I came from, is there a way to follow them? That guy’s an abusive POS, and I guarantee that he has children locked in his basement.”

      “There’s no way you can know that Gwen.” He reminds me of who I’m supposed to be playing. Our aliases had to change. “I’ll text Mike and have him grab their plate numbers. We can at least figure out who they are and if there’s any domestic calls we can do more, but Gwen, we can’t save everyone.” He repeats what he says to me every time I point out the monsters.

      I nod. “I know, but we can at least take notes.” I peek out the round window of the flap door.

      Jake smiles at me and pulls his phone out.

      I like working at the diner. It gives me something to do while we’re all in hiding. Being out is a little dangerous, but if I had stayed inside any longer I think I would’ve imploded. My therapist convinced Agent Shwetz to let me work, but Shwetz limited that to one day a week. I thanked her and then she got on the phone to someone else who’s in hiding.

      We’re in a tiny town in the middle of practically nowhere. There’s not even internet. Trent wasn’t happy with that, but Shwetz managed to get him a game console with everything he wanted on it, like no internet required. I don’t know how, but she did.

      The guy I’m working for; I don’t know his real name. I glance over at him as he cooks the food for the monster and his sweet, lovely wife that deserves better. The owner goes by Teddy Biscuits, so the diner is named Biscuits. I don’t know if he’s hiding for the same reasons I am, but he’s always glancing over his shoulder, and the stove where he stands cooking all day has three clear exits that he can take if anyone ever comes in after him. “Order up,” he dings the bell, and I laugh.

      He’s never asked my real name either. I respect that. “Teddy, I’m right here, there’s not a full house today.”

      “Take out the food, Gwen.” He smiles and gives me a wink.

      I put the items on a tray, grabbing a bowl of butter and sugar so I can prove to Jake exactly what’s sitting out in the dining room. The man didn’t ask for extras for his wife’s oatmeal so let’s see what happens when she gets them anyway.

      I smile at Jake and head back out.

      I set the meal down in front of them and then set a bowl of butter and sugar by the oatmeal. The asshole picks up the bowl and puts it back on my tray. My suspicions about the abusive jerk are confirmed. “Did I ask you to give my wife sugar and butter, does she look like she needs to have any more fat on her?”

      “Butter and sugar come with the oatmeal sir.” I set the bowl back on the table.

      Without missing a beat, the man grabs it and puts it back on the tray. His wife shuffles in her seat. It makes me ache for her. I glance back at him. There’s one more button left before he flies off the handle. His fingers drum the table again. “Sir…”

      The tray flies up and hits me in the face as the bowl of butter and sugar clatters to the ground. I don’t even care that my nose is bleeding as I let the tray fall too. I cry out.

      Jake comes from the back.

      “I think you broke my nose!” I cry as I use my apron as a napkin to help staunch the bleeding.

      “What happened?” Jake stands next to me. The guy wiggles in his seat, nervous now that he sees there’s an actual man present. His wife doesn’t move.

      “It was an accident.” The guy stares daggers at me.

      “Like hell it was. You did that on purpose.”

      “Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to stand.” Jake pulls handcuffs from his back pocket.

      “I didn’t do nothin.”

      “Now, sir.” Jake doesn’t exactly ask twice as he puts a hand on the man’s shoulder encouraging him to stand up.

      He’s handcuffed in moments and Matt comes in from outside.

      “Can you take Mr.,” Jake hangs onto the word to let the man answer.

      “Minton,” the ass says.

      “Minton,” Jake finishes, “in please?” Jake’s jaw is clenched. I know he’s not as upset as he’d like me to think he is.

      “Local?” Matt raises a brow and takes the guy by the elbow. “Assault I’d say if Gwen’s injury has anything to do with it.”

      Jake nods. Matt takes the guy out to the patrol car so he can take him to the police station.

      “What the fuck, Gwen?” Jake’s eyes are wide.

      I give the wide eye ‘I’m as shocked as the rest of them’ innocent stare. “I… I have no idea, I… I’m….” I think to say sorry but as I look over at the wife and see the shock on her face, I realize I’m not sorry. “Let her stay, please,” I plead with Jake in a whisper.

      His brow furrows but he nods. “Mrs. Minton, would you mind staying back so we can get your husbands information?”

      She looks toward her husband, but he doesn’t look back as Matt puts him in the back of his car. “Of course,” she says as she looks back down at her clasped hands in her lap.

      As soon as Matt’s out of the lot with the asshole, and Jake has reset my nose to stop the bleeding, I go over to Mrs. Minton. “Hey, listen, I know this isn’t my place, but I wanted to tell you that you don’t have to put up with this. He doesn’t have the right to control you like that.”

      She doesn’t look up at me, but tears fall from her eyes.

      “I can tell you; I know a thing or two about controlling abusive men.”

      “What could you know about it, you’re young and beautiful? No one else would take me in. I’ve got no one else. You’re better off staying out of it.”

      “I can find you help if you really want to leave. I can help you leave today. I can make sure he never mistreats you again, because I’m better at reading monsters than anyone and I can almost guarantee that he does more than regulate your food intake.” I slide into the booth across from her. “He hits you, too. I’m betting on your upper thighs so that no one else will ever see the bruises.”

      She looks up at me finally. “How… how can you know that?”

      I take off my bloody apron and raise up enough for her to see my midsection. I lift up my shirt showing off the scars from where Sempers cut me. “Because I do.”

      Another tear falls from her eyes, but she wipes them away. She slowly nods her head. “Will he know I talked to you?”

      “No. I’ll make certain of that.”

      “What do I have to do?”

      “You’ll have to tell him everything Mr. Minton’s ever done to you.” I point to Jake. “You can trust him, he’s safe, and I’ll stay with you if you need me to. Then we’ll go get whatever you want from your house and take you somewhere that’s safe.”

      “Can I bring the kids, too?”

      “You have kids?” My brow goes high, and I look over at Jake hoping my stare says, ‘I fucking told you.’

      “He keeps them in the basement when we leave home. He says there’s no sense in paying extra for out to eat foods for them because they don’t deserve nice things.”

      Jake shifts his weight. “Did you say there are children locked in your basement right now?”

      She nods. Jake looks at me. I can’t help but smirk.

      Jake doesn’t wait another second before he’s on the phone calling for backup and calling Matt to add to the charges as soon as we confirm everything. We’re out the door with Mrs. Minton, and on our way to her house before Teddy can come out the back and ask who’s going to pay the bill.
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      Jake breaks the lock with a crowbar and six kids come up from the basement and go over to their mother’s open arms. The oldest, a boy of about ten comes up last. He takes in the room. “Where’s Mr. Minton?”

      My heart aches as I hear the kid call his dad, Mr. Minton. The guys not even man enough to let his kids call him dad. What a piece of shit. My jaw clenches, but I wait because Jake told me quite clearly on the drive over that I could come in, because he has to watch me and this could be a set-up, but that I’m not allowed to speak.

      Jakes phone rings, he answers then hands the phone to me.

      I take the phone and walk into the front room of the farmhouse. The farmhouse that by the way doesn’t look like any children live here, there’s not a toy in sight. “Hello?” I say the words, but I already know it’s Shwetz.

      “You can’t stay out of trouble can you?” Shwetz laughs. “I leave you for two weeks in the hands of damn good agents and you know, the first week you had your job you got the names of three men, in one day I might add. Three men who are now behind bars, because of your keen eye.”

      “That’s not what I expected you to say.” I glance around the room as Jake takes the children’s names down in the kitchen.

      “Did you expect me to yell, because that’s still coming.”

      “Okay, but you can’t really think I’ll sit there and let these kinds of monsters walk past me with no consequences?”

      “No, but Gwen…” she huffs, “You have to think about your safety. Tony’s safety,” she enunciates Trent’s new alias for emphasis. “I think you have a knack for this work, something that not many other people have, but you’re going to have to wait and for the love of god do not ever attack one of them. Jake says he thought you were going to hit the guy right before the guy hit you. I can’t protect you if there’s police records of assault charges against you all over the place. Someone is bound to recognize Gwen Octavious eventually, as someone they used to know who had longer hair.” She doesn’t say my name, and I get it.

      “Fine, but you have to promise me that I’ll get to help put all these assholes away.”

      “Soon, Gwen, soon.”

      Shwetz hangs up and I head toward the kitchen.

      “Well, Larry has been arrested so if you want you can stay here in the house. Matt,” Jake looks to me as I come into the room, “has informed me that he’s sending a team and if that team finds what we think they’ll find, he’s going to be away for a long while. Matt has a friend that’s a judge and he thinks he’ll be able to set bail too high for him to ever get out again. Do you all have any savings or anything?” He looks to Mrs. Minton.

      “Larry does all that. He keeps the papers in his desk. I have no idea what we have or don’t.”

      “Don’t go anywhere.” Jake eyes Mrs. Minton. She nods. “Gwen could you?” Jake has me follow him to the living room. He puts on a pair of gloves and opens the desk. There’s a laptop, a check book, and a safety box. The key sits right next to it. Geez, this guy has such control over everyone in this house that he feels safe keeping the key right there.

      Jake grabs the key and opens the box. I glance inside as Jake does. Jake’s jaw tightens and he closes the box again. A tear escapes me. The pictures are of the children. Pictures that should never be taken of children at that. He opens the checkbook. The total in their account right now sits at over 300K, and the kid’s clothes all look to be hand-me-downs. He sets the computer to the side.

      “Aren’t you going to open that. I’m sure there’s tons more on there.” I can’t keep the hate from my tone.

      “Can’t mess with the computer yet, there might be passcodes or lockups, we’ll have the IT guys handle that.”

      “The guy leaves the key to his kiddy porn right next to the box; he doesn’t have passcodes.”

      “All the same.” Jake sets the laptop on top of the desk. “Are you okay to wait in here until the cavalry arrives?”

      I bite my lower lip. Am I okay? The kids are silent in the other room. Even the younger ones who look to be two or three. Not a single peep. My heart aches and I shake my head.

      “Go sit in the car, there’s a phone in the glovebox, call your doctor.”

      I nod and leave the house using the front door. I don’t have the ability to walk past those terrified children and not hug them all, which I’m certain would terrify them even further. Not only am I a stranger, but I doubt they get hugs often.

      I get into the car, and I don’t call my doctor, I call the house.

      “Hey’o Jake,” Felix answers.

      “It’s me.” I bite my lip. I don’t know what to say.

      “What happened? Girls I’ve gotta take this you stay right here with Tony, okay?”

      I hear the girls comply, and Trent say ‘I got’em’ as Felix walks somewhere else to talk to me. “Al, Gwen, what happened? Do you need me? Where are you?”

      “I’m with Jake. There, there was a customer who…” I take a deep breath. “He’s a piece of shit who beats his wife and locks his children in the basement and I called it by looking at him, Luc.” It’s hard to call Felix by his new alias, but the more I use it, the better I guess. “Just by a tiny interaction. Will this ever go away?”

      “Do you really want it to?” He huffs and laughs.

      “Why are you laughing?”

      “You called me freaked out of your mind but all I hear is that you saved a woman and some kids from a lifetime of hell.”

      I let his words sink in.

      “Seriously, Gwen, if you don’t want to find anymore monsters, you’ll have to stay home with the rest of us. If you need a change of pace, I’ll make you a room that’s yours so you can get away when you need to. I know we can all be a bit much from time to time.”

      “No, I need you guys. I love you guys.”

      “That doesn’t mean you don’t need breaks.”

      I nod and look into the side mirror as lights flash from down the road. “The calvary is coming.”

      “Do you need me? I can have one of the guys here bring me over.”

      “No, I’ll be okay. I think I needed to… I don’t know what I needed but thank you.”

      “Anytime, but if you continue working at the diner, I’m getting a job there, too.”

      I laugh. “Shwetz is going to hate us.”

      “No, she loves us. You know she does.”

      “Maybe she’ll let me help catch the assholes, maybe that would make me feel better,” I joke.

      “That’s an idea. I think maybe a good idea.”
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      My wig is pinned in place, it’s tight, itchy, and the pins hurt, but I know I have to protect myself. As I look myself over in the mirror an ache forms in my chest. I look like I used to in Jennson’s mirror. My long curls are present; my body’s still for sale. I’m not for sale, I’m not for sale, not anymore. I take a deep breath and center myself.

      My clothes are different though. Now I wear a business suit that I bought off the rack at a Target. It’s blue, with a white dress shirt. My flats are from Target, too. I have to say, off the rack shopping is actually more fun. I swallow and try to refocus myself. The clothes are a distraction for what comes next.

      Looking around the room everyone is changed back. Felix’s wig makes his hair long again. The girls are playing with it. Trent is still getting fixed up, but his hair will be back to his old self soon, too. His twitching feet let me know how uncomfortable he is. “Love ya, bro,” I smile in the mirror at him as I come up behind him. I don’t touch him because I don’t want to overwhelm him even more. He smiles back but then proceeds to bite his lip. “It’ll be over in a few minutes, don’t worry.” He nods but I know he doesn’t believe me.

      I stay by his side though, hoping my presence will help ease his growing tension. We need him today.

      Corwin and Becca sit next to one another holding hands. Greeting them this morning was wonderful. We all had breakfast together though honestly none of us ate much apart from the girls who downed their French-toast sticks. It feels right that we’re all together so close to Christmas, but wrong for the reason we’re all here. Becca pats the spot next to her and I shake my head. Corwin nods and smiles at me.

      The door opens. “Alyx,” Shwetz says as she steps into the room. The building we’re in is soundproof so it’s okay to use our names here today. “You’re up first.”

      Trent grabs my hand. “You’ll do great sis.”

      I smile at him, though I know it doesn’t reach my eyes.

      Agent Shwetz doesn’t hurry me to the other building—to the room I will spend the day in. She walks steadfast beside me as I take each step.

      I’m happy in one aspect, I get to testify against everyone who hurt me, but this is the first in a long process that will take years to complete. Peter’s case is today. Even though he’s dead, his victims deserve justice. This trial will be our training for what’s to come. Today I will tell everyone what I witnessed him doing. What he did growing up, who he was then, vs who he was the day he killed that girl while he raped her. The way he raped me. I won’t be able to speak for Ruby, but I will tell them what she said about Peter killing her babies.

      But I will do it all in a room alone, with a camera in front of me.

      The room will appear to be a room inside a tall building in Chicago. I’ve seen it three times now, I’m comfortable in the room. It’s built like a movie set. There’s a monitor behind the window that’s been built to mirror the actual building. The lights all mock the building as well. The monitor even has a live feed of what’s actually going on outside in Chicago.

      Today, it’s raining.

      Why?

      Safety.

      There are still members of the hierarchy out there—Jennson and Ito weren’t at the manor when everyone else was arrested. Neither was King Leo—so we’re all at the top of the hit list. It’s important to get every detail right, so the live feed will make sure that everything will point to Chicago, when really we are far away from there.

      Each of our rooms shows different cities or skylines, and all our rooms will change with every case we testify for.

      The judge thankfully agreed with the FBI’s request that the witnesses take the stand virtually from undisclosed locations. With the number of dead bodies they found on site, at Fitzroy’s final sale, the judge understands our need for safety.

      There are agents posted at every site where it appears we are located. They’re setting traps for anyone who would try to come for us. Today Agent Payton is at the Chicago office waiting for someone to break into the room it appears I’m in.

      I hope he gets anyone who shows up to kill me.

      While we’ve all changed our looks since we went into hiding, now we’ve had to be transformed by makeup and hair artists to who we were while we were in the trafficking business so that when we leave today, any who wish us dead will still be looking for the old us, not the new us.

      Just one more measure for safety.

      “The judge will appear on this monitor,” Shwetz repeats the same thing she says every time she brings me into the room. “He’ll let you know when they’re fixing to turn the camera on, but it will be after your name is called as a witness for the prosecution. You’ll be able to see the judge of course and on these other monitors, the jury, the defense, and the prosecution here.” She points to the other monitors.

      “Thank you,” is all I can manage.

      I’ve been sold for so long. My body has been used in so many ways, and yet I’m more nervous now, telling on everyone for the atrocities, because there will be people out there who don’t believe me.

      I’ll be the slut who wore the wrong clothes.

      The girl who offered myself up for a little money.

      The whore who slept with husbands and wives.

      The member of the LGBTQIA+ community who isn’t worth listening to because my bi status doesn’t fit the common Christian mold.

      The woman who had an abortion.

      The woman who still hasn’t shown up for her trial that’s being held in Florida for murder of an unborn child. I don’t like thinking about that one. But Shwetz did tell me that she knows Jennson is behind those charges, even though he still hasn’t been caught.

      I’ll be at fault.

      I don’t mind being at fault for the lives that were sacrificed around me. I’d like to be judged for that. I deserve it; but being called a whore because I was raped is too much.

      I look up and blink away tears.

      Shwetz sets a box of tissues on the table and then puts a small trashcan on the floor under the table. “Water?” her brow goes high with the question.

      I nod and swallow. I grab a tissue and dot it around my eyes making sure not to smudge my makeup.

      They gave me immunity for everything in New York and on The Island because everything I did was only to survive. I was forced into horrid situations, and because I want to stop this from happening, apparently I don’t need jail time, but as faces flash invading my vision, I don’t know that my guilt is enough punishment.

      Florida, however, refused and wants me in prison for my choice to choose. They can go to hell for that. It’s every woman’s right to choose. I will always stand behind that fact.

      I can do this. I can do this. I can do this for everyone who died, for everyone who survived and can’t speak, for everyone who is to come, I pray there aren’t many, but hopefully someone that loves them will see this, and read the signs better, and save them.

      Or someone who is in this—or being abused by someone that’s supposed to love them—maybe they’ll get the courage to speak out because they know part of what I went through, and they’ll see… they’ll know… that they aren’t alone.

      I stand for all of them.

      I stand with all of them.

      The judge’s camera comes on. “Ms. Beck are you ready?” she looks over her glasses at me.

      “Yes, your honor.” I nod to her.

      The other cameras come on.

      “The prosecution calls Alyx Beck to the stand.”

      I take a deep breath as the red light on the camera comes on.

      Let’s take the monsters down.
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      “Ms. Beck, do you honestly want us to believe that this man hurt innocent children. From the video we found, you’re responsible for his death; at least in part.” The defense attorney points to the television again and presses play. The sound is off. “As you can see in this video, Ms. Beck, and an unnamed male, hold their hands on the same dagger as it is plunged into Peter’s side. The same Peter Ms. Beck would have us all believe is responsible for unspeakable atrocities.

      “However, if you recall from the earlier video, Ms. Beck stood by and watched while the unnamed male sliced throat after throat. Killing one after another all around the circle. She didn’t so much as blink while that happened. There’ll be nothing else from us your honor.”

      The defense attorney steps away from the television and goes back to his desk.

      “Your witness, Mrs. Pierce,” the judge calls to the prosecutor.

      She stands and comes over near the monitor so I can hear her clearly. “Hello, Ms. Beck.”

      “Hello.”

      “Can you tell us why you did nothing to help the people in the video?”

      I was prepared for this question, so my answer is at the ready. “I’m sorry that what you see on that video doesn’t show you that I was scared out of my mind, but videos don’t show what a person is thinking when they’re being forced to make decisions that no one should ever have to make. If I didn’t comply he would’ve killed me.”

      “Could you tell us who that unnamed male is?”

      “Objection.”

      “Sustained. Mrs. Pierce, you know we’re not here to talk about the other possible culprits, we’re only here to discuss what happened to Mr. Mulls. Let’s make sure we don’t cross contaminate cases.”

      She nods and looks back toward my screen. “What did Peter do in this empire?”

      “Peter was one of Fitzroy’s Uncles.” I make sure to slide the name in.

      “Who is Fitzroy?”

      I point to the screen on my end that shows the pixelized face on the screen. “The man who killed my parents and slit those throats.”

      “Objection!”

      The judge brings his gavel down. “Ms. Beck, we have afforded you an opportunity today, and I suspect you have more opportunities coming up soon to speak about other offenses, but for now, if you wish to remain a witness in this case you will only reply with the questions that are asked.”

      “Fitzroy was my rapist as well as Peter.”

      “Objection! This is about Peter Mulls, not anyone else.”

      “The witness simply answered the question I asked about who Fitzroy was.” The prosecutor looks toward the camera and smiles.

      I am not the only witness for Peter’s case. The others will give their testimonies today, too, but none of us will be able to watch as they happen. As witnesses we’re supposed to be alone in the room.

      I prepare myself for the next questions as the defense attorney and prosecutor argue with the judge. I may not have been in this kind of situation before, but I will do everything I can to make sure that everyone knows what Peter was. And when the next cases start, I’ll be a witness for every single one of those cases, too.
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      When I step out of the room I take a deep breath. I was able to start the road to justice for my parents. Peter’s role in their deaths has been stated on record and at Fitzroy and Collin’s trials I’ll get to say even more. Their trials are farther off, but this is a good start.

      Shwetz comes over. Her phone in her hand, mouth agape.

      I’ve never seen her look like this before. “What happened?”

      Shwetz stares down at her phone for a minute before she responds. “Sempers was killed today in jail. They’re saying it was suicide, but I don’t believe it.” She shakes her head. “Fitzroy is the one who found his body. They were in the same cell. No one fucking listens to me!” She yells the last part, frustrated that the two were together.

      My body sways, Shwetz catches me. “Chair!” she yells out. Feet come running and before I know it I’m sitting down. Shwetz is offering me a drink of water. My eyes blink but nothing really registers. “If he was killed in jail, then, how will all those people get justice? Will they allow another case like Peter’s?”

      Shwetz moves her head in a slow no. “I, I don’t know Alyx, this was kind of a once in a lifetime thing.”

      I close my eyes and a smile pops on my face. “I don’t know, maybe it’s not so bad that he’s dead. At least he’s gone. And who knows… maybe they’ll figure out that Fitzroy was responsible and then that’s one more nail in his inevitable coffin.”

      Shwetz nods and pulls her phone from her pocket and dials. She walks around in a small circle while she waits for an answer. “Put Fitzroy in solitary until one of our units can search the room. We want to make sure that this was a suicide and not a murder. Don’t let him shower until we get there. If he’s got any of Sempers DNA on him…” she pauses while the other person says something, “then at least we’ll have some DNA. Yes. Hold him. I’ll send my team over now.”

      Shwetz smiles at me while she makes another call to alert her team—the one that’s not here—to go to the prison.

      Shwetz has been nothing but wonderful during all of this. She hangs up her phone.

      “Why, why do you care so much?” My brow creases as I stare at her.

      “I have skin in the game Alyx. My little sister was kidnapped when I was ten. She was three, she didn’t survive.” Shwetz swallows. “I made a promise that I would find out who did it. And after I joined the FBI it was the first thing I did. I solved my sister’s case and found out that the case was bigger than anyone could’ve imagined. There were four other girls the guy had taken, but he’d sold them. My sister he’d taken for himself, but it brought the trade to my radar. I’ve been hunting the monsters ever since.”

      “You’re a great monster hunter.”

      “Let’s go.” She motions her head for me to come with her.

      I follow Shwetz back to the waiting room. “I hope you let me hunt the monsters with you one day soon.”

      “If you keep finding them in random places like diners, there’s no doubt in my mind that you will one day.” Shwetz opens the door and we both step in.

      Trent’s eyes are wide, but he stares at Corwin. “You can’t be serious?”

      “Did you guys find out about Sempers?” I go over to my brother and pat his back.

      “Sempers?” Trent’s brow scrunches. “No, it’s Corwin. He… he…”

      “I found some information.” Corwin shakes his phone at me.

      Trent nods. “Look sis, look.”

      “What am I looking at?” There’re numbers on the phone and some sort of jargon I don’t understand.

      “It appears that you were wrong about Florida suing your parents’ estate, Alyx.”

      “What?”

      “When you told me that they had wills but that their children didn’t end up with anything it really set off alarm bells in my head, so I did a little digging.”

      “A little!?” Trent’s arms go in the air, and he turns in a circle. “Alyx, he did more than a little. He hired an attorney, and found a judge, and all sorts of stuff!”

      I shake my head. “You what?”

      “I did hire an attorney but that’s after I hired a private investigator to look into things. The investigator found out that your parents did have a will, and they left everything to you and Trent. They even paid for you both to have insurance for the rest of your lives. However, at some point after their deaths, forms were filed transferring all the power to Peter Mulls.”

      I gasp.

      “Your and Trent’s signatures were falsified, and Peter took everything.”

      “That’s how he paid for his upgrade to Uncle isn’t it?” My stomach spins… can a stomach get dizzy? I put my hand to my mouth.

      “That’s not the end!” Trent smiles at me. “Tell her the last part,” he says to Corwin.

      Corwin laughs. “I hired an attorney. The attorney presented the findings to a judge and well, everything that was Peter’s is now yours and Trent’s. Everything. Peter didn’t have any living family or relatives, and the judge decided since you’re both the ones he wronged, that he would give it all to you.”

      Peter lied, had been lying to us the entire time. He wanted to push me further into the business. “Trent, when it’s your turn on the stand you tell them all of this if you can remember it.”

      “I will!” He nods. “Did it go okay for you?”

      “Yeah. I think. I got to say what I wanted, and I think that’s what counts. I was able to tell them about what I witnessed on the monitors at Fitzroy’s mansion. I told them about Peter’s part in mom and dad dying. I also got to tell them that that’s where Peter’s computers are. So, the judge ordered for those computers to be recovered and gone over for this case. They have six days, but today’s session will go on as planned.”

      I look around the room. Felix is nowhere in sight. Shwetz notices me looking around. “He’s already in his room.”

      “Well, what do you think you’ll do?” Corwin asks me.

      “Do?”

      “With all this money?” He turns the phone to me again. I count the digits. There are ten digits on the screen. “Alyx, you’re officially a billionaire.”

      My stomach ties itself in knots. “I don’t want anything but what was mom and dad’s.”

      “Half that’s mine!” Trent laughs with an uncomfortable smile, but then he looks to me. “I know what we’re going to do with the rest of the money though.”

      “You do?” I shake my head as thoughts fly around, but ideas not for myself, for others.

      “A safe place.” We say it together.

      “Yes. A place for people to go when they’ve gone through things like this.” Trent bobs his head.

      “Shwetz, do you think we can make that happen?”

      “We’ll certainly try. With that much money we could create a whole damn town.” She laughs but the thought strikes me.

      “Can we? Can we really make an entire town? We could have schools, and job training, and therapy, and so much!”

      Shwetz laughs but Trent wraps his arms around me. “We can do whatever we want sis. But we also have to help those foster kids that Peter…” he grounds his teeth, “wronged.”

      “Yes, we’ll help them, too.”
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      Hot chocolate steams from the mug in my hands. Felix sits next to me as the girls grab presents from under the tree and hand them out around the room. Trent shakes the one Rain handed him and his eyes get big. “Legos are the best!”

      “Shh, you have to wait till you open it, don’t shake it, it ruins the surprise!” Rain laughs and hands a wrapped present to Felix next.

      “Hey Tonda, grab that one for Gwen.” He points to a package wrapped in pink paper while calling Rain and me by our aliases.

      Rain does as she’s asked and gives me the gift. It’s heavier than I thought it would be from the size. ‘To Gwen, From Luc’ is written across the front.

      I look up at Felix. “It’s a book isn’t it?”

      He laughs. “You’re going to love it, I swear.”

      “It’s time!” Everleigh calls as she plops down in the center of the living room next to Rain. “Everyone has a present now we get to…” she hangs onto the word as she looks at Rain.

      “Go!” they both yell together and rip into their gifts, paper flying everywhere.

      Trent, Corwin, Becca, and Felix laugh at the girls while I cover my mug to keep paper from getting in it. No need to ruin a perfectly good cup of cocoa.

      I watch as everyone opens their presents. It’s not a lot; we spent the most on the girls. They’ve never really had toys of their own. They still share a room because they can’t stand being apart. Where they were raised on The Island, they all shared beds—it’s hard for them to change that with everything else that’s changing. We decided—along with their doctors—that maybe keeping a shared bedroom would be okay for now.

      Felix scoots closer to me holding his new book in his hands.

      “the things i never got to tell you? Fe… Luc, do you read poetry?” I wink at him.

      “I love poetry. Are you going to open yours?” He bumps my shoulder with his.

      I set my cocoa on the table and pull the tabs on the ends of the giftwrap to make sure I don’t damage whatever’s inside. I laugh as the red cover with the whirly lined wolf with arrows in it stares back at me. “This is the book isn’t it. It’s thicker than I thought it would be.”

      Felix’s brow waggles. “You’re going to love it, I swear! Now, there are some content warnings that I need to give you, but listen,” he makes sure I’m looking him in the eyes, “it’s all fake. None of the things that happen in the book are real, but…” he purses his lips, “I dunno, maybe you shouldn’t read it now that I think about it.”

      “Please, Luc, I think I can handle a little smut.”

      Felix laughs and then rocks back while laughing harder. “Yeah, I guess you can.”

      Corwin and Becca are thrilled with the canvases that the girls painted for them, and when Corwin opens his present from Trent he can’t stop the tears. Not from crying, but from laughing. It’s a customized Princess doll, it’s got Corwin’s face, but the rest is all Princess down to the pink frilly dress and matching high heels.

      Corwin plays the role of dad to all of us. He gets on the girls when they get a little too loud, but in the sweetest way. He starts talking in near whispers to grab their attention and it works every single time, then he asks them to be a bit quieter, and they do. He makes frequent trips to the kitchen preparing us the Christmas dinner that he refuses to have help with. He’s so good with Trent. Corwin never tires of talking about video games and plays the games with Trent anytime he asks.

      Becca gets quiet every now and then. While life is moving around her, she sits in that quiet. I often sit next to her. I don’t touch her, or talk to her, I know she needs to just be, but I’m close, just in case. Corwin told me she’d had some pretty serious breakdowns when she first came back to him. It makes me ache for her, but it also makes me try harder not to have breakdowns, because I don’t think she needs to see that.

      It’s why I work at the diner. Something to occupy my mind so that I don’t focus on things that have happened to her, or to me.

      Today however, Becca is laughing and playing with the girls. “Hey Tony, you want some help with that Lego set?” She clears off the coffee table and they set to working on it while the girls play with their new pony sets.

      Felix takes my hand. “I have another gift for you.”

      I hand him my book while I grab my mug of hot chocolate. “I’ll only come if I can bring my cocoa.”

      Felix smiles at me. “That’s a great thing to bring, but you’ll have to put on your boots, too, your next gift is outside.”

      I raise a brow. “Why is it outside?”

      “Come on, you’ll see.”

      Trent waggles his brow at me and smiles before looking back over to Becca and working on his new superhero set. Corwin is coming back in from the kitchen with a trash bag. “Let’s pick up some of this paper girls. Whoever picks up the most gets a cookie!”

      The girls giggle and start helping, but I know they’ll both end up with cookies.

      “Can we take the agents their presents when we’re done?” Rain asks Corwin.

      “Of course, they’re going to stay for dinner, too.” He winks at her.

      Everleigh and Rain cheer again. I can’t help but smile as I look at them. Despite everything, they’re both… happy.

      After coats and boots are donned by Felix and I, he escorts me out the back door. “Why are we going to your shed?” I take a sip of my cocoa then cover the top with my hand as the wind blows snow all around us.

      Felix smacks the book into his hand and the sound echoes around the snowy landscape. “You’ll see.”

      The snow crunches under our feet as we walk the thirty feet to the shed Felix uses to do whatever it is that he does with his alone time. Snow blows around as we go. “Geez, it’s windy today.”

      “Almost there,” Felix laughs. He opens the door, and we step inside.

      “Oh, god! It’s so hot in here,” I strip out of my coat and blow out a breath like it’ll expel the heat from the room.

      “Sorry, sorry!” Felix runs past me and opens the window in the back room at the far end of the shed then comes back into the room we’re in and waves the door open and closed a few times trying to cool the room down. “I forgot to turn the heat back down this morning. I wanted it to be nice and warm.” He laughs and resets the thermostat.

      “Well, it is that.” I pull my boots off and set them on the boot tray by the door. I can’t help but look around the room for my present. “Where is it?”

      Felix smiles and closes the door. “Close your eyes.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Come on, it’s only a minute. Not even that long.”

      “Fine,” I huff but comply with a smile on my face. Felix takes my hands and guides me toward the back of the shed.

      “Okay, open.”

      I do as I’m bid. “Luc, the room looks so different.” Shwetz told us to only use our fake names since the trial, she doesn’t want anyone to get wind of us—any way at all.

      The room that used to be a sleeping place for Felix when he needed some alone time has been transformed into something else entirely.

      “What do you think? Do you like it?”

      “This… this is for me?” I look around. There’s a tree going up one wall with fairy lights hanging from the branches that stretch out around the room. Another branch holds a swing with a round puffy seat. “It looks like a forest come to life.” There are two bookshelves filled with books and knickknacks here and there. A gnome stands by the base of the tree with a watchful eye.

      “It’s for you, and me if that’s okay.”

      “Okay?” I smile at him. “It’s more than okay, it’s stunning and of course it’s for you, it’s in your get away shed!” I laugh and pat his chest as I pass him going for the swing.

      I set my cocoa on a table close by and then lay in the seat and swing. “What made you do this?”

      Felix sets the book on my stomach. “I wanted a comfortable place for you to read.”

      “You really want me to read this book that badly?” I flip the book open. “Fine, I’ll start right now.”

      “You should because I’m already on book five.” He pulls a book from the shelf and comes over to the swing and flops down next to me.

      “We can read together then?”

      “If you insist.” He opens his book; a smile creeping across his face as he does.

      My smile matches his as I read the opening pages of the book. He’s not wrong, it is pretty good. We lay there next to each other and read while the cozy round swing sways. It’s more relaxing than I ever could have guessed it to be. Reading… who knew?

      Maybe it’s the book, or maybe it’s Felix being next to me and there’s no one ruling over us or telling us how to be.

      Wind blows in through the window fast bringing cold and snow in with it. We both drop our books and jump up. I laugh as Felix shakes snow from his hair. My scalp is dripping wet as the snow melts in mine. I shake my head and snow falls to the ground.

      “Well, I guess we’re not too warm anymore.” Felix closes the window while cracking up.

      “No, I guess not.” I shake my head again and more snow falls to the ground.

      Felix grabs a rolled-up blanket from a bench and comes over to me. He opens it up and wipes it through my hair. My heart beats a bit faster as I smell him. No cologne, nothing but him. His scent is sweet, like he is. Felix’s hand comes up to my face, he wipes his thumb over my eyelashes. His hands have hundreds of tiny scars on them now. They’re rough but I don’t mind.

      “Sorry, you had some snowflakes on your…”

      I cut him off and kiss him. His lips meet mine with the same ferocity. His hand goes around my neck pulling me in closer. My hands go around his back, as our tongues intertwine. I gasp and pull away.

      “…lashes,” he says then coughs. “The snowflakes were in your lashes.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know...” Felix cuts me off with a finger to my lips.

      “You never have to apologize to me. Not ever. You never have to explain your desires or make excuses for them. I am here for you, and honestly, I know it’s a lot to lay on you, but I’m never leaving your side Gwen. I can’t. It’s not in me to ever leave you.”

      Tears well up in my eyes.

      “I’ve watched you from the sidelines for far too long to know that you’re not anything other than completely perfect; even your imperfections are flawless.”

      “You watched me?”

      He nods. “It’s hard for me to take my eyes off you.”

      “I watched you, too.”

      Felix smiles. “Yeah, I know.” He brushes his hand against my cheek. “I’m ready to wait an eternity if that’s what it takes. I’m here for whatever you need. I wasn’t… I didn’t… I didn’t go through what you went through, but I know what it is, and please don’t ever think that I’d ever…”

      My mouth is on his again. His arms wrap around me as his hands move up and down my sides trailing fire in their wake. The sensation has warmth spreading through my entire body. It’s new and fierce and takes my breath away as his lips devour mine.

      I gasp and his lips leave mine, but they travel along my jaw. Sweet kisses, nothing rough about them. Nothing greedy. No teeth, no bite marks, just kisses.

      And they’re divine.

      He pulls back. “Is this, okay?”

      I nod.

      “I’m going to need to hear it from you.” He taps a finger to my lips.

      I smirk. “It’s okay.”

      “Al… Gwen, I… I love you. I think I’ve loved you for a long time, but I didn’t know that’s what it was. I thought I was your guard and that I was protecting you, and I wasn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t protect you like you needed. I failed you and I can’t say I’m sorry enough.” Tears well in Felix’s eyes.

      I take his face in my hands and wipe my thumbs over his eyelids taking the tears away from him. “You never have to apologize. None of it was your fault. I don’t hold any of that against you. If anything, you helped me more than anyone else ever did.”

      I pull my shirt over my head and lean into him. “I didn’t need you to protect me, but I think I do need you to love me.”

      He nuzzles into my neck while his arms pull me close. I pull his lips to meet mine. Our kisses are fierce as we wipe everything else away. With each piece of clothing that falls to the ground so goes a bad experience. This choice… my choice… is here and I won’t ever forget a moment of it.

      His fingers trail over my bare skin. He places kisses in every spot that anyone has ever harmed me. Over every spot that was ever bruised, over every scar that I still have. I pull us over to the swing and kiss him. “I need you,” the words escape me as his kisses trail down my neck.

      “You can’t know how long I’ve ached to hear those words,” he says between kisses.

      Our bodies combine and there’s nothing, nothing like it. I have no comparison; this is a bliss that I’ve never experienced before. The way his breath is hot against my ear, the way my fingers trail down his back. The way his lips meet mine over and over. How his eyes bore into mine and see me for who I am, not who he wants me to be.

      It’s been a hundred days since anyone has used my body, since I’ve been able to even think about it, but as I feel his heat against mine I know I won’t be able to go a day without him touching me ever again.
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      Dinner is divine as we all dig in. Trent sits at the head of the table, Corwin at the foot, both trying to decide who needs to truly hold the title of Duchess for the next year. They got rid of the Princess title after we left that last place, but Duchess still fits the bill. The girls are laughing and plopping food on their plates as if they’ve never eaten a day in their lives.

      The agents who join us, Matt and Jake, are happy to have dinner with us. Neither has a family of their own yet—at least that’s what they tell us, but there’s always an indention of Matt’s ring every Monday when he shows up. It’s gone by Friday when he leaves, so he must only wear it on the weekends. I don’t say anything though, it proves to me how dangerous his job is, and I will do as much as I can to keep him safe. Like he does to keep us safe.

      The girls chatter with the agents telling them about their new dolls and they both seem enraptured by the tales of what pink pony did to blue pony. Apparently, pink pony, told blue pony she couldn’t play with her new purse and blue pony got her feelings hurt until she realized that she got a purse, too.

      Becca sits close to Trent, and I can’t help but smile as she fiddles with the necklace that Trent got her. If I’m right, and let’s face it, I usually am about things like this, those two will be inseparable by the end of the week.

      Jake’s phone rings and he excuses himself from the table while he answers. Felix and I share a glance hoping there’s nothing wrong, but as Felix’s hand goes to my leg I know he’s as worried as I am.

      I think over a hundred scenarios in the blink of an eye. They’ve found out where we all were, and the girls will have to leave everything behind so we can be moved again. Someone got caught using one of our real names and now not only do we have to pack up and leave but we have to find new names and new hairstyles, too. Someone from the hierarchy has gotten out of prison and is on their way to find us.

      Jake comes back over to the table, with a smile on his face. His brow goes high as he looks between Felix and me. “You guys, okay?”

      I look at Felix his face is ghost white and I imagine mine is, too. “Are we?” I ask Jake.

      He laughs. “Oh, yeah, sorry. That was Shwetz, do we have room for more at the table?” Jake looks to Corwin.

      “Always!” Corwin jumps up and goes into the kitchen. Plates and utensils rattle around, and he comes back in setting new spots at the table. We all scoot closer to make more room. Trent grabs extra chairs from the hall closet.

      There’s a knock at the door. Matt gets up to answer it.

      “I guess Shwetz and Payton are coming, too.” I look over at Felix. He sighs and lets out a long breath. I rub his back. “Yeah, me, too.”

      The door opens and closes, shoes scuffle, voices murmur, “Where do we put our boots?”

      I’m up from the table before Felix has a chance to grab me and I’m running.

      “Phallon!” My eyes sting with tears as my arms wrap around her.

      “Hey… Gwen was it?” she laughs as she hugs me.

      “We thought you’d like one more present before Christmas was over and let me tell you it took a lot to find this one, but we found Holly,” Shwetz emphasizes Phallon’s new name directly to me, “along with two-hundred-seven others.”

      I can’t hold back more tears. I shake as I cry, as I hug Phallon. I didn’t realize how much this weighed on me. But as Phallon is here, it feels like everything is right where it should be.
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      USER: JUSTABOY58- Hi!

      

      USER: Tammy042513- Hey’o [image: smiling face with smiling eyes]

      

      USER: JUSTABOY58- Did it work?

      

      USER: Tammy042513- Yes, I’m home sick today. *cough, cough* lol

      

      USER: JUSTABOY58- Do you think she bought it though?

      

      USER: Tammy042513- Yeah, I made sure to turn off her alarm so she was in a hurry when she left, just like you told me to. She didn’t even double check the thermometer.

      

      USER: JUSTABOY58- Good Job. So do you want to do it then?

      

      USER: Tammy042513- Video chat?

      

      USER: JUSTABOY58- Yeah, how bout it?

      

      USER: Tammy042513- Okay, but you click first, I don’t wanna.

      

      USER: JUSTABOY58- Here goes.

      

      The video call rings in USER: JUSTABOY58. I play with my hair as I click to answer the video call on my computer.

      “Why hello, young lady.” He stares at the screen assessing me. He doesn’t know that I’m wearing binding to hold my boobs back, and that I’m taller than I look onscreen. “It’s nice to finally talk over video. My fingers have a hard time keeping up with your fast typing.” He smiles. “How are you today?”

      “I’m fine,” I twirl my finger in my hair and pop my bubble gum. “Are you sure I won’t get in any trouble?”

      “Well, you said your mom was out today and that you stayed home sick. I don’t see how you could get in any trouble.” He slides closer to the computer. “If you wanted to make for real sure I could come pick you up then mommy wouldn’t even know you used her computer.”

      “She’s really smart she’d know. I think.” I shake my head. “If she finds out she’ll ground me again and I don’t want that.”

      “Well, I’m really smart, too. I do a lot of work with computers. How about this? I can come over, I’ll work on your mom’s computer so she doesn’t know anyone used it, and then we can go to the park and get milkshakes how we talked about yesterday.”

      I twist my head to the side and scratch behind my ear. Trying my best to pull off ‘mature 12-year-old.’ “I mean, I guess we could do that. Can I get a strawberry milkshake, my mom never lets me get strawberry.”

      “You can have any flavor you want.”

      I type the address of the house into the message box on the video chat screen. “Mom doesn’t get home until 5:30, so as long as I’m home before then, we won’t get caught.” I smile.

      “I’ll make sure you’re back in time. See you in thirty minutes. Make sure you look nice; we’ll go to the nice park.” He waves and blows a kiss.

      I smile and wave back while closing the computer. I pick up the walkie and turn it on. “Hey, we’ve got one in route. Thirty minutes”

      Shwetz is quick as she picks up. “I’ll send an undercover unit to the south. Is everyone good in the garage?”

      The garage team picks up. “Ready and waiting. Let’s get this scum bag.”

      “Gwen, you ready to open the door?” Shwetz says.

      “I’ll be ready.” I make sure the way into the house is clear and that there’s nothing that will set him off when he comes inside. He has to come inside—intent—so I set the pink barbie purse and matching jacket on the sofa that can be seen from the door. If he doesn’t come inside, we can only get him on possible intent. However, as soon as he’s through the door, he’s ours.

      If he fixes the computer to remove our conversations (which have actually been stored on another system, but he won’t know that) and he deletes everything, we know he’ll spend significant time in prison.

      When he first started communicating with the girl he knows as Tammy, he had her open up a command prompt on her computer and change her IP to a bouncing IP, he thought that would save him from getting caught.

      He was wrong.

      I stand by the front door again and scan the area. Everything is clear, there’s photoshopped photos of me through the years scattered around the walls in the entryway. The rest of the house is open. If he thinks he’s truly clever he’ll ask to see my pet bunny, the one he thinks I keep in my bedroom. That’ll let me know if he’s a kidnapper, or a one timer who only wants one thing before he takes it and leaves me behind.

      If he only wants one thing, he’ll try to gain access to my bedroom where he can rape me. If he doesn’t ask about the bunny, it means he wants to kidnap me.

      It’s all about the intent with these guys.

      The minutes tick by while I check myself over in the mirror. My face still has the scars from where Sempers ripped the pins from my eyes. I didn’t want them to fix the scars at the hospital that first night. I need these scars to remind me not that I survived but what I survived.

      Like the scars on my feet, and the etchings on the bones in my left shoulder. Dave literally etched his name into the upper part of my humerus. It wasn’t hard to convince a jury of his guilt after that. Each of Dave’s victims that were living still had etchings if they didn’t have them shaved down after the trials. Kodi kept her marks, too. She was happy to see I was still alive.

      I was happy to know that she and her boyfriend were, too.

      A car pulls into the driveway, and I click the radio button twice to call for radio silence. No one responds, which is good because they’re not supposed to.

      There’s a rap at the door. I open the entry door and push the screen door out towards him. “Hi!” he says as his voice goes up. “It’s so good to see you, Tammy. Are you ready to go?” He looks over his shoulder before he looks back to me.

      “Yea, I gotta grab my jacket. You wanna come in? My mom’s computer is on the counter if you want to do that thingy you said.”

      “Sure, I’ll come in.” He steps inside.

      I point to the computer.

      “This will take a minute.” He opens the laptop and in minutes our conversations are erased, and his trail is clear, or so he thinks. “It’d be cool to visit your bunny rabbit before we leave.”

      Thanks, now I know you’re here to rape me. That’s great, but to change things up on him... “Okay, I had to move him to the garage because his cage needs to be cleaned, it was making my room smell.” I scrunch my nose as I grab my purse and jacket from the sofa. “It’s this way.” I point down the hall. If I take him to a different room than he had in his fantasies, it’ll throw him off his game and make it easier to arrest him.

      He walks beside me. “You smell nice.”

      “I looove Apple shampoo!” I gush like a pre-teen. “It’s the best smell ever!” I try the handle, but it doesn’t budge. “Can you unlock the lock? I can never pull it hard enough.”

      “Sure thing.” He reaches around me sniffing my hair again as he does and opens the door.

      “On your knees!” comes from the garage.

      “Don’t even think about it!” comes from behind us as he turns to run.

      A wave of Sulphur hits my nose as I back away. “Gloves, the guy shit himself.” Eliot says as he secures the guy’s wrists with zip-ties.

      “Thank you Agent Payton,” Shwetz says as she comes up with a box of gloves.

      “Can you take him out through the garage, so that no shit gets on the carpet?” I hold my nose.

      Eliot laughs. “Let’s get him outta here boys.” Agent Eliot Payton starts reading him his rights while they lead him to the squad car that is pulling up. The man screams about his innocence the entire way.

      “We’ve got this down to a science wouldn’t you say?” Shwetz smiles at me.

      “Yeah. I hate that there’s still so many out there.”

      “One by one, we’ll get them. Don’t worry. Because of you and Luc there are so many people free. It’ll take time, but we’ll get there..”

      “So many that we know of. What about the ones in chains, in places no one knows about?”

      “What did I tell you last time?” She raises a brow but smiles.

      “Aelita,” I use her first name and return her brow raise. “I know you’ve called the other countries. We still have prisoners in jails here, but still. How will I ever know all the victims are safe?”

      “Gwen, you can’t protect everyone, but you’ve made a good start on it for sure.”

      I nod and go back to the kitchen. I put on a pair of gloves and bag the laptop the asshole erased. I write the case number on the outside of the bag and hand it to Shwetz. “Teamwork.”

      Shwetz smiles. “We’ll get them all, we won’t stop until we do.”

      I grab another laptop from the cabinet and set up the next chat. We work as fast as we can but since we never know how far the guys are driving from sometimes our days are long, others, like today, the guys are arrested in minutes and we’re good to go.

      It’s rare to arrest a lady, but it happens.

      However, now that I’ve been brought on, we’ve also set up a safe zone. Using the money that was in Peter’s coffers. It’s set up like a small town. It’s in a beyond secret location. There are no cell towers, there is no wi-fi—purely to protect the inhabitants of the town. We do have satellite phones if people need to make calls, but the inhabitants also don’t know where the town is—again for safety. They can, however, leave whenever they want. Though coming and going always requires planes.

      The town is for trafficking victims, and other types of assault victims. It’s also for abused foster kids who need a place. It is a safe place where they can live, they can learn different jobs. They can learn a way that is not… what they’re used to. There is also therapy.

      Some of that therapy takes place by having people make grave markers of the friends they’ve lost along the way. The ones who didn’t make it out. The first names were Rachel, Sasha, Ana, Ruby, and Deidra. Shwetz added her sister’s name, as well as the agents who’ve lost their lives saving others.

      It’s a special place, a place that has been needed for so long. There’s also a department set up there to help victims who were kidnapped to find their families. Those families have background checks run on them before contact is made. We will not save the victims from one situation and throw them into another.

      Everything is still being built up, but there are already three hundred people in that town and more arrive as we take down more people in charge and find more victims that need help. I take my job seriously and do my best to pay close attention.

      Fridays through Mondays are long, and filled with bad guys, but Tuesdays through Thursdays… I’m a waitress at a tiny little diner.

      In the middle of nearly nowhere. We have internet where we are though—which makes Tony happy.

      Tony and Pepper are celebrating their one-year anniversary later this month. Her dad is taking them and the girls on a vacation; all with their aliases of course. Though they won’t visit some place that’s a tourist attraction; too dangerous. They’ll visit a small town in the mountains and have a week away from everything here.

      Holly is off with another agent; they’re currently in Nigeria searching for one of her children that are thought to still be alive. I hope every day for good news from them, but if Holly’s spirit says anything, it’s that she never gives up hope.

      But with everyone gone, Luc and I will be alone for an entire week. I plan on taking off work that week, too.

      I couldn’t be happier about waiting tables and catching bad buys, but some time alone will be great. Luc works at the diner, too, bussing tables. He gets irritated when guys flirt with me and he’s been known to get rough with men who don’t take no for an answer. He can be an asshole when he needs to be, but at least he’s my asshole. He understands me like no one else can, he protects me, and I protect him.

      We take our breaks together and on our breaks,

      I eat whatever I want.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BONUS EPILOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHAT COMES NEXT

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s a blind girl who walks around our small town. Her cane helps assure her footing as she makes her way through the snow.

      I watch her some days. I never approach her. I won’t even talk if she’s within hearing distance. I won’t because I know who she is, and I don’t want to trigger her in any way.

       After all, I’m the one who took her eyes.

      I haven’t forgotten the sound of her screams; they wake me in the middle of the night. Felix is always there to remind me that had I known she wasn’t dead I would have saved her; not taken her eyes.

      Sometimes it helps, sometimes it doesn’t, but it reminds me that if I remember her sounds, she surely remembers mine.

      She’ll be at the upcoming trial for the now dead Sempers’s brother, Dave. My attorney has warned me that the defense is going to obliterate my testimony when they cross examine her. They’re going to go after my character. Let her tell the jury all about me while she’s telling them all about Dave, too.

      Show the jury what I am capable of.

      That I am no better than Dave, so why am I not on trial as well? They may even try to use the video of me branding all those people at the Queen’s Feast. I’ve also been warned that there is video of me removing her eyes. Depending on the judge it may or may not be allowed into the trial, as this is Dave’s trial, not mine.

      Anything to discount my testimony.

      I try to think of how many judges I’ve met over the years and wonder if one of them will be on the case, and what they’ll do when they see me. Will they remember me, or will I be another faceless number in a long line?

      The prosecution has to pull her as a witness; it would be odd if they didn’t. Kodi and her boyfriend and the others who survived will be there, too. Apparently, Sempers and Dave had a holding floor that had twelve others waiting to go into the maze. It took the FBI hours to stop the automatic process that would’ve killed them and two days to find a way in.

      Dave had built a process that would kill everyone in the building if he or Sempers didn’t press a particular button every day, and that button changed on a pattern that only he and Sempers knew.

      Dave really had been the brains behind most of the mazes apparently.

      Makes me wonder if he had always watched me when I visited Sempers. It would explain our first meeting and Dave’s obsession with me.

      Even if my testimony is sparkling, the defense is going to tear me apart. Or they’re going to try. Luckily I read people so well that most of the moves they’ll make I’ll see coming.

      I know the reasons I did those horrible things.

      I did them to survive, and I never would have done any of those things had I not been forced to.

      I’m a good person, who was caught in an impossible web.

      Or so I tell myself on the bad days.

      I’m out of that web for the most part. I circle the outside of it, trying to find ways to eradicate it and annihilate every spider that keeps trapping people there. I’m like pest control for the wicked now that I’m out, and I can’t wait to be done with them all.

      With Felix by my side and Trent, Corwin, Becca, Phallon, and the girls in my corner, I know I can do anything—well, some days I know, other days I turn to them to let them remind me.

      Though, out loud I can’t use their real names, I need to change their real names in my mind, erase what was, because if I ever slip up, it could mean all their deaths; mine, too.

      We’re having a small family dinner tonight before Corwin and Becca go away for a bit. I’m not sure where they’re going, no one’s told me yet, but I know they’ll be safe. Aelita Shwetz will make sure of that. They won’t go anywhere without their security team.

      I’m grabbing raspberry pie from the bakery before I head home. I might need to grab some of their fresh bread, too. If Trent were here, he’d be asking for some apple danish. But for now, the raspberry pie will have to do. The fresh scent of the fruit and the buttery crust has my mouth watering.

      Matt orders some treats to take when he leaves tonight, too. He flies out every Friday night to go back to his real life. To his wife he hasn’t said a single word about. Jake stays with me though—he’s outside on his phone. Shwetz called as we were heading inside for our goodies.

      Even in the town we created we aren’t 100% safe, and we won’t be until every spider is dead. ‘There are so many here that could decide they want to go back to that life,’ Shwetz said to me when I told her we were safe. ‘Your guards will stay until we know you’re safe, or you order us away.’

      Aelita knew I wouldn’t order them away. Trent’s safety means too much. Felix’s safety, the girls. Everyone I care about. No, I won’t order them away; not ever.

      “Guys, we need to wrap it up,” Jake comes inside. He shows Matt a text on his phone. He doesn’t bother showing it to me. “Come on, Gwen. Matt will be right behind us.”

      I don’t hesitate as Jake’s arm goes protectively behind me. I walk out of the bakery with the warm pie and Jake puts me in the back of the car.

      We take the ten-mile drive away from town. It’s not safe for us to live in town. Even though we’re in the middle of no-fucking-where—if anyone ever found the place, they want us tucked safely away so we have enough time to escape. I am the key to bringing so many people down that apparently my safety is top priority.

      Which is why I have two guards while everyone else has only one.

      The drive is wooded and a mountain looms in the distance. Its top can be spotted above the trees. It’s truly a beautiful place. I can’t help but worry that we won’t be staying here for much longer.

      “What’s going on Jake?” I stare out the window waiting for him to respond.

      “I was going to wait until you were all together, but I also don’t want to stress you out.” He taps his thumbs on the steering wheel then takes the hidden turn off the road. Not hidden the way that Fitzroy’s drive was, but hidden in the sense that it doesn’t look like a road that goes anywhere. It appears to be a parking stop off the side of the road. However, if you drive with care, there’s space between the rocks to get through. The house is a further two miles up the drive. Cameras and motion sensors are everywhere. There’s no doubt that the team at the house already knows we’re close.

      “We’ve found King Leo, or should I say he found Matt and then followed him to the private airport we use. He paid a worker who told him how many planes left each week for an undisclosed location. It isn’t much, but it’s enough. He doesn’t know where we are, but he could find out since he knows about the planes now. We’re unsure if he has any kind of access to track the planes but we aren’t taking any chances.”

      “What will everyone in town do?” I’m worried that all the people we’ve just saved will have to be moved again. “Will we need to move them to the B-site?” We made two towns, but no one knows that apart from Jake, Aelita, and me. Not even Felix or Trent knows about it. The interest we’re earning—on the money we have from Peter—paid for most everything for the B-site. I’m glad Corwin is so good with finances, and happy to leave everything in his hands. I wouldn’t even know what to do with it all.

      “We’re taking precautions, but so far, it only seems that Leo found out about the planes and nothing else.”

      I nod while I bite my lip. I’ll need to talk to Aelita; and soon.

      We pull up to the chalet and Jake gets out of the car first. I know better than to open my door when he’s on high alert. He’s going to check the area before he lets me out from the safety of the car with bulletproof glass.

      He circles the car and my energy drains. How close to danger are we here? Is there something he isn’t telling me?

      Felix comes down the stairs and over to the car as Jake opens the door for me. Felix wraps his arms around me as I exit and swoops me up. I bury my face in his shoulder as he carries me inside. We’ll worry about the pie later.

      “Aelita is on her way. She’ll probably beat Matt here. I’m going to get started on new documents for everyone.” Jake holds the door open for us.

      I don’t need further explanation. We’ve had fake IDs created for each of our new identities several times now. Jake has an office that has everything he needs to make sure we stay safe. That includes the ability to create new identities for each of us many times over. Passports, driver’s licenses, birth certificates, anything we need. Jake will have it done in minutes.

      “Did he tell you what’s going on?” Felix sets me down in the foyer and wipes my hair away from my eyes. “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t know why I’ve been doing this lately. I’m like devolving or something. I get so…”

      “Love, you saw her again didn’t you?” Felix’s gaze bores into mine.

      I nod and take a deep breath.

      “You didn’t know. You need to forgive yourself for that. You did not know. Every time you see her though, you come apart. I wish you would stop going into town.” He’s not being harsh—his arms wrapping around me prove it, but I can’t speak a response yet. I don’t want to fall apart.

      “In here guys,” Trent calls from the other room.

      Felix pulls away and wipes the stray tear from my cheek. “Let’s go find out whose ass we get to kick this time.” He winks at me.

      I offer a tentative smile. Felix’s comforting hand against my back lets me know he’s aware the smile is false.

      Walking into the living room everyone is already there, apart from the girls—who must be upstairs with their agents keeping watch over them. Trent is sitting between Becca and Phallon, on the large wraparound sofa. Corwin is pacing by the windows that look out over the backyard. The view of the mountains is phenomenal. Though there’s no time for viewing it right now.

      I take another deep breath and ready myself for business. I’m okay, I’ve got this. I’m stronger than I give myself credit for. Look what you’ve survived Alyx, just look at where you are. You’ve got this, you’ve got this.

      Becca stands and I give her my full attention.

      “We’re leaving.” She stares at me while the words sink in.

      “What do you mean, you’re leaving?” I look at the four of them. “Where are you going?”

      Corwin comes over. “That’s where it gets a bit tricky Gwen. We can’t really tell you.”

      “Tony?” Is he planning on going, too, is that why my brother sits between the girls?

      “I’ll be staying behind.” Trent gives me a tentative smile, and I let my heart settle a bit. I can’t imagine being away from him.

      “Can you tell me what’s causing you to leave?”

      They each look at each other in turn. It’s Becca who responds. “Aelita told you about King Leo?”

      “She talked to Jake. Jake said something about him knowing about the airport.”

      “Well, she also called Holly.” Becca points to Phallon. “They’ve got a line on her kids.”

      I can’t hold back my shock. “Really? That’s great news.”

      Phallon nods. “Yeah, but if we don’t move now we might miss them.”

      “But why do you guys have to leave and where are you going?”

      “We can’t say where,” Phallon says as she shakes her head. “We have to go where the kids are. Leo has two of them. Idowu has the third. I never would’ve discovered it without you getting us all out Al… Gwen,” she quickly corrects herself and uses my alias, “but I have to go I can’t stay.”

      “And where Holly goes, we go,” Becca says as she places a hand over Phallon’s knee.

      Becca holds so much guilt for getting out before Phallon. It wasn’t easy on Phallon—or any of the others who didn’t escape The Island until Fitzroy was taken in. The members of the hierarchy that remained had to take their anger out on someone, and who better than the ones they already abused?

      I see the pain in Trent’s eyes though. He and Becca have become close. Their relationship is one that holds him steady now more than even me. I can also see that he knows she has to do this. It doesn’t stop his fidgeting though.

      The front doors open and we all turn as Aelita and Payton come in. “I see you guys are already catching each other up on everything.”

      “What else do we need to know?” Felix wraps one arm around my waist as he asks Agent Shwetz.

      “Leo’s movements have been hidden from us up to this point. The only reason we know where he is now is because he found the airport. I don’t think he’s realized that finding us means us finding him. However, all we know for certain is that Leo isn’t his real name. Gwen, did any of the other leaders use fake names?”

      “I don’t know,” I answer honestly. “I assume some of them did, but I’ve given you every name I could remember.”

      Aelita’s head bobs as she bites her lip. The front door opens again and in moments Matt walks into the room with his bakery items while looking at his phone. His brow goes high and then he drops the box and pastries go everywhere. Matt’s voice echoes around the room as he screams.

      “Fuck!” Payton approaches him. “What’s wrong?”

      “They’ve got her, they’ve got Marta!” he holds up the phone. There’s a photograph of a woman with duct tape covering her eyes and mouth. His wife. She’s holding something. There’s a gun pressed to the side of her head.

      “What does the sign say?” Felix asks from my side.

      Payton leans closer. “Give me my Queen and I’ll give you yours.”

      All eyes turn to me.

      “I’m so sorry, Matt.” I can’t hold back the tears as Matt stares at me.

      He shakes his head and comes closer. “Gwen, this is not your fault. Please, never think this is your fault. These people are the monsters. Not you.”

      “Matt, you didn’t even tell us about your wife to try and protect her. It is my fault. If you weren’t protecting me you would’ve been with your wife.”

      Matt hugs me. “Not your fault.”

      “How are we going to get her back?” Felix says from my side.

      I try to refocus. This should be about Matt’s wife, not me. She’s the one who is taken, I’m the one who is in protective custody being guarded at all times.

      “Don’t you worry about that,” Aelita says. “We’ve got big plans for Leo. We’ll find Marta and get her back in no time.”

      Matt and Marta, I bet they’re cute when they’re together. When their worlds haven’t been blown apart by my presence. I take a deep breath and recenter myself. Marta, not me.

      Phallon takes a step forward. “But what about the kids?”

      Phallon isn’t trying to make this about her, which is why she said, ‘the kids’ and not ‘my kids.’ She must be practicing the same mantra I am.

      “We’re going to get everyone safe, but we’re going to need some help to do it.” Payton turns to Aelita.

      “We were already planning a mission for the others.” Aelita waves toward Becca, Corwin, and Phallon while speaking to me. “But Gwen, we’re going to need you to get under deep cover and we need to do that now.”

      Felix’s arm goes tight around me, and I realize my knees are wobbling.

      “I think for now, you guys apart is safer than you all together.” Aelita turns and Jake comes into the room.

      He walks over to Trent and hands him a manilla envelope from the stack he carries. “Gideon,” he says Trent’s new name to him. Then he proceeds down the line. To Becca he says “Mae,” to Phallon, “Oakley,” and to Corwin, “Vander.”

      “Bastian,” he says as he hands Felix an envelope. “The girls will be Jane and Sara,” he hands those to Felix as well as he is their legal guardian. Jake turns to me. “Hope.”

      The envelope feels as though it weighs a ton in my hands, but I feel every ounce of my new name Hope and everything that word means on its own.

      “Everyone pack, we’ll need to get out of here as quickly as possible.” Aelita says and we all go towards our rooms to pack up the lives we’ve created. Aelita joins Felix and I as we go to our room. “Listen, I can only imagine that you’re worried, but I swear to you, it will be safer for you guys apart.”

      “Will you help,” I struggle as I try to remember Phallon’s new name, “Oakley find her kids, too?”

      “There will be two teams. One going with Oakley, and one finding Marta. I suppose that actually means three teams as one will also be going with you guys to keep you safe. But Hope,” Aelita takes a deep breath, “You guys will be going so deep under cover that I’m afraid you won’t be able to help capture creeps while you’re there.”

      Felix rubs my back as he passes me heading for the closet to grab a suitcase.

      I nod. What else can I do? “It’s more important that everyone is safe. Where will we,”

      Aelita cuts me off, “I can’t tell you. I can’t tell you where they’re going either. Please don’t ask.”

      I turn to pack my bag, but it’s already packed. Felix is setting a book inside the bag and zipping it up. “Thank you.”

      Felix kisses my forehead. “Anything for you, Hope.”

      He means that too. “And you, Bastian.” I’ll have to get used to his new name, as well as the others. I let the new names roll through my mind once more.

      Gideon, Mae, Oakley, Vander, Sara, Jane, Bastian, Hope.

      It helps that King Leo has no idea anyone is coming. I may not ever stop worrying about them, but if there’s anything I do know, it’s that the spiders should be scared when they arrive.
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      This may be the end of Alyx’s duology, but you will still see everyone in the next series where Oakley goes to find her children and face off with King Leo.
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