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      This is for you. For the ones who have suffered. For the ones who have despaired. For the ones who continue to fight every day to simply stay alive. And for the ones who are already lost. It is my greatest hope that you find your way back to us, for I am not done fighting for you...but only you can make yourself stronger.

      

      With love,

      

      Jay
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      This is just a special thanks from me to you, and not just for reading this story. By doing so, not only have you helped spread awareness, but you helped donate to charities that support survivors of human trafficking. This horrific industry is very real and is happening every day, all around the world. Though this story is a work of fiction and incredibly embellished for creative purposes, the point of it is to draw inspiration for those who are fighting their own fights, provide education and awareness, and instill a sense of power back into ourselves. Ending human trafficking is a collective goal, and with a little help, we can chip away at it until it's nothing but a dusty, dirty stain in our history.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          

      

    

    







            Wake Up

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke to women screaming. The shrill sounds pierced through my ears and aggravated a pain that abruptly pounded in my head. The sudden screaming was enough to jerk me awake, pulling me from whatever dark abyss had kept me under.

      My body ached – I was groggy, unfocused, and I couldn’t shake the deep feeling in my gut that something was very fucking wrong. Fear constricted my movements like a vice, tight and rigged, but I knew I had to move. I had to discover something far more important. Because I was not where I was supposed to be.

      It was easy for the panic to seep in and poison my clarity, my body fighting the clench so it could tremble with fear like it wanted to. My fight-or-flight response kicked in before I was ready for it, my lungs craving more oxygen to accommodate my heart that refused to slow. I swore I could feel each beat pounding into the scratchy material under me.

      The urge to scream, cry, and shout was overwhelming, the animal inside me wanting to scratch its way out of what it couldn’t understand. It hurt to contain it. But I knew better than to draw attention to myself. Yet the anxiety building up inside me was seriously competing with my rationality.

      Calm down, breathe…

      Assess the situation first.

      I kept my body as still as I possibly could, lying partially on my side with my arms and legs curled in, sheltering myself from the nameless danger around me. I forced myself to focus and listen—listen for familiarities, to the sounds of scuffling…of crying. I listened for voices, anything I might recognize, male or female, the language spoke, if their tones were combative or nurturing.

      But while I listened, I felt. I felt the cool, dry air on my skin and the rough patch of cloth beneath me that separated my body from the solid ground I was lying on. But as the hair on my limbs stood up, I realized something that confirmed my worst fears. I was fucking naked.

      Slowly, I opened my heavy eyelids just a crack to peek through the bright red locks of hair that covered my face. My vision blurred, but it didn’t take me long to realize I was in some kind of cage. It was a small cage for a person, much like a large reinforced dog kennel with flat padded bedding beneath me that smelled of sweat and blood.

      I sniffed the air quietly and immediately regretted it. Body odor, vomit, and stale air filled my nostrils, making it difficult not to give away my obvious disgust. Opening my eyes further, I looked ahead of me without lifting my head, noticing more of the same cages lined up next to each other. Each one contained a woman, explaining the source of the screaming I heard.

      “About time you woke up,” said a female voice next to me. My eyes lifted to meet a set of pretty emeralds rimmed with light purple bruising.

      Well, the jig is up.

      Pushing myself up on stiff and sore limbs, I sat up and rested my back against the bars of the cage nearest to the wall. My hands reached for the pounding at my temples and rubbed in soft circles, attempting to alleviate some of the pressure.

      “Where are we?” I asked, my voice dry and cracking.

      “No clue,” she replied, her head shaking back and forth.

      Damn it.

      Taking in her appearance, I noticed the faint bruises that covered her arms, chest, and face. A swollen lip with traces of blood adorned her features, and dirt and sweat covered her tan arms and legs. She sat up against the back of the cage as I was, examining me as well. She had dirty and disheveled long blond hair that reached well past her shoulders. Beautiful green eyes peeked out from under long, thick lashes. But while I was naked, a short, tight, black strapless sundress covered her body; I was instantly envious. Why the fuck was I naked?

      “Did you happen to wake up naked too?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Yeah, they’ll give you this same dress later on.”

      “Okay,” I said curiously. “So, what is this place?”

      “Ever hear of human trafficking?” she asked.

      I looked away in instant anger. “Fuck.”

      My heart rate spiked into overdrive. I knew exactly what human trafficking was. I’d done enough research projects in undergrad to know all about the global billion-dollar industry. I never thought I would end up as a statistic of the subject I had studied. Of course, no one ever does. But then again, this state wasn’t exactly what I pictured.

      “How long have you been here?” I asked.

      “A few days, I think. Maybe longer,” she answered. “What’s your name?”

      “Jaden,” I said, rubbing the sweat from my face. “You?”

      “Kayla.”

      “Nice to meet you, Kayla,” I replied dryly.

      “Same.”

      Looking around, I noticed we were located in some kind of large hallway with glass block windows covered by silver bars, letting in enough sunlight to illuminate my confines. Cages were lined on either side of me—one after another filled with women as far as I could see. The girl on the other side of me was sleeping, curled up in a tight protective ball with dark bruises covering her bare back as well.

      To my left on the floor of the cage was what looked like a simple hole in the ground, but it turned out to be an opening to a long pipe with running water about the width of a small bowling ball. I turned my head to the side, examining the pipe until I noticed the little roll of toilet paper sitting next to it.

      You have got to be fucking kidding me.

      Shaking the idea of ever having to use the makeshift bathroom, I turned my attention back to my current situation.

      “So, where are you from? How did you get here?” I asked her, trying to reduce my heart rate to a normal level as I leaned my aching body forward to examine the bars confining me. I needed some conversation to calm down, not to mention some information so I could assess the severity of my new fucked-up situation.

      “I’m from Grand Rapids, Michigan. It’s still a little fuzzy on how I ended up here, but the last thing I remember is being downtown with my friends. I went outside for a cigarette, then there was some kind of struggle…and then blackness. When I finally came to, I was here. What do you remember?”

      “There must be a trafficking trade in Michigan.” I wrapped my fingers around the thick bars and rattled them. They barely budged. “I’m from Royal Oak.”

      She nodded in acknowledgment.

      I reached around and grabbed the padlock that locked the door of my cage, jiggling it like an idiot as if I could somehow Hulk the damn thing apart.

      “I don’t remember much,” I said, still examining the cage for any loose bars or screws, “but the last thing I do recall is leaving class sometime around ten o’clock at night in Detroit. I was walking to my car in the parking garage…” I thought really hard about what had happened next, but nothing wanted to appear. It was like my brain was purposely trying to block out the memory in order to protect my pride. That happened when you’re a devout martial artist—you didn’t like to admit defeat, especially when you’d been practicing and training for nearly two decades.

      I fell in love with martial arts at the age of six after watching my first Power Rangers episode. I remembered wanting to be just like Trini and Kimberly, the yellow and pink rangers, able to do all the flips and kicks and fancy tricks they could do. To be capable of taking on the bad guys as a little girl and winning, being a valued team player, and seen as fearless and strong—now that had been an easy path to follow. From then on out, any bully that tried to come after me for my flaming red hair as a child didn’t stay a bully for long.

      But eventually, the bullies grow up and become adults, and I remained the size of an overgrown child. So, naturally, I had to adapt to new styles of self-defense if I wanted to be able to protect my tiny ass. I practiced Taekwondo, Judo, and Jiu-Jitsu. I even took up gymnastics to become flexible and complete all the flips like the Pink Ranger. I was a girl obsessed.

      And I didn’t limit myself to physical combat either. I trained with firearms, carried concealed, and wasn’t afraid to pull the trigger if I had to. I’d been in plenty of bar fights before, fought well competitively, and was in the best physical shape of my life. But even after all that training, here I was, still sitting in a giant dog cage, naked with zero memory.

      How had I allowed this to happen? Regardless of my minuscule physicality, I was still pretty fucking smart. My situational awareness was practically second nature. I was constantly scanning my surroundings for threats, I avoided potentially dangerous situations, and I kept to myself. Even Jason would…

      I stifled a gasp, forgetting my assessment of the bars that caged me, and suddenly remembered my family.

      “How long have I been here?” I asked quickly.

      “Hard to tell time around here.” She shrugged. “But it was dark when they brought you in with a bunch of others.”

      “Shit, my family must know I’m missing by now. God…Jason…”

      “Boyfriend?” Kayla asked sadly.

      I nodded.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “How long have you guys been together?”

      “Four years,” I answered, my stomach shriveling at the thought of how worried he must be.

      “I was with mine for two,” she offered.

      “I’m sorry,” I offered.

      “Doesn’t matter much now,” she added with a deep sigh. “Soon, we’ll be sold, and that’ll be that. Or at least that’s what I was told.”

      Ouch.

      Well, fuck. That was harsh to say to someone who was fucking new here.

      “Well, fuck that mentality,” I retorted. “Tell me what you know about this place.” I gave up on the cage and directed my full attention to her.

      “What do you mean?”

      I tried not to roll my eyes.

      “Have you ever been outside of the cage? Are there guards? How many have you seen? Are they armed? Do they have accents? What kind of security have you noticed? Faces that you’ve recognized? Shit like that.”

      I wanted to know if there were any weak points. There might yet be a chance to escape, and I sure as hell wasn’t waiting around for it to fly past me.

      “Oh,” she said, her brow pinching together in concentration. “There are guards, at least five that I’ve seen, and they are armed. They come in three times a day to bring us food and water. They’re all total assholes, by the way. All high and mighty. They have rules we’re supposed to follow, but I’m sure they’ll explain that during your orientation.”

      I lifted a brow at her. “What in the hell is orientation?” I asked sharply.

      She sighed. “Basically, an introduction to your new position of ‘slave,’” she said, using air quotes. “They explain the rules, expectations, and give a little rundown about the auction. I guess they have one once or twice a month.”

      “Really…” So these fuckos were a functioning business, stealing people from their lives and selling them like pets. Fucking vile.

      “Yeah. After your orientation, they’ll send you to see their doctor. He’s okay. He does some routine exam, and if you behave during it, you’re rewarded with one of these,” she said, gesturing down and plucking at the “dress” she wore. How nice of them to reward us with clothes for good behavior.

      “Fabulous,” I said, turning my attention back to the bars of my cage and deciding to try something that was probably really fucking stupid.

      Bringing my knee up, I slammed my heel into the door of the cage where the lock was located. Pain swarmed my foot, but I didn’t care. Over and over, I kicked the door with every ounce of power I had. I could feel it rattle under the pressure, but the lock never disengaged.

      “Fuck!” I yelled in frustration as I rested my foot against my leg and rubbed my now pulsing heel.

      “Won’t do any good. Most of us have already tried that.”

      “Most of you probably don’t know how to kick properly,” I growled.

      Kayla shied away after that. I didn’t mean to be an asshole and insult her, but I was pissed to be in this situation, and rightfully so.

      Just then, the doors way down toward my right opened, and three men strode in. All the girls who were awake staggered back into their cages, whimpering and attempting to put as much distance between them and the guards as possible. Their heavy boots stomped against the linoleum tile and echoed through the hall as they stormed in, finally stopping in front of my cage. The lead guard leaned over and looked down at me.

      He was a scraggly looking motherfucker. Scruffy brown beard, broad bony shoulders, and a long skinny face that told me that he’d probably smoked meth since the day he was born. But, for some nagging reason, he did seem kind of familiar to me.

      “Hey there, hot stuff,” he taunted. “Remember me?”

      I gave him an odd look, furrowing my brows in question as I sized him up.

      “Should I?” Clearly, he knew who I was, and I waited for him to return the courtesy.

      “Guess not.” He smirked. “Don’t worry. I’m sure it’ll come to you eventually.”

      Goddammit, was this son of a bitch the reason I was here? If that was the case, then there would be some serious blood between us in the near future.

      “So… here’s how this is going to go,” he said, his deep raspy voice pissing me off even more. At least he got right to the point. I fucking hated small talk. “I’m gonna open your cage, and you’re gonna crawl out like a good little whore and put your hands against the wall. Understand?”

      I nodded, my bitch face coming up full throttle. Time to test the waters.

      The guard then knelt while taking out a set of keys. He unlocked my cage, pulled open the door, then stepped aside and motioned for me to crawl out. I moved on stiff arms and legs, my body sore and heavy from the length of time it’d been in its cramped position. I struggled to stand but refused to let them see as I walked forward, placing my hands on the white-painted concrete wall.

      “Good girl,” the lead guard praised.

      I could practically feel their eyes on me as they scanned my naked body. I loathed my vulnerability, and I wanted nothing more than to shield myself from their burning lustful gazes, but I knew there was nothing I could do about it now. Lucky for me, I was really big on fitness and worked my body to be strong and dependable, so my confidence was usually pretty fucking fierce. And then, a slow, low whistle slipped from one of the guard’s lips.

      “Damn, this girl is ripped,” the whistler commented.

      I had to admit, my four-pack was visible from a mile away. My biceps, though small, were rock hard, my shoulders well defined, and my legs lean and powerful. I worked hard to keep my body in perfect condition, and now, I would find out if all my training had actually paid off.

      “She should fetch a pretty good price with that body and red hair,” the third guard said, lightly tugging on my locks. “She’s got a real pretty face, too.”

      “Yeah, a rarity always brings in the best dough,” the other guard commented.

      Fucking. Animals.

      Looking over the guards, they were all dressed similarly in black cargo pants, dark jackets, AK-47s strapped to their backs, and Tasers at their hips. If I could just get my hands on one…

      “Eyes forward, sweetheart,” the lead guard said.

      I turned my head back to the wall and stared at my hands, now realizing I had bruises with dried blood on my knuckles. How had I not noticed that earlier? I must have put up one hell of a fight.

      Not good enough, Jaden.

      Yeah, my inner warrior was pissed.

      The lead guard leaned up against the wall and sighed. “This isn’t standard procedure, but considering the damage you did to some of my men the other night, you’ll understand why we have to take certain precautions.” He smirked at that, looking down at my knuckles.

      I tilted my head at him, narrowing my eyes in confusion. If I was such a fucking risk, then why bother taking me in the first place? Wouldn’t they want girls who wouldn’t put up a fight? I didn’t fit the profile, but what the fuck did I know about their slave qualifications? I had tits and a vagina. Good enough.

      The lead guard then turned to stand behind me, taking my hands from the wall and placing them behind my back to bind them with whatever he had pulled from his pocket. It felt like zip ties.

      It was so hard to let him cuff me, but I wanted to get the layout of the compound while I had the chance. I needed to determine how many men guarded it, where their posts were, and any other little secrets I could pick up. I figured my real chance for escape would come later. But hell, for all I knew, they could be unknowingly leading me to my freedom. Guess we’d find out.

      The lead guard then took my arm in a vise grip and turned me to face him. “You try anything, and I will personally chain you to the wall and beat your ass till you can no longer stand. Got it?”

      I gave him the glare of death but nodded. Apparently, that wasn’t good enough. Dissatisfied with my answer, he grabbed my throat and squeezed slightly.

      “‘Yes, sir,’ would be the correct answer, you little bitch,” he said, his face hovering a few inches from mine.

      With his ugly mug so close to me, the familiarity of his face grew and grew, but I still couldn’t place it. I squinted as I studied his face, but the recollection of his identity never appeared. He then squeezed my throat a little tighter as I had yet to answer him.

      I thought about kneeing him in the balls at that moment, but considering his height and the fact that they had me outnumbered with my hands bound behind my back, I decided against it. I would need more than my legs in that situation.

      “Yes, sir,” I finally croaked through gritted teeth, lacing my words with a bit of malice.

      “Good girl,” he sneered, releasing my throat and pulling me along at his side.

      I cringed a little at his word choice of approval. I wasn’t a fucking dog, but who the fuck was I kidding? I’d been sleeping in a kennel for God knows how long.

      He hurried me toward the steel double doors as I awkwardly walked at his side, doing my best to keep up with his stride. Normally, it wasn’t difficult for me to keep up with taller people. My boyfriend was six-foot-three, and after so many years, I had grown accustomed to his stride and pace. Shaking my head, I buried the thought of him in the back of my mind. Thinking about him made me want to cry and I needed to stay focused for this.

      As we neared the door, I noticed a black camera dome stationed in the left-hand corner of the wall. I’d have to make my attempt quick.

      Once we were past the doors, we walked down a hallway that looked similar to the one I had just come from. We took a right turn and walked through another set of steel double doors, coming to a short set of stairs. I recognized more black dome cameras. They were mounted on the walls in just about every other corner.

      As I was pulled along up the stairs, the other two guards remained close on my heels, never taking their eyes off me. I smirked at their need for higher security around me. If I hadn’t been so pissed off, I might have taken it as a compliment.

      Past the stairs, we walked by a few doors on the right-hand side and finally came to a pair of silver elevator doors. The lead guard pushed the button, and the doors opened. Without even thinking about it, I hesitated slightly as he tried to pull me in. It was stupid, but I honestly didn’t want to be in any tightly closed spaces with the likes of these men.

      “Move,” the lead guard said, easily pulling me into the elevator.

      He pushed me to the back while the other guards followed in, turning their backs to me and keeping me pushed tight against the elevator walls. Stupid, in my opinion, not to keep their eyes on me, but I was obviously no threat to them as I was restrained and outnumbered.

      Know your limits, Jaden. Be smart. Observe. Then make your move.

      Being stuck behind them put me at an enormous disadvantage. I wouldn’t be able to see anything ahead of them because I was too goddamn short. That was my one limitation, my only true weakness. I was a short little fuck, and I knew it. Topping out at five-foot-three, I really didn’t look like much of a threat, but that was fine. It gave me the element of surprise, which was a great advantage.

      When the doors finally opened, we were up to the third level. Carpet touched my bare feet as the guard dragged me out of the elevator and took a left before coming to a set of wooden oak doors. The lead guard then stopped and looked down at me.

      “When we go in here, you’ll follow me in. Wherever I stop, you’ll get down on the floor and sit back on your legs. Eyes always on the ground unless directed otherwise, understand? This is the one place I would seriously advise that you not fuck up if you want things to go smoothly for you.”

      “Yeah.” I was irritated as fuck and didn’t even bother to look at him.

      “What was that?” he challenged me, leaning forward.

      “Yes, sir,” I corrected, trying not to smirk.

      “That’s better.” He nodded and then knocked. After hearing some form of acknowledgment, he opened the door and pulled me in.
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      Eyes darting in all places, I gathered we were in an overly fancy office for what I assumed was either an abandoned prison or warehouse. Dark wood paneling lined the walls, accented by bookshelves that dominated the corners from floor to ceiling. Elegant black leather chairs were placed in front of a large open fireplace and a bar, garnished with half-full crystal decanters. Toward the back of the room, nearly front and center, was a large dark wood desk with two leather chairs across from it. Someone was sitting behind the desk, but I couldn’t see who it was just yet.

      The lead guard stopped in the middle of the room and released me with a look of warning in his eye. Begrudgingly, I lowered my naked ass to the floor, sat back on my ankles, and kept my eyes on the ground. But the position didn’t stop me from utilizing all my other senses and relying on my peripheral vision to catalog everything else I could see. Fucko hadn’t said anything about that.

      “What have you brought me today, Jared?” said a deep voice from behind the desk. It was smooth and rich, like dark chocolate, but there was an edge to it, something that left me unexpectedly anxious.

      At least the lead guard now had a name, though it gave no light to the memory still hiding in the shadows.

      “New meat,” Jared said, waving his hand at me. “The one you wanted to see yourself.”

      There was a pause, long enough to reveal the sound of a pen scribbling on paper.

      “The one who caused all that trouble the other night?” Damn, his voice was like low rolling thunder—deep, smooth, and sending little trembles up my spine. It demanded way too much of my attention.

      But judging from the actual words he’d spoken, I apparently put up one hell of a fight last night, so much so that it caught his attention. I couldn’t yet tell if that was a good thing or a bad thing. Probably the latter.

      “Yes, sir. I have a feeling you’ll like this one,” Jared said enthusiastically as he turned to stare down at me.

      What the fuck was that supposed to mean?

      The voice scoffed with obvious humor. “Doubtful. Then again, it’s not every day that my men come back from scouting with busted ribs and broken noses from a little girl.”

      Little girl? Excuse me, bitch?

      The man behind the desk got up from his chair, and I swore I heard the guards suck in their breaths. I could feel his presence moving throughout the space in the room until he stood in front of me.

      From the ground up, he felt larger than life as a thick intensity radiated from him in massive waves that permeated the room, like his own gravitational pull. It was strange. But something even more odd was at play, something I couldn’t quite explain. Like something dark was following him, like a shadow of death that demanded fear in his presence, and for some reason, I was already starting to feel it.

      “She doesn’t look like much,” the voice continued, unimpressed.

      I scowled and shot my eyes up to the fucker, uncaring of the potential consequences, and held his gaze. But when I did, what stared back at me was not what I expected to see.

      Eyes as blue as the deep, dark ocean, menacing and domineering, washed over my body, drowning me in a tsunami of toxic ice. His stare burned into me yet left me cold and stiff, frozen in place along with every second that passed. I felt my soul shrink up inside me in an attempt to hide from the intensity of his penetrating stare. It made my heart race, and my stomach clenched into tiny knots that threatened to rip me apart. Not only was this man practically eating me alive, but he was also drop-dead fucking gorgeous.

      He seemed young yet aspired to have the look of a man in his very early thirties. He had dark brown hair with natural highlights from the sun gelled back to perfection and a hard, chiseled jaw with the beginnings of a five o’clock shadow. With a straight nose and perfectly proportion lips, he could easily grace the cover of GQ or any other magazine for that matter.

      His mouth curved into a slight smirk as he looked down at me, making more knots form in my stomach. The smell of his cologne flowed through my nostrils, the clean musky scent filling my lungs and fogging my mind. But where his face was captivating, it was his body that truly impressed and honestly intimidated me.

      Broad shoulders filled out his obviously custom-tailored black suit while a wide, powerful chest presented beneath a white dress shirt and blood-red tie. His massive biceps bulged under the sleeves of his black jacket, and large hands rested just outside his pockets.

      Everything about his appearance screamed dominance and power as if he knew he was in complete control of everything and everyone around him. He was truly the epitome of male perfection.

      Fuck him.

      By some divine power, I maintained the scowl on my face during my scrutiny, continuing to glare up into his looming dark eyes and craning my neck to do so. He continued to smirk down at me and folded his arms across his chest.

      Something struck me funny about him as our eyes continued their little competition. Though he was handsome and fit, my internal radar screamed danger, sensing an air of evil around him…and it shook me to the core. I could tell this man was dangerous, could feel it in my bones, yet I refused to back down. First impressions were very important after all, and I would hate to provide the reaction he had clearly grown to expect.

      “Well, aren’t you a little ray of fucking sunshine,” he said humorously.

      My mouth stayed silent for a moment, but my eyes did nothing but confirm his assumption. He was correct, of course.

      “Naturally,” I replied, earning myself a little bit of my dignity back. I would not be stunned into silence. Not if I could help it.

      His eyes darkened. “What’s your name?” he asked, his deep voice thrumming through my ears, smooth and demanding.

      “Jaden,” I replied, keeping my voice clear.

      He still didn’t look impressed.

      “Jaden what? I want a last name.”

      I groaned internally, not really seeing why it mattered what my last name was anyway, but the more information they had on me, the more they could use it against me. I figured they probably already had my damn ID anyway.

      “Jaden Wilder,” I finally told him, my brows furrowing from my admission.

      That made him smile a little.

      “Well then, Ms. Wilder, I’ll get straight to the point.”

      Oh, good. I was worried he might doddle.

      “You’ve been selected to participate in a very exclusive auction where you’ll be sold to one of our most competitive bidders to serve whatever purpose they desire of you. Once payment is received, you will officially belong to them, be released into their custody, and move on with the next phase of your life, however long or brief it may be.”

      I blinked in confusion. He was so damn straight to the point I nearly missed it. Like he’d shot the arrow so fast over my head I hadn’t even had the chance to catch it.

      Still, my brain rebelled at his words, internally misfiring and sending out several signals of extreme denial. There was no way this was real. No fucking way. Yet here I was, naked with no memory, kneeling on the floor in a random office, surrounded by dangerous men with guns and bad attitudes.

      And even while my mind continued to struggle with the mental cartwheels, this guy kept fucking talking.

      “So for the time being, you can consider this facility your new temporary home.”

      Bullshit. This was total bullshit.

      “During your temporary stay at our facility, we really only have one rule you need to follow—do as you’re told the first time you’re told. I happen to have a lot of sadistic men on staff here for a reason. I suggest you not tempt them with defiance.”

      The warning was clear, albeit somewhat obvious. I doubted they’d reward me with cupcakes if I kicked their balls into their stomachs for simply looking at me.

      “Until you’re sold, you’ll do well to remember that I own every single one of you, which means you are wholly dependent on me for anything and everything. So for obvious reasons, it would be in your best interest not to bite the hand that feeds you.”

      Bitch, I’ll cut your damn hand off and eat that if I want to.

      “With that being said, the better behaved you are, the more likely you’ll be sold to someone with less violent intentions. The more you misbehave, the more marks you’ll end up with, and the more likely you’ll attract someone still hoping for a fighter. So, think hard on what you want to reveal about yourself when you’re standing on that block.”

      How nice of him to put things in such a simple perspective. I wasn’t stupid enough to expect I could influence my buyer with unblemished skin or not. Nothing about what he just said was a guarantee, so I wasn’t going to dwell on it.

      “But the most important thing you need to understand is that whatever life you had before is now over. I know that’s difficult to accept now, but the sooner you come to terms with it, the easier things will be for you. Do you understand everything I’ve said to you so far?”

      “Yes,” I replied dismissively, ready to end the damn conversation. It was pointless to continue. He intentionally provided vague details, just enough to placate me, but they contained nothing of real value. The only thing he did do was confirm the potential duration of time. If there was nothing else to offer, then there was no point in lingering.

      He narrowed his eyes at me for a moment, observing my turn to be unimpressed by him. “Good, now stand up.”

      Holding tight to my self-confidence, I stood and revealed the rest of my naked body. I didn’t want to give anyone else in that room more power over me by trying to hide myself from them. Now was the time to show strength in the hopes that I might get one raindrop of respect. It’s hard to gain respect, though, now that I stood at my full puny height, but at least it gave me a better idea of how tall and big my new adversary really was.

      His damn shoulders reached above my head, which meant he was probably six-foot-five, and judging by his sheer size, I was willing to bet he was well over two hundred pounds, probably a lot more. All that muscle mass would allow him to take a lot of hits without much internal damage. If I wanted to make a single dent in his iron frame, I’d have to go for the smaller, weaker spots, which meant I would have to get so much closer to him than I wanted to.

      Stepping up to me, he crowded my space with his impossibly large body, making me feel far too insignificant. He took my shoulders in his ridiculously large hands and led me off to the side, facing me in front of him. The moment his hands grasped my skin, I wanted to shrug him off and bolt. It sent strange vibes into my belly as heat inflamed my skin under his touch. Still, I fought the urge and allowed him to direct me where he wanted me. But God help him if he tried to hurt me. He then stood back and looked at me.

      Slowly, he started to circle me, like a lion studying its prey before the kill. I stood as still as I possibly could, my ears listening intently for all of his movements, my heart beginning to pound hard enough I was afraid he could hear it.

      The first thing his hands went for was my hair. He gently rubbed the bright red strands between his thumb and fingers before placing them behind my shoulders with the rest of my tangled mane.

      “Is this your natural hair color?” he asked me as he stood to my right.

      “Does it matter?” I asked in annoyance.

      “Wrong answer.”

      I then felt his hand grip the roots of my hair and jerk my head back, sending jolts of pain through my scalp and causing my stomach to roil into more knots. My breath left my lungs as I resisted him, but his thundering voice made me want to abandon my resolve.

      “Did we not just discuss my one and only rule?” he growled into my ear. I winced as he tightened his grip on my hair but kept my breathing even.

      “Yes, it’s my natural hair color,” I bit out.

      “Good girl,” he said and released my hair roughly.

      At that moment, a thousand different attacks came to mind as I fantasized about killing him. Maybe taking his head and forcing it into my knee a hundred times until his nose caved into his brain. Or kicking him in the balls until they were nothing but broken stones on the floor, or striking him in the neck with a punch straight to his Adam’s apple, cutting off his air supply while I kicked his knee caps in. So many ideas that I wanted to turn into realities, but with my hands behind my back and three guards in the background, my chances of making those wishes come true were pretty slim.

      “You have some ink,” he commented, bringing me back to my nightmare and tracing his thumb on the side of my rib cage. I had a breeze of black feathers with overlapping watercolors flowing from my rib cage and curving up to my back. It was my tattoo for myself, for my belief in being free to be yourself and to always find color in the dark. How ironic that was now. “And here.” He bent down, noticing the large navy-blue anchor on my left ankle. It was for my father, the anchor of my life before cancer finally took him from me four years ago.

      The owner finally came full circle and stopped in front of me. “You have an amazing body,” he said to me. “One I can honestly respect and appreciate. I can tell you sport a lot of pride for your obvious hard work.”

      I nodded. I worked my ass off for my physique. It might not help in the intimidation department, but it served me pretty damn well when it came to taking hits as well as returning them.

      “But you really are a tiny little fuck, aren’t you?” He smirked, continuing his uncomfortable analysis of me.

      My shoulders slumped a little at his acknowledgment, and my breath came out heavy in annoyance through my nose. I almost rolled my eyes at him, but I thought better of it. Hearing that from someone of his size made me feel even smaller, and I wanted to show him exactly how much size didn’t matter when it came to my abilities. He chuckled at my body’s response.

      “This must be tough for someone like you to accept. You have the determination, that’s clear, but you lack the size to advocate it.”

      “Size isn’t everything,” I said stubbornly, looking up into his eyes. No fear.

      A cold smile formed across his lips as he stepped closer to me, forcing my toes to grip the floor to prevent my body from moving away.

      “Keep thinking like that, little girl, and you’ll quickly discover all the ways size does matter. We could start with the size of your ego.”

      I scoffed, undeterred. “You don’t know shit about me.”

      When I felt the air suddenly shift around him, I regretted my decision to open my mouth, but it was too late. His hand quickly reached out and grabbed my jaw, tilting my head up to look at him. Instinctively, I tried to pull away, but he wasn’t giving me an inch to move. His stare penetrated me all over again and my gut wrenched inside as panic raced through me.

      “Wrong again,” he drawled smoothly before bringing his lips to my ear. “I see right. Fucking. Through you.”

      Chills erupted down my spine to settle in the pit of my stomach. Subtle or not, there was no ignoring the threat behind those dark words. Releasing my jaw, he grasped my shoulders and slowly progressed down my arms, feeling my skin and leaving behind annoying little goose bumps.

      Moving with predator-like grace, he continued to circle me, running his fingertips lightly down the back of my shoulder. Never in my life had I administered such self-control to remain still and not flinch. No one touched me without my permission, and those who did were met with unkind reciprocation.

      But something strange happened as his skin came into contact with mine. Just the simple feel of his fingers trailing down my bare back was enough to send my brain into a frenzy of emotions. Fear, rage, and uncertainty breached my mind until all I could focus on was this very moment—right here, right now.

      The electric current passing through my body hummed something fierce…and I didn’t like it. He continued to trace his fingers across my ribs and over my abdomen, a slight smirk in the corner of his lips. Just when I finally considered breaking his fingers in half, they lightly skimmed over my freshly waxed pussy.

      “You keep it trimmed,” he commented. “I like that.”

      It was bikini season. Of course, I kept it trimmed.

      Finally releasing me, he took a few steps back, thankfully severing whatever electrical wires connected us. But that didn’t stop his eyes from continuing their observation until a big evil grin appeared on his lips.

      “How much you guys think she weighs?” he asked the guards behind him, cocking his head to the side. I narrowed my eyes in confusion. What an odd question.

      Just as they all started to laugh, I saw it coming before I could properly react, barely able to take one small step back before the owner swiftly turned his body and threw a reverse sidekick right into my chest. The impact of his kick sent me crashing several feet away, falling back against the wall until I collapsed on the floor.

      “I’m estimating about a buck ten, considering how far she flew,” he answered. Male laughter filled the air like it was the funniest fucking thing they’d ever heard.

      As soon as I hit the floor, my body instantly convulsed as the severe pain in my chest exploded throughout my entire being. I tried to suck in as much air as I could but forgot how to inhale as I tried to breathe properly.

      “Son of a bitch,” I muttered under my breath.

      Holy fuck, I had never been kicked like that before in my life. I’d taken some tough hits in the past but never like that. I couldn’t help but notice the well-trained technique he demonstrated, the speed and power control. With just a little more pressure, he could have easily shattered my ribs, sternum, and collarbone if he wanted to.

      In and out, in and out, I tried to force the air into my lungs and bite back the pain that threatened to draw tears. But I swore I would not fucking cry. No way, but goddamn, that hurt. Trying to keep myself together, I could feel the bruise already begin to form on my chest. I knew it would be in the shape of the man’s damn shoe.

      Looking up through the loose strands of hair that had fallen over my face, I glared through the pain. I found him standing there, watching me, an odd curious look on his face as he observed me push myself up onto my knees. I wanted him to see I could take it. I could take anything he threw at me and then spit it right back out in his face.

      “Try a buck twenty, asshole,” I croaked out, correcting him.

      Turning my head to give him my glare of death, I watched as he made a beeline toward me. Kneeling and grabbing a fist full of my hair, he yanked my head up to face him. My gut flipped over as his eyes burned into me with an intensity that made me want to cower and hide, but I fought it. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

      “You ever attempt to fight with my men again, and I will teach you the meaning of regret. Do you understand?”

      I didn’t answer him because I couldn’t force the words out of my mouth. My brain was a little busy trying to get my lungs to work.

      “Do not make me repeat myself,” he warned, gripping my hair even harder. I winced in pain and tried to focus.

      “I understand.” It barely came out as a whisper.

      “Good girl.” He then got up and turned to his men. “Get her up and take her to Sid. Make sure she’s clean and put her back with the others.”

      “Yes, sir,” they all said in unison.

      The two other guards reached down and lifted me by my arms. I got to my feet and attempted to steady myself as they practically dragged me across the floor. The pain was still excruciating, but I’d make sure this asshole knew I could take whatever he threw my way.

      Feeling his dark eyes on me as I crossed his office, I stubbornly kept my head up high as I went to find out who this “Sid” was.
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      Now that was interesting…

      All I could feel was the electricity in the air. It hovered long after she walked out of my office, the current creating a wave of energy unlike anything I had ever felt before. It was like an invisible lightning storm, setting my senses alive. Even her rosy scent lingered. Dangerously intoxicating.

      I hadn't anticipated that. I'm not one for surprises, but this one held the sway of a fucking lioness. Her silence mattered little, too focused on her careful observation of her surroundings, learning what she could. It was the confidence radiating off her skin that penetrated me next, the vitality thick as if it ran through her blood. Even as she kneeled on the floor before me, reduced to nothing like all the others before her, it made no difference in her demeanor. Defiance was still as clear as day in those beautiful amber irises of hers. But she was hiding something else behind those eyes; something she thought I couldn’t see. But I always found it – fear. And fuck if it didn’t turn me on.

      Fear was my companion. My weapon. My ally in all things. It was what motivated people, what influenced them, and ultimately what would crush them in the end. It was always the first and last thing lingering in their eyes right before I ended them. Bullet or blade, it didn’t matter. The fear of death unveiled the true essence of a person, and I relished in discovering the cowards among men, breaking them down for what they really were before crushing them into nothing.

      This girl would be no different, regardless of how much of a pain in the ass I knew she was going to be. Hell, she’d already gained a reputation from the night my men randomly decided to pick her up. She had fought them like a damn near professional, delivering some serious damage and leaving quite the mess in her wake. My men had gravely underestimated her because of her size, but I could see exactly what she was. She was a fighter and the best kind—her type did not break easily. She’d seen my kick coming, albeit a little too late for any meaningful defense, but that single back step I saw her take revealed the depth of her training. She could even take a hit like a champ, and that was something worth admiring.

      Donning the body of a damn tiny warrior goddess, my cock could barely contain itself as it marveled in all her delicious glory. Her skin was the softest I had ever felt, my fingertips already suffering from withdrawal. Combined with her stunningly bright red hair, she was easily the most beautiful creature I had ever seen, even in her disheveled state. Solid as a rock, she practically mirrored my own physique, and the ink in her skin confirmed her willingness to suffer a little pain for her own cause. I looked forward to changing that.

      But there was something more to this new addition of my inventory. Something I had never experienced before. I couldn't quite figure out exactly what it was, but it was enough to spike my intrigue. The fact that I was even still thinking about her after she’d walked out the door was proof enough of my growing curiosity. And when something I didn’t quite understand caught my attention, far be it from me to let it go before I got my answers. And that put this little redhead in a very precarious position.

      There was one thing I did know; something I recognized right away. This girl was among that rare breed of wild horses that refused to break, the challenge I loved. Piece by piece, I delighted in breaking every one of them down until nothing was left but a shell, eager with the need to please and avoid pain and disappointment. Jaden would be no exception. She would accept the same ultimatum as all the others had before her. She would break or die.

      The fun I was going to have with her...
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      As the double doors closed behind us, we walked farther down the hallway and took a right turn. Jared opened the third door on the right and practically shoved me in. It looked much like a typical medical room with a medical examination table, sink, and cabinets. The two guards stayed outside as Jared closed us in.

      “Have a seat,” he said, plopping his hand down on the table. It was not an easy feat with my hands still tied behind my back and what felt like an iron plate in my chest, but somehow, I managed. “The doctor will just do a regular physical exam, take some blood, and we’ll be out of here.”

      I didn’t acknowledge him, just kept my eyes on the door and focused on my breathing. A few moments later, a short older man with white hair wearing jeans and a bowling shirt walked into the room.

      “Jared.” He nodded toward him. “What have we got today?” he asked, looking me up and down.

      “Newbie needs the routine exam, Sid.”

      “No problem. Let me wash up.”

      Oh, like it was no big deal. Just another naked girl needing a physical before she’s sold to who-the fuck-ever. Better make sure she’s up to snuff.

      I knew what this exam meant. He was going to poke and prod me in my most private of places, and I wasn’t about to have any of that. As the doctor turned toward me, drying his hands off, he gave my arms a good once-over.

      “You know I can’t examine her bound like that,” he said, turning to Jared.

      “I don’t know, Sid. This is a wild one. Can’t be too careful,” Jared replied.

      As his words left his lips, they echoed in my ear like ripples from a pond, giving light to a memory that had been buried by drugs.

      Can’t be too careful…

      It came back to me then, in small scenes, but I could see Jared’s face clear as day. It was from a day ago. I had met my best friend, Jordan, at a bar in downtown Detroit, had a few drinks with her, and had a pretty damn good time. But when we were ready to leave, she decided to use the bathroom one last time before heading out. I waited for her at the bar. That was when I remembered Jared…drunk as shit and attempting to hit on me as I waited. Of course, I shot him down, and he took it like the asshole he was. When Jordan finally returned, I stood from the barstool…and then I remembered him grabbing my ass and telling me that I should “learn how to take a compliment.” That was when I grabbed his pinky finger, twisted it painfully along with his wrist, and jerked his arm into his back, forcing his face down to the bar as he grunted in pain.

      “And you should learn to take a hint, asshole. Keep your fucking hands to yourself,” I snarled into his ear and released him, heading for the door with Jordan.

      “You better watch yourself!” he slurred after me, and I turned my head to glare at him from over my shoulder. “Can’t be too careful out there with such a pretty little thing like you!” He then raised his glass to me and winked before taking a sip of his beer.

      Son of a bitch!

      This motherfucker was trying to get back at me for turning him down at a fucking bar!? How in the hell could one person do that to another? To completely rip them from their lives and toss them into hell all because they couldn’t deal with a little female rejection? I swear to God, some men were seriously patheticly fragile sometimes.

      “Well, you’ll just have to be extra alert then, won’t you?” Sid’s voice broke me from the memory.

      Jared stood and turned toward me then, flipping a switchblade out from his pocket. It wasn’t very big, but if I could get my hands on it, it would do just enough damage.

      “You try anything,” he said, pointing the knife at my face. “And I’ll cut that pretty little face to shreds.”

      “Yes, sir,” I lied, anxiously waiting for my chance to strike. I might have looked calm and collected, but inside, I was seething like a volcano ready to explode.

      As soon as he leaned behind me to cut the ties and released my hands, I took my opportunity. Rules and threats went out the window as I went for my biggest threat first. I instantly grabbed his arm and shoulder, locking him in place behind me, keeping a close eye on the knife. Quickly, my knee struck him right in the balls, and as I felt his body slacken, my elbow slammed into his Adam’s apple and sent him gasping for air. When his grip on the knife loosened, I twisted it out of his hands and stabbed him in the abdomen, causing him to groan aloud. Digging the knife deep into his flesh, I practically spat in his ear, “I remember.”

      Ripping the blade from his torso, I sliced open the back of his thigh and shoved him until he fell back on the floor with a loud cry. After hearing his grunts and seeing the doctor cower in the corner, I took off for the door, remembering the two guards who waited outside.

      Wrenching the door open, I held the doorframe and kicked the guard to my left right in the face with a hard round kick, forcing his head to slam back into the wall and nearly knocking him out. I then turned my foot back into a hook kick and slammed my heel into the eye of the guard to my right. I then blasted both my fists backward into their groins as they tumbled over and finally took off, knife still in hand. I should have grabbed their guns, probably should have stabbed them, too, but I didn’t have time to struggle with them. The knife would have to do.

      I ran down the hallway as fast as I could, ignoring the protest of my muscles as I forced them to work harder than they ever had. I was determined to make it to the elevator and get myself the fuck out of here.

      Abandoning the pain in my chest, I could hear the yelling of the guards behind me as my legs pounded away, driving me faster and faster away from this fucked-up nightmare. My heart was hammering inside my chest as adrenaline pumped through my veins, giving me the drive I needed to make my escape.

      Just as I was about to turn the corner to the elevators, a long, large arm stuck out from behind the wall, slamming into my already sore chest, effectively clotheslining me. My feet flew up in the air, and I landed hard on my back with the wind knocked out of my lungs…again.

      Coughing and panting, I looked up to find that stunning son of a bitch staring down at me. He was wearing a slight grin in the corner of his lips. My heart froze, and my stomach twisted into one giant knot.

      Fuck.

      “I’m confused,” he said, reaching down to grab the knife out of my hand and crossing his arms in front of his chest. “Didn’t I just tell you not to fight?”

      I coughed, trying to breathe, and attempted to roll onto my side. “It was worth a shot,” I groaned.

      I gave him a little smirk. It didn’t matter what I said or did now because I was probably as good as dead. Surprisingly, he actually smiled back, but his words were ice cold.

      “I certainly hope so,” he said dangerously, bearing down on me.

      “Yeah, yeah, fuck you,” I told him, not giving a shit. I probably should have cared, but knowing I stabbed a guard, beat the shit out of two more, and attempted to escape, I might as well go out with a bang.

      “That can be arranged,” he said darkly, and my heart skipped a beat.

      Just then, the men I had attacked slumped up behind me.

      “Sorry, sir, she just attacked out of nowhere. We just—”

      “Save it,” the owner said, holding up his hand. “Get her up and bring her to my room.”

      Fucking fuck, fuck, fuck.

      The two guards reached down and picked me up from the floor. Binding my hands in front of me this time with another set of zip ties, they pulled them so tight I could feel them nearly cutting off circulation.

      Good, I thought. The tighter, the better.

      They then practically dragged me down the hall back into the asshole’s office. I didn’t see Jared leave the medical room so I must have really done a number on him with the switchblade. I hoped the fucker bled out, but I doubted I struck that deep.

      We caught up to the owner as he unlocked a door near the corner of the office; a door I had apparently missed earlier. Following through, the guards shoved me in and locked the door behind me, leaving me alone with him.

      The heat was officially on.

      A quick glance gave me the impression of a guest bedroom, but the assessment was lost the moment the owner snatched my attention as he removed his jacket and tossed it on the dresser next to him.

      “Day one, not more than fifteen minutes after having the rules explained to you, and you’re already breaking all of them. That’s quite the record here, Miss Wilder,” the asshole finally said, his voice deep with aggression and warning as he turned toward me. I glimpsed down, noticing he still had the switchblade in his hand covered in Jared’s blood.

      “Breaking them all?” I stalled. “I thought there was only one.”

      He didn’t seem amused. “One express rule. The rest are implied.”

      I shrugged as I slowly maneuvered through the room, my eyes watching his every move. “Ah, silly me. You should clarify that next time. We could have avoided this whole thing.”

      “Who said we wanted to avoid it?”

      I caught the glint of challenge in his eyes as I narrowed my own at him. “So you prefer troublemakers then?”

      A shark-like grin curved the corners of his mouth, the evil smirk revealing more than he probably intended to. “We prefer variety. A diverse selection of troublemakers is far more enticing than just one flavor, don’t you think?”

      I grimaced in disgust. “A brilliant business strategy, I’m sure, but not one I’m looking to participate in.”

      “And your alternatives to that are what exactly?” he asked, amused.

      If I was being honest with myself, I was surprised he allowed this pointless banter to go on for as long as it was. I figured he was more of the type to execute quickly and move on to the next target of the day, but evidently, I was wrong. He clearly enjoyed playing with his food.

      “I figured that was implied,” I answered before I closed my teeth around the end of the zip ties to pull them even tighter until they cut into my skin.

      A ghost of a smile snuck into the corner of his lips as he watched me.

      “Then let’s see how that works out for you.” And then he took a hard step forward.

      Jolting to the side, I raised my bound hands up high over my head and slammed them down hard against my abdomen. With enough tension and force, the zip ties broke apart and released my hands, causing the owner to stop in his tracks and regard me closely.

      “Very clever,” he taunted as he played with the knife in his hand. “I hope there’s more where that came from. This might actually be enjoyable.”

      I scoffed. “Don’t get too excited. We wouldn’t want you to blow your load too early.”

      He chuckled. “Very poor choice of words.”

      In two long strides, he came at me like a tank, closing the distance between us faster than I had anticipated. I pushed my foot out to kick him in the balls, but he just maneuvered to the side and bulldozed into me until I was flat against the wall. His hard body pressed up against mine, and with the wall at my back, he’d effectively trapped me.

      Way to fail, Jaden.

      His hands came down to rest against the wall on either side of my head, the knife now safely tucked away in the small of his back. “Well, that was utterly disappointing,” he chided, his breath tickling my ear.

      Well, fuck you too.

      Ignoring his insult, I quickly shot my fingers into the tender side of his arms and pinched the soft skin as hard and as fast as I could. He barely even winced. I had hoped it would cause him to take a step back, but all he did was grab both my wrists and pin them in one of his hands above my head roughly.

      “Is that all?” he scorned me.

      “Fuck you. Get off me!” I spat and pulled at my wrists as hard as I could, flexing my hands in an attempt to loosen his grip as I twisted. After about ten seconds, it was becoming pointless, and I was just rubbing the skin of my wrists raw until they burned from his hand.

      “Done?” the owner asked, clearly amused by my aggravation and failed attempt to escape him.

      “No,” I countered, making sure I made my point by looking him straight in the eyes.

      “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      In a single blur, he threw me over to the bed with such force that I almost tripped to the floor. Landing face-first over the edge of the mattress, I quickly turned and struck him square in the face with my elbow. Pain and heat inflamed my skin from the contact, but his cheek would smart something worse.

      He seemed a little surprised but immediately regained his composure, grabbing my elbow and forcing it down on the bed. “Good try, but at least you landed it.”

      This motherfucker…

      He was on top of me before I could find my bearings, trapping my body underneath his and grabbing my hair to yank my head back. The switchblade quickly appeared at my exposed throat, the sharp blade threatening to slice my skin open with the slightest movement. I froze immediately, refusing to allow myself to even breathe.

      “I have to say, I’m a little disappointed. You talked such a big game.”

      Trying my best not to let my anger overcome me, I mumbled something incoherently while pressing the ball of my foot against the bedframe.

      “What the hell did you say?” he asked, pulling the knife a few inches away.

      Like the moron that I was, I took the opportunity and pushed off with my foot as hard as I could, shoving myself backward into hard muscle until we both toppled to the floor.

      A wide band of steel circled around my middle, clutching me tight enough to steal my breath. Pressing my heels into his legs, I pushed off again, kicking where I could while keeping my hands on the arm that still held the knife. But he wasn’t having any of it.

      With too much speed, he rolled us over onto my stomach, pressing me deep into the floor, the knife now pressed against my cheek.

      “Settle down,” he ordered. “I don’t want to have to carve up that gorgeous face of yours.”

      “And make myself less valuable? I fucking doubt it,” I bit out in return.

      He pressed the blade harder against my skin, not yet drawing blood but just enough to leave a scratch.

      “You’ve got a smart mouth, little girl. Maybe I’ll have you show me what else those pretty little lips of yours can do,” he drawled into my ear, the unspoken threat lingering like a bad aftertaste.

      “Get off me, and maybe you’ll find out,” I groaned, his body weight nearly crushing me into the floor.

      But instead of removing himself, he just flipped me over so I was on my back, facing his stupidly smug face.

      “You seem to be forgetting something here. Your compliance is non-negotiable. I will have your complete obedience, or I will have your ass strung up until you bleed the last of your defiance out. Do you understand?”

      His voice was all malice, making me freeze under him to absorb every word as he continued to press the blade into my skin. But I was done playing the victim.

      “Sure. Now get the fuck off me,” I retorted.

      I didn’t know why I was being so fucking stupid or why I was so trusting that he wouldn’t just slice my throat open right there. In theory, I was worth more alive, but I doubted I was worth the trouble on principle.

      Rolling his eyes, he retracted the switchblade and placed it in his back pocket.

      “Have it your way, then,” he said.

      He moved so fast I barely had time to register that he was standing and had yanked me up from the floor. One blink and I found myself once again on my stomach, on top of the bed, pinned down underneath his stupid heavy weight. Latching on to my left wrist, he wrenched it forward toward the headboard, reaching over to a hidden leather cuff hanging from a chain.

      Panic caused acid to scour my throat.

      “Shit! No! Stop!” I shouted in protest as I fought to pull my arm back. My struggle was absolutely pathetic, his obvious strength surmounting mine within seconds before he moved on to the next wrist. I couldn’t even twist my body as he kept his legs straddled over my hips, preventing me from bucking him off. My ankles were next, his heavy body laying over each limb as he strapped them down with minimal effort.

      “Fuck!” I yelled out loud, releasing my panic and rage.

      “Keep screaming, little girl. It’s just music to me,” he said as he started rolling up his sleeves.

      My heart was pounding out of my chest and into the sheets, fear fogging my brain as I concluded how incredibly fucked I was. And it was my own dumbass fault.

      Great strategy, Jaden. Really fucking great.

      I couldn’t stop myself from uselessly pulling against the chains that bound me, knowing full well I was just wasting my energy.

      “Pull and struggle all you want, but you’re not going anywhere,” he announced, almost absentmindedly.

      His damn voice burned my pride to ashes as I heard the truth in his words. I had put myself here, and now I had to live with it. But that didn’t mean I had to go down quietly.

      Turning my head to face him, I laid my cheek down against the soft sheets and looked up at him from my lowered lashes.

      “You’re right,” I said simply, releasing my sigh of frustration. “What happens now?”

      With my latest strategy laid to waste, my next one would have to be successful with words alone. Plan B was always trial and error until something eventually worked, if ever.

      “Ah, here come the negotiations,” he snickered as he moved around the room. Except I wasn’t about to beg for something I knew he wouldn’t give. Mercy would never be on the table, but stalling always was.

      “Too soon?” I added, remaining undeterred.

      I softly stared him down, watching as his brow furrowed before slowly shaking his head, a tiny smirk in the corner of his mouth. “My God, girl, who are you?”

      He said it like I was crazy, like I was way out of my depth and had no clue which way was up. He was right of course, but he didn’t need my confirmation.

      Without another word, he turned and left the room, returning after only a few seconds with a small white card in his hand.

      “Miss Jaden Morgan Wilder, twenty-five years old, from Royal Oak, Michigan, hazel eyes, red hair, five-foot-three, and an organ donor,” he read aloud from my obvious driver’s license.

      “Good for you, you can read,” I retorted.

      “And a motorcycle endorsement,” he added, ignoring my comment. “Interesting.”

      I almost rolled my eyes, hoping I wouldn’t get the same typical guy reaction. I had been riding motorbikes since I was ten. My dad started me out on dirt bikes when we went for long weekends up north. Years later, when he was finally comfortable, he introduced me to some real machines and the long open road. I now had a Ducati 1299 Panigale Superbike back home, customized in all-black chrome with bright purple LED lights. It was one of my most prized possessions after I had saved up most of my life to own it. It was my ultimate freedom.

      “And just like that, we now have something in common,” he teased.

      “Grand.” Maybe I could bore him to death? Was that a thing?

      “Or at least we did,” he added, tossing my driver’s license casually over his shoulder. It fell to the ground just as meaningless as I currently felt. “I imagine you’ve seen the last of your riding days.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him as I refused his bait and returned my own.

      “How do you know? My buyer could be an avid rider. I promise I look just as good riding in the back as I do the front.”

      Though his bait was designed to get me to lash out so he could justify hurting me more than he already was, my bait was only designed to see what threw him off and what didn’t. I could tell he wasn’t expecting that response.

      Good.

      “Probably not as avid about riding motorcycles as he will be about riding you,” he countered.

      “Or she,” I added enthusiastically.

      “I doubt it. When your combat skills are revealed, you’ll attract the men like bees to honey. My female buyers typically refrain from those kinds of complications.”

      My brows furrowed in confusion. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      He gave me a knowing smile. “Now what kind of merchant would I be if I didn’t disclose important details about my supply?”

      I silently thought through what he was revealing, and in a way, it sort of made sense. If he sold me under the guise that I was a simple troublemaker but didn’t reveal that I actually came with real self-defense skills, it might piss my buyer off when he recovered from the broken bones I would no doubt give him, even if it cost me more in the end. To hide that red warning flag would be akin to fraud in the legal world. Like selling a battle-worn fighting dog under the guise of a retired cop dog. You might have words for your seller if your dog starts randomly chewing the flesh from your bones.

      “So, you’re going to disclose me as a major red flag now, huh? Because you think I can actually fight? What a compliment.”

      He didn’t appear all that amused.

      “You’ve given several of my soldiers bruises and broken bones, and in the last ten minutes, one now has a stab wound. Given the chance, you wouldn’t just kill out of self-defense. You’d do it methodically.”

      “And the compliments just keep coming,” I said with a smirk.

      He tilted his head as he regarded me carefully.

      “You’re still not quite seeing the bigger picture, are you?”

      I sighed, stretching my neck from side to side as the tension began to build in my shoulders from my position on the bed.

      “The way I see it is that any incentive I had to behave to avoid revealing myself as a red flag has now gone completely out the door. I can’t imagine the number of bruises I’ll show off at auction will sway a buyer one way or another. If they know I’m a skilled fighter, then they’ll get exactly what they paid for.”

      I watched him stride over to the bed, the steel look of challenge emanating from his cold eyes as he leaned down over me.

      “Then I’ll just have to give you the same incentive I give the rest of my soldiers. If you make it a habit of disobeying me, then I won’t bother rehabilitating you. I’ll just fucking kill you and parade what’s left of your body around as an example for the rest to learn from.”

      His voice was so smooth and deadly it felt like Death whispering in my ear, singing gently to me of threats and violence. Ice formed up my spine, the shiver impossible to control or miss. I could feel him smiling along my ear before he quickly rose and stepped away. I didn’t even have time to dwell on his final threat before the sound of his belt buckle caught my attention.

      “Let’s get that incentive embedded right now, shall we?” he said as he gripped the end of his belt in his hand, leaving the buckle to swing freely.

      Oh, fuck.

      And then I felt it. The buckle of the belt slammed down on top of my bare back, biting into my flesh. I suppressed my scream, inhaling on a sharp gasp as I sucked in air, my body jerking harshly at the contact. I had only a second before the sound of the belt whipping through the air caught my attention again, my body clenching tightly in fear and anticipation. But the fire that erupted over my back sent my brain into a tailspin of absolute fucking agony. I couldn’t suppress the scream that time, my voice bellowing out as my fingers ripped into the sheets beneath me.

      “Much better,” he praised above me and swung again.

      The belt came down again, the muscles in my back tensing up as they absorbed the punishing force of the belt, the pain of its sting spreading into the pits of my stomach. I pulled at my restraints, trying to distract myself from the anguish forming at my back as another strike came down.

      “Ah!” I bawled,

      “There it is,” he commented softly. “Beautiful.”

      I bit my tongue, wishing I had it in me to deny him my screams, but I didn’t want to encourage him. I feared it would cost my body much more than it would my pride if I stayed silent. And I really needed my body to be able to survive this far more than my pride.

      The pain worsened with every blow, each of my muscles throbbing with tension as I thrashed against the sheets. I lost track of the number of times he struck me. My back was now made entirely of fire, and all concentration was lost to nothing but the agony. I could feel the bruises forming and the skin tearing until I honestly believed acid had pooled in the curve of my spine.

      By the time he finally dropped the belt to the floor, I was capable of only two thoughts—the unholy hellfire raging at my back and how badly I wanted to kill this twisted motherfucker. Every muscle in my body screamed from his relentless brutality, the ruined sheets beneath me damp with my sweat and tears while strands of my hair stuck to my face.

      Forcing myself to breathe silently through my anguish, I turned my face so I could watch him walk over to the nightstand next to the bed and pull out something small and square from the drawer. My heart stopped when I saw it was a condom.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I practically screeched, my voice wrecked from the horrific rawness of my throat.

      He looked down over me, and a sort of softness came to his face as he reached down to push a wet strand of hair from my cheek with the stroke of his thumb. An easy smile fell over his mouth, the tender gestures disarming me completely as I returned his gaze with hope in my eyes—hope that he would not defile me further. But that hope was crushed in a single word.

      “Finishing,” he answered and then moved away out of my direct sight.

      My world instantly plummeted. Panic ricocheted throughout my body like a pinball bouncing off everything until it hit me square in the gut. I couldn’t let him do this to me. I couldn’t let him take it this far. I could take on any other beating he wanted to give me, but this was not something I could lie down and live with. With nothing but fumes of energy left, I pushed my head up and tried to fight against my restraints as he climbed onto the bed, hovering over me.

      Ever so gently, his fingertips traced along the edges of my back, searing my skin as if he were branding me.

      “Your skin bruises beautifully,” he commented as he admired his work. “A perfect canvas.”

      I chose not to indulge him, hopeful that my silence might dissuade him and he take pity on me. But those were the thoughts of a foolish little girl. The sound of his zipper confirmed nothing else.

      “There’s no honor in this.” I don’t know why I said it, why I thought that would have made any bit of difference. He was clearly a criminal. What good was honor to a criminal?

      I held my breath as he moved over me, his hands grazing up my sides, causing me to hiss as I winced from his touch. His warm breath tickled along my neck before I felt his mouth against my ear.

      “The prettiest flowers earn their honor in the ugliest dirt,” he said.

      My heart sank, crushed into the pit of my stomach where it flatlined completely. I had been talking about his honor, but he was only concerned with my own.

      As if he were responding to my downfall, his fingers laced through my hair to gently tuck it back behind my ear, confusing me with an innocent gesture. But terror tore me apart as he positioned himself between the V of my spread legs, barely able to swallow at the sound of him ripping open the condom packet.

      “I want you to know,” he said softly, his voice dark and velvety, “this could have been avoided, but since you clearly love to fight so much, I’m going to indulge every time you do. Consider yourself lucky if you can fucking walk straight by the time I’m finished.”

      My hands curled into fists so tight I thought my knuckles would burst through my skin. But I couldn’t stop the words that would likely make the situation so much worse.

      “And I want you to know,” I began through gritted teeth, my rage and fear molding into a new kind of energy, “that when the time finally comes and I kill you, I want you to remember this very moment when I warned you.”

      A soft chuckle escaped his throat, permeating the air with patronizing amusement. It only made me see red, made my blood rush faster in my veins as I sought to correct his doubt in my promise.

      I had no business making any such threats in the first place. I had no idea who this guy was or what he was capable of. But what I did know was that if I ever saw him again, I would fucking destroy him.

      With my final act of defiance, he speared into me, slamming against my cervix and filling every square inch of me. I grunted aloud at his violent invasion but refused to give him anything further than that. I felt him lean down to my ear again, grasping my hair and jerking it back in a painful grip.

      “Welcome to your new reality,” he growled. The cruelty in his voice sent shivers up my spine as silent tears rolled down my cheeks. He was enjoying this, enjoying my pain and swallowing it up like a man starving for it.

      When his stamina became too great, I couldn’t stop my attempt to pull away. He responded by slapping my ass so hard I could barely suppress the scream, only allowing a loud gasp to escape. As his hand returned to my hip, he thrust even faster, finally finishing with an animalistic grunt that echoed in my ears. Leaning down over my back, he pressed his hands into my sore and scorching skin and lowered his mouth to my ear.

      “If I have to fuck you into submission every day to remind you of your place here, then I will gladly do so. Your compliance is non-negotiable; remember that. If you act out again, your punishment will be much more severe than this. Do you understand, or do you need more emphasis?”

      He increased the pressure at my back when I didn’t speak fast enough.

      “I understand,” I answered, my words barely audible.

      “Good girl,” he said, getting off me then. “The next time I see you, I expect a dramatic change in your behavior.”

      That was the last thing I remembered before hurling myself into the darkness, hoping that when I woke up, this would all just be some fucked up nightmare.
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        * * *

      

      After I had dressed, I opened the door back to my office and stopped in the doorway. I looked back at the girl who had passed out on the bed. Her body had finally given out from the abuse it had taken from me, and I had to admit she held out better than I thought she would. But it made me want to give her more just to see how far I could take her.

      It disturbed me how damn amazing she’d felt under me as if her body was made just for me. She fit like a fucking glove, each stroke better than the last until I couldn’t hold back anymore. Even delivering her strikes set me ablaze, watching her body twitch and writhe in pain, fear drenching her face in the form of tears. Her skin had bruised beautifully, the deep colors contrasting with her paleness to create the perfect image of pain and beauty. I realized I could have stood there all day just watching her sleep off our little encounter.

      I wondered how she’d react if she woke still chained to the bed.

      Would her courage remain? Or would she resort back into silence like everyone else?

      I didn’t know why, but I hoped she would surprise me.

      Stepping out, I locked the door behind me and made my way down to check on Jared’s pathetic ass. He was still in the medical room with Sid. Lucky for him, Sid was close by to take care of his wounds. Before I turned the corner, I sent a text to one of my guards to have them put the little redhead back in her cage. Even though she was still chained to the bed, I didn’t want her waking up and trying anything.

      When I came to the examining room, I leaned against the doorframe and watched as Sid finished stitching Jared while he groaned and complained like a whiny little bitch.

      When Sid was done, he turned around to acknowledge me.

      “He’ll be fine,” he said nonchalantly, setting his bloody tools in the sink. “One more centimeter, though, and it would have pierced his intestines. He’ll just need to take it easy for a while to let the wound heal.”

      “Thanks, Sid,” I said and moved out of the way so he could exit the room.

      I looked over at Jared, who slowly sat up, grunting and wincing while he clutched the side of his gut.

      “What happened?” I asked sternly, crossing my arms over my chest. 

      “Bitch is crazy,” he said, shaking his head. “I cut her ties so Sid could examine her, and she just…attacked. It happened so fast, I barely remember.”

      I took a few more steps into the room while Jared stood from the table, sidestepping me just a little bit. He knew I was pissed. “And you think that’s an acceptable excuse?” I asked. “She almost made it to the elevator. You’re lucky I was there to intervene.”

      “She never would have made it past the perimeter.”

      “Yes, because those guards are competent!” I seethed, taking a step toward him.

      We had three guards who manned the roof, watching for any potential threats or girls trying to escape the compound. If anyone fled, they were shot on sight. No one had ever escaped the warehouse before, and Jared’s incompetence was not about to change that.

      Jared stayed silent as I stared him down. “Now, where did you find this girl?”

      He shrugged like the dumbshit he was. “I met her at a bar in Detroit. She seemed like an easy target.”

      “And how much research did you do before taking her? How many days did you wait and watch?”

      “I put the order for the team to take her the following night. Quinn watched her get in her car. We searched her license plate and found out she was a student at some law school downtown. We got her schedule and picked her up after class, loading her on the plane with the rest of the girls. I didn’t want to wait and risk the chance of losing a really profitable target.”

      “And what a fuckup that turned out to be,” I menaced.

      “What are you talking about? We have her just fine—”

      “She’s a goddamn mixed martial artist, you idiot!” I roared, shoving him into the wall and keeping my forearm against his throat. “She’s the complete opposite of the type you’re supposed to be hunting. Do you have any idea how much of a pain in the ass she’s going to be? No, you wouldn’t know that because you didn’t do the research like you’re supposed to. Instead, your fuck-up of a team left behind a shot-to-shit car, bullet shells, and most likely unknown witnesses. What the fuck were you thinking?”

      “I don’t know, sir. She pissed me off. The little ungrateful bitch had it coming,” he croaked.

      “What, because she wouldn’t accept the cheap-ass drink you probably tried to buy her?”

      “Something like that,” he groaned.

      I released him and took a step back.

      “So, because you couldn’t stand to have your ego wounded, you decided you’d fuck with my business and create a liability in the process?”

      “Look, I’m sorr—”

      “I don’t want your goddamn apology! I want you to fucking follow orders!” My rage had exceeded its limit, and I punched the stupid son of a bitch right where he’d been stabbed. He screeched in pain and curled into himself, sliding down the wall until his ass hit the floor. I crouched real low to get in his face. “You ever do anything to jeopardize my business again, and I’ll fucking kill you, you understand me?”

      “Yes, sir,” he panted, finally looking up to meet me eye to eye. Maybe there was a man in there somewhere, after all.

      “Good,” I said, rising back up to my full height. “Lucky for you, I may still have some fun with her yet.”

      I walked out of the room, leaving Jared in his curled-up mess while I headed down to see my head of security. I wanted to see how this tiny thing had managed to escape three guards while nearly killing one of them.

      I found Scott in the security room intensely glaring at one of his numerous computer screens, no doubt observing the same show I was interested in. The desk he sat at was even bigger than mine to accommodate the ten monitors required for all the cameras we had set up in the warehouse for his design.

      Scott was my second in command and head of all things security. With a skill set like his, I’d be stupid to waste his resourcefulness. After nearly a decade of loyal service to the US military as a Navy SEAL, it ended in a dishonorable discharge after allegedly torturing and killing some nobody who was wanted on charges of terrorism. The US government might not be a fan of his methods of persuasion, but I certainly was.

      “You need a fucking haircut,” I commented, noticing his usual cropped black hair was now falling over his dark eyes.

      “And you likely need a new fucking belt, I bet,” he countered, leaning back in his chair. The damn thing looked like it was on its last life as it creaked under the weight of his heavy ass. Scott was built much like I was and just as tall, so when working together, we made quite the intimidating pair, much to our advantage.

      “Did you see her escape?” I asked as I came around to view the monitors.

      “How could I not?” he replied, pulling up the video clips and pressing play.

      We both watched as that slip of a girl managed to not only disarm Jared, but stab him, disorientate the two guards standing outside, and make it down the hall alone. Until she came around the corner.

      “Damn!” Scott laughed as he turned to me. “She almost fucking made it.”

      “She did not,” I added, rolling my eyes as I moved away from the desk.

      “That was the best attempt I’ve ever witnessed,” he added. “I almost hope she tries it again. It would be worth the entertainment.”

      “You’ll most likely get your wish,” I said, shaking my head at the thought.

      Scott raised a brow at me. “You didn’t put the fear of God in her just now?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned against the desk. “It won’t be God she fears next time,” I said, thoughtful of the silent rage she had displayed earlier. “But she may need another reminder from time to time.”

      Scott had the guts to actually chuckle. “You sound hopeful of that.”

      I shrugged as I moved off the desk, pulling Jaden’s driver’s license from my pocket and tossing it onto the desk.

      “I want everything you can find on her,” I said.

      Scott picked the license up with his calloused meaty hand and examined it. “Why am I not surprised?” he said with a smart-ass smirk on his face.

      “Just do it,” I said and headed for the door.

      He stayed silent for a moment, a smirk hiding in the corner of his mouth.

      “I’ll have it to you by tomorrow,” he replied before turning back to the monitors.

      “Good.” Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of something slamming against metal jerked me awake, the noise piercing my ears, creating an immediate headache.

      “Wake up, bitch!” a guard above me yelled. I cracked my eyes and staggered to move, but my body felt like an eighteen-wheeler had crushed it.

      “You have five seconds to get up before I drag you out of there by your skull.”

      Looking up at the guard, I realized he was the one I had hook-kicked in the eye. He had a pretty nice shiner where my heel had made contact, and I felt a twinge of pride surge through me as I focused on the black puffiness I had created. No wonder he was being such a pushy asshole.

      “Good morning to you, too,” I mumbled under my breath.

      “What was that?” he asked sternly, challenging me.

      “Nothing,” I grunted as I forced my body to crawl out of the cage. Every muscle in my body screamed in protest as I moved, but it was nothing compared to the torment raging all over my back. The hushed gasping and whispers as I crawled out of the cage confirmed nothing less. I imagined I probably looked like I’d been in a wreck.

      “On your feet, slave, now,” the guard ordered. I placed my hands against the cage and attempted to pull myself up. I was so sore and stiff I didn’t think I could walk another step as the deep pain aching between my legs threatened to spring tears. “Let’s go.” The guard grabbed my arm and dragged me along at his side, not even bothering to cuff me. They were either testing me or felt I would be too weak to fight after yesterday’s beat fest. I was also way too fucking exhausted to bother.

      “Where are we going?” I grumbled my question.

      My temporarily diminished reflexes weren’t able to stop the backhand that came across my mouth. I was so damn weak from yesterday I actually stumbled against the wall from the impact. The pain stung the side of my cheek as I felt it begin to heat and swell.

      “I don’t recall asking you a question, slave,” he said, glaring at me. Biting back my tongue, I lowered my eyes to the floor and let him lead me back to the elevator and up to the third floor. My heart nearly skipped a beat as he pushed the button, but thankfully, we turned right instead of left when we exited. I assumed he was taking me back to the doctor’s office for the exam I decided to skip out on yesterday.

      Sure enough, as the guard opened the door, there was the doctor, gloved up and ready to go. Whatever fear he had yesterday was replaced with warning when he looked me over. He had a tray of medical instruments next to him, one of them being a syringe filled with a yellow-tinged liquid.

      “Hello, again,” he said cheerfully, eyeing me up and down.

      I gave him a blank hard look.

      “Judging by your physical state,” he said, resting his hand on the syringe, “I shouldn’t need to use this.” He looked my way, an eyebrow raised as if he was asking me a question.

      I slowly shook my head. I just wanted to get this over with.

      “Good. Lie back on the table, please, knees up, and try to relax. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      I did as he asked, slowly climbing on the table as my muscles and joints ached to support my weight. Lying down, I winced as my back seared in pain when my bare skin encountered the cold padding. I raised my knees, took a deep breath, and slowly let it out, relaxing as best I could.

      “I’m going to begin the exam now. Spread your knees a little for me, please.” I sniffed back my protest and slowly parted my knees, giving him access to my most private area. The flesh there was incredibly tender as he completed a routine pelvic exam.

      “You’re a little swollen with some slight bruising, but you should be fine,” he claimed when he was finished. “Other than that, everything looks normal.”

      I nodded in acknowledgment.

      “If you could sit up now, please,” he asked. I let my knees fall over the edge of the table and forced myself to sit up, agony accompanying my every move.

      The guard sat in the corner, smiling at my obvious discomfort. The doctor came back over and checked my heart rate, blood pressure, temperature, and drew some blood. He then examined my chest and back. The giant shoe-sized bruise was embarrassingly obvious. Lightly pressing my skin, I tried to hold back my pathetic little whimpers, but it was tough with him touching me.

      “On a scale of one to ten, how bad is the pain?”

      “Probably an eight,” I replied. If the number was too low on the spectrum, I feared they might bring me back in for a second dose of pain. I was honest with my answer, though, hoping it was sufficient.

      “Can she have painkillers?” the doctor asked the guard.

      “Fuck that. If she ain’t broken, then she don’t need ’em,” the guard said, raising from his seat.

      “Then I guess we’re done here. She’s severely dehydrated and needs some food in her system. Other than that, she should be fine but bring her back in two days for a final checkup. I should have the test results by then.”

      “Thanks, Sid,” the guard said, reaching for me and pulling me from the table.

      “I believe you earned this?” the doctor said, holding out the little black strapless “dress” that was supposed to be promised to me for good behavior.

      “Thank you.” My voice rasped as I quickly threw the dress on, finally covering my body from exposure. Even though it was barely long enough to cover my ass, I had never been more thankful for an item of clothing in all my life.

      “Let’s go,” the guard said, pulling me along by the arm.

      As we headed back down the hall, it occurred to me that I hadn’t eaten or drank anything for almost two days, and my stomach grumbled violently at the realization. Not like my stomach would be able to handle much of it anyway, but I would do just about anything for a glass of water. I didn’t dare ask for one, though.
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        * * *

      

      Brooding at my desk, my fingers twitched with fury as I clicked through Jaden’s social media pages. She had hundreds of photos of family, friends, and all the fan-fucking-tastic times she clearly had with them. There were so many photos of her and what I assumed was a pathetic excuse for a boyfriend that I felt like killing him just out of annoyance. Even her younger brothers remained constant in her life.

      Dozens of recent posts from her family and friends on her page expressed everything from condolences to well wishes, hoping that Jaden returned to them alive and unharmed. I laughed a little at that. It had never happened before, and she was not about to change it anytime soon.

      Judging from her pictures, she was a very active girl. There were photos of her snowboarding, riding a Jet Ski, sparring, rock climbing, drinking, snowmobiling, four-wheeling, shooting, and even riding a motorcycle and dirt bike. There were videos of her competing in world karate competitions, from forms to sparring and even weapons. She dominated with a bo staff – her technique flawless and impressive during her performances. It was clear she was a very well-trained competitor and an excellent performer. This was no girly girl I was dealing with. She liked to live life on the edge, but only just a little.

      It was ridiculous how much information social media alone gave up on a person. I knew where Jaden worked, how long she’d been there, where she went to school, what degrees she had, who her friends and family were, and even her future plans all before I’d gone through her medical records, employment records, tax records, and anything else that had her name attached to it.

      Her email was filled with all kinds of junk from every sporting goods store imaginable, newsletters from gun manufacturers, some banking information, and to my surprise, a few were from some cosmetic stores and clothing departments. Maybe she was feminine conscious after all.

      Her credit was perfect aside from the mortgage, car, motorcycle, and a massive pile of student loans she had under her belt. Law school was not cheap. She worked as a paralegal at a prominent law firm in downtown Detroit and made decent money for her age. Her grades were decent even during her undergraduate years. She graduated magna cum laude with a bachelor’s degree in psychology with a minor in political science from Wayne State University. Smart girl.

      But her medical records held the most color. She had been in and out of the emergency room for snowboarding and motorbike accidents when she was younger but seemed to calm down as she got older. She had her wisdom teeth and tonsils removed as well. Aside from that, no known allergies or current diseases. Her family did have a history of depression, which concerned me for some reason.

      As far as her family was concerned, her dad passed away from cancer four years ago, but her mom seemed to be in good health. Her two younger brothers were still in high school, while her mom worked as a hairdresser. It looked like she had distant family scattered across the country, but no one she seemed particularly close with besides a cousin or two.

      Her criminal history was almost spotless. She had been arrested for assault and battery two years ago against some guy in Macomb County, but the charges were dropped when she claimed self-defense. She had broken two of his ribs as well as his nose. How incredibly unsurprising.

      As far as her driving record went, it was also spotless. Not even a parking ticket. She owned a black Dodge Challenger as well as a 1299 Panigale Superbike. Damn, she had good taste. Most of the women I knew could barely drive, and this one was operating all kinds of fun toys.

      Jaden also had a concealed weapons permit and owned a nice little Sig P238 handgun, but apparently, she wasn’t that good of a shot since she didn’t hit even one of my men. She should have gone with the 938. At least it shot nines.

      And that was the extent of Scott’s informative skills as a private investigator.

      On the surface, Jaden Wilder appeared like a typical backyard bitch with a need for speed, a love of adrenaline, and an attraction to danger. She wore her no-nonsense attitude on her sleeve and displayed the kind of arrogance I’d killed lesser men for. But that was just the surface. What other little treasures would I find buried deep under that porcelain skin of hers?

      I sat back in my chair, staring at a single photo of Jaden on my screen, and felt my chest tighten. She had an intoxicatingly beautiful smile, and the amber color in her eyes warmed me from the inside out. I wondered how much longer it would be before she acted out again. How many hits could her pride take before she finally retaliated? She would not give in to me so easily, but I relished a good challenge. And when the time finally came for her to really break down and surrender, it would be a most victorious day.

      Noticing the time, I grabbed the shit I needed for my special little accounting department to confirm the accounts for the auction and headed out of my office. I had spent enough time on this girl already, and it was time for her to move on to the next phase.
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        * * *

      

      As we exited the room, my legs felt wobbly and every step ached, but I carried on toward the elevator with the guard pulling me alongside him. But as soon as we got to the elevator, the last person I ever wanted to see walked out of their office.

      Fear, rage, and repulsion gripped me at the throat while I battled with myself to ignore his presence, but with each thundering step, I knew he wasn’t going to afford me the privilege. The second his eyes found mine, a smile stretched across his face.

      “Well, look at you,” he said as he sauntered closer. “Somebody must have finally behaved if they earned themselves a pretty little dress.”

      I turned to him, narrowing my eyes, and smirked. “I figured your men could use a break.” I was such an idiot, but I just couldn’t help myself. For some dumbass reason, I wanted him to know he hadn’t won just yet.

      “Shut it!” the guard shouted, smacking me upside the head. I hunched, but my eyes remained on the owner.

      What the fuck are you doing? Stop taunting him, you dipshit.

      The elevator dinged, and the doors opened. The guard pushed me inside, and he and the owner followed me in. As soon as the doors closed, the owner handed a folder to the guard and instantly pushed me into the corner by my throat, slamming my head against the elevator wall.

      I didn’t react as his massively solid body pressed into mine, once again trapping me in place. I was already tired of feeling small and helpless, but combined with my rage from the memory of our last brutal encounter, it made my entire body shake in instant aggravation.

      Releasing my throat, he gently placed both of his hands on my shoulders as he felt my body tense. His musky scent filled my nostrils as it mixed with the air I was now trying to suck down.

      “You’re shaking,” the owner said smoothly. “Scared, little slave?”

      Fuck, if I wasn’t about to shove his nose through his brain this very second.

      “Do not make the mistake of confusing my rage for fear,” I countered just as smoothly. “I am not afraid, just really pissed off.”

      It was the eye contact I made that actually sold it.

      Instantly, his hand struck back for my throat, clasping around it like a vise and robbing me of all thought. My hand clutched and pulled uselessly at his wrist as I attempted to dig my fingers under the meat of his thumb to pry him off me.

      Failing miserably, I switched my strategy and went to strike his nose with my palm, but he caught my wrist and pinned it against the elevator wall. My other arm continued to fight against him, but he quickly trapped both my wrists in one hand, holding them up high above my head.

      My back protested immensely from my efforts to free myself, my skin burning while my muscles pulsed with tension. For every inch I struggled, the pain in my body worsened, finally motivating me to be still and attempt to relax.

      There was just no point in wasting my energy if it got me nowhere.

      “Oh, come on,” the owner teased. “You were doing so well.”

      I huffed in frustration, ignoring the bait as best I could.

      He waited a few seconds after I had stilled to move his thumb and run it softly along my jaw, the gentle action nothing more than a subtle warning.

      “It must be so tough for you…” he growled into my ear. “Being reduced to nothing, feeling trapped like this…with no way out of it…”

      The pressure of his thumb suddenly increased at the side of my neck, reducing my air supply significantly. My hands clenched into fists against the wall of the elevator, my wrists straining for freedom from the tight grip of his one very strong hand.

      “You’re an object now, you know. Something to command. Something to fuck. Something that will beg to please it’s master.”

      I continued to strain for air, trying to let his heavy words fly over me, but the struggle was just too much. With the pain in my back flaring up from every little movement, I almost begged for a reprieve.

      “Just look at how pathetic you are. I could crush your tiny, fragile body right now,” he continued, squeezing tighter for emphasis; his words were like venom, poisoning my ears and my confidence. “It would be so fucking easy.”

      He’s wrong. He’s fucking wrong, Jaden. Don’t listen to that garbage.

      His grip on my wrists tightened, pressing them even harder into the wall behind me. A small cry left my strangled throat, sounding just as pathetic as I apparently looked.

      “Remember that I’m the one who holds all the cards now. All of the power. The sooner you realize this, the sooner you can become content with your new life. There’s no use fighting it, little girl. It’ll just bring you more pain…pain that I am more than happy to deliver.”

      I knew what he was doing. He was trying to break me down by shadowing me with his physical dominance. He was trying to prove to me that I didn’t have a chance in hell in fighting him off, but what he didn’t realize was that the sooner I got my chance, the sooner he’d see he was dead fucking wrong. I would have told him so, but my mouth was busy with more important things.

      Still keeping his hands firmly in place, he turned his head back to the guard.

      “How did her exam go?” he asked. The guard shrugged as he leaned against the wall.

      “She’s good to go, sir. Test results will be ready in a few days.”

      “Excellent,” he said, turning back to stare down at me. He had a dark look in his eyes that turned my anger into ice-cold fear. What the fuck did I do?

      “It was recommended, though, that she receive food and water. She hasn’t had either since she got here.”

      I needed a lot more than food and water. Oxygen was pretty fucking important at the moment.

      “See to it then. I wouldn’t want our new little star wasting away her potential.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      With that, he released my throat, and I dropped to the floor like a sack of potatoes. I coughed and wheezed for air as I had spent all my energy in my fight for oxygen. I was dizzy and weak, and the second the elevator doors opened, the owner stepped out, leaving me on the floor like a pile of dirty laundry. I truly was nothing to him—to any of them—just another dollar sign.

      I’d nearly shoved the guard off me when he tried to help me up, too pissed off at what that fucking owner had done to me.

      When I got back to my cage, it was apparently breakfast time, so I laid on my stomach on the padding of my cage and watched as the guards carried trays containing bowls of food and bottles of water down the aisle. They placed a bowl and bottle in each cage, and every girl scrambled to finish their food as fast as they could. When the guard finally placed the bowl and water in my cage, I waited for them to lock the door before cracking the bottle open and nearly draining the entire thing.

      “Whoa, slow down!” Kayla suddenly shouted at me with a mouthful of food. She swallowed. “You only get two of those a day. Save some for later.”

      I stopped at about a quarter of the way and looked down into the bowl. My stomach growled something fierce, and I suddenly remembered I was starving. Steaming away like a heavenly miracle was what looked like chicken stir-fry. The aroma of chicken, rice, and vegetables filled my nose, and I didn’t hesitate another second before shoving spoonfuls of food down my throat. It was very bland for a stir-fry, probably just a bag of frozen shit, but I didn’t care. It was solid, and I was starving. I finished my food in three minutes and placed the bowl at the door of my cage where the guards eventually came back to collect them.

      Feeling full and drained, I lay back down on my side and closed my eyes.

      “What the hell happened to you?” Kayla asked quietly. “We all saw them carry you in yesterday, and you were out until they woke you up this morning.”

      I sighed heavily, my back reminding me that I shouldn’t get irritated.

      “I tried to run.”

      She was silent for a moment; I could practically feel her eyes running over my bruised form.

      “Was it worth it?” she asked. “Because you look like hell.”

      Was it worth it? It cost me more than she needed to know, but at least I hadn’t left empty-handed.

      “I learned some of the layout and found a few of their cameras, which did not leave much hope for blind spots. I did mess up the guards. Jared should be out of commission for a few days,” I said with a small laugh. “I’m sure he’ll come after me, though, if they haven’t sold me by then. And the other two, well, they’ll be lucky if they can ever reproduce. I seriously hope not, though.”

      I cracked my eyes open just in time to see her shake her head in confusion. “Wait, hold on, there’s a lot to unpack there. What do you mean you messed up the guards? And who is Jared?”

      I almost laughed.

      “Jared will be the one recovering from a stab wound in his gut. He’s also the scraggly looking one with the longer hair in the front.”

      “Wait, you stabbed him?” she asked, her voice incredulous.

      “Yeah.”

      “Uh, how exactly did you do that?”

      “I disarmed him and stabbed him with the pointy end.”

      “But how?!?” she asked like she couldn’t comprehend it.

      “Jesus, Kayla, what is this, twenty questions? He cut my ties, I locked his arms and managed to disarm the knife. And then I shoved it into his gut and ran for the door.”

      She was silent again, but it didn’t last long enough. Fuck, I really needed some sleep.

      “Damn, you’ve got some guts, girl.”

      “No, I’ve got some skills, Kayla. And right now, they’re a little depleted so I need some rest to heal and recharge. You mind?”

      “Okay, sorry. I’ll let you sleep.”

      “Thanks.” And I drowned myself in a good long nap that would last until lunchtime.
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      It had been two days since my last encounter with the owner, but with a little food, water, and rest, I could already feel my strength returning to me. Every now and then, I would stretch my body with what little room I had in my cage, relaxing the tension in my muscles and expanding the blood flow in them. I could see Kayla taking mental notes from my side view as she watched me.

      She and I were beginning to become close now with so much time on our hands and nothing to do. She reminded me of home, and we reminisced a lot about the bipolar tendencies of Michigan weather and the fun of dodging the potholes when the snow finally melted. If we hadn’t met in such a shitty situation, we might have become friends at another time.

      Earlier in the day, I had my follow-up with the doctor. I was healing nicely and had been deemed clear of any STDs or other illnesses. My anxiety spiked a little as I realized the precautions used on me days before were no longer necessary, especially after the doctor placed a birth control implant in my arm. I hadn’t fought against it. There was no way I wanted to risk bringing a child into the kind of world I was now living in.

      About an hour after the guards escorted me back to my cage, three guards came marching in. Their boots pounded away on the floor, sending echoes through the room and giving way to the scowl I could feel forming on my face.

      “Shower time!” the lead guard shouted. As he got closer, I realized it was Jared.

      Well, look who’s back.

      I suddenly realized how much it didn’t bother me if I really had killed him. It should have, but it didn’t. Probably because I thought none of these sadistic motherfuckers deserved to live in the first place. They were nothing to me. As far as I was concerned, the world was probably better off without them, and if I had the chance, I wouldn’t hesitate a single second to end all of their lives.

      Uncontrollable rage did that to a person.

      As Jared limped his sorry ass to the cages, he instructed the other guards to let out five girls. They lined them up against the wall and then took them out into the hallway in a perfect line. He was in the lead while the other two guards flanked the line of whimpering girls.

      “Where are they taking them?” I asked Kayla. She shrugged.

      “There’s a locker room with a bunch of showers at the end of the hallway. They give you a bar of soap and a small bottle of shampoo so you look nicer and smell better for the auction. You even get a small bottle of mouthwash.”

      “How considerate of them,” I replied.

      “Only the best for us.” She smiled sarcastically.

      I smiled back at her. The fact that either of us were capable of finding the smallest ounce of light in this darkness was worth more than all the treasure in the world. I was glad to have someone like her next to me. The other girl on my right never said a word, too terrified to open her mouth anymore, thanks to the bruises all over her body from the last time she must have spoken up.

      About fifteen minutes later, the guards came back with the girls now cleaner than before with dripping wet hair. Even their dresses looked cleaner and neater. The idea of getting to shower appealed to me, but I was sure we would be under scrutinizing eyes, and I had a feeling an absent pair would still be watching from afar.

      Once the girls were back in their cages, they came down to the next five, Kayla and I included. The two girls before me were let out, but before my cage was unlocked, I watched as Jared made his way over to my cage and leaned over it, looking down at me with his stupid smug face.

      “You gonna behave yourself?” he asked me gruffly.

      Why, so I don’t stab you again?

      I gave him a curt little smile. “Of course,” I replied sweetly. He didn’t look too convinced, which was fine by me. It gave me too much pleasure knowing the pain he was feeling in his side was all thanks to me.

      Jared nodded at the guard before leaning down to unlock my cage. As I crawled out and walked to join the other girls, I couldn’t help but look down and notice how his hand blocked the wound from me, as if he needed to protect it further. I couldn’t stop the smile that crept across my face.

      “Something funny, bitch!” Jared yelled, grabbing my head with his big hand and slamming it into the concrete wall. I pushed my hands up in an attempt to lessen the blow as he pressed my skull into the concrete blocks, causing the skin at my temple to split. A throbbing pain now pounded away at my head as I tried to push away from the wall. “I said…is something funny, bitch?” he snarled into my ear.

      The girls around me whimpered as they tried to put as much distance between them and us as allowed, but all I could think about was throwing my elbow back into his gut and reopening the stitches I was sure were holding his wound together. But I was outnumbered, and I did actually want to take a shower.

      “No, sir,” I finally winced into the wall.

      “I didn’t think so,” he replied and then brought his mouth down to my ear. “I’d be extra careful if I were you. I just might be the next one to have a go at that sweet little pussy of yours.”

      Good luck with that…

      He then released my head, and I practically threw myself off the wall in anger. I didn’t give him the satisfaction of showing I was in pain by rubbing my temples, so I kept my arms at my sides and took deep quiet breaths to soothe my aching skull.

      Kayla then joined behind me, as did the last girl, and we soon found ourselves being led out of the room and down to the end of the hallway.

      “What did he mean by that, Jaden?” Kayla whispered to me, her voice slightly panicked. “What did he mean by ‘the next one’?”

      “Shhh,” I quietly hushed her. “Don’t worry about it.”

      I’d chosen to keep that horror to myself, not wanting to share or even give that memory a second thought. I had to compartmentalize it for now and deal with that trauma another time. Survival mode was still intact. For now.

      Jared opened a door to the right, which led into a locker room. We followed him farther until we reached a room tiled from floor to ceiling, drains and all, with what seemed like ten showerheads.

      Jared turned around and grabbed a box that was sitting on a wooden bench next to him. Holding the box and his hand out, he said, “Give me your clothes. You all have five minutes, so make them count.”

      One by one, we all reluctantly pulled our dresses off and placed the thin material in his open hand. We took what he had to offer in the box, making our way into the shower room. I could feel Jared’s glare as I reached into the box he held, taking a little bar of soap, a bottle of shampoo, and a small container of mouthwash all tied together with a rubber band. I glared right back at him before making my way under a showerhead with Kayla close behind me.

      I pulled on the lever, and cold water came shooting out, spraying down on my sore and filthy feet. I swigged back the mouthwash, swishing it in my mouth as I waited the twenty seconds it took for the water to heat before stepping under and engulfing my body in the warmth of the spray. My skin shuddered as a wave of comfort flooded my body, coating my muscles in a dense heat and releasing the tension that had built up inside.

      I swished the mouthwash for as long as possible, wanting to remove as much bacteria from my mouth as I could before finally spitting it down the drain. It wasn’t the same as a toothbrush, but my mouth felt considerably cleaner than it had before. After about a minute, I realized I only had so much time and immediately began shampooing my hair. Thankfully, it was barely mid-length, so it wasn’t that difficult to manage yet.

      The shampoo wasn’t anything luxurious. It smelled like motel shit, to be honest, but I didn’t care. I was cleaning my hair, and it felt fantastic to wash away all the dirt and grime built up from the past couple of days. I hadn’t even felt the sting of the torn flesh on my temple until I saw the blood drip down onto the tile floor. The shampoo hadn’t helped calm it down much either. As I rinsed my hair, I lathered up the bar of soap and scrubbed my body as best as I could. Unfortunately, it couldn’t wash away my new collection of bruises as I watched the soap rinse away over my skin.

      “Time’s up!” Jared yelled.

      I slumped a little at that. Five minutes was not long enough to strip away all the bullshit that had happened in the past few days, but I couldn’t do shit about that. In a fit of slight rebellion, I gave myself five more seconds before turning the glorious hot spray off. I then wrung out my soaking wet hair and joined the rest of the girls as we made our way back into the line.

      Before I could take my place, the back of a half-curled fist came swiftly through the air. But my reflexive instincts were quick and I ducked away from the potential blow without even thinking.

      “Oh, you dumb, little bitch,” came Jared’s angry voice, his pride clearly wounded from being too slow to strike me. So instead he used his slight bulk to shove me into the wall. “When I tell you that time’s up,” he seethed, pointing his stupid fucking finger right in my face, “that means time is fucking up!”

      I was the one fuming now. Obviously, Jared was still a little pissed at me for nearly gutting him, but it was not my fault that he sucked at defending himself.

      “Get your fucking hand out of my face,” I practically growled at him, swatting his hand away and snarling.

      All at once, everyone’s eyes were on me, but mine were too busy staring down Jared’s. I could feel the room stiffen, tension coating the walls as Jared’s face lit up with my insubordination. I didn’t care if this warranted some kind of punishment. I wanted this fucker to see that I wasn’t scared of him, or any of them, for that matter.

      “You defiant little bitch,” he fumed and went after me. Bad move.

      I saw his hand coming for my throat a mile away, and I instinctively blocked it, grabbing and twisting his wrist in the most painful way. Keeping his arm straight and locking his elbow in place, I quickly pulled him forward and pressed my other hand down on his shoulder. Forcing his body lower allowed my knee to slam into his face three times before I finally let him fall back, clutching his now bloody and broken nose.

      “Jaden, what the hell are you doing?” Kayla shouted over the chaos I was creating. I ignored her.

      I felt rejuvenated as my body was once again able to perform close to my normal abilities. My back was still sore and stiff, but I could push through it thanks to that second of a shower.

      The girls around me scattered as the two remaining guards came after me, but I was ready for them. My skin was still slick with water, so I slid out of their grip as they tried to restrain me so Jared could finish the job. Elbows and fists flew out, connecting with faces and guts as I fought with everything I had left.

      Once I was sure I had the attention of all three guards, I gave wings to the escape of the other girls. “Run! Get out! Go! Now!” I shouted at them, hoping at least one of them could make their way out of here. But only two of them took off, the quiet girl next to me and Kayla, while the other two stood there frozen with fear, too afraid to move. Kayla had given me one last look before she ran out the door. Hopefully, she’d make it out and send for help.

      “Shit! Go after them!” Jared yelled at the guards. The two of them then took off after Kayla and the other girl while I continued distracting Jared.

      “You fucking bitch. You’re dead now,” he seethed, blood splattered all over his face from his nose, but I only smiled and held out my arms.

      If I was dead, I might as well make the best of it.

      “Come at me, bro.”

      Before he got a second shot, he attempted another fist toward my face, but just as his arm extended, I had already kicked him in his wound, following through with a kick to the head. Jared grunted loudly and doubled over while I ducked low to the ground fast, grabbing the back of both of his ankles and yanked them forward as hard as I could. Jared’s feet flew up in the air as he landed hard on his back, effectively knocking the wind from his chest.

      “Fuck! You stupid little whore!” he bellowed with pain as he curled into himself.

      I chuckled as I slowly made my way over to him. I wanted to savor this while I still had the chance.

      “How’s that pussy taste now, bitch?” I asked bitterly. He just groaned an agitated growl in response.

      I took a split second to grab one of the clean dresses from the pile sitting on one of the benches and quickly threw it on. I was still soaking wet, but I didn’t care. I was sure a battle was about to ensue somewhere, and I didn’t want to be naked for it. I only spared five seconds, and as soon as I was covered, I raged my ass over to Jared, ready to light him up as he continued to moan like a little bitch on the floor.

      Adrenaline rushed through my veins as I stood over him, not hesitating for another moment as I began slamming ax kicks down onto his ribs as hard as I could before I finally climbed on top of him.

      Totally lost in my element, I rained down punches and hammer fists to his face, groin, stomach, and now his open bleeding wound with everything I had, his body flinching and flailing with each blow.

      “Fuck! You! You stupid! Son of a! Bitch!” I screamed at him after every blow; he barely put his hands up to defend himself.

      All my frustration—all my anger and rage—was taken out on him. He was the reason I was there, he was the reason my life was being taken away from me, and he was the reason for so many others. I wanted him dead, I wanted all of them dead, and as I continued to bust my now bruised and bloodied knuckles into him, I didn’t care if I beat him to death.

      Everything seemed to go on for hours, but my entire altercation probably lasted only a few minutes, maybe even mere seconds. But before I knew it, I felt a long thick arm slink around my waist, pulling me roughly from Jared’s limp body. I fought like a crazed animal, kicking my legs back and throwing an elbow at whoever’s face I could find until I was turned around and slammed into a wall.

      I continued my fight until I finally looked up to find dangerous dark blue eyes staring back at me with a ferocity that momentarily froze my fight response. My stomach clenched and spiraled as I realized it was the last person I wanted to see.

      The owner.

      I stared back at him with the same intensity as the initial shock of his presence wore off, and I quickly found my voice as anger surged through my body once again.

      “Get the fuck off me!” I shouted, refusing to look at the man who acted like a second wall as I fought and clawed at anything I could touch. “This is such bullshit! Let me go!”

      Before I could manage another word, his giant hand shot out to grip my throat, essentially silencing me as I choked on my own words. “You’re not going anywhere, little girl. Not after this,” he drawled into my ear.

      At this point, I’d had enough with his hand constantly at my throat. I wrapped my right hand on the underside of his wrist while my left shot out against his elbow. He bent it just in time, essentially only causing his arm to move slightly as he absorbed my attack. Had he kept his arm straight, I could have broken his elbow. It didn’t deter me, though, as I continued to strike the same spot several more times before he released my throat and captured both my hands in his, pinning them above my head.

      I continued my fight, attempting more use of my knees, but the owner just roughly pressed himself into me, crushing me against the wall. Tears welled in the corners of my eyes as all my frustration came out, and I screamed and cursed out loud until I finally gave up my struggle and just waited for my inevitable death to come.

      Just then, the two guards came back with Kayla and the other girl squirming and screaming in their arms. I felt my insides shrink as I looked back at Kayla, confirming her failed attempt at escape. She now looked terrified for me.

      “Get them back in their cages. Punish the two who ran,” the owner barked, still keeping a tight grip on my throat.

      Oh, God, Kayla, I’m sorry.

      “And get someone to clean this piece of shit off the floor,” he ordered, nodding to Jared.

      “Yes, sir,” they said in unison and got the other girls back in line and out the door, leaving me with the owner and a fucked-up Jared on the floor.

      “You’re really something else,” the owner spoke down to me harshly. “Quite the valiant attempt there, sacrificing yourself like that…but still pretty fucking stupid, not to mention pointless.” His eyes were dark. The unrestrained fury resonating from them had my stomach clenching into a thorn bush of knots.

      “We all have our bad days,” I offered lightly. “Today just happened to be Jared’s.”

      “And now it’s about to be yours.”

      I scoffed. “I just beat the shit out of the man responsible for my being here. All things considered, today was a great day. Good luck tipping that scale.”

      A cruel smile crept across his lips as a low chuckle vibrated up his throat.

      “It looks like I’m going to have to make good on my promise, aren’t I?”

      I raised an eyebrow in confusion. What the fuck promise was that?

      Pulling me from the wall, he grabbed a chunk of my wet hair from the back of my head and dragged my thrashing defiant ass out of the locker room.

      His grip on my hair was so tight that it blinded me with pain as he tugged me down the hall. The asshole even kept his arm down at his side so I had to crouch and practically jog at the same time.

      When we reached the elevator, he threw me inside, and I crashed hard against the steel walls. Following me in, he pressed his hard body against mine, backing me into the corner of the elevator and trapping me there. He then reached over and pressed the button for the fifth floor.

      “I’m impressed by your determination and ferocity,” he said, sneering down to me. “Most slaves break pretty easily after one session with me. But not you. I had a feeling you’d want more.”

      He must have been right because I couldn’t follow the rules around here to save my life. Literally. But I was so pissed that I just didn’t care what happened next. The dam to my adrenaline broke loose, and I felt a surge of fury roll out of me like a fucking lightning storm of fierce retribution.

      “Okay, look,” I said, staring up at him as my heart practically leaped out of my chest. “You’re obviously a businessman, so I’m sure we can come to some kind of understanding here.”

      He cocked an eyebrow at me, obviously entertained by my sudden change of attitude.

      “Are you seriously trying to negotiate with me right now?” he asked, completely surprised.

      “Look, we both know I’m not supposed to be here. I don’t fit the mold. Yet here I am so now you have to deal with me. And I just think you’re going about it the wrong way.”

      My attempt for deflection was comical at best, but if you can’t beat them, humor them.

      He looked down on me with amusement in his eye. I knew he could smell the bait I was dangling, but this fucker liked to play with his food, so it was time to employ the right strategy.

      “Go on,” he encouraged, tugging my line.

      I took a deep breath, hoping I had the tenacity to make it out of this in one piece.

      “I just proved your boy incompetent down there. I think he’s proved it several times already given the shit show of evidence he left behind when I was taken and the fact that I was able to stab him and make a run for it earlier.”

      His eyes remained cold. “Your point?”

      “My point is I’m weeding out your obvious liabilities. I can’t really do that for you if we keep meeting like this.”

      Commence gunshot to head.

      He chuckled softly. “So you’re doing me a favor, is that it?”

      “I’m saying I’ve got more value than you realize. I’m capable of a lot more than just laying on my back.”

      With both hands still pressing into the elevator walls behind me, he dipped his head low enough to run his lips against my ear. “Prove it.”

      I could barely hide the tremble that came on from his dangerous invitation. My stomach clenching in anticipation of what was likely to come. But I had backed myself into this corner days ago. It was time to reveal what I couldn’t before.

      “Careful what you wish for,” I replied.

      It was probably such a bad idea to poke this bear, but even the largest of bears could be killed, and I’ll be damned if I wasn’t going to be the one to pull the fucking trigger.

      “This is going to be so much fun,” he said darkly.

      The second the doors opened, he gripped my arm and hauled me out of the elevator.

      My adrenaline instantly spiked, and I forgot all about the pain in my temple. Determination and pure rage took complete control of me, and I finally released everything building up inside me since they first brought me here.

      I didn’t even wait for the doors to shut behind us as I went straight for a sidekick, striking him right in the ribs. I could see a small wince as he grabbed my extended leg and hurled me at the nearest wall. As he rounded on me, I spun around quickly, jumped off the nearby banister with my foot, and landed a Superman punch right against his left eye.

      But my temporary victory was short-lived as he managed to grab my wrist on the recoil, not even fazed by my hit. Bending my wrist back awkwardly, I went with his motion to avoid the pain it would cause, bending my back so I lost all balance. But just as he lifted his hand to strike, my leg kicked out to block his arm from extending. Retracting my leg quickly, I let the momentum swing my leg back toward his groin, forcing him to release me in order to avoid the blow.

      Balanced on my feet again, I extended the distance between us and waited for his next move, which didn’t take long. I barely dodged the right hook he threw my way but still managed to grab his arm and used his momentum to trap it and attempt to force my knee into his gut. But it was as if he could read my mind because before I could even lift my knee, his arm twisted out of my grasp, turned me around, and wrapped his arm around my neck, putting me in a rear naked choke. I struggled against him, attempting to pull his arm away from my throat as I fought for air.

      “Surely, this isn’t the best you can do,” he mocked in my ear as he held me tight.

      Oh, game on, asshole…

      Keeping calm, I let go of his elbow, reached down, and pinched the inside of his inner thigh as hard as I could all the while driving my heel up and into his groin. He flinched just enough for me to loosen out of his grip and elbow him in the ribs before I leaped away from him and turned around.

      I fought to regain my composure and catch my breath as he had yet to even lose his. He smiled at me then, stirring my stomach up and sending little chills up my spine. Fuck, he was enjoying this.

      “Now, that’s better.” He smirked.

      “Come on.” I welcomed him and readied my stance. The smile he had on was even bigger than before. I only glared in response, knowing one of us was seriously going to be hurting by the end of the day.

      In two long strides, he came at me, charging in with a sidekick. I shuffled to the side, barely making it out of the way before twisting my body and turning into a reverse hook kick. He dodged it, leaning to the side before sweeping my standing leg out from under me as I completed my kick. I fell to the ground on my back hard, making me groan aloud, the rekindled pain flaring up and causing me to wince.

      When I looked up, the owner was leaning over me with his hands on his knees.

      “Don’t tell me you’re done already,” he mocked again.

      Motherfucker…

      Like a whip, I kicked at his face, but he veered away before I kipped up and landed on my two feet, hands at the ready. Amusement covered his face as I went for a roundhouse kick to his knee, which he blocked, returning the favor with a quick elbow to the side of my head. I blocked that, which took every ounce of force I had as I then countered with a reverse punch to his gut but missed completely.

      Blocks and counterattacks were exchanged over and over again, each move more straining than the last. But I could tell when someone was pulling their punches, and as insulting as it was, I hoped it would be his downfall.

      We finally paused, my breathing coming in and out in heavy gusts, him watching me like a lion ready for the kill. He kept himself moving, slowly beginning to circle me, but my hands and eyes followed his every move.

      “Are you having as much fun as you thought?” I asked, taunting him.

      “You have no idea,” he replied. “I’m glad you haven’t worn yourself out just yet.”

      I glared at him as he continued to circle me, his eyes capturing mine as my body turned with his.

      “You’re holding back.” I pointed at him as I tried to calm my breathing. “Why?”

      He looked at me with a smirk and shrugged. “If I wanted to end this, I could have five minutes ago.”

      “That’s debatable,” I replied.

      “Is it?” He laughed. “Which one of us is winded again? I’m not sure I can tell.”

      “I am fighting at half capacity here.”

      “And now you’re making excuses for yourself.”

      “I think that given the circumstances, I’m entitled to them!” I shouted at him.

      “Maybe, but excuses won’t win you a fight against me,” he tsked. “Actually, nothing will, but it’s cute that you’re trying.”

      I furrowed my brows. Cute?

      “Again. Debatable,” I sneered.

      He shrugged again. “Maybe I just enjoy watching you attempt to prove yourself to me. But when you’re done failing with this one, we can see how you do with the other one.”

      I dropped my hands and just stared at him in shock. His arrogance was Zeus level, but then again, so was my stubbornness.

      “Says the bitch who just showed how easy it is to fuck with his ego,” I shot back.

      I expected him to lash out then, to let his male fragility take him to max level tantrum so his energy would be wasted on emotion and his focus lost to the insult. For him to realize that here I was, using his precious time to prove a point I knew he’d never see, prolonging the inevitable pain I was bound for because of my stupid actions. He was affording me a privilege I doubt he’d allow for others because I somehow convinced him to.

      But he acted on none of those things.

      Instead, the corner of his mouth lifted, his dark eyes narrowing to an intense laser focus that I could feel penetrating into my chest. It was heavy, the weight of his gaze unlike anything I’d ever experienced. Like there was no shadow that could hide me from him, no camouflage I could blend in to, nothing to shield me from this predator’s expert attention. Like he wasn’t just catching my scent, he was keeping it.

      His smile grew even bigger. “I am gonna fuck that sass right out of your pretty little mouth,” he said.

      “Wait, what?”

      He didn’t hesitate as he came at me, his hands reaching out to grab me, but I bent low and fast to maneuver away from him, though I only got so far. Gripping my arm, he threw me against the wall hard enough to knock the wind right from my lungs. The pain I had forgotten in my back ignited tenfold, making me cry out loud. Despite the pain, I launched myself from the wall before he could trap me in place, my arm striking out for a kidney shot and missing when he moved out of reach. I ducked just as he returned a strike and brought my back leg up into a high scorpion kick, landing my heel right into his chin before righting myself and punching him in the groin.

      He took a step back and rubbed his chin before giving me a chuckle and a smile. “Now, that was impressive.”

      “I’m just getting started,” I seethed.

      “God, I hope so,” he beamed. And then he charged at me again.

      I moved, running and jumping off the wall and going for another hit straight to his face. But he saw it coming and caught my body before slamming me straight into the wall. I cried out as he forced himself between my legs, and I wrapped them tightly around his waist, attempting to keep him where I could manage him. My fist then instantly went for his jaw as he kept me pinned against the wall, but he just gripped my wrists and held them tightly on either side of my head. I struggled against him, unable to stop myself from pulling from his grip, but I’d learned early on that was a pointless move.

      “You know, it really is amusing watching you struggle like this.”

      I stared up at him, glaring and baring my teeth with all the rage in the world before I finally head-butted his nose, causing his blood to spray all over me. The look on his face was priceless, but short lived when he grabbed my ribs and tossed me across the hallway. I landed on my shoulder and rolled across the carpet onto my hands and knees, but the impact was not soft. Pushing through my roll, I let my momentum carry me back up to my feet and turned to face him. The pain in my back was now becoming unbearable, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I could go.

      I knew I was better than this. I knew my conditioning to handle a long fight was excellent, but the odds just currently weren’t in my favor. The aches and pains of my earlier belt whipping were coming back with a vengeance. I was out of my element with no shoes or proper clothes, and my opponent was the type I’d rather shoot than fight. My circumstances were so shitty, it made winning impossible, but these were the cards I’d been dealt, so I had to keep going. I had to at least show him that I wasn’t going to give up at the first sight of a leak in my boat.

      He charged at me again, the ferocity shrouding him making me want to cower away, but I forced myself to remain steady. I kicked my leg out into a front kick, but it didn’t do much as he took the brunt of my kick before slamming his elbow into the side of my head. I jerked to the side, wincing and groaning in response to the ache now pulsing at my temple. Moving away, I shook my head to brush it off and regain my composer, but the pounding remained.

      Blood was now seeping from his nose as he came after me again, his arm reaching out for my throat. I grabbed it this time, turning my body and bringing my leg up for another kick to his face, just barely grazing the underside of his chin before he blocked it down and then backhanded me across the face. It sent me stumbling to the floor, the initial shock stunning my body as pain exploded in the side of my face. The taste of copper flooded my mouth.

      I kept my eyes on the owner, staring up at him before spitting blood on his carpeted floor and standing to my full height. He glared at me something fierce that gave fear a new meaning, but I couldn’t back down. Not now. Not while there was still fight left in me.

      And again we danced, but the amount of energy it took to dodge the sheer strength in his attacks took too much out of me. He was dragging our fight out on purpose, draining my energy until I struggled to even strike him. He managed to trip me a third time, and as I landed on my back, the strength to roll over was nearly gone. I felt his presence growing nearer and before I realized what was happening, he was straddling me. I looked up to find his smug face covered in sweet satisfaction as he stared down at me, clearly claiming himself the victor. But I had one more ace up my sleeve.

      “Time to surrender, little girl,” he sneered.

      I shook my head at him, purposely whispering unintelligible words. Surrender was not on the table just yet. In an attempt to hear me, he brought his face down to my ear just as I wanted him to.

      “I don’t think I quite heard that,” he whispered in my ear. And then I made my Hail Mary. I turned my head to the side and bit him right in the side of his neck.

      I clamped my teeth down hard on salty flesh and tore at what I could. Unfortunately, the collar on his shirt prevented me from making a lethal bite, but I tasted blood nonetheless. I heard him groan as he gripped my hair so tight that I thought my scalp would rip from my skull. I immediately released him, small drops of blood coating my mouth as I screeched from the pain he was causing at the top of my head.

      I tried to claw at his face, but before I could make my hands even move, he slammed my head into the floor by my hair. I groaned as stars appeared in my vision, combined with the pounding ache in my head, I’d lost too much motor function. And then I felt myself suddenly airborne. My body crashed against the side of the wall, the ache in my head now spreading into my ribs and back as I doubled over onto the floor.

      Get up, Jaden. Get up.

      My energy nearly gone, I attempted to pick myself off the ground, but as soon as I did, I felt the owner grab me again and toss me farther down the hall.

      When had I turned into a fucking rag doll?

      I landed hard on the floor, rolling on my side until I came up against the wall. I was exhausted now, having nothing left to go on but fumes and sheer willpower. It wasn’t enough, though, and I knew I was going to lose the fight.

      I could hear the footsteps of the owner thundering away on the carpet as he came for me, causing the panic to boil up inside. I couldn’t help but cringe a little as I turned my head, tucking it away under my arm in a feeble attempt to shield myself from him. He reached down for my throat, but I swatted his arm away, deflecting with an attempted punch to his gut. He caught my wrist mid-strike and held it tight, squeezing until I thought it would break. I cried out at the crushing pain as his other hand came down again and picked me up by my throat, my feet actually dangling above the floor.

      Fuck, how strong was this guy?

      I lifted my leg to kick at him, but he anticipated that and just slammed me against the wall again, holding me there by my neck. I felt the blood pressure in my head increase while my eyes felt like they were about to pop out of my head, tears welling in the corners. I struggled against him, but he just reinforced his grip, pressing my head up to look at him. His eyes were dark and dangerous as blood coated his nostrils.

      “The things I am going to do to you,” he whispered.

      Fuck.
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      The owner dragged me farther down the hall, still grasping my throat as I pathetically fought against him. I had no energy left, and he knew it. Opening a door to his left, he walked through and tossed me in. Stumbling forward, I staggered to my knees and focused to catch my breath and calm my pounding heart while I still had the chance.

      Glancing up, fear spiked in my entire body as I took in the surroundings of what was no doubt a room meant for torture. There was a large four-poster bed against the wall to my left, the chained restraints on full display. To my right, in the corner, was a Saint Andrew’s Cross, and hanging next to it on the wall was a series of whips, crops, chains, and canes. A dresser with a mirror stood adjacent to the wall of the whips while another door nearby was slightly ajar, leading into what looked like a bathroom. A bar, similar to the one in the owner’s office, stood against the wall to my left and a mini fridge sat on the floor next to it. A set of chains with metal cuffs attached at the ends hung from the center of the ceiling, while another set of cuffs rested on the floor beneath them. Different pieces of oddly shaped furniture were scattered about the open spaces of the large room.

      After quickly closing the door and locking it with the keys in his pocket, the owner turned and came at me, his large hand digging into my stringy, still damp hair and pulling me forward. I kicked his ribs with my foot, but he jerked my head to the side, creating a sharp pain in my neck and tightening his grip on my scalp.

      He dragged me over to the dresser and dropped me to the floor, planting his foot between my shoulder blades to keep me in place. I stifled my whimpers from the pressure he fashioned at my back, his heel digging right where it would count.

      My heart raced as I listened to him dig through the drawers above me and place something that didn’t sound very heavy on the dresser. Unlocking whatever it was with the keys in his pocket, he took something out and then knelt into my view.

      “Do you want to know what this is?” he asked, his eyes boring into mine.

      “Probably not,” I croaked.

      “It’s a special drug that oversensitizes the nerve endings, magnifying touch by nearly ten times,” he said, his voice coming low as it spilled into my ear. “We save it specifically for the real stubborn ones, like you, so you can experience the pain you deserve without the injuries it would cost us.”

      Minimal effort, maximum results. How very corporate of them.

      “The tiniest scratch will feel like an acid burn, a small slap like a razor’s edge, and a light whipping like your back has been flayed open. It’s very effective.”

      Well fuck.

      “That’s inventive. How long does it last?”

      “In reality, about thirty minutes, but for you, I guarantee the concept of time won’t exist.”

      I croaked into the floor as he increased the pressure on my back. “I’d really rather not.”

      But I knew I wasn’t getting a choice before he pressed the needle into my shoulder. I could feel the liquid going into my arm as it traveled into my bloodstream. He then gripped my hair again and pulled me to my feet, sending sharp electric pains through my scalp and down my neck. Within seconds, the pain in my back intensified, and I tried to stifle my cries, but they came out as heavy, loud gasps.

      Heaving me over to the hanging chains, he leaned my body against his and yanked my hands above my head, clasping them into the metal cuffs. I fought harder and harder, but his strength overpowered mine like a cruel joke. As he bent down to clasp my ankles, I almost managed to knee him in the face, but he quickly shoved my leg back down and slapped my thigh. I yelped at his touch, realizing that even though he looked like he barely used any force, it felt like my skin would split open.

      When he was finished with the cuffs, he stood back and admired his work. His eyes trailed up and down my body, taking me in and curling his lips into a cruel smile. I hated him so much at that moment. I wanted to claw the blue from his eyes until my fingernails bled from vengeance.

      Turning on his heel, he suddenly left me to head into the bathroom, probably to clean the blood from his nose and neck. At the very least, I was glad I could remind him that even though he was bigger and stronger than me, I could still make that fucker bleed. And I’d remind him every chance I got.

      When he returned, his face was all clean and pretty again. He smiled down at me and closed the distance until his chest nearly touched my nose. My breathing rate increased as his hand slowly reached out for my face and tucked the damp loose strands of hair behind my ear. Touching my chin, he tipped it up with his forefinger to meet his dark gaze, but I averted my eyes, denying him even if it was only for a moment.

      “Look at me,” he commanded.

      I exhaled and slowly brought my eyes to his, terrified of what I might find. And then I felt it. Beneath his boiling rage was the electricity that flowed between us, creating this atmosphere of tension and danger that I knew was poison to my very being. It made me dizzy yet sensitized my skin to the point where I could feel even the slightest shift in the air. The burning chill in his eyes slowly iced my blood to sleet, making me shiver from an extreme cold that wrapped tightly around my body.

      “I meant it when I said I was impressed by your strength, and considering you’re the first slave who has ever drawn blood from me, I suppose I should regard you with a certain level of respect for your efforts.”

      Hope glimmered slightly at his acknowledgment.

      “But that’s not going to happen,” he continued, his hand now stretching across my jaw.

      Hope evaporated just as quickly as it had appeared.

      Stupid girl.

      “Do you remember what I told you after I fucked that tight little pussy of yours?”

      I clenched my jaw so hard I felt my teeth crack. I remembered exactly what he said.

      “I asked you a question,” he growled, tightening his grip. I felt my mouth go dry.

      “You said…if you had to…you would fuck me into submission.”

      “And how often did I say I would do that?” he continued.

      “Every day,” I gulped.

      “Would you like me to fuck you every day?”

      “No.”

      “Then what do you need to do?” he asked, intently. I closed my eyes. I was not ready to admit defeat. “Answer me, little slave,” he warned, jolting me. “What do you need to do?”

      “Submit…” I finally said.

      “Good girl,” he replied, releasing my face and walking away from me.

      He went over to the wall behind me and took something from the mini fridge next to the bar. He strolled back over to me, holding a bottle of water. Suddenly, I was very aware of how dry my mouth had become. It was amazing what pain and adrenaline could make you forget.

      He twisted the cap and took a sip. “Thirsty?” he asked, tilting the bottle toward me. I shook my head. He’d deny me anyway and get satisfaction from my begging.

      Raising the bottle over my head, he tipped it back, allowing the ice-cold water to spill over my hair to absorb into the fabric of my dress so it clung to my skin like a painful glue. I sucked in an agonizing breath as my body trembled and shivered from the water dripping down my skin. It chilled every square inch it touched until it felt like razor blades running down my body.

      Tossing the empty bottle over his shoulder, he headed back to the dresser and pulled out a long black piece of cloth. He said nothing as he tied it firmly over my eyes, effectively blinding me. Panic spiked as I listened to him circle around me, his footsteps causing my heart to thump louder with each deliberate step.

      I jerked at the sudden feel of his fingers gently tracing down my cheek, my stomach clenching from what felt like knives against my skin. But the darkness he shrouded me in quickly became a blessing in disguise. I wouldn’t have to see the smug dark look I knew he was giving me right now.

      “Do you want to know how this ends?” he asked, his voice smooth and dangerous.

      With me pumping your heart full of lead?

      “I have a feeling you’re going to tell me.”

      My cheek suddenly exploded with pain, like I’d been slapped with a broken glass bottle. I sucked in another breath, denying him the scream I knew he wanted.

      “It’s going to end with you admitting the truth and accepting your future.”

      “That’s one theory,” I offered.

      My other cheek burst with the same excruciating pain as before, making me shriek from the shock of it.

      Stop antagonizing him, you moron.

      “And unfortunately for you, it’s going to be a very painful journey to accepting that truth. But you will not leave those chains until you have.”

      I gritted my teeth this time to prevent myself from saying more stupid shit, but it just made my jaw ache instead.

      I gasped as his hand gripped the front of my dress, tightening the material around my sides until it felt like it would slice into me.

      “But I’m determined to see you through, no matter how long it takes. Everyone has a breaking point, kitten, and you’re no exception.”

      I swear my pride was going to get me killed, but I would not let him break me so easily. It just wasn’t in me to give in to him without a fight, no matter how stupid it was. And it really was fucking stupid.

      With my heart practically pounding out of my chest from the pain that was now throbbing throughout my face, I sucked in oxygen like it was my last lifeline. My body shuddered not only from the icy water still dripping from my hair but also from the fear of what I knew was coming. And it was no one’s fault but my own.

      “Best of luck,” I bit out like the stupid, miserable bitch I was.

      Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

      I knew that was the response he wanted anyway. He’d hunt for any reason to drag this out as long as he wanted, no matter what I admitted to him. I might as well get a few digs in when I still could.

      His response was a soft chuckle, the only warning I received before he ripped the flimsy, black material from my body like it was paper, exposing every bruised and scuffed inch of me.

      “I was hoping you’d say something like that.”

      “You’re welcome,” I added sarcastically.

      The surrounding air chilled my exposed damp skin, the water drying against my flesh like glue, creating an unbearable tightness across my limbs and torso. I could feel my nipples hardening from the cold while my abdomen clenched from the strain I was under. I endeavored to cross my legs to hide myself away from him, but that was an impossible joke.

      The tip of his finger trailed down my cheek. “I want you to know how much I’m going to enjoy this.”

      “Fuck you,” I spat, recoiling from his touch.

      His chuckle curdled into the pit of my stomach as he walked away. Sounds of rustled clothing followed, accompanied by the rattle of something being removed from the wall. My body shook even harder. With my eyesight taken from me, I was lost to the fear of uncertainty. I’d have to wait for the pain to appear before I could possibly know what he was doing, and that wait alone was excruciating.

      I listened intently as his footsteps brought him closer to my shivering form, his presence so dominating I didn’t even need to see him – I could fucking feel him. His energy was palpable, an electrified atmosphere so intense it made the hairs at the back of my neck stand on end. I jerked the moment a smooth and rounded texture stroked the line of my shoulder blade, the touch hard but gentle. A warning. Whatever he had pulled from the wall, he traced it over my skin, electrifying my newly sensitized nerves.

      “Last chance to grovel,” he warned.

      I sucked in a shaky breath, unable to contain my fear.

      “You’ll have to earn it first,” I muttered.

      Wasn’t that half the joy in victories like this anyway? Working for them? Earning them with significant effort? Struggling for them? Didn’t you respect the reward so much more when it was challenging? I hoped my theory was just accurate enough to get me through this alive. He would win, of course, but he would remember it didn’t come easily.

      Listening to the object slash through the air, I screamed as it landed swiftly against my bare wet ass with a fury that lit my skin on fire. The pain traveled through my flesh, devastating my nerve endings.

      “I plan to,” he growled menacingly into my ear and then slapped the object against my other cheek. The impact felt like he was hitting me with a wooden baton of some kind, or maybe a cane—the kind that could devastate and devour in just one swing.

      I cried out again as the bite of the lash seared into my flesh. I took fast and hard breaths, in and out, trying to breathe through the pain. Another smack landed against the back of my wet thighs, and I screamed again, feeling the welts form from the impact. Strike after strike came down on the back of my drenched legs and ass, and I could no longer fight back the tears as they spilled down my face. I quietly whimpered to myself, cursing him under my breath to release some of the anguish hidden behind my resolve.

      He strolled around me now, smacking the inside of my thighs, leaving behind more welts and bruises as he did. I leaned my head back and pulled against my restraints, but the metal of the cuffs just bit into my wrists and made the pain even worse. Another strike came at my abdomen, sharp, throbbing heat spreading over my skin, and I thought I would vomit, but there was nothing in my stomach to release. I could hear the sound of the strikes echo in the room, closely followed by my screams.

      “You can end this, you know,” he said, circling me. “You can stop this at any time. The sooner you give in and accept your place, the sooner we can get you sold and on your way.”

      Because that sounded so much better.

      “Is this really how you want things to end? You want to die here? Like this? Because that’s exactly where you’re headed if you don’t submit,” he snarled, slamming the cane against my shoulder. I screamed again, rocking back and forth in my chains from the blow. The blindfold was soaked, my sweat and tears mixing into the fabric and stinging my eyes.

      “Your freedom is gone. Your previous life, just a memory. There is nothing left but to submit to your new role.” Smack. “No matter how strong you think your resolve is, I will break it down.” Smack. “You think you’re the first one to rebel? You’re not, and you certainly won’t be the last. Just know this…” He came real close to my ear. “One way or another, every slave always breaks.”

      Fuck him.

      He rose again, circling me like the predator he was, twirling the cane between his fingers before slamming it against my ribs and forcing another scream from my scorched throat. I could feel my skin breaking under the force of the cane, blood spreading from my wounds as it dripped down my flesh.

      Go to your happy place… Go to your happy place…

      I closed my eyes and tried to imagine Jason. I tried to imagine his soft green eyes staring at me through chocolate brown hair that hung down past his eyebrows. I tried to remember how warm he felt, how happy he made me, but the storm of reality thundered above me as the bite of that fucking cane slammed into my upper abdomen, dragging me back into the Hell I fought to escape from.

      I immediately slouched forward, sucking my abs in and forgetting how to breathe as more pain radiated throughout my midsection.

      As much as I tried to fight it, my plan of distraction never lasted long. The drug saw to that. I was stuck in this torment until the owner was finished with me.

      I didn’t want to break. I wasn’t even sure if I could. Did I want to die like this? Was it better than the alternative? If I did choose death, I would have no chance of ever seeing my family again, and I would never get the chance to exact my vengeance on the people who did this to me. But giving in to them made me feel weak, and my pride had a huge problem with that. I was supposed to be the rough and tough chick that no one dared to mess with, and now here I was, chained up, beaten, and crying like a little bitch because everything fucking hurt right now.

      The cane came down again, striking hard into the side of my thigh, my voice no longer audible. My throat felt ripped to shreds as my screams tore from my body in bulk.

      “You know, you have a lovely scream, by the way. A perfectly sharp pitch that carries all your anguish right to my ears. It’s beautiful.”

      I then felt his nose run down the side of my cheek until it stopped along my earlobe. “I could listen to it all day.”

      Twisted son of a bitch.

      Three more strikes came down against my back, compelling wretched misery to spear from my throat in echoes. I hunched into myself, straining against the cuffs on my wrists, attempting to break free from them to no avail. Hopeless exhaustion flooded me like a tsunami as I came to acknowledge the reality of my current state of existence.

      I was in so much pain, both physically and mentally, and I found myself wanting to give in simply because it seemed so liberating now. This relentless torture would not cease until I gave this man what he wanted, but what would happen if I did?

      Would he even stop or would he continue to hurt me until my new “status” was so far etched into my brain that I wouldn’t even remember my own name? Was that what his buyers wanted? Mindless sex robots incapable of thinking or doing anything unless instructed? After everything I had been through, after everything I had already suffered, that was the one fear that terrified me far more than any other threat in the world. I couldn’t lose myself to this life he wanted me to succumb to. I could not forget who I was or where I came from—where there were still people who loved and cared for me. I would not forget them.

      But still…I might have to bend to avoid breaking…

      The sound of the cane dropping to the floor caught my immediate attention. It clanked and rolled against the wood floor, introducing a new form of anxiety at what torture method he was moving on to. I could hear him rolling something over and stopped it in front of me. He then stood behind me and ripped the blindfold from my face. It took my eyes a few seconds to adjust to the blinding light, but when they did, they settled on the reflection of a person I didn’t recognize.

      Her tearstained face was red, vacant, and hollow. She was battered and bruised all over, her arms hung high above her head in chains, and her wet and disheveled red hair fell around her shoulders. Sweat and dirt covered her naked body with specks of blood spotting from her ribs. A large bruise in the shape of a shoeprint dominated her chest, commanding all of the attention.

      Fuck, this girl was me. And behind her stood the monster responsible for her horrifying appearance.

      Looking at myself this way made the pain so much worse. I hadn’t seen my reflection in days, but I didn’t expect it to be this bad. More tears trickled down my cheeks as I came to the realization that I just could not win this game. Not like this with my pride as my king. I would have to surrender that if I wanted to survive this—if I wanted to survive him.

      “Look at what you’ve done to yourself,” he said, standing behind me, shaking his head. “Was your stubbornness worth it?”

      “You did this,” I whispered back defiantly.

      “No,” he sneered, “you did this with your inability to let go of what is no longer yours. You have no control anymore. You’ll do as you’re told, or you’ll die like all the others. It’s as simple as that,” he concluded.

      I looked away from the mirror, attempting to ignore his statement as he’d now laid out death on the table as a viable option. I wasn’t ready to die, but when the time came to finally surrender, I couldn’t draw the flag because I couldn’t find it. What the fuck was it going to take for me to just give in? I knew I was just prolonging the inevitable. I could feel my body wanting to surrender, but my mouth just couldn’t say the words—my brain refused to allow it. God, I was so fucking stubborn.

      Dissatisfied with my lack of response, he reached his hand around to my jaw and squeezed.

      “Look at me, slave,” he snarled. I unwillingly obeyed and forced my eyes to meet his in the reflection. “There is no escaping this, and there is no escaping me. I am four times your size and over twice your weight. My strength and speed will always exceed yours. Always. Your resolve will not last, and mine will not sway. Whatever hope you have left of beating me in this little game is false as well as foolish. In what world do you ever imagine escaping me and your future?”

      “One where I’m fully clothed,” I somehow managed to say against his grip.

      Having clothes and shoes really did make a difference when it came to defending yourself. Somehow, I had a feeling I would have to learn to do so without them. He smirked at my answer. Hopefully, he appreciated my honesty.

      “God, I love your spirit,” he said, pressing his mouth against my temple. “It’s really too bad I have to break it.”

      That was when he headed back toward the dresser and grabbed a small stool from the corner. Placing it at my feet, he instructed me to stand on it. I looked at him confused and exhausted as there was no way I could even lift my legs at this point. There was enough slack in the chains as I tried to obey, but I had no strength left to raise them. Impatient with my struggle, he rolled his eyes and lifted my hips with ease and placed me on top of the stool. It gave me an extra six inches, but the fucker could still see clearly over my head.

      It was then that I noticed the huge bulge in his pants as he returned to his position behind me and unzipped his pants.

      “Just making good on my promise.” He smiled. “And I have to say, I am very pleased to hear you’ve been approved for action.”

      The sudden understanding of what was about to happen caused me to surge in my restraints as I struggled and pulled against the chains, but they kept me firmly in place.

      No…not again…

      I should have seen that coming, should have known there was a chance all along, but I thought since it hadn’t worked last time, he’d have to up his game. And he did, but now I didn’t want to play anymore. The game of “Pride” was over.

      “No! Don’t!” I shrieked, but it was barely audible.

      “The more you struggle, the harder it makes me,” he warned.

      He positioned himself behind me, his fingers tracing a line of zigzags down my back and sending fierce little aches through my skin. I couldn’t contain my fear as it consumed my entire body, and I whimpered silently as another rainfall of tears came spilling down my face.

      “Please, don’t,” I found myself begging for the first time, shaking with fear and regret. “I’ll give you what you want.”

      It was stupid, but I couldn’t withstand even the thought of him being inside me again. If submitting was what it took to prevent it, then fine. I knew I was going to cave at some point, anyway. I had my limits, and I wasn’t willing to surpass them. I just wanted him to know it wouldn’t be easy for him and that I could handle more than he thought. I don’t know why I felt the need to prove myself to him, but the thought of being seen as weak or feeble was far too deep a wound to bear.

      But these were only words he wanted me to say anyway. I didn’t have to mean them for shit. And I wouldn’t.

      “Oh, I know you will,” he sneered into my ear, running a fingertip down my cheek, “right after I’m done taking it from you.”

      I felt my heart stop.

      “No! Don’t! You don’t—”

      “Eyes on the mirror, sweetheart,” he said, cutting me off. “If, for any reason, I see your eyes leave mine, then I’ll take that cane and fuck your ass with it until your blood covers my hands. Understand?”

      I was silent then, unable to form words as more tears burned down my face. This was my fault. This was what I got for prolonging the inevitable. I just made it worse for myself. He was right. I was such a stupid, stupid little girl. And now he was going to make me watch him fuck me.

      Even though I said I would give him my stupid submission, it didn’t matter. He was going to take and take until there was nothing left to give—until I was nothing left but a shell of a woman whose only purpose was to fuck and be fucked.

      Except he wasn’t the only one who could take. He could take away my freedom and my life, but I could take something away from him as well. I could take away his ability to affect me. I could take away all his power if I showed him that no matter what he did, whether it was days later or years later, I would eventually get back up and stand. It wasn’t just physical domination with him; it was mental. He didn’t just want my body to break; he wanted my mind as well. My body he might win, but my mind would remain stronger than ever. He would never win that war. Never.

      And with that, his hands gripped my hips, and he slammed into me. I clenched my jaw at the pain, holding tight to the distorted reflection in the mirror. The beast behind me grunted in total satisfaction, holding himself still for a few seconds before thrusting into me hard and slow, giving me zero time to adjust.

      “God, this tight little pussy of yours,” he said against my ear. “It’s even better than the first time.”

      Twisted, psychotic motherfucker.

      “Scream for me,” he whispered, taking my nipples between his fingers and twisting them roughly. I cried out as an electric current of pain twisted away as he tweaked and pulled. “That’s my girl,” he crooned.

      I allowed my tears to blur my vision just enough so that the only thing visible was a watery reflection of two people I couldn’t comprehend. I could feel him getting ready to finish as his body tensed up, my core suddenly flooding with a liquid heat that made me feel poisoned inside.

      I could feel his lips at my ear, his teeth nibbling my skin.

      “That was perfect,” he whispered, his eyes capturing mine in the mirror and all I could do was shudder.

      When he finally pulled out, my pussy could not even enjoy the release as it pulsed with a pain that was probably equivalent to being fist fucked with an iron glove. Every single nerve ending in my body was on fire, and all I could do was pant and cry until it was finally over.

      He left me there to stare at my hideous reflection as he headed into the bathroom to wash up. I could feel the slow trickle of his cum begin to ooze out of me and slide down the inside of my leg. I felt disgusting and vile as I tried to expel every last drop of him from me, but the torment of it never wavered in its slow, agonizing seepage.

      When the owner returned, he withdrew a rather large knife from his pocket and held it out in his hand for me to see. My body was so sore and wrecked I could barely move to react. A sharp inhale as I held my breath was all I could muster as my eyes took in the sheer sharpness of the blade.

      Standing behind me again, he kicked the stool out from under my feet, and I stumbled down, the chains restricting my arms the only things keeping me from crashing to the floor. A loud gasp escaped me as my weight increased the pressure of the cuffs on my wrists. I really thought the cuffs were about to slice right through my wrists.

      “This is your last chance,” he rumbled, placing the knife at my throat. “You can surrender to me now, or you can watch yourself die, right here. It’ll be the last choice you ever make,” he said, pressing the knife hard against my throat. “Now, tell me your truth.”

      I knew it was going to come down to this—the moment when I’d have to decide if I wanted to live through this hell or die and avoid it completely. I thought that maybe if I could last long enough, hold out as long as I could, he would know I wasn’t weak—that I could take it. But with the promise of imminent death scratching at my throat, my time for deliberation was over. I didn’t want to die; I wanted my revenge. And whoever the stupid fucker was who bought me would suffer my wrath, and then I would tear this whole goddamn place down. It wasn’t about what the better alternative was anymore. At this point, it was purely about survival.

      “I’m a slave…” I finally whispered.

      The look on his face as I uttered the words he had desperately wanted me to say left a permanent mark on my brain. He had won, and he knew it, yet my admission still surprised him.

      “What did you say?” he asked, almost shocked I had said it at all.

      “I’m a slave,” I croaked again, attempting to add more volume to my broken voice.

      He placed the knife back in his pocket and walked around to face me.

      “Say it again,” he commanded, looking down at me, but my eyes fell to the floor, unable to hold my head up any longer.

      “I’m a slave,” I repeated with more conviction to satisfy him.

      “Look in my eyes and tell me. Show me how much you mean it.”

      It took every ounce of strength I had to raise my heavy head and look into his eyes. Keeping them locked on his, I gave him exactly what he wanted.

      “I’m a slave,” I said, hoping it would be the last time I would have to repeat it.

      The corner of his mouth finally curved up into a smile, and he brought both his hands to my face, cupping my cheeks and rubbing his thumbs against my skin. Looking up into those deep blue eyes, the relief I saw in them had to have been a mirage, because there was no way I was worth this much fucking effort.

      “That’s my girl,” he whispered and then pressed his lips to mine.

      He kissed me with a passion that bordered on violence, and my body melted under his dominance, too weak to do anything else but succumb. Forcing my mouth open with his lips, he possessed my mouth with his tongue, exploring and conquering as it went. I whimpered at his assault but tried not to fight it. I had admitted to him what he thought I was, and now I had to show him that I meant it.

      He finally released my mouth and bent down to unlatch the cuffs on my ankles. Rising back up, he reached for the cuffs that held my wrists and released them. My body plummeted for the ground as I had no strength left to catch myself, but his arms caught me and lifted me to his chest with ease. He carried me over to the bed and gently laid me against the soft pillows.

      “Do not move,” he warned.

      As if I had any energy left to move.

      My eyelids fluttered to stay open, but my body still refused to succumb to any form of sleep. I listened as the owner strolled over to the mini fridge and came back to sit down on the bed beside me. “Open your mouth,” he ordered.

      I hesitated at first but then obeyed and parted my lips, hoping his dick wasn’t the expected recipient of my compliance. What came, instead, was a cool merciful splash of water as it slowly filled the desert that was my mouth. I couldn’t suppress the moan that escaped my lips as the water cooled and eased my scorching throat. I kept my mouth open, greedy for more as he waited for me to finish swallowing. Obliging my obvious need, he tilted the bottle again, and more water filled my mouth.

      “Please,” I begged as he pulled back, needing and wanting more.

      “You’ll take what I give you and be grateful for it,” he answered. I whined at his response.

      “If I give you too much too soon, you’ll choke, and I’m not about to have that. Not after all the progress we just made.”

      Stifling my groan, I nodded and rested my head against the pillow, hoping he would continue his so-called generosity. He eventually tilted the bottle again and let me finish it. I had never been so grateful for something as simple as water. It wasn’t a healing remedy, but my body felt slightly better after his exhausting punishment.

      When the bottle was empty, he got off the bed and headed for the bathroom. I thought I heard the faucet for the bathtub running as he reemerged from behind the door. Lifting me in his arms again, terror flowed into my veins as I fought pitifully against him.

      “No,” I whimpered, trying to push away from him.

      I didn’t trust his touch, even if he had just mercifully granted me water.

      “What did you just say?” He glared down at me, a warning clear across his face.

      My heart shriveled into my stomach as I feared I might have just given myself away. I quickly tried to save myself, exposing all the fear I had bottled up. I allowed him to see all of it, proving to him that I wouldn’t fight him anymore. “I’m sorry,” I whispered in absolute pure terror, my palms coming up in surrender.

      “That’s what I thought. We need to get you cleaned up,” he said, looking down at me. “You’re filthy again, and I don’t want to risk an infection.”

      The bath was for me? He was going to clean me up? I wasn’t sure that I believed him. Maybe I hadn’t heard him correctly.

      As soon as he carried me past the door, sure enough, he gently eased my body into the warm water. With the drugs slowly fading from my system, the water felt like syrup against my skin. The sensation of thick, heavy coating covering my body had me panicking on the inside as the water stopped just below my collarbone.

      “Relax,” his stern voice commanded as he settled me into the tub.

      It felt impossible at first, but as the heat of the water warmed my frigid bones, I found it becoming more difficult just to keep my eyes open. Letting them flutter for a moment, I lowered my lids until I lost all manner of focus, losing myself to the darkness that begged me to stay forever.
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        * * *

      

      Victory had never tasted so bittersweet.

      I’d won. Again. But far too soon.

      I wanted the game to last. I wanted another damn round.

      What the fuck was wrong with me? This little spitfire had gotten under my skin in less than two weeks, and no matter what I did, I couldn’t expel her. She’d witnessed far more of me than any other whore who’d passed through these walls, seen the monster that most didn’t live to tell about, and still, she fought.

      I knew she would give in eventually. They always did. But when she finally succumbed, my dead heart elevated to the fucking sky. The endorphins swimming through my system left behind the sweetest aftertaste of victory I had ever savored—a rush so strong it almost brought me to my knees when I heard her finally say the words.

      Breaking the weak ones was like breaking a twig, too easy and unfulfilling. There was no work involved and little effort needed. Jaden, on the other hand, was like a steel skyscraper primed for demolition...and I was the wrecking ball that couldn't wait to tear her down piece by piece. Day by day, she’d erect a new wall, and I’d break it down, brick by loving brick.

      But her destruction alone wasn’t enough. I couldn’t help but play in the wreckage. I had kissed her. Overwhelmed by the urge, I no longer denied myself and took what I wanted right when I wanted it. Fuck the reasons, I’d dissect that later. I had been dying to know what those lips tasted like for long enough.

      They were soft and perfect; her mouth sweet like honey and surprisingly responsive to my touch.

      As I watched her now, resting beneath the warm soapy water, eyes closed, chest slowly rising with each breath—her vulnerability brought me an odd sense of calm I didn’t understand.

      Despite her rough treatment here, her skin was so incredibly smooth and firm as I scrubbed her clean, indulging in everything her body could not fight me on. I didn't normally bathe the slaves after I wrecked them, but I wanted to explore more of the temple of Jaden Wilder while I had the chance.

      She fought me on nothing, allowing her limbs to remain limp and pliant, giving me access to everything I wanted. It made me wonder if she might have actually been enjoying herself. Of course, it was far better than the pain I had just delivered not so long ago.

      I could feel my right eye swelling from where I let Jaden's tiny angry fist connect with my skin. I had held back so hard in that fight, not wanting it to end but not wanting to kill her, and she knew it. She hated it—knowing she was giving it her all while I had barely tapped into my reservoir. Every hit I took, except for that surprise scorpion kick, head-butt, and random zombie attack, I took on purpose. I still couldn't believe she fucking bit me, but I guess desperation will make a person do crazy things. Good thing my shirt collar was in the way. Still stung like a bitch, though.

      Taking on Jaden’s damage gave me a better idea of what kind of fighter she was. I wanted to know how hard she could hit, how well she could think on her feet and counter-attack, and I wanted to analyze her fighting strategy. She was a very capable and intelligent fighter…but I was better. To be fair, though, I was always better. I was not one to lose in any form of combat. Not after what I’ve been through. Substituting your childhood for war will do that to a person.

      But it really wasn’t just because I was simply bigger and stronger than Jaden, though. If she had gotten on any other man’s back with a choke like that, she’d easily take them down, regardless of how small she was. But I wasn’t any other man. Not even close. And she would come to realize that soon enough.

      Yeah, I might have a nice little shiner come morning, but it was worth it to know she could actually punch with the correct knuckles. She’d certainly demonstrated that with Jared. Scott had informed me of the ongoing situation as he headed down with the intent to handle it, but I told him I would see to it personally…and with all the pleasure in the world. Jaden’s aggression and rage had completely consumed her by the time I showed up, and if I hadn’t, she might have actually killed Jared, and then it would have been all over for her. It already was, but those measures would have been a little bit more permanent than the ones I had already delivered on.

      Leaning over the side of the tub, I took Jaden’s arm and began lightly scrubbing her skin with a soapy cloth. Her eyes remained closed and her limbs loose, but her jaw was as tense as ever. Seizing the opportunity, I took my time exploring her skin, cataloging every scratch, bump, and bruise she’d earned since she first got here. She was a roadmap of self-sabotage.

      The scarred knuckles, discolored cheeks, angry abrasions ringing her wrists, the multitude of scrapes, and the fading bruise the size of my footprint across her chest. All these injuries a clear warning of Jaden’s refusal to succumb to the boundaries of her own body. Despite her valor, she was still very breakable, as she witnessed herself tonight. But it would not be a surprise if she somehow found a way to magically piece herself back together. In fact, I’d be disappointed if she didn’t.

      Even after today’s events, I surmised Jaden couldn’t be gone entirely. I suspected it would take more than just a single session for one as strong and stubborn as her. But it was a step in the right direction at the very least. Repetition and routine were the key with every slave, and the thought of creating a routine for Jaden brought a smile to my face. Something to look forward to.

      Ignoring my hardening cock, I finished my task, taking note at how her delicate hands and feet had managed to leave behind such damage without breaking a single bone. Maybe she was already beyond that stage.

      Releasing the drain, I stood to grab a towel from the cabinet, waited for the water to drain, and lifted Jaden from the tub wrapped in the towel. Even soaking wet, she still weighed nothing.

      Carrying her to the bed, I laid her down and began gently pressing the towel to the loose drops of water along her skin. But just as I started collecting the ones on her face, her eyes fluttered open and stopped me dead in my tracks.

      Behind all her exhaustion, the embers of those warm hazel eyes flared so strongly I could practically feel their scorch. Her hooded lids did nothing to diminish their brilliance, leaving me feeling uncomfortably captivated and wildly fascinated. My dead heart a violent beating mess inside my chest.

      Forcing my eyes away from her compelling reach, I was struck next by her clean scent, my entire body inhaling her sweet essence like a damn life force. Light and soft, like roses—without the thorns. My heart was pounding away in my chest at the sudden recognition of how close I had come to killing her earlier. How close I had come to snuffing out this annoying little marvel. And considering this dangerous affect she was having on me, maybe I still should.

      She had pushed me right to the edge, and I was about to deliver. It was hard to hide the overwhelming relief I felt when she finally uttered the words I had been drilling in her head for the last half hour. I honestly thought she wouldn't succumb, but in the end, it was always about survival. And we always did what we had to do to survive. At least I’d finally found the threshold of her breaking point.

      Deflecting the burn of her watchful gaze, I finished drying her body and stood.

      “Do not move,” I warned and moved back to the dresser to retrieve a clean dress for her to wear. The only thing that had moved were her eyes as they followed me back to her, where I’d begin the next test. “Stand up,” I ordered, eager to see if she even had the strength to do so and what she would do if she didn’t.

      I could see the tension in her jaw as she slowly lifted her upper body into a sitting position, fighting to conceal the wince on her face and silence her groan. I couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride watching her struggle yet persevering all the same. It was a true testament to the strength of her character.

      On wobbly knees, she finally stood, careful to keep her eyes downcast, yet her chin refused to bow. I kept that little tell to myself, smirking internally, and held the dress high.

      “Arms up,” I ordered, eager to witness her strife and then win.

      One deep breath later, Jaden lifted her arms like she was lifting the world, arduous and painful … but not impossible. It was the fight in her that would never die. It might adapt and evolve, but it would never stop. And for some goddamn reason, I wanted to be a part of her evolution.

      Granting her relief, I slipped the dress through her raised arms and pulled it down until it fit her snugly. Taking her raised hands before she could drop them, I wrenched her to my chest, gripping her wrists in one hand while the other raked through the damp roots of her hair. Tilting her head so she couldn’t escape, I captured her eyes with mine. I memorized every colored ridge in her eyes, every green speckle, every honied edge, and the orange blaze that rimmed her tiny pupils. This girl could be the death of me, but it might just be worth it.

      “I can’t wait to see what kind of good girl you’re going to be for me now.”

      She didn’t even blink.

      “Whatever kind you want,” she whispered back.

      Check.
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        * * *

      

      Waking up on the following day was too memorable. The sunlight was low, but bright. It must have been early morning. Had I really slept that long? Why did I even have to wake up at all?

      My body was still throbbing in pain and exhausted from yesterday’s beatdown, but I did what I could to ignore it, which wasn’t very much. Today and for the rest of the week, if I even had that long, I would avoid conflict. I needed the time to heal my body if I wanted another shot at escaping if the opportunity arose.

      I turned my head toward Kayla, who was lying on her side, facing me, fast asleep. Her back and arms were covered in bruises, no doubt from the beating she’d earned for running when I’d given her the chance. Another foolish mistake on my end. I chose not to wake her since sleep was so hard to come by in here.

      Lying on my side with my knees curled in, I contemplated my situation. Here I was, looking up through the bars of a large dog cage, waiting to be sold to the highest bidder. How the fuck had I let this happen? How the hell did I get here? I was supposed to be the smart girl, the one who calculated all possible outcomes, who never let her guard down, and who kicked the shit out of anyone who messed with her.

      All my life, I had always known exactly what I wanted and had the passion and drive to go after it. Law school had been my dream, and I had made it come true when I was accepted to Wayne State University. I had just finished my second year of study, choosing to continue classes every summer, working my ass off so I could graduate on time. I already had a job lined up at the firm I was currently working at once I passed the bar exam, which I would be taking around this time a year from now, assuming I got out of here by then.

      Everything had been falling right into place for me right when it was supposed to. I had a loving family, a doting boyfriend who loved me for all that I was, friends who cared and supported me, and a home I could honestly call my own. And now, it had all been ripped out from under me, leaving me naked and alone in the worst kind of hell imaginable—all because some asshole couldn’t stand a little rejection.

      Who the fuck was honestly that selfish? To just ruin and steal away someone’s entire life like this for the most ridiculous reason in the world. I wondered what would have happened had I flirted with Jared a little longer, maybe even asked for his number and never called him, just to appease him. Would I still be at home with Jason? Or would Jared have stalked me further?

      I couldn’t stand that I was here at the expense of the stupid fragility of the male ego.

      Staring through the bars to the ceiling, I tried to remember how it happened. How had I become so careless that I allowed myself to be taken? I thought back to that day and tried to push through the fuzziness of it.

      I remembered I had left school after a long study session around ten at night, and it was dark in downtown Detroit, with only every other streetlight lit. Some of us girls walked in groups to our cars, but the lower level of the parking garage where I usually parked was full. I had been running behind earlier that day due to the traffic from the Tiger’s game, so I had to go an extra level up.

      As I came to the top of the stairs, I remembered scanning the entire parking garage, noticing a few random cars parked here and there, but what was most noticeable was the black van idling at the end of the garage, just a few spaces away from the driver’s side to my black Dodge Challenger. Fuck.

      And that day had to be the one day I had forgotten my phone at home.

      Goddammit.

      I made a beeline to my car, the pace of my Converse barely making a sound as my heart rate picked up. My eyes continued to scan the parking lot, hoping someone might be around in the event something happened, or maybe someone was waiting behind a car or a pillar to jump out at me. I knew I was just being paranoid, but I couldn’t shake the dark feeling coming over me. Something felt very wrong, but I couldn’t place it.

      My steps were fierce as I thought about the gun just inside my glove compartment. I had my C.P.L., but guns weren’t allowed on campus property, so that forced me to leave it in my car. I had a black chrome Sig Sauer P238, and it was the perfect companion for me. It was easy to conceal, fit my stupidly small hands, and had tritium sights so I could always aim in the dark. Light on the recoil and moderate with the weight, that gun was definitely my favorite.

      As soon as I was within reach of my car, I unlocked it, keeping my car key in my hand just in case I didn’t make it to my gun in time and needed to permanently blind someone. I reached for the passenger side door first, but before I even opened it, I heard the doors of the van slide open. Four men jumped out, all wearing black ski masks, dark clothing, and two of them armed with assault rifles.

      I instantly grabbed my gun from the glove compartment and fired two shots in their direction before jumping in and starting my car from the passenger seat. Fuck, only five rounds left.

      I suddenly heard the muffled gunshots of their tactical rifles equipped with silencers as they shot out my tires before my engine took the next heat of fire, the sounds easily mistaken for fireworks with the Fourth of July having just passed. Jumping in the driver’s seat, I fired up the ignition and gunned it in reverse, but the transmission was already malfunctioning. My car only went a few feet as my shot tires squealed against the pavement before it went dead. That was when I opened fire.

      I emptied the clip through the driver’s side window of my car, but after those final five shots, it was empty, and the men were too scattered for me to hit them in my rush to flee. I hurried for the second magazine I had hidden under my seat but never got the chance before my door was ripped open.

      Acting purely on instinct and adrenaline, I kicked at the opening door hard and sent the fucker airborne and onto his ass. Rifles hanging from their backs, the men came at me. As one of them reached in, I kicked his ribs as hard as I could with both legs, sending him backward and flailing to the ground. Abandoning my reach for the second magazine, I grabbed my car keys from the ignition and took off, running in the direction of the stairs.

      When it came to flight or fight, I was normally a fight kind of person, but I was outgunned, outnumbered, and I needed to get the hell out of there quickly.

      “Help!” I screamed, hoping someone would hear and call the police. “There’s a fire! Someone help! Fire!”

      And then I felt a little prick sting my shoulder. As I ran, I reached back and pulled out what looked like a small tranquilizer dart with half of whatever drug they used still inside. And for the first time, real fear spiked up my spine. Even though only half had gotten into my bloodstream, they likely had more, which meant they were going to succeed in taking me.

      The men quickly caught up to me faster than I liked, and as soon as I felt the presence of a body close to mine, I jumped forward and kicked my back leg out, landing right between his legs. He went down quickly, clutching his groin and muttering all kinds of threats at me as I continued to run. But then the rest caught up and surrounded me like a bunch of hyenas ready to attack. My breath was coming in and out fast, and the adrenaline flowing through my veins was making me light-headed, or was it the drugs? My heart was pumping so hard I thought it would explode. Then one at a time, they all started laughing.

      “End of the line, sweetheart,” one of them taunted.

      “Not yet,” I retorted defiantly, clutching my car key like a knife.

      A few at a time, the remaining three engaged me, one of them grabbing me from behind at my waist. I clutched his wrist and elbowed him right in the nose, busting it and spraying blood all over my arm. Keeping in motion, I stabbed him right in the thigh with my car key until he finally dropped me. Another one came at my side, and I threw the hardest sidekick to his ribs that I could muster, sending him crashing against one of the concrete pillars. I then struck out with a final jab-cross combination at the last guy just as my previous kick landed. That was about all I got in before the drug finally kicked in. I felt a wave of dizziness consume me, knocking me off balance before a fist busted into my face. The ground beneath me shifted, my legs finally giving out, as pain blossomed in the side of my face, and I crashed to the ground.

      I landed on the pavement on my hands and knees and felt one of the men kick my ribs, sending me on to my back. Pain exploded in my side as I grunted and curled into myself.

      “Told you it was the end of the line, bitch,” he sneered.

      I tried to regulate my breathing as his words seeped into my brain. I was done, and they were going to take me.

      Without wasting another moment, they cuffed my hands behind my back with zip ties and hauled me to my feet. I dragged my legs and tried to wrench myself free, fighting against the drug and ready to scream bloody murder, but then felt something sharp stab into my arm. They were drugging me again. Panic rushed through my system as I gradually felt my limbs growing heavier, and I struggled just to stay up. My head spun out of control, and my vision became cloudy and dark.

      “No,” I groaned, trying to wriggle myself free, but my limbs were so uncoordinated I could barely get them to work.

      The closer we got to the van, the closer I came to losing everything, and it made the panic spike straight through my heart until it punched into my stomach. My helplessness was my literal nightmare as I was quickly being hauled over someone’s shoulder and into blackness. That was the last thing I remembered. I woke up here in this cage.

      Tears started flowing from my eyes as I thought about Jason. God, what he must be thinking right now. Seeing my car all shot to shit, clip empty in my gun, and me nowhere to be found. My mother would be a complete wreck, and I could see my two younger brothers sitting around her, comforting her the best they could as they fought off their own fears. The rest of my aunts, uncles, and cousins praying for my safe return while my best friend, Jordan, plotted for my revenge. Those people were everything to me, and I knew I had to get back to them. One way or another, I swore I would.

      A few minutes of silence later, I heard Kayla stir next to me. She opened her eyes and rubbed her face. “How long have you been awake?” she mumbled.

      “Longer than I’d like to be,” I groaned, adjusting my position on my side. “How did you sleep?” God, my voice sounded like shit as it cracked through the air.

      “Like shit. You?”

      “I think that was the longest sleep of my life, but it could have been better.”

      “No kidding. You were out like a light.”

      “Probably for the best. Sleep keeps me out of trouble.” I winked. She scoffed at me.

      “For someone who looks like they were hit by a truck, your personality certainly remains intact.”

      “Steel wall up here,” I said, tapping against my temple.

      “I hope it stays that way. If you go down, I don’t know what I’m gonna do.”

      I frowned at her response, unsure of what to say. On the one hand, she shouldn’t rely on me in the slightest. The only person she could count on was herself. But on the other hand, having a friend in a situation like this was the only available medicine worth a damn.

      A few seconds later, three guards came in, each carrying a tray with bowls of food and had a large bag slung over their arms. One by one, they opened each cage, dropped the bowls and bottles of water at the foot of the cages, and relocked the doors back in place.

      I stayed firmly on my padding as they opened my cage, placed the food and water on the floor, and locked it back up, repeating the same steps with the rest of the cages beside me.

      Slowly pushing myself up and attempting to ease my sore body, I took my rations and sat against the wall of the cage. I nearly cried myself back to lying down from the agony of yesterday, but I needed to eat if I wanted to heal. I downed half the bottle of water and decided to save the rest for later. The contents of the bowl were the same as usual: chicken stir-fry. Did they not know how to make anything else?

      I looked over at Kayla who was still trying to finish hers, but by the time the guards came back around to collect the bowls, she still had several bites left.

      “Time’s up, bitch,” said the guard, unlocking her cage and reaching in. “Hand it over.”

      “I’m almost done,” she said, desperately trying to spoon the rest of the rice in her mouth.

      “I said now!” he shouted, grabbing her ankle and yanking her toward him. My body jerked in Kayla’s defense, but the sudden movement sent sharp pains all over. Kayla shrieked as she was tugged from the cage. The guard pinned her to the floor, mere inches from her face as he covered her body with his. “I gave you an order, slave! You don’t get to defy me!” he shouted at her.

      All the other women around us whimpered in their cages or screamed in fear as their eyes took in the scene before them.

      “I’m sorry!” she pleaded. “Please! I won’t do it again!”

      “You’re damn right,” he said, and he slapped her hard across the face.

      God, I wanted to help her, but I knew if I said anything, it would only make matters worse. I gently placed my empty bowl at the door of my cage and tried to keep myself from causing any further trouble.

      “Got a fighter?” said the other guard, walking up to the scene.

      “Yeah, a disrespectful little bitch who thinks she has the right to make me wait for her to finish stuffing her face.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Kayla kept whispering.

      “Not yet, bitch, but you’re gonna be,” said the guard holding her down.

      He then flipped her on to her stomach and spread her legs with his knees. She screamed and pleaded underneath him as he went for his zipper, and I felt my stomach shrink into knots. Closing my eyes, I visually tried to walk away. I tried to tell myself to let it go, but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t just sit there and watch them rape her.

      “Hey!” I yelled at them. “Leave her alone. She said she was sorry! She won’t do it again!”

      The guard on top of her looked at me as if I had lost my fucking mind. I most likely had.

      “What the fuck did you just say?” said the guard who was still standing.

      “Please…just let her go,” I pleaded, looking at Kayla as she whimpered on the floor. The terror in her eyes was so apparent I could feel it in the air.

      “I think she wants some, too,” said the standing guard as he walked over to my cage.

      Fuck, and here I thought I was going to avoid conflict again. As he reached down to unlock my cage, I backed myself up as far as I could go, but his arm was too long as he grasped my ankle.

      “Stop!” shouted a deep, commanding voice from down the hall. “What the fuck’s going on here?”

      I knew that voice, knew it far too well as shivers ran down my spine and my heart dropped into my stomach. It was him. Fuck, I was hoping I wouldn’t have to deal with him today. Why the hell did I have to open my mouth?

      The owner made his way down to us, his heavy footsteps creating echoes in their wake and forcing tighter knots in my belly. He stopped just in front of my cage.

      “Just a couple of defiant slaves, sir,” said the guard as he released my leg from his grip and stood.

      “Is that so?” the owner said, turning his head and staring down at my cage, the anger in his face fueling the rising fear in my body.

      I shook my head pleadingly, trying to make him realize the misunderstanding. I looked over at Kayla, who was still pinned and spread eagle on the floor under the guard.

      “Please,” I said, looking back at him, hoping to reason with him as he turned toward Kayla.

      “I don’t believe I’ve said one fucking word to you,” he roared down at me.

      I flinched in my cage and forced my eyes to the floor. I was pretty sure I just gave him the reason he was looking for to punish me again. My body trembled with fear as I realized that. But then I noticed something—something that nearly made me smile like the goddamn Grinch. The slight purple and green bruising around his left eye brought a surge of pride and satisfaction to my entire body, my own little ray of sunshine.

      Ha, ha-ha, ha, motherfucker.

      “Get her back in her cage,” he ordered, pointing at Kayla. “And you,” he said boring down at me. “I thought we had extinguished the last of your defiance.”

      “That’s correct,” I said, turning my eyes on the floor.

      “Except that’s not what I’m seeing.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t want any more trouble,” I answered, looking over at Kayla who was thrown back into her cage.

      “Yet you chose to open your fucking mouth again, didn’t you?”

      “I…”

      “Don’t you dare lie to me, little girl. You will surely regret it,” he warned.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, surrendering my fight. “It was a mistake.”

      My body was so wrecked; I didn’t think I could withstand another beating of any kind, especially if it was worse than the last.

      “Well, isn’t that fucking precious,” he said with a snort. “Lucky for you, I’ve got too much shit to do today, but I meant what I said yesterday. Give me one reason, and I’ll easily find the time to beat that perfect ass of yours all over again,” he said, leaning close to my cage.

      I ignored his threat and returned my eyes to the floor. I didn’t want to give him another reason. Not yet, at least.

      With that lasting warning that chilled my bones, he turned and stalked down the hallway and out the door without a second glance, the guards close on his heels.

      “You shouldn't have done that,” Kayla admonished as the doors closed. I turned back to look at her.

      “I couldn't just sit there and do nothing. It’s not really in my nature.”

      “Your nature is going to get yourself killed.”

      “It was worth it if it stopped them from hurting you,” I retorted.

      “You're not what stopped them. He was,” she argued, nodding in the direction of the doors.

      “I suppose you're right,” I acknowledged, slumping my shoulders in defeat.

      “Just keep quiet next time. I don't want to be responsible for you getting hurt because you tried to come to my rescue. You look like shit as it is. I'm a big girl, Jaden. I can handle them.”

      I smiled at her then.

      “Well, damn, bitch. If I didn't know any better, I'd say you and I may have been cut from the same cloth,” I commented. She snorted at that.

      “Maybe. But I think they forgot to measure out the same amount of badassness that you have that I clearly lack. What you did with Jared and those guards the other day? I’ve been wanting to ask you, where the hell did that come from?”

      I shrugged, not wanting to encourage her further. “I just know how to fight. Or, at least, sometimes I do.”

      She glanced down at my hands. “Explains your busted knuckles. What happened with the owner?”

      I sighed at her question, wondering how much I should reveal, and hating the memory of it.

      “I fought him in the hallway for a while. Gave him that black eye if you happened to see it.”

      She paused for a second, staring at me with her eyebrows practically touching the ceiling.

      “Sorry,” she said, shaking her head. “You did what? You fought him? What do you mean, you fought him? Jaden, he’s huge and terrifying. How could you fight him?”

      I furrowed my brows at her clear disbelief.

      “Jeez, calm down,” I said with a laugh. “Just pretend I never said anything. We probably shouldn’t even be talking about it anyway.”

      “But…you gave him that black eye? How? And how are you not frightened for your life right now?”

      I shook my head with a scoff. “Because he probably fucking liked it.”

      Kayla’s eyeballs nearly popped out of her head.

      “I wish I could have seen his face when he woke up this morning.” The thought of that made me chuckle a little inside.

      “Girl, you’re on a completely different level than me,” she said, turning to lay down on the padding of her cage, facing me. I did the same and studied her features, noticing how young she really looked.

      “How old are you, Kayla?” I asked, hoping to change the subject

      “Twenty-two.” She sighed. “You?” 

      “Twenty-five.”

      For the rest of the day, we just laid there and talked about our lives, ignoring the nightmare that surrounded us. Kayla was from Grand Rapids, but she was studying psychology at Michigan State and had one day planned to counsel children. She had a passion for helping kids, and that was admirable. She had been on summer break when they took her.

      I told her about my goals and dreams of being a big shot attorney after law school, but at this point, they were looking a little gloomy.

      We spent the rest of the day resting and reminiscing about better days, and I somehow found it a little easier to fall asleep that night. But it wasn't meant to be.
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      The sound of rattling keys woke me, my puffy eyes barely willing to open to find three guards quietly standing in front of my cage. The lights were still out, and the sky was still dark, but the fog in my brain refused to allow me to form any logical explanation for their hushed presence. I just wanted to be left the fuck alone.

      Carefully opening my cage, they reached in to grab my limbs and quickly pulled me out, my body igniting with pain from my still fresh injuries.

      “Stop, what are you—?” But my words were cut off as a giant hand covered half my face to silence me. My feet and torso were then immediately lifted into the air as I was carried off. I tried to scream, but my throat was still scorched from the last time I screamed, and my body was too sore and tired to come even close to fighting them off.

      Once we were beyond the door, the intentions of the guards became horribly clear.

      “I swear, I’m gonna fuck this bitch up so much. I can’t believe she’s even still breathing after the shit she pulled,” the guard holding my torso and mouth closed said.

      “Sid said Jared has two broken ribs, a broken nose, and a broken eye socket,” said the guard holding my legs. “I think we should do the same to her.”

      “And then some,” said the guard leading the group. The smile he gave me made my stomach shrink.

      If my body wasn’t twisting for freedom, my stomach sure was. After what I’d gone through the other day, there was no chance in Hell I could handle more. As we entered through another door that closed behind us, a massive chill ran up my spine that spread through my veins until I was shivering uncontrollably. I couldn’t do this again. Not now. Not this many.

      When the two guards holding me stopped in the middle of a dimly lit storage room, they dropped me onto the concrete floor, landing sharply onto my hip. Gasping in pain, I pulled myself up to my elbows and curled into myself to shield as much of my body from them as I could.

      “Look guys, I get it,” I managed to say between heavy breaths. “I get that you’re angry, but please, don’t do this. I already got what I deserved. I don’t want any more trouble.”

      My only answer was a hard kick to the stomach.

      “Fuck!” I groaned aloud as the pain blasted through my abdomen, knocking the wind out of me. The pressure was harsh as I forced myself to suck in air, but all my body wanted to do was strain itself.

      “Look at the little whore’s back. The boss did a nice job there.”

      “She’ll be lucky if those bruises fade by the time of the auction with that pale ass skin.”

      “I say we add a few of our own.”

      Jesus Christ, these fucking assholes. I could barely fucking stand, let alone defend myself against them. Of course they’d wait until I was this vulnerable for them to strike.

      “You fucking cowards,” I murmured to them as I lifted my head.

      They all quieted for a moment as they stared at me, their faces stunned with amusement.

      “Bitch, what did you just say to us?”

      “You didn’t want to wait for me to get my strength back before you came for your revenge? Now where’s the fun in that?” I spat.

      They all chuckled quietly. “You really need to let your pride go. Even with all your skills, you’re still nothing but a stupid, stubborn little whore who’s still going to get sold at auction and spend the rest of your life taking cock. Now, why don’t you lie back like a good little slave and let us have our fun? Maybe we’ll even go easy on you.”

      I scowled at all of them. “Fuck you all to Hell.”

      With no more words left to trade, the guards rushed me. One grabbed my wrists to pin them at the side of my head while kneeling on my hair as another attempted to grasp my legs. Summoning as much strength as I could, I managed to still kick one of them right in the face, his nose bursting with blood as he shouted in shock. Every muscle in my body was screaming in protest of any movement, but it all came to a crashing end as the two guards were able to spread my legs and kneel between them.

      “Get the fuck off me, you ugly bastards!” I tried to shout, but my voice was straining under the stress already. My body was clenching with so much tension in anticipation of what they planned to do, and my fucking helplessness was hard to accept.

      A hard smack to my face left me disorientated as more pain radiated up the side of my cheek. “Hold her down!” the guard between my knees said as he began to fumble with his belt buckle. As much as I pulled and twisted, it made no difference. All my strength and energy had been drained, and I hadn’t had enough rest to fully heal.

      Once the guard lowered his pants, he pulled out his cock and then grabbed my hips hard enough to leave more bruises behind.

      “I’m gonna fuck you so hard you’ll still feel me long after you’ve been sold,” he sneered.

      I braced myself for what was to come, but just as he lowered his eyes to watch himself enter me, his throat suddenly burst with blood spilling down his neck and chest as the sharpest, loudest echo shattered my ears. My wrists and ankles were immediately released as the guard fell forward on top of me, his blood coating my face, shoulders, and chest while he continued to convulse. Shock left me frozen as my ears rang like crazy while my brain fired a million signals in all different directions in an attempt to make sense of what had just happened.

      Heavy footsteps tremored in the background, bringing me back to reality and forcing me to acknowledge the fresh gunshot in the guard’s neck as he continued to choke on his own blood over top of me. Panicked breaths caused me to begin to push at his body to get out from underneath him, but he was too damn heavy.

      When the convulsing finally stopped, he slumped over with his head on the floor and his torso over mine, his now dead weight crushing me and straining my breathing so it became erratic and shallow. I barely managed to move his body only a few inches before the weight was completely removed and tossed a few feet away from me. But what I saw when I looked up left me so frozen in place I swore I turned to stone.

      The owner was looking down on me, an unreadable look on his face as his eyes scoured up and down my frame before landing on my face.

      “Are you hurt?” he asked me very plainly.

      I gave the slightest shake of my head, too shocked and terrified to make even a single sound.

      Accepting my answer, he moved his hardened gaze toward the remaining guards at the other end of the room. “What the fuck were you doing?” he asked them harshly.

      “We…we thought you were already gone for the night,” one of them answered.

      At his response, the owner began to take several hard steps toward them. With his mere presence no longer holding my body hostage, I sank into myself on the floor, clutching my shoulders as I fought back the tremors that were trying to take over. I’d been beaten, nearly raped, and had a man shot to death and die on top of me, his blood heavily coating my skin.

      Jesus, the therapy I would need after this.

      “I asked you a question,” came his voice again. “What the fuck were you doing?”

      A few tense seconds of silence followed before one of them finally spoke up.

      “The bitch fucking deserves it after what she did to Jared,” one of them reasoned.

      “So, you found my punishment to be inadequate then?” the owner replied, his voice eerily calm.

      “No, no, n-not at all,” another said, his voice slightly shaky. “We just wanted a piece too.”

      “Did you get permission from me to take your piece?”

      “Well, no, but we didn’t think it would be—”

      Before the guard finished his sentence, a strange sound sliced the air followed by a harsh guttural gasp. I instantly jolted in place, shock locking up my limbs as I watched the guard look down to find his abdomen bleeding profusely until his intestines suddenly burst through and fell into his hands. The other guard immediately took off, running from the grotesque scene, but he didn’t get very far as the owner quickly turned and threw his knife. It landed right in the middle of his back, sending him crashing to the floor on his belly.

      With a sure stride, the owner stopped beside the struggling guard, leaned down, and pushed the knife in deeper, causing the guard to scream. The horrid sound made me cringe so hard my muscles strained as I tucked my knees into my chest, clutching my ears to drown out the noise. The screaming finally stopped when the owner removed the knife only to slash it across the guard’s throat, his blood spilling forth to splash and pool all over the floor.

      My stomach revolted in disgust, the sickening feeling moving along my spine, causing the room to spin and my vision to blur. Closing my eyes, I turned my focus from the blood and gore to my breathing, counting the erratic beats of my racing heart, willing myself to calm down. But at the sound of the slow approaching footsteps, it was no longer possible.

      Carefully opening my eyes, they landed on the dark blue gaze of the owner, penetrating me down to my very bones. All I could do was watch him watch me as he casually knelt to the floor and pulled a handkerchief from his breast pocket to wipe the blood clean from his knife. When he was finished, he tossed the now red-stained cloth over his shoulder and sheathed the knife back into the holster attached to his belt. The most disturbing part of the entire encounter was his calm and casual demeanor as if the acts he’d just committed were nothing to him and he’d done them a hundred times without a care in the world. It made me shudder at the realization that this man was no ordinary criminal. He was something far more heinous.

      “Well,” he said casually. “Aren’t you going to thank me?”

      I still didn’t have the courage to speak, my motor functions rendered utterly useless in his harrowing presence. But as he cocked an eyebrow, I felt compelled to reveal my misplaced gratitude.

      In the midst of his brutal and disturbing actions, I hadn’t realized it had all been done as some type of fucked-up rescue. He’d saved me from what would have surely been a horrible gang-rape, but considering he’d only just done the same thing to me a day before, it was difficult to summon the words.

      “Thank you,” I managed to whisper.

      He nodded in acknowledgment, but his eyes remained sharp as ever, capturing my attention until he was satisfied with whatever he’d been searching for.

      Rising back to his full height, he turned to the doorway and spoke to someone I hadn’t even noticed had been standing there the entire time.

      “Summon the rest of the guards. A lesson needs to be learned here,” the owner said to him. The man actually chuckled and shook his head before he pulled out a phone and stepped away to make a call.

      Fear swept over me again as I noted I was now alone in the storage room with the owner and three mutilated dead bodies. I don’t know why I did it, but I allowed my gaze to sweep over the floor. The amount of blood that had pooled and splattered all over the room made my stomach clench and twist. The metallic smell of gore and death assaulted my nostrils, creating another horrid memory I didn’t want in my bank. Yet as I collected every scent, every vision, and every feeling, the worst thing of it all was the burn I felt all over my body from the constant scrutiny of the owner. And as my gaze returned to his, I had only one word on my mind.

      Why?

      Why had he done that? He could have let them do what they wanted. Why should he care? He’d done worse to me anyway, so why would it even matter? I knew if I didn’t get an answer, that question would haunt me for the rest of my life. But I didn’t get the chance to find out before the man at the door had returned and stood just against the wall. His frame and build were similar to the owner’s. With spikey black hair and a hard face, he looked like a damn soldier.

      “Could you have made a bigger mess?” he said with a smirk.

      The owner just shrugged at him.

      Seconds later, about a dozen guards gathered into the room, their stances suddenly stiff as their eyes locked with the bloody scene before them. The owner allowed for a few moments of observation before he moved from the wall he’d been leaning against to address them.

      “Does anyone else need a reminder of what happens when my orders are disobeyed?” he asked them.

      A collection of “no, sirs” and shaken heads followed in response.

      “Good. Now clean this shit up,” he continued before walking away toward the door. He stopped to speak to the man he’d come with and then turned his attention back to me. I didn’t move as his eyes pierced into mine, that deep ocean blue swallowing me into a pit of darkness I feared I would never escape from. Something had changed tonight, and it left me with the most grave of warnings.

      The moment he finally left the room, the man he’d spoken to called two guards to have me cleaned up and returned to my cage. Without a single protest from me, they carried my limp body to the showers and let me sit under the warm spray for about five minutes until all the blood had been washed away. I knew I was in shock. I didn’t speak; I barely moved of my own accord, letting them guide me however was necessary until I was gently placed back into my cage and left alone for the night.

      I didn’t even know if I slept at all, fearful I would witness everything all over again in my dreams. It was one thing to experience the ass kicking my body had been through. It was another thing entirely to witness the massacre I had just experienced. It wasn’t comparable, and barely comprehendible. Like my brain wanted to believe it was just a movie scene playing out in front of me, but it wasn’t even close. You couldn’t smell movie scenes. And you certainly couldn’t taste them on your tongue while they lingered in the air. But all that just couldn’t compete with the face of the man who’d turned it into reality.

      No matter what I did, I couldn’t get the look of the owner out of my head. Like what I had seen was not reserved for me and that witnessing what he was clearly capable of was a special privilege. Wearing the blood of his kill felt like an unprecedented christening that would leave me cursed for the rest of my life. I doubted he slaughtered his own employees on the regular like that. Who would want to work for him then? But the show wasn’t just for me, it was for his staff as well, reminding us all of who made the rules here. Message received. Everything had changed now that I had a deeper glimpse into the world of my enemy, and it was a far deeper glimpse than I ever wanted to experience again.
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      The following morning, I woke to a tsunami of dizziness and nausea. My body strained with the kind of tension that could snap a rubber band. If this was what trauma felt like, I wanted none of it. The effects of physical and emotional distress competing against each other for my attention were too great. Everything hurt way too much, and my only remedy was to just keep breathing through it.

      “Jaden? Are you okay?” Kayla’s soft voice called to me. “You don’t look so good.”

      Fuck, I could feel myself start to shiver.

      “I’m fine. Just a little nauseous for some reason.”

      “You look really pale. Paler than usual.”

      I could hear the concern in her voice. If I looked that bad, I worried about bringing more attention to myself than I wanted. After what the guards witnessed last night, I had no idea how they would act toward me now. Would they just ignore me to avoid pissing him off?

      “Your cheek is red too. And your hair looks damp. Did I miss something last night?” Kayla continued, her tone now becoming suspicious.

      “No, dude, everything is fine. Don’t worry about it.”

      The lie was almost comical, but summoning the energy to explain away my appearance was hardly worth it.

      “Jaden, don’t lie to me. Not here. Not to me.”

      I exhaled deeply, keeping my eyes closed as I focused on anything else but the blood that continued to haunt my vision. Anxiety crisscrossed over my entire torso at the idea of revealing to Kayla what had happened. I didn’t want her anymore stressed out than the both of us already were, but I didn’t want her to even look the owner’s way if I could help it.

      “I don’t want to scare you,” I finally mumbled.

      “You already are,” she answered quietly.

      But before I could answer her, the sound of the door opening followed by heavy boot-steps had me nearly retching all over the floor. God, each step that echoed off the walls bounced along my gut like tiny little punches, reminding me of the horrors those boot-steps carried. I felt so pathetic, but I’d rather be pathetic and clean than pathetic and covered in vomit. One was definitely worse than the other.

      The guards said nothing as they deposited the day’s breakfast and waters into each cage, not a single word uttered to instigate or frighten. No one was to be entertained today, and I found myself oddly comforted by the owner’s influence over his staff. I just hoped that it lasted.

      Once all the guards were done, they exited the hall without a word, and Kayla took notice.

      “They were oddly quiet, don’t you think?” she said as she reached for her bowl.

      I slowly reached for my bottle of water and took the tiniest sip before lying back down on my side. “About time,” I muttered as I curled in on myself.

      “Aren’t you going to eat?” Kayla asked, nodding toward the untouched bowl of rice.

      I shook my head. “Not yet. I’ll just throw it up. I’m just gonna sip on some water for now.”

      Kayla stared at me for several seconds before she abandoned her breakfast and moved as close to me as the bars separating our cages would allow.

      “Jaden, for fuck’s sake, what happened?”

      I shook my head at her. “I’ll tell you later if you just promise me one thing.”

      She huffed a breath of agitation but conceded. “Okay, what?”

      “Just promise me you’ll do everything you can to avoid any kind of interaction with him,” I murmured.

      She furrowed her brows. “With who?”

      “You know exactly who. He’s dangerous, Kayla,” I said, making sure to lift my gaze to hers so she knew I was serious. “Far more than I realized.”

      She broke eye contact to stare down at the floor, her gaze drifting for a while before settling along my frame as if the key to my secret was etched somewhere in my skin. But when her exploration led to nowhere, she retreated.

      “Alright, Jaden. I’ll just let you rest until you feel better,” she said, resigning herself back to finishing her breakfast.

      Taking another sip of water, I closed my eyes and tried to focus on my breathing to bring my nausea back down. I lay there like that for hours, falling in and out of sleep, taking sips of water when I could to at least stay hydrated. Surprisingly nothing was said when the guards collected my untouched bowls throughout the day. Only when dinner came did I finally manage to keep a few bites down before my stomach threatened to rebel again. Throwing in the towel, I drank the rest of my water and went back to sleep, thankful Kayla had abandoned her quest for the source of my ailment. For now.

      

      ……………………………………………………

      

      I felt the warmth on my face, the brightness of the sun feeling like a distant memory as it brought the corners of my mouth to lift. Opening my eyes, I found myself lying in a field of bright green grass on a soft blanket in the middle of nowhere. The trees bristled in the wind, the sound oddly comforting as the breeze tickled my skin.

      “You’re so cute when you smile,” said a soft, deep voice next to me.

      Turning over, I smirked as I found Jason lying next to me; he’d folded his hands behind his head as he turned to stare up at the sky. Reaching out for him, I grazed the short brown beard he had grown on his face. He turned to me and grinned, his beautiful white smile warming me from the inside out as he pulled me to him. His straight brown hair fell over his forehead, tickling my nose as I kissed his face all over. I felt complete bliss as he clutched me to him, kissing my neck and shoulder, and sending waves of heat throughout my body.

      “I love you,” I whispered in his ear.

      “I love you, too,” he replied happily.

      But then the sunshine disappeared behind a dark cloud that threatened to cover the entire sky. I felt the wind pick up and whip my hair around my face. Something felt wrong, very wrong, but I didn’t know what it was.

      I raised my head up and scanned the field, but no one was around. I felt my body begin to shake from fear as I frantically searched for the threat I knew surrounded us. Then, like a cold draft, I felt a shadow hover over me, and my heart stopped dead. I looked up from Jason’s embrace to find the owner standing over us, his hands in his pockets, and an intense, angry look upon his face as he stared down at me.

      Fear constricted my movements as I suddenly became a deer in headlights. What was he doing here? How did he find us?

      The sudden grunt below me recaptured my attention as thick wetness began to coat my hands. When I looked down at Jason, horror filled my heart as I watched blood saturate his shirt at a terrifying rate. Pulling back the soaking fabric, I nearly wretched at the sight of his intestines protruding from his abdomen. Panic replaced the oxygen in my lungs as a familiar guttural choking sound brought my attention back to Jason’s face, only to rip a scream from my throat. A river of blood was flowing from a deep gash in his neck, his body twitching beneath me as his eyes held mine in terror.

      “No! No! No! Jason!” I screamed as my hands uselessly pressed against his skin to stop the bleeding, tears flowing from my eyes to fall onto his blood-soaked body.

      “Well … aren’t you going to thank me?” asked the owner’s voice above me.

      My gaze shot to his, disbelief and dread filling me as I noted the blood dripping from his hands and his shirt coated in it.

      “What have you done?!” I shouted with a fierce anger.

      He merely smiled at me before he suddenly reached down and grabbed me by my hair, hauling me to my feet and tossing me over his shoulder.

      “No!” I screamed, struggling against him as hard as I possibly could. “No! Stop! Let me go! Stop!”

      But my cries fell on deaf ears as he carried me away from Jason’s now lifeless body, his blood soaking the blanket in a dark crimson red. I fought against him, but the pain in my heart was too great a distraction to fight him fully.

      “Say good-bye, little girl. You’re all mine now,” he sneered, dragging me away into the darkness with him.

      I shot up from my padding, gasping for air as a cold sweat coated my entire body. I put my hands on my head as I sucked in heaping gulps of air, attempting to get my aching body to calm down. Jesus Christ, that was way too real and way too soon to remember those disturbing images I’d already lived through. Fucking nightmares projecting my fears.

      Maintaining my breathing, I switched my focus to my surroundings to get a grasp on reality. It was dark in the hall—all of the girls around me thankfully sleeping, but I quickly picked up on another presence that did not match. The type of presence that made your hair stand on end.

      I looked up from my knees, and my stomach twisted in my gut as I came face-to-face with the owner leaning against the wall. His hands were in his pockets with one foot pressed up against the wall to support his leg. He had a curious yet serious look on his face as he stared me down. I felt myself shrink inside. What the fuck was he doing here?
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        * * *

      

      I nonchalantly leaned up against the wall, my hands casually in my pockets as I watched Jaden writhe and panic in her sleep. It was well after midnight, and the moonlight was shining through the glass block window, casting an eerie glow on Jaden’s smooth porcelain skin. She looked almost ghost-like as she groaned and whimpered in the throes of some kind of obvious nightmare.

      She was quiet at first, her breathing slow and even, until her body must have felt my presence. It wasn’t sixty seconds after I appeared that her breathing pattern changed. Not much later did she burst awake from her nightmare, a scream hot on her lips, but she suppressed it to a loud gasp, making my cock twitch in response. She had the sexiest little cries.

      Her chest heaved up and down in full panic mode as she looked around at all of the other sleeping slaves around us, but then she stiffened when she realized she wasn’t the only one awake.

      Her eyes found mine instantly; fear, shock, and confusion were clear on her flushed face.

      “Dreaming about me?” I asked her.

      She stared at me for a long time, her body stiff and defensive as she pulled her knees to her chest until eventually, she found her courage.

      “What are you doing here?” she murmured quietly.

      I could ask myself the same damn thing.

      “I understand you’re rejecting my generous hospitality.”

      Her brows knitted together as if she had no clue what I was talking about.

      “You’re not eating,” I answered for her. When Sid was alerted during one of our meetings that they noticed one of the girls hadn’t eaten all day, I asked which one. The last thing we want is someone dying from malnutrition, but when they answered the redhead, my own reaction surprised me. The last thing I wanted was to see her beautifully strong and capable body waste away like that. So naturally, I had to come see her for myself before it got out of hand.

      Unsurprisingly, she shrugged off my concern. “Just a little bit of nausea. I’m sure I’ll be fine in the morning.”

      I almost smirked. I expected her to dismiss my concern, but in a much more combative way. I figured she was probably just in shock from what she witnessed the other night, an understandable reaction, but if a sour stomach was all that came from it, it made me wonder what else she could learn to endure.

      “Well, I certainly hope so. You wouldn’t want to continue attracting my attention as much as you already have.”

      I watched her hold her breath for several long seconds, her chest completely motionless until she finally exhaled those little fears of hers.

      “You’re right about that, though we both know you don’t need a reason.”

      I smirked at her. “But it certainly doesn’t help when you keep giving me one.”

      “I guess I’ll have to do better at preventing that then.”

      “I honestly wish you the best of luck.” I doubted either one of us could be so lucky for her to suddenly become invisible to me. If only it were that easy.

      When the silence continued to dwindle, her body started to shift, clearly growing uncomfortable at my lingering presence. I didn’t exactly blame her. The fact that I was visiting her in this fashion should honestly terrify the fuck out of her.

      “Is there nothing else then?” she asked as innocently as possible. I almost snorted at her attempt to dismiss me. As if anything she said could possibly derail me or my agenda.

      “Actually, you know what, there is something else. Something that’s been on my mind nearly all day, and I just can’t seem to figure it out. Maybe you can help me.”

      Now she just looked annoyed as her shoulders slumped slightly, her eyes narrowing just enough to reveal a tiny spark behind that subtle glare.

      “I’m all ears,” she finally said.

      Kicking off the wall, I wrapped my hands around the top bars of her cage as my body leaned over it. I sneered as her small frame jolted in defense, pressing herself against the back wall of her cage. An adorable attempt to put as much distance between us as she could.

      “You never screamed. Not even once,” I said, my gaze keeping her completely still. “After everything you saw last night, I expected something much more…dramatic.”

      Her eyes narrowed at me then, challenging me with slight regard for that special little encounter. Her defiance was beyond sexy, and I hated how every passing second made it harder and harder to resist that dark compulsion to fuck her into submission all over again.

      “Shock can do that to a person,” she answered, her eyes remaining locked with mine. Still breaking all the rules.

      Did she even have any clue how brave she was being right now? I’d known lesser men who’d pissed their pants before locking eyes with me the way she was now. This daring little rebel was becoming more fascinating by the second.

      “Maybe it’s shock. Or maybe it’s something else,” I offered.

      Her brows narrowed in confusion. “What are you implying?”

      “That there’s more to you than either of us may realize.”

      She was silent then, likely unwilling to stretch the conversation into the depth we were heading. I couldn’t blame her for that. I imagined I was the last person she wanted to have a meaningful conversation with.

      “Whatever that may be, this is the last place I’d want to have to discover it,” she finally said.

      “Why not? Traumatic events can reveal the most honest part of ourselves.”

      She looked away then, breaking the contact I was oddly enjoying, and resigned into herself.

      “Because based on my understanding, where I’m headed, I don’t really see the point.”

      I was surprised to actually find myself disappointed. Here I was enjoying our little intellectual sparring match that she clearly was game for up until the point she reminded me that none of this was meant to be in the first place. She was a product now, an object for monetary gain, and she wanted to argue like one. And she was right to do so.

      Still, I was shocked at myself for recognizing what a shame it was to let such a captivating mind and personality go to such waste.

      She continued to watch me with that bold look in her eyes, waiting for my response to her admission, and I decided to give her exactly what she needed.

      “Now, there’s the good girl I knew was in there somewhere,” I drawled.

      Her shoulders actually slumped in the cutest way, a tight scowl forming on her lips as she regarded me with all the disdain in the world. With a devilish smirk, I realized how I could continue this fun little game we were playing.

      “Lie down,” I ordered, the dark tone in my voice giving no room for disobedience.

      Her body remained stiff and tense as she found the audacity to actually glare at me. I leaned forward, and my grip on the bars of her cage became so tight I thought I might rip them apart just for the crime of separating her from me. I tilted my head a little to the side as the intensity of our staring contest grew beyond inferno, warning her that if she didn’t obey, I’d pull her out of that cage, bend her over it, and fuck her until she screamed loud enough to wake the entire warehouse.

      Lowering her eyes to the floor, she lay down on her back, wincing when her sore body touched the padding. Her knees were still up with her feet tucked against her ass, hiding all of the goods from me. I simply wouldn’t have that.

      “Spread your knees,” I continued, a dark need beginning to come over me.

      She looked like she wanted to scream as her little hands balled into tight fists at her sides, but she did as she was told, slowly spreading her knees and giving me access to the most perfect pussy I had ever encountered. I felt a surge of pride fill me as the memory of pounding into her suddenly made my dick grow even harder than it already was.

      “Perfect,” I praised as I was half tempted to just take her right there, not giving a fuck if I woke every damn slave up.

      I made her lay like that for several minutes, the most delectable part of her body completely exposed and vulnerable, making now an excellent time for her to demonstrate her obedience.

      “You’re to finish all of your meals from now on, do you understand? I won’t have my generosity squandered.”

      “I understand,” she muttered through gritted teeth.

      “Good.”

      I continued the awkward silence for a few more beats, letting her know I was completely comfortable with just leaning here, watching her, daring her to move.

      “What are you?” I finally asked.

      Now I was just challenging her, secretly hoping she’d fuck up so I’d have another reason to punish her, but we both knew I didn’t need a reason. I just liked having one.

      “A slave,” she said right on cue, no hesitation, no refusal, and God, if it wasn’t one of the most satisfying things I’d heard all day.

      Her defiance was sexy, but forcing her into submission was so much more satisfying. I wanted more of it, wanted her crawling on her hands and knees between my legs as I fucked her mouth, wanted her bent over my lap while I spanked the life out of her, wanted her chained to my bed while I fucked her tight little pussy until she knew nothing else but me and my cock.

      But why did I want that?

      I could easily have any woman I wanted, all of them more than willing to be mine, yet I found myself wanting a woman who wanted absolutely nothing to do with me. Maybe that was what made it so hot. She’d have no choice in the matter.

      The idea of actually owning a person was intriguing. I had many clients who now owned dozens of women, but I had never partaken in the luxury of such. I didn’t have the time. I was the busiest person I knew and never had the time or the patience to maintain a relationship with anyone. A good fuck was all I needed, and I could easily get that anytime, anywhere. I could even get my real satisfaction with breaking the errant slave here and there and be on my way. I had everything I could ever want or need right at my fingertips. So why did it suddenly feel like something was lacking?

      I leaned into her cage, staring deep into those bright and burning amber eyes as she gazed up at me, fear and anger all in one seeping from her face. I loved it. I loved every single bit of it. But then I wondered what those eyes would look like when they finally became hollow and empty from the undeniable years of torment she would receive as her potential buyer’s sex slave.

      The idea of it instantly had me raging inside. She’d be caged like a wild tiger at a zoo for the rest of her life. Caging was one thing, but taming was entirely different. At least the fire was still alive, just well controlled. And I liked the idea. I suddenly realized I didn’t want this girl to be fully broken. I enjoyed her fire far too much to simply extinguish it for good. I wanted to feel the burn so I could snuff it out with my own ice and melt her to the ground.

      “Good girl,” I finally whispered and left her like that, my footsteps echoing in the hall as I walked out of the door, leaving her in the dark where she belonged. For now.
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        * * *

      

      What the fuck was that?

      I sat up, tucking my legs to my chest, and rested my cheek on top of my knees. I felt ill. My heart pounded in my chest, my head ached with confusion, and fear laced through my blood like a poison, burning through every single vein.

      Why had he come? What did he want?

      I wanted to question him so fucking bad. But I wanted to punch his face in with my fists even more. My palms were now aching from the pressure of my fingers digging in from clutching them too tightly. He noticed. I could see the smirk on his face, even in the dark. He was a cruel man, and I suddenly wondered if there were men out there worse than he was. I was sure of it. I just hoped they weren’t among the buyers at the auction.

      I lay down on my side and curled into myself, holding my legs tight to my chest as I fought against the tears that threatened to spill. I woke from the worst nightmare I had ever had to find the man I feared the most watching me from outside my cage, obviously enjoying the view.

      At that moment, I wanted Jason more than I wanted to breathe. I wanted him to hold me and tell me everything would be okay so I didn’t have to be this damn strong anymore. It was exhausting, and I felt my tightly sewn threads begin to thin and snap under the constant torment of this place. I wanted out. I wanted to go home, but those choices were not on the menu. In fact, there wasn’t even a menu for me to choose from anymore. It had been taken from me several days ago, but I wasn’t going to give up on getting it back. I wasn’t done yet. I couldn’t be.

      Tears finally broke free of my emotional fence as they slowly slid down the side of my face. I silently cried myself back to sleep.
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      Two more days had passed since the owner’s late-night visit, and my body was finally beginning to feel better after his latest onslaught. I kept his nighttime visit to myself, not wanting to worry Kayla any more than she already was. It was never far from my mind, though – the theories were running through my head of why he was there. I didn’t want to admit what I thought was obvious because that would terrify me even further. I didn’t want to be of special interest to the owner. I didn’t even want him to remember my name, yet I had a strong feeling he would never forget it, even after I’d been sold.

      I had been spending most of my time sleeping the aches away, and it finally seemed to be paying off. I was still stiff from being cramped in my cage, but I stretched as often as I could to relieve the tension. We had received another brief shower earlier in the morning, this time with zero hiccups, as I just wanted to wash away all my grief without issue. It was nice to feel somewhat clean again.

      With the auction getting closer every day, we could all feel it like a dark cloud over our heads. I hated it—hated my lack of control in the situation, and I could feel myself growing angry all over again. How the fuck could these people do this to us? Like we were fucking cattle to sell off because our lives obviously held no other value to them.

      I looked around at all the other girls huddled in their cages. I didn’t know their names since they rarely spoke, too afraid to draw any attention to themselves. Every now and then, I’d catch them talking to their cage neighbor, but most of the day was filled with tears and stifled cries. I hoped they found a friend in each other as Kayla and I had. It was the only way we were able to get through this.

      Yesterday, I had tried to speak to the girl next to me, but she just shook her head and turned over, giving her back to me. I didn’t understand her rejection of support and comfort, but it occurred to me that she had given up a long time ago...or maybe she resented me for her failed attempt at escape. I didn’t know. I told her that I was here for her regardless.

      The hopelessness in this room was toxic. As if the harsh reminder of our horrific reality poisoned the air we breathed. We were never getting out until we were bought and paid for.

      I hated thinking about another human being that way, but I didn’t have a doubt in my mind that was how these people saw us. They were running a business, and we were the product they were selling. The obvious success of their previous transactions honestly scared the shit out of me. Clearly, sex slaves were in high demand these days, and the whole idea disgusted me.

      Eventually, the stress of worrying all morning left me feeling depressed and exhausted, so much so I attempted a light nap to regain some much-needed energy. But after twenty minutes, the distinct sound of a slamming door woke me from my half-failed attempt, the echo a sharp reminder in my ears of where we still currently were. Lying on my side, I watched as two guards headed to the very end of the row of cages to begin passing out our lunch for the day.

      Accepting my bowl and water without complaint, I sat back against my cage, crossed my ankles, and immediately went on autopilot, attempting to eat as much as I could before the nausea returned. I could still barely eat half of it, and I feared my stomach’s continued rejection of food would bring me another private visit from him. And that was the last thing I needed right now. I could only muster one more spoonful before the growing nausea scared me off completely. Leaning back against the wall, I set my bowl in my lap, hoping after a few breaths and some sips of water, I’d be able to finish it all.

      “You feeling okay?” Kayla asked me as she set down her empty bowl.

      “Yeah, just trying not to throw up my lunch.” I took a deep breath and slowly released it through my nose before attempting another small bite.

      But the second I put the spoon in my mouth, I felt the deep cramps of my stomach just before the retch. Jolting to the side, I vomited the contents of my lunch into the pipped hole of my cage.

      “Jesus, Jaden. Are you okay?” Kayla asked as she set aside her bowl.

      Spitting out the awful aftertaste, I took a swig of water to rinse my mouth out and spit it down the pipe.

      “Fuck,” I muttered under my breath. “I’m fine.”

      “You gotta finish that food. You need it.”

      “I know, I will,” I said between breaths. Sitting back against my cage, I drank the rest of my water slowly. Filling my stomach with water only allowed me to get about two more bites in from what remained of my lunch.

      “I know it’s tough, but you really do need to keep your strength up. You’ve been looking really pale lately.”

      I chuckled a little before turning my gaze to her. “Okay, mom,” I said with a gentle smile. “And don’t worry, my skin just hasn’t seen the sun in … fuck, I can’t even remember now.”

      “Don’t even try to remind me how long it’s been,” Kayla said dismissively.

      Returning my attention to my bowl, I felt angry that I couldn’t get through the most basic human need. Stress and food just didn’t mix for me, and stressful times required the most strength. Final exams during my first year of law school were spent practically starving myself the day of the exam, my nerves too rattled to stomach anything almost the entire day. Of course, once the exam was over, I’d gorge myself on Buffalo wings until the sun came up.

      But as I looked at the leftover rice, all I could think about was how one punch to my gut was all it would take for me to throw it up all over the place. And the likelihood of me taking a hit like that was pretty high, even when I did keep my mouth shut.

      Weighing the rest of the food on my fuck-it scale, it just didn’t hold the weight against the amount of fucks I had to give, so I poured the rest of the bowl down my makeshift toilet, and resigned myself to just digest what little I could. He couldn’t possibly be bothered to keep track of my diet that much.

      “Cheater,” Kayla mumbled with a smirk.

      “Shh,” I hushed her. “You saw nothing.”

      Kayla and I sat there for a few minutes in silence. My eyes closed as I tried to relax, waiting for the guards to come back to collect the bowls. It seemed they were waiting a little longer than usual, like twenty minutes longer, but I didn’t make anything of it until my vision suddenly seemed warped.

      What the fresh fuck is this?

      The door slamming and boot-steps echoing, I found my body becoming strangely heavy. Watching as the guards walked by the cages, I noticed their legs looked out of focus like their motions had been sped up. Lifting my head from the wall to get a better look sent a wave of dizziness through my entire body, making me sway into the bars of my cage.

      “What the fuck?” I mumbled, pressing my palm against my forehead. “Kayla?”

      “Jaden, I feel really, really dizzy,” she murmured before her body collapsed onto the little makeshift bed, her eyes searching mine as her chest rose and fell.

      Oh no.

      Loud voices stole my attention as I tried to overcome the dizziness swirling in my head, my eyes catching the guards at the end of our row pulling one of the girls from her cage. One carried her limp body over his shoulder as he walked past my cage. Her eyes were still open as though she was trying to fight her condition.

      Gripping one of the bars of my cage to remain steady, I felt my stomach flutter with fear as I looked around the rest of the cages to see the girls beginning to collapse onto their beddings.

      “Fuckers drugged us,” I slurred as my grip on the bars slipped, and I fell to my side onto the bedding.

      “But why?” Kayla slurred.

      “Don’t know. They must…want us weak…for some reason,” I barely managed to say.

      “I don’t…feel like…I’m gonna pass out, though. Just…really…chill.”

      “Roofies?” I mumbled as my body slowly became heavier and heavier.

      We lay there like that for fifteen minutes before the guards came back to collect another girl from her cage.

      “Hey…what…the fuck,” I tried to yell from my cage, but of course, I was ignored.

      After another fifteen minutes, to my relief, the first girl they had taken was finally brought back, but she looked different. Her hair had been curled, and it looked like some makeup and been applied to her face. My stomach immediately dropped. They were dolling us up. But for what? Were they letting the buyers sample us? Or maybe they were taking pictures?

      I watched as they carried the next girl out from her cage before turning my attention back to the girl they returned. She continued to lay there just like we were, just with a much better-looking complexion and hairstyle. She didn’t look like she’d been hurt. I couldn’t see any new bruises or red marks, but with her eyes so darkly shadowed, it was hard to tell if they were puffy from any crying. For all I knew, they used waterproof mascara.

      It was torture watching each girl carried out to eventually be deposited back with clean, styled hair and a dolled-up face. When the girl two cages down from Kayla was returned, it was exhausting trying not to only question her but also to get her to respond.

      “Hey…hey…what…what are they doing?” I forced myself to say, but all she did was lay on her back while her chest bobbed up and down. “Come on,” I pushed. “What…what happened?”

      “Please,” Kayla pleaded, her words heavy with fear.

      “Ppphh…” she started to say. “Ppphhh…pphhoo….tooooo,” she finally mumbled.

      “What? What…did she…say?” Kayla asked.

      “Ph-Photo?” I replied in question.

      “Oh…fuck,” Kayla murmured as she took in several heavy breaths.

      After several more excruciating minutes of waiting for our turn, the guards finally came for Kayla, pulling her limp body from the cage and throwing her over their shoulder.

      “Jaden,” she called, her voice weak and muffled from the drugs.

      I couldn’t even protest for her at that point, grumbled moans being the only sound I could make as I watched them carry her off. With each passing second, I felt my limbs becoming heavier and heavier. My stomach suddenly knotted itself after realizing how quickly I’d already lost track of time when I noticed the guards depositing the girl next to Kayla’s cage back in hers. Fear crept up my spine as the guards turned and reached for the lock on my cage. Squinting my eyes closed, I felt calloused hands grab at my arms and haul me out to toss my limp body over a bulky, uncomfortable shoulder. All I could do was grunt in irritation as I was carted off to fuck knows where.

      I tried focusing on the floor to decipher where we were going, but it required way more effort than my vision was willing to provide. I was lucky my eyes were able to remain somewhat open at all. But as the pressure in my gut grew from the guard’s shoulder, my arms that were dangling over my head started to reach with the tiniest amount of strength I had left, which amounted to nothing really.

      The trip must not have been that far because I had counted maybe twenty seconds before I felt my body fall into a chair with the back so far backward I was looking at the ceiling.

      “Careful with that one,” I heard someone say. “She’s the biggest troublemaker of them all.”

      “This little thing?” asked someone else’s voice. “Hard to imagine.”

      Was that a woman’s voice?

      “Just don’t fuck around. Finish with her quickly.”

      Finish what?

      The chair was suddenly spun to the side, throwing my vision off and setting a wave of dizziness through my head. I felt my hair being gathered by quick hands and draped into something while my face was being wiped down with what felt like some kind of wet wipe. I could hear the sound of water rushing behind me before my scalp was immediately met with blissfully warm water. They must be washing my hair.

      The wipe that had now finished cleaning my face moved down to my neck and then to my chest, to up along my arms. As the person behind me washed and conditioned my hair, the person with another fresh wipe continued to wipe down my entire body, pulling off my black sheet of a dress to essentially wipe bath me clean.

      When my hair was done, the chair was pushed back up in position while my head continued to roll back against the headrest. I could hear the unmistakable sound of a blow dryer, which was confirmed when I felt my hair being slowly brushed under the hot air waves. The other person finished wiping down the rest of my body, cleaning my legs and feet before she started rubbing something that felt like lotion all over my skin.

      As my hair was being blow-dried and styled, another person appeared in front of my face and began to apply what I assumed was makeup onto my eyes and face. She didn’t seem to have any time struggling with me since my eyes were barely open enough for her to do anything with my bottom eyelid. Once my makeup felt finished, my chin was suddenly pressed down to allow for my mouth to open. That was when something minty was sprayed into my mouth.

      I was quickly reminded of my stomach’s protest of the drugged food, grateful it had chosen that moment to eject it from my body. Even with how little I had been able to consume, the drug was still powerful enough to knock me on my ass for this long. I couldn’t imagine how much worse it would have been had I actually finished my entire bowl and kept it down.

      When it seemed everyone was finished with my hair and makeup, a surprised groan escaped my lips as my dress was quickly removed entirely. My body was then shifted around so they could place me in what felt like the tiniest thong in the universe and some kind of incredibly uncomfortable push-up bra.

      “What…the fuck…are you people….doing!?” I shouted the last word, attempting to remobilize myself somehow.

      “Shhhhh.” A female voice next to me tried to soothe as they pushed my hair behind my ears. “No harm. Just picture. You fine.”

      Just picture? Pictures for what?

      “Picture?” I repeated as I attempted a blurred glimpse at her face. But before I got the chance, I was quickly scooped up and thrown over some guard’s meaty shoulder again to be carried off somewhere down another hallway. I could hear him chuckling for some reason.

      “Damn, girl, you really do have a nice ass,” the guard said under his breath as his hand grabbed my exposed cheek, tapping it slightly before returning his hand to my thigh.

      “Fucker,” I groaned as anger began to flood through my veins.

      When the guard stopped in front of a doorway to knock, I felt life start to come back into my arms, giving me the opportunity to reach into his pants, grip the waistband of his boxers, and yank them halfway up his ass. He howled and lurched forward, making me giggle like a drunk in triumph.

      “How do you…like it?” I snarked, tugging harder for emphasis.

      “Fucking bitch!” he griped as he jerked his shoulders back so that I slid forward and toppled right onto the floor. I could barely stop my face from planting right into the carpet, rolling my body somehow until I was flat on my back. Looking up at him from where I lay on the floor, I laughed, watching as he struggled to pull his boxers from out of his ass.

      “Dude, you can’t just drop her like that,” another guard said as he kneeled down to start pulling me up from the floor.

      “Drop who?” asked a dark voice that instantly made my stomach shrink.

      Ah, fuck.
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        * * *

      

      Exiting one of the conference rooms, I was about to head to the elevator when I heard one of my guards yelp like a damn dog followed by the sound of a woman giggling. I stopped in my tracks as I heard a slight scuffle followed by more giggling.

      Nobody giggled in my fucking warehouse.

      “Dude, you can’t just drop her like that,” said another voice, making me officially turn the corner.

      “Drop who?” I asked, even though I already had a strong feeling as to the who.

      Greg stepped aside to reveal the small inebriated redhead sprawled across the floor, the color of her hair and pale skin a beautiful contrast to the dark carpeting that I couldn’t help but notice. She’d been dressed in a satin emerald green bustier and matching scrap of a thong. Her hair was now voluminous, shiny, and curled, and as she looked up at me from beneath those dark smoky eyes, I suddenly found myself wanting her to smear that glossy red lipstick she was wearing all over my now incredibly hard cock.

      Jesus Christ, this girl’s effect over me was seriously starting to piss me off.

      Stepping over her limp body, I looked down at her to reveal my annoyance. Knowing how drugged she was, she still managed to lift a few of her fingers to lazily wave them at me.

      “Why did you drop her?” I asked Bruce without taking my eyes off those irritatingly voluptuous lips of hers. I knew if I looked any lower, I might just end up taking her right here on the damn floor.

      “She, uh, she … pulled my, uh—”

      “She yanked his boxers up his ass,” Greg finished for him, a small chuckle at the end of his answer.

      I would have smirked at that if it hadn’t also revealed something very telling.

      “How was she able to do that when she shouldn’t even be able to lift her head?” I asked, my tone becoming suspicious.

      Bruce and Greg both shrugged their shoulders, giving me the only explanation that was pretty likely. She still wasn’t eating enough.

      “Someone isn’t holding up their end of the deal,” I admonished, turning my gaze back to hers, not sparing her a single ounce of mercy. “There will be consequences for that.”

      “I can explain,” she murmured back to me. Far too coherently for my liking.

      “Wrong answer.” Stepping away from her, I turned back to Greg and Bruce. “Get her up,” I ordered.

      Realizing that my blood began to heat the moment their hands touched her barely clothed body, I had to restrain myself from beating both of them half to death. Cursing under my breath, I followed them into the room where the photographer, Aaron, had set up the scene for modeling the girls for the potential buyers. I abruptly felt the need to ensure Jaden’s cooperation during her photo shoot.

      “You might want to tie this one up,” Bruce said to Aaron.

      “Finally, something fun,” Aaron said, his interest instantly piqued, causing me to glower at him. “Put her on the bed.”

      The bed was a four-poster canopy bed made up of black iron bars and cream-colored silk sheeting. Chains with shackles hung from each post, along with the middle of the headboard and the center of the canopy. Sometimes the photo shoots were more creative than others, depending on the potential clients. I didn’t normally attend the photo shoots, so I wasn't surprised when Aaron turned around to address me.

      “Did you need something, sir?” he asked politely.

      “No. Continue,” I ordered dismissively.

      Nodding, he turned back around and began to position Jaden’s body and limbs exactly where they needed to be with the help of Bruce and Greg. Laid on her side with both hands behind her back, Aaron began to tie a wide black satin ribbon around her delicate wrists until he produced the perfect bow.

      “Okay now, please don’t move,” he said as he moved to arrange her hair to fan around her.

      “Fuck. You. Dude,” she slurred as she tried to shift away from him.

      “Listen to him,” I nearly roared, making her entire body jerk from my raised voice. I was not about to allow her to think that any of this was an option.

      Grabbing his camera, Aaron started taking the shots from one angle to the next, the bright flash of lights revealing all of Jaden’s best qualities and her silent rage. If it wasn’t for all the male eyes sharing in her unprecedented beauty, I would have truly enjoyed this. But instead, I felt I was only enduring it.

      Fifteen minutes later when Aaron was finally finished with the shoot, he set the camera down next to his computer to upload the shots.

      “Take care of it later,” I told him. “Everyone out.”

      I watched Jaden visibly shudder as she closed her eyes, knowing she would be alone with me again. The anticipation of another eventful moment between us made me that much more eager. I couldn’t help but indulge myself when another opportunity was right at my fingertips.

      When everyone had left the room, I took my time approaching the bed where she still lay, appreciating the quake in her chest as it rose and fell with each breath. I liked this effect I had on her. It made me wonder how far I could push it and if there were other secret reactions I could unearth.

      As I stood at the edge of the bed with Jaden’s back to me, her hands still in the same perfect position with the black bow around her wrists, she looked like a fucking gift wrapped just for me. Between her incredibly toned ass to her pert tits pressed up so provocatively, I couldn’t decide which deserved more praise. And there was so much to praise her for.

      Pressing my hands into the mattress, I leaned over her incredibly still frame in search of any flaw that might deter me from what was quickly turning into a dangerous obsession. But as my eyes traveled the impeccably toned lines of each muscle under her smooth porcelain skin, I couldn’t stop my hands from wanting their own personal inspection.

      “Touch me, and I’ll stop pretending your drugs haven’t worn off,” she warned under a hushed tone.

      I smirked. “I wish you would.” She had no idea how much I truly enjoyed her little threats. “In fact,” I said, pushing her body to the side so she was flat on her back, “I wonder how long you can continue to pretend before you finally snap and really give me a reason to touch you.”

      She shook her head and grimaced. “Haven’t you ever heard of ‘don’t get high on your own supply’?” she groaned as my fingers began to leisurely trace along the lines of her thong.

      “How else am I supposed to guarantee its quality?” I answered, snapping the line of her thong for emphasis. Her hips jerked slightly from the contact, her jaw clenching while the rest of her muscles tensed under all that beautiful smooth skin.

      She released a hushed groan as if she were annoyed with me, and I found the idea absolutely comical. Me, annoying? I almost laughed. After all that she’d witnessed and endured, if her emotions had evolved from fear to annoyance after so little time, her mind had a very interesting filter for processing traumatic experiences. It made me want to experiment.

      “You’re still not eating enough,” I commented, keeping my tone almost conversational. “Otherwise, you’d have ingested the entire dose that was meant to keep you pliant.”

      “And your guards are still molesting me. Guess we’re even.”

      That brought my eyes to hers. “When?”

      Her gaze narrowed. “Why do you think I ripped his boxers halfway up his ass?”

      Rage made me clench my jaw at the understanding that my orders were still not being followed, and it was at Jaden’s expense. Bruce would be dealt with. Harshly.

      But first things first.

      Grabbing her hip, I shoved her over onto her stomach, only just to realize she had secretly untied the bow around her wrists. Her movements were still slightly sluggish as her hands reached for the bars of the headboard to pull herself out from under me, an attempt that didn’t grant her much success. Leaning forward, I grasped her hands under mine, lacing our fingers together, and allowed my full weight to trap her beneath me.

      “Aren’t you a clever little thing,” I drawled into her ear, enjoying the intimacy of the position we were in.

      “Your fat ass is crushing me,” she groaned through gritted teeth as she struggled to expand her chest for air.

      Did she seriously just call me fat?

      “Now, that’s just rude. Ask me nicely, and maybe I’ll give you an inch.”

      She stopped struggling only for a second to release a long slow breath. “Please,” she bit out. “Would you be so kind as to allow me some breathing room?”

      “Now there’s a good girl,” I praised and lifted my body weight from her back just enough to allow her a full lungful of oxygen. I could feel her small hands clench in my own, her delicate fingers laced through mine and creating the most adorable contrast between the two of us. How could someone this small and so fragile be capable of inflicting so much damage to men easily twice her size? Where the hell did all that strength come from?

      “Not quite sure what that little attempt was, but it didn’t get you very far, now did it?”

      Just when I hoped her temper would get the better of her, she surprised me further by releasing a heavy breath and allowed her shoulders to drop, her head bowing low as the rest of her body completely relaxed beneath me. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was submitting.

      “You’re right,” she said calmly. “It was a panic move. It won’t happen again.”

      Holy shit. She was actually trying to prove me wrong. I could see how difficult it was for her body to remain relaxed while in such a vulnerable position. And it made me want to test her even more.

      Gently trailing my nose along the shell of her ear, I whispered, “You’re just full of surprises today, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, sir,” she said, her tone almost indifferent, but I could still hear the sarcasm hiding behind that last little word.

      “Well then, let’s see how long you can last this time.”

      Gripping her wrists, I yanked her back to force her onto her knees and held her wrists up over her head. To her credit, she barely resisted as I clamped them in the chains that hung from the middle of the iron bars of the canopy. When she was secured, I moved away from the bed to fully appreciate the new view.

      Jaden’s frame looked even more slender with her arms stretched above her head while her ribs protruded with each shallow breath she took. Her curled hair had now gathered around her shoulders, and even as she tried to shield her face with it, those silky strands did nothing to hide the resentment she now held for herself. For allowing me to put her there in the first place.

      Placing my hands in my pockets, I casually circled the bed, getting another amazing view of her ass as she stood on her knees while the muscles in her back flexed to maintain her position. When I reached the other side of the bed, she had closed her eyes and taken a deep breath, quietly releasing it through her nose and repeating the process. How intriguing. Most slaves were already sobbing for mercy by now. But not this little redhead. No, she still had something to prove.

      And so did I.

      Grasping my belt, I released the buckle and pulled the leather free, making enough noise to familiarize the sound for her. And just like that, her entire body froze. Her chest was motionless, her arms stiff, and her jaw clenched. Slowly, her eyes opened to begin tracking my steps as I casually made my way back behind her.

      “That got your attention, did it?” I said, keeping my tone light, almost conversational.

      “You always have my attention,” she replied coolly.

      I smiled, enjoying that thought far more than I should. “And what else do I have?” I prompted.

      “My undying obedience.”

      Her answer was immediate, practically rehearsed, and even though the response was technically correct, it wasn’t satisfying enough.

      “Anything else?”

      She paused for a moment as she thought to herself, my question almost entirely unfair, but still, I wondered what her little mind would cook up just to try to please me.

      “What more could you possibly need?” she finally asked.

      I couldn’t stop the evil sneer that curved my lips as a dark anticipation filled my chest. Gripping the buckle in my palm, I folded the belt in half.

      “Allow me to show you.”

      Winding back, I whipped the belt across her lower back, the sound creating a wonderful crack as it made contact with her skin. But instead of a scream, the only thing Jaden released was a loud pained groan.

      “Almost, but not quite,” I commented and whipped the belt against the back of her thigh much harder this time.

      “Fuck!” she cried out, her voice emitting that higher pitch that made my blood race.

      “There it is,” I praised as I struck another lash across the left side of her ass. “Your screams, little slave. That’s what else I have. And from your actions today, you owe me quite a lot of them.”

      For the next several minutes, I took my time painting Jaden’s back, ass, and legs with beautiful red lashes that contrasted so perfectly with her porcelain skin. And with each scream that filled the air, I felt myself getting closer and closer to the edge of something I couldn’t turn away from. An indescribable feeling that could not be explained, but I fucking loved it.

      When I was finished and Jaden was nearly gasping for breath, I traded my belt for the camera sitting on the table. Adjusting the focus, I began to direct my own photo shoot, intent on capturing every angle of Jaden’s beautiful agony into a permanent image for my eyes alone.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she groaned, her eyes seeking mine as her head hung low.

      “Savoring,” I answered, capturing another shot.

      “Stop…please.” Her words were barely above a whisper, but the desperation between them couldn’t be any louder.

      “Mmm, I love hearing you beg,” I replied as I snapped another photo. “Keep going.”

      I doubted she would. I was rock hard at this point, barely holding my restraint together as it was, and if she continued to beg, there’d be no hope left for her. Luckily, she was a smart girl and kept her mouth shut until I was satisfied with my new little art project.

      Taking out my phone, I deactivated the cuffs holding Jaden up and watched her body fall to the bed, her face grimacing from the impact. Forwarding the photos to my private server and deleting them from the camera’s memory, I set the camera down and put my belt back on before making my way to where Jaden lay.

      “I expect that from this day forward, there will be no more wasted food on your end.”

      Besides her shallow breaths, Jaden remained still, her eyes glazing over as she stared off in the distance before responding softly. “Yeah.”

      Leaning down, I made sure she could see nothing else but me. “And I suggest you get used to the idea of being molested by strangers. Soon it’ll be the only thing keeping you alive. Now do us both a favor and learn to become invisible because if you draw my attention one more fucking time, you will not be the only one who suffers.”

      With that, I rose from my position and left her there on the bed to consider her latest lesson. If she had learned anything today, it would be to make herself as insignificant as possible, obscure, forgettable, but I doubted she’d be able to achieve it now this late in the game. And wasn’t that just my fucking luck.
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      I’d done all that I could to block out the last day and a half. I couldn’t stand thinking about everything he’d done and the fucking pictures he took. My rage was palpable from recalling the sound of the damn camera clicking as he snapped one photo after another. It absolutely haunted me like some kind of OCD tick and I was horrified at the possibilities of what he could do with those photos.

      Probably getting himself off to them.

      I told Kayla what had happened, minus the intimate details, and she was just as confused and nervous as I was. Maybe he was right. Perhaps I should learn how to become invisible. But that idea had me just as terrified. I didn’t want to become a ghost. I didn’t want to disappear.

      But I could try to lay low until the day of my eventual sale. I just hoped I could remain strong enough to find myself again when the time was finally right. But as the impending auction loomed over us, I tried to hold on to what little light I could. At this point, I just wanted to get the damn thing over with.

      In an attempt at distraction, I started humming one of my favorite classic songs quietly to myself—“Don’t Stop Believing” by Journey. I loved this song. It reminded me of my dad back when he was still in his prime. We used to sing it together when we cruised downtown in his old bright red 1977 Trans Am convertible. My dad loved the 80s, and consequently, so did I.

      Eventually, humming turned into words, and I found myself singing quietly to pass the time. I was no Kelly Clarkson, but I wasn’t exactly tone deaf either. It wasn’t long before the contagious tune found its way to Kayla as she picked the song up, quietly singing along with me, smiling the entire time about a singer in a smoky room.

      I wasn’t sure where the sudden surge of bravery came from, but soon the rest of the caged girls around me started quietly singing with us, joining in on the distraction with small smiles on their lips. It was quiet at first, but as the song came to the chorus, we all started shouting, “don’t stop believing,” at the top of our lungs, jamming out to the guitar solo and dancing in our cages.

      It was an exhilarating feeling; the chorus of a bunch of slave girls echoing throughout the hall brought a small light of laughter back into our lives. The tension was lifting, and it felt so good to raise my voice to bring about a little fun, if that were even possible. But it was short-lived. Before the song was even over, three of the guards smashed through the door.

      “Shut up! Shut your fucking mouths!” screamed one of the guards as he rushed through the doors.

      “Fucking buzzkills,” Kayla murmured under her breath.

      At first, I thought Jared had entered, but the man who stormed down the hall only just looked like him. Maybe he was related? He was a little shorter but just as rough-looking, same hair color, too. Other than that, I had never seen him before.

      I felt pure rage as he thundered his way past the cages, eyeing all the girls. The other two guards started slamming the butts of their rifles against the cages as they prowled down the hall screaming at everyone to shut up. The voices of the girls immediately went from singing to whimpering in fear.

      “If I hear one more fucking word from anyone, they’ll receive the ass beating of their lives!” shouted the new guard as he continued down the hall.

      Everyone was silent then as he continued his way down, finally stopping in front of my cage.

      “Your presence is requested,” he sneered.

      I felt my stomach drop.

      No – no fucking way. Over this? Singing?

      He unlocked my cage before stepping aside and pointing at Kayla. “Her, too,” he said, nodding to the other guard.

      “What?” I asked, panic rising in my blood as I stood outside of my cage.

      Kayla looked confused and scared as the guard pulled her out of her cage and lined her up with me. Suddenly, the memory of the owner’s last threat had me choking on my own breath.

      How could I have been so careless?

      “I wouldn’t open your mouth again anytime soon. It’s gotten you in enough trouble as it is,” the new lead guard said to me bitterly.

      Because of singing?

      “Move,” he ordered as he pushed us along to follow the guard ahead of us.

      Kayla was so terrified behind me that I could practically feel her fear like a blanket across my shoulders. It was bad enough I had my own nerves to battle just wondering how much we both would have to suffer over a little choir practice. God, I was so fucking stupid.

      After we made our way up to the destined third floor, we stopped in front of the owner’s double oak doors and waited for permission to enter. I took a quick look back at Kayla, nodding at her to let her know everything would be okay. I wouldn’t let them hurt her if I could do something about it. I didn’t know what kind of promises I had the authority to make, but I would try with everything I had to keep them if I could.

      We were pulled into the office, forced to kneel on the floor like usual, and kept our eyes down, but my peripherals were engaged on a single target. I heard the squeak of the leather chair as the owner rose from it slowly before walking over to stand in front of Kayla and me. He was wearing another expensive black suit with a burgundy tie, the scent of his cologne filling my lungs as I tried to focus on keeping myself calm.

      Kayla’s breath had picked up, but I tried to keep mine slow and even. I hated myself for putting her in this position. There was no need for her to be here. I was the one who started singing, for fuck’s sake. Why the fuck was she here?

      The owner then squatted down in front of me and took my chin in his hand, raising my face to look at him. Deep blue penetrated me, digging deep into my bones to anchor the sharp chill that always followed.

      Placing his mouth next to my ear, he whispered to me, causing my entire body to shiver with dread. “Apparently, someone needs a lesson in what it means to be invisible.”

      He then stood back to his full height, his lips curved into a wicked grin that made my stomach clench.

      “Let’s have some fun.” And then he charged at Kayla, grabbing her by the hair and tossing her onto the floor over by the guards that stood behind us. “Have at it, boys.” He waved his hands at her, offering her up like a prime cut of beef to a pack of hungry wolves.

      I didn’t even bother holding my protest back as I watched the men launch themselves on top of Kayla, her screams coming from beneath them.

      “No!” I shouted, throwing myself forward in an attempt to stop them, but the owner stepped in front of me, blocking my advance like a goddamn wall.

      He grabbed my throat and dragged me back to a chair stationed next to the fireplace.

      “Sit,” he commanded as he plopped himself into the chair and threw me down on the floor between his legs. My back was turned to him as he had me face the horrific scene that played out before me.

      “No! Stop it, you son of a bitch!” I shouted, jerking myself forward. The owner grabbed the ends of my hair and yanked me back between his knees, wrapping my strands around his hand like a fucking leash.

      “Don’t you dare fucking move,” he snarled into my ear.

      “Kayla!” I shouted. “I’m sorry! Please! Stop this!”

      Kayla struggled and screamed as the guards slapped and groped her, ripping her dress away in shreds. It only took a few seconds before I had to look away. I closed my eyes and turned my head, but I couldn’t drown out the sound of the laughter and cheers from the guards as they brutalized her. The owner, noticing my deflection, reached down from behind me and wrapped his hand around my neck and up to my jaw.

      “You will watch this,” he spat, holding my face in place.

      Tears fell down my cheek as he forced me to watch the guards beat and rape Kayla right in front of me, the scene gruesome and cruel in its entirety.

      This was all my fault. I wanted to be defiant for myself. I could take the punishments, I could deliver a little pain in return, but I would not drag Kayla down with me or anyone else for that matter.

      “You son of a bitch! Stop this!”

      “I did warn you, did I not?” he sneered. “And you chose to ignore that warning.”

      “Please stop,” I croaked out, my voice broken with defeat. “I get it, you win. I’m sorry!”

      It was over. He had found my kryptonite. I could take the heat if the iron was meant for my flesh, but not if another took my place. I couldn’t live with myself like that. If I wanted Kayla to remain intact, I would have to concede. Game officially over. 

      “This is your fault, princess,” he said in my ear. “You wanna play games with me? By all means, be my guest, but you will lose every time.”

      God, I hated him so much. I could feel the fire rising within me again as I burned with a murderous rage. My body trembled as I fought the urge to act on it, clenching my teeth until I thought they would break.

      “This is what you wanted, isn’t it? You obviously desired my attention again, regardless of my warning. And now you have it,” he said, rubbing his nose along my hair.

      I cringed away and practically growled at him.

      “Got something to say, little slave? Maybe another creative hollow threat?” he cooed into my ear.

      Now he was just looking for a fight. And I was so close to giving him one.

      “I know what you’re trying to do,” I said, my voice uneven with anger.

      “Do tell.”

      “You’re trying to provoke my rage.”

      This wasn’t necessary; Kayla wasn’t necessary, but the deliberation here was too fucking obvious to deny. I know I had sworn myself to submission in order to deny him satisfaction, but I wanted to grant myself satisfaction more, even if it meant failing to deny him his. I couldn’t do anything to help Kayla at this point, but I could exact a little revenge on her behalf, even if it meant I’d lose in the end. At least I’d make my point. He knew I wasn’t broken, that much was obvious, but I certainly wasn’t about to sit here and watch this shit for another second.

      I could feel him cock his head as he looked down at me, a smirk on his lips. The smile on the guard’s face as he rammed himself into Kayla was enough to cause my rampaging fire to explode into full-on nuclear fury.

      “And it worked,” I seethed and threw my elbow hard back into the owner’s face.

      It crunched against the bridge of his nose, causing his grip on my throat to loosen, allowing me to turn slightly and land a jab right into his Adam’s apple. He grunted at the contact, and I found my hair slipping out of his hold as I quickly stood.

      “Looks like we’re both getting what we want today,” I declared confidently and threw a right hook to his face, but his large palm shot up and caught my fist midair. His long fingers closed around my hand, trapping it in place. The look on his face was enough to drain the blood from my entire body as a snarl ruptured across his lips, and he began to squeeze my hand until I was sure it would break.  

      I cried out in pain as he rose from his chair, squeezing harder and harder until I found myself on my knees. The pain was enough to distract me from any further thoughts of attack, but when I finally couldn’t take it any longer, I kicked out at his kneecaps. He expected it and sauntered left out of the way. He then released my hand, trading it for my wrist and gripping it just as tight.

      “Finally, someone wants to play.” He smirked down at me, cruelty shining brightly in his dark blue eyes, and a bulge the size of the Eiffel Tower in his pants. 

      Fuck.
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      The owner dragged me across the floor by my wrist to the bedroom door so fast I barely had time to find my footing. We passed Kayla, who had now stopped struggling and screaming, and was just staring blankly at the ceiling as the attacks continued, tears dripping down her already bruising face.

      I wanted so much revenge for her. This wasn’t her fault. It was mine, but this man was vicious and demanding, and I wanted nothing more than to rip his goddamn throat out.

      He pulled the door open and threw me inside. Landing on the floor, I rolled at the impact and rose to my feet, hands in the air, ready for another go with this motherfucker. Closing the door, he leaned back against it and crossed his arms over his chest, a devilishly charming smile creeping across his face as he stared me down. He truly was the devil in a beautiful disguise.

      “You”—he pointed—“have a beautiful voice. But I still prefer it screaming.”

      “What the fuck is wrong with you!” I shouted carelessly at him. “It was just one goddamn song, not an act of rebellion. Now let her go!”

      He raised his eyebrows in a very nonchalant surprised manner. I was really contradicting my new persona of slave girl, but at the moment, I didn’t give a single flying fuck about it.

      “Careful, little slave,” he warned, cocking his head to the side. “I’d watch that tone if I were you.”

      That warning was enough to remind me that even though I was full of rage and adrenaline, he was still a lot bigger than I was. Rationality quickly took over my emotions as I reflected on the last time I fought him, proving I was seriously lacking in my skills, and I didn’t want to relive that again. But if he came after me, I would not hesitate for a second.

      In an attempt to calm down, I relaxed my stance into a simple standing position but still kept my hands up and released a heavy, sad breath through my nose.

      “It was just a song,” I said, toning down my attitude a little.

      “And what do you think the act of singing represented?”

      “Nothing. I started humming to myself, and then it turned into words. I don’t understand what the big deal is.”

      “The big deal is you’re giving them hope when there is none.”

      I just stood there with my mouth open like an idiot. He really did want to sell broken women, didn’t he? They were probably easier to deal with and much more likely to be compliant. What a sad, miserable life this man must lead.

      “I didn’t encourage them to sing along,” I said smoothly. “They did that of their own free will because they wanted to feel something other than fear and pain for just one second. Can you really blame them?”

      “Yes, I can,” he said, stepping forward. “Silence is what’s safe. They should know that by now, and because of your antics, they’re all going to suffer.”

      “What?”

      He turned on the TV hanging on the wall in front of the bed, and at least a dozen security screens popped up. I saw it in the upper right-hand corner. A guard was holding what looked like a fire hose, and he was dousing the shit out of all the slaves while they cowered away in their cages.

      “You motherfucker!” I shouted, charging at him with all I had, but he had anticipated it.

      He blocked my kick to his chin and threw himself at me, forcing me down to the floor. His big body covered mine while he grabbed both my wrists and pinned them to the carpet on either side of my head. I tried everything I could to buck him off me, kicking him in the back, but it was all for nothing, and I was just tiring myself out.

      “Struggle, baby,” he growled with amusement. “I love it when you fight me.”

      “Get the fuck off me, you sick piece of shit!”

      “I knew you weren’t broken,” he seethed in my ear. “I should kill you right now. In front of all the slaves and make an example out of you.”

      “Good,” I spat back, unfazed. “Then I’ll finally be rid of you and this shit hole.”

      Damn, that was bold, but I said it before I could even think about it. I didn’t know where my head was, but it certainly wasn’t in slave mode anymore.

      I saw the twinkle in his eye as the corner of his mouth turned up into a tight little smirk. His face moved in closer to mine, and I quickly turned away, looking over toward the bed as the tip of his nose ran along the side of my throat. And then I felt his fat, wet tongue lick up the side of my neck all the way to my jaw. I jerked my body in repulsion, but he just kept me there pinned under him while more knots formed in my stomach.

      “I think I’m gonna call your bluff,” he whispered in my ear and immediately flipped me over onto my stomach. With my wrists secured behind my back in one of his hands, the tip of a sharp knife appeared at the base of my throat. I held my head up as high and away from the knife as I could. A single centimeter forward would cause it to pierce my skin.

      “Go ahead, tough girl. You want out so bad; here’s your chance. But understand that this is the only way you’ll ever be rid of me,” he sneered.

      What the fuck was that supposed to mean?

      I was silent then, my breaths coming in heavy and harsh as he suddenly presented me with another choice. Submission or death. All I had to do was jerk my head hard enough, and it’d be all over. No more pain, no more fear, and no more misery. But he knew full well that I wasn’t ready to die. I wasn’t ready to give up, either. However, I was being stupid. I was letting my pride and emotions get the best of me when I should have been thinking about what was more important: staying alive.

      “Is this what you want?” he asked me, now pressing the knife harder into my throat. I could feel it pierce my skin enough to draw a small amount of blood. Panic crashed through my body like lightning as I feared he might make my choice for me. “Is it?” he repeated harshly.

      “No,” I replied just as harshly.

      “I didn’t think so,” he seethed, returning the knife to his pocket. “Lucky for you, I have way too much fun torturing you.” The smile in his voice was evident.

      “Oh, lucky me,” I said, trying to keep my breathing even.

      Flipping me over onto my back, he rested his forehead against mine, keeping my wrists pinned at my sides.

      “What are you?” he asked me, those devious eyes eager for my pain.

      “A slave,” I answered harshly with no hesitation. They were just words to me now. They held no weight anymore.

      “That’s right. And I’m going to teach you just how much of a slave you really are.” He let me go and stood, backing off me. “Get up,” he commanded.

      Glaring up at him defiantly, I quickly rolled to my side and stood with ease, my hands in tight fists at my hips.

      “Come here,” he said, crooking a finger at me.

      On tentative footsteps, I slowly made my way over to him, watching as he removed his jacket and tie. I stopped about a foot in front of him.

      “Good girl. Now, take off my shirt.”

      My eyes flicked up to him in question, hesitation clear as day on my face.

      “I gave you an order. Do as you’re told, or I’ll find someone who will. I’m sure Kayla would make an excellent substitute.”

      Son of a bitch.

      With a serious scowl on my face, I reached up to the buttons on his shirt and began pulling them apart. The sneer on his face as he watched me complete his task made my stomach coil into tiny knots, and it took everything I had to keep my hands from shaking. I tried to keep myself from touching the hard muscle that rested under his clothing, but it was not easy to avoid. By the time I was done, my heart was pounding in my chest so hard I thought it would explode.

      When the buttons were free, I gripped the black shirt and gently pulled it past his shoulders and down his arms. I ignored the smirk that followed when I had to rise onto my bare toes to pull off the shirt before tossing it with his tie and jacket.

      “Such a good listener,” he approved, and my fists tightened until my nails bit into my palms.

      Turning my eyes back to him, I couldn’t help but agonize internally over his incredibly imposing physique. Every muscle had been sculpted to perfection, sheer strength radiating under so much tanned skin. The defined curves of his neck leading down over his broad shoulders revealed a purposeful build. A massive chest that exuded power and stamina with a ripped torso designed for the endurance and conditioning of a fighter. With long arms and so much corded muscle, I couldn’t begin to imagine the depth of destruction those limbs were capable of creating.

      This man was a fucking god. And I hated him for it.

      But among his physical beauty was the evidence of battle he clearly trained for. He adorned several random scars here and there around his torso and chest. They looked like they might have been knife wounds. There was also a circular scar near his left shoulder and another one near his lower right side. Bullet wounds…

      “Like what you see?” he asked, amused as I looked him over.

      “You’re a goddamn picture book,” I murmured, my eyes still traveling south. I wondered if he realized how much he was revealing with just the removal of his shirt. Especially when his tattoos finally caught my attention. An impressive eagle was in full flight on his left forearm as it carried a large shield in its talons with a Latin verse etched into the bottom. “Absolutum Dominium.”

      Oh, how I wonder what that means...

      Covering his other arm was a Gaelic design that stretched beautifully from his wrist, over his entire forearm, and up past his bicep into his shoulder. I wondered if he had Irish heritage as I did.

      He narrowed his eyes at me then; a clear warning emanated from those pretty blue irises.

      “Get on your knees,” he ordered as he placed his hands casually in his pockets.

      My scowl returned as I slowly lowered myself to the floor.

      “Take off my belt.”

      I exhaled a slow deep breath as I swallowed back my protest and lifted my shaky hands to his silver belt buckle. I imagined slipping it around his neck and choking him out as I pulled it from his belt loops and tossed it on the chair. The bulge in his pants had grown even larger if that were somehow possible. I kept myself where I was, my heart pounding faster and faster as I waited for the inevitable.

      “Pull down the zipper,” he ordered with a nod.

      I knew it would come down to this, yet I felt like a deer caught in headlights. I froze. I couldn’t explain it, but the thought of my hands being anywhere near his dick again made me want to vomit all over the place.

      And then the smack to my face woke me from my state of shock.

      “That’s for hesitating. Don’t make me tell you again,” he growled down at me.

      Shaking off the pain now pulsing in my cheek, I brought my fingers to the zipper that was pressing out of the black slacks he wore. I bit the inside of my mouth as I pulled the zipper down in a quick fashion and placed my hands back in my lap, praying to God I wouldn’t have to do what I knew he wanted.

      “Good girl.” He patted the top of my head like an obedient dog. “Now stand and take off your dress. Slowly.”

      I groaned in protest, trying to hide it and failing. I was going to murder this motherfucker. I swore on it. I rose gently, my hands balled into tight fists at my side as I eyed him something fierce. The look he gave me back was just as intense, another warning radiating from his eyes if I didn’t listen.

      Biting hard on the inside of my cheek, I took the flimsy material of my stretchy tube top dress and slowly pulled it down my body until it pooled around my feet. I stood there exposed, shaking with rage as my fists returned to my side, my muscles tensing as his hands remained relaxed in his pockets. My eyes were glued to the wall behind him as he took a step toward me. I inhaled a sharp breath through my nose as I felt his lips graze my forehead.

      “Beautiful,” he whispered. “Lie down on the bed and close your eyes.”

      Biting back my tongue, I turned and walked over to the bed, trying my best not to give in to the despair of what I knew I would have to endure. But I would do it for Kayla. Better me than her, or any of them for that matter.

      Lying back on the bed, I kept my knees bent and closed together while my hands clawed the sheets at my sides. I shut my eyes and focused on controlling my breathing and forcing my heart to calm down. My stomach clenched tight, sharp little knots threatening to tear me in half and making it incredibly difficult not to fidget under the owner’s scrutiny. I knew he was enjoying the show – I could fucking feel it.

      Bastard.

      I listened as he fidgeted for a second before his footsteps came closer to the edge of the bed, causing me to grip the sheets even tighter.

      I fucking hoped he didn’t have another camera on him.

      So silent. So much tension, it was driving me insane. I could feel his eyes on my skin as if he were devouring me right then and there. It was almost painful just to remain still.

      And then I felt his fingertips trace along my shoulder and down the length of my arm, causing me to flinch. Goose bumps followed his trail on my skin as I tried to suppress the shiver threatening to give me away.

      “So beautiful,” he whispered again as he traced his fingers back and forth. My skin was on fire where he touched me, like a slow trail of acid running down my arm, scorching everything in its path.

      Before the burn was over, he climbed on top of me, straddling my hips and resting on his forearms on either side of my head. His warm breath tickled my face, minty with a side of malice. The tip of his nose was mere inches from mine as his hands pushed back my hair from my face.

      He was being so gentle, so careful, and it was scaring the shit out of me. I was waiting for the fire, waiting for the rage to unleash itself from within him all over again. The anxiety was absolutely killing me.

      “Open your eyes,” he demanded.

      Tentatively, I lifted my lids and was met with nothing but deep ocean blue. It was beautiful and terrifying all at the same time because I knew who those eyes belonged to. I knew exactly who was staring back at me, and I could feel my soul cringe inside me as if it too were trying to hide from his gaze.

      “God, your eyes…” he whispered as his gaze narrowed. “I’ve never seen anything like them.”

      I grunted under him, uncomfortable with his unnecessary assessment.

      “Is this your idea of foreplay?” I asked boldly.

      He smirked. “Is this your idea of submission?”

      “Why, am I doing it wrong?”

      “Depends on who you ask,” he replied, his smirk curving into a wicked smile.

      I really needed to stop entertaining him with my stupid fucking sass.

      Releasing a breath through my nose, I looked away from him, turning my head slightly. He was clearly lying to himself if he thought he really wanted my submission. It would bore him. It was written all over his face. Maybe that was how I could win this little game. Bore him to death.

      His hand then gripped my jaw, forcing it back to its original position and locking me in place.

      “You just love to force my hand, don’t you?”

      “Hard to help the things I’m just naturally good at,” I grunted under his grip.

      He chuckled at that, the sound of his laughter making my insides shrivel into tiny sharp rocks. He released my jaw and sat back up, smiling down at me.

      “Well, when you’re right, you’re right.”

      As I stared up at him, meeting that hard glare, a new theory suddenly popped into my head. And it made me wonder if he would embrace it, or hang himself with it.

      “I wonder what else I might be right about,” I offered, dangling the stupid carrot that was more likely to get me in trouble.

      He tilted his head to the side as he glowered down at me. “Do tell.”

      “How much you obviously love it.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me then, a cold draft emanating from his stare that chilled my entire body, but I wasn’t backing down.

      “Don’t play games with me, little girl,” he warned. “You know the outcome of that.”

      “I’m not playing games,” I shot back. “I’m just calling you out.”

      His hand shot out to grip my throat, squeezing it tight while my hands wrapped around his wrist.

      “Not one of your smartest moves,” he seethed. “But I can commemorate your bravery.”

      “Because you know I’m right,” I croaked out.

      “No. Because you don’t get to make declarations anymore. You don’t even have a voice unless I allow it.”

      “Then explain to me why you just can’t seem to stay the fuck away from me.”

      His eyes blazed with rage as I called for a reason, panic boiling in my stomach and causing me to shrivel back inside myself. I wasn’t sure if I even wanted an explanation now. My only hope was that by calling him out, he would resolve my theory and take greater care in proving me wrong for the rest of my time here.

      “Explain to me why you can’t stop drawing attention to yourself even to save your own fucking life,” he countered.

      “We can’t all be good at everything,” I answered. I really had no explanation, and anything else I offered would be pointless to him.

      He scoffed at my reply. “The very least you can do at this point is to improve your ability to follow orders. Open your legs.”

      He got off me then and stood at the foot of the bed, waiting.

      “Now,” he growled.

      Biting my lip hard enough to draw blood, I gently parted my knees, fighting back the tears that threatened to spill.

      “That’s it,” he approved. “Keep going.”

      I tried to imagine I was somewhere else. Somewhere warm, with lots of sunshine and maybe a beautiful white sandy beach with clear blue water. I could practically hear the ocean as the waves crashed against the shore, and the seagulls flying around in the sky, making that annoying sound they made as they fought amongst each other for food. That was paradise.

      “Wider,” he said, destroying my distraction. I let my legs fall apart even farther, exposing all of myself to him. The air hit my sensitive tissues and cooled the heat that formed there, creating more goose bumps along my arms.

      I listened as he moved closer to me, resting on the bed as the side of his face rubbed against my ankle, and he made his way up my leg. He had slight stubble that scratched against my skin, making it even harder to pretend this wasn’t happening. He bared his teeth, and they grazed up the inside of my thigh, making it all the way to the V of my legs before taking a long deep breath through his nose.

      “Mmm…fuck, you smell divine,” he said against my skin.

      I cringed, my body tensing in sick anticipation.

      His face was so close now; I could feel his breath on my cleft, making me twitch and squirm. His arm curled around my thigh while his hand rested at the top of my hipbone, holding my body down. And then he blew a soft breeze onto my clit, sending a tiny wave of electricity through my skin and a small blast of heat blossomed in my core. His fingers continued their wrath as he traced designs into the inside of my other thigh while blowing torturous little breezes onto my clit.

      I tried to suppress the whimpers from escaping my mouth, but it was next to impossible with the sensations he was creating. I knew it wouldn’t be long before my body began to respond the way he wanted it to, and when it did, he would take what he wanted. The look of triumph on his face as he began to make my body shudder was enough to make me envy the blind.

      The mix of temperatures he was crafting was driving me wild, and I fought hard to keep him from knowing it. I wondered how long it would be before his tongue found its way to my most sacred of places…and then I wondered if I would like it. I found myself suddenly wanting a release, needing one, but I loathed myself for my body and its stupid needy desires.

      And then, as if he read my mind, his fat wet tongue licked up my entire center, flicking at my clit and drawing it into his mouth. I couldn’t stop the gasp that escaped my mouth, my body shuddering from the touch of his animalistic tongue.

      “Damn,” he growled. “You taste fantastic. Just like I imagined.”

      My body was on fire now as I felt a gush of heat rush to my core. Clutching the sheets, I bit my tongue as I fought against the heat, my body wanting more, but my brain screaming in protest. Yes, this man had a sexy exterior, but his ugly interior made me want to bash his head in with a baseball bat.

      And then a deep chuckle rose from his throat. “Someone’s enjoying themselves.”

      Fuck!

      I shook my head, gripping the sheets so tight I was sure my knuckles would pierce through my skin.

      “Don’t lie to me, little girl. Your own desire coats you. That pussy’s practically begging for my mouth to finish what it started. But I’m not gonna do that,” he said, climbing farther over me, resting himself just past my hips. “Not until you beg me for it.”

      “Never gonna happen,” I spit out at him.

      “Unbutton my pants,” he retorted.

      Releasing the sheets with sweaty palms, I unwillingly brought my hands to the button that held his pants together. This was the worst form of torture, forcing me to undress him so he could fuck me. Even as my pussy cried for all of his special attention, my mind and heart wanted nothing to do with him. The only comfort I could take was that the physical pain would be considerably less than the mental anguish I would suffer for the rest of my life.

      When the button released, my hands returned to grip the wrinkled sheets beneath me. His face was so close to mine, and a low growl reverberated from his throat as he rubbed his nose up the side of my neck. I felt so trapped—like a small deer under the prowl of a mountain lion, waiting to be torn to pieces for the predator’s pleasure. He was drawing this out so slowly, savoring my fear and discomfort like the absolute fucking psycho he was.

      He then shimmied out of his pants with devious deliberation, staring at me the entire time, but I refused to indulge him.

      “Look at me,” he demanded. Silently damning him to Hell, I brought my eyes to his, and I found myself drowning in his all-consuming gaze, summoning my worst fears. His hand curled around the curve of my face, his thumb tracing back and forth along my jawline. And then evil appeared in the form of a grin. “I am going to fucking wreck you.”

      And then he plunged into me, pushing me back into the pillows above my head, and I cried out from his sudden invasion. He roared from the impact above me, pleasure crystal clear in his eyes and a smirk forming in the corner of his lips. “Like a fucking glove,” he groaned.

      My hands balled into tight fists in the sheets as he began slowly pumping in and out, the sound of my own wetness quickly becoming like nails on a chalkboard. I turned my head to the side, the only thing I could do to inch away from him, but of course he couldn’t let me get even that far away.

      “No,” he said, taking my hands from my sides and pinning them above my head. “You’re staying right here with me.”

      “You’re a fucking monster,” I seethed.

      “You have no idea,” he growled into my ear.

      He slammed into me then, his big body hovering above mine as he pinned me down, his weight trapping me beneath him. Suddenly, his lips came down on top of mine, kissing me with a passion that bordered on a feral type of possession. It terrified me. His lips forced my mouth open, allowing his tongue to snake through and twist with my own.

      By the time he finished kissing me, I was breathless and begging for air. A dark chuckle left his throat as he switched his pace, his thrusts becoming only slightly softer and achingly slow. As if he were trying to make love to me.

      Just when I thought I couldn’t take much more, his mouth latched onto my left breast. Still pumping away inside me, he bit down on my nipple, sending a new wave of pleasure straight to my clit. I cried out, and my back arched involuntarily, pressing my breast farther into his mouth as his tongue swirled and prodded over my sensitive flesh.

      Replacing both my wrists in his left hand, he found his way to my neglected breast with his right hand and gently traced the underside of it with his fingertips. His hand then captured my entire breast, massaging and kneading it with a strong grip, and I moaned at the contact.

      As if responding to my dead giveaway, his mouth released me and blew a cool breeze over the wet skin, sending more electricity to my clit. Somehow, throughout this assault, I found myself coming closer and closer to a release. The way he moved, the way his hands fought to claim every inch of me—this wasn’t just him fucking me; this was possession, pure and unrestrained.

      As he kept up his hard, even pace, his mouth targeted my neck. I thought he was going to kiss me there, but instead, he unleashed his teeth and bit me hard, the pain pulsing through my body and making my blood rush through my veins like the goddamn rapids.

      Another gasp escaped me before I felt his grip on my wrists loosen just enough for one of them to slip out. When he noticed, he released my neck and raised himself up just enough for me to slap him right across the face. His skin was slick with sweat as my hand made contact, and I tried to retract it for another attempt, but he just caught my wrist and laughed as I struggled against him.

      “Nice try, sweetheart.” He chuckled. “But you’re not going anywhere.”

      “Fuck you,” I hissed.

      The smile that spread across his face sickened me to my stomach as the irony of the situation dwelled on me.

      “My pleasure,” he moaned and slammed into me harder than he ever had. I screamed as my wrists took their usual place above my head while he held me down and drilled into me like a jackhammer.

      My body rocked back and forth under his, and I could feel the release building higher and higher no matter how much I tried to deny it. An unstoppable force was ready to punch right through the fragile veil of my dignity.

      And then it happened. I could feel my core clench around the owner’s cock as I rode out an orgasm that shattered my body, straining my muscles and causing me to cry out harder than I ever had. It wasn’t three seconds later before he found his own release and poured himself into me.

      “Did you like that?” he taunted with a sneer as he pumped the last of himself into me. “You don’t have to answer. We both know you did.”

      Suddenly, the hot tears of rage I had been fighting broke from their chains and spilled down my cheeks, soaking into my hair. This twisted motherfucker somehow just made me orgasm from my own rape. How could that possibly happen? Was I just as fucked up as he was?

      “Shhh, baby,” he cooed, catching on to my distress as he began to gently wipe the tears away with his thumbs. “You did exactly what was expected of you, and I didn’t even need to tell you. You’re such a good girl.”

      “Get off me,” I cried. “Get off me!” I started to fight against him again, but I barely had any energy left, so my attempt was beyond pathetic. “Please…just get off.”

      The tears flowed like a waterfall, and I didn’t even care if he saw; there was no possible way I could hold them back. After everything I had gone through, after everything he had done to me, this was by far the worst. I had taken pleasure from a man who had taken me from my family, beaten me, raped me, and was planning to sell me so I could live my life under those same conditions until I took my last breath.

      I felt like I was nothing, like I meant nothing. All I was worth now was a good fuck, and the fact that my body couldn’t tell the difference when it came to what kind of monster was pleasuring it was more destructive than I could handle.

      “Shhh,” the owner whispered, his fingers tracing along my jawline.

      Why was he trying to console me? Shouldn’t he be reveling in his victory? Enjoying the pain he caused? This fucking guy was so twisted I couldn’t make sense of him, no matter what I did.

      My body was shaking, and all I wanted to do was curl into a tiny ball and disappear.

      “Please,” I pleaded with him. “You got what you wanted. Now let me wallow in it alone.”

      “Kiss me, and I’ll let you return to your cage,” he commanded.

      Fine. I could do that if it meant getting the fuck away from him, even if it was only for a short period. He would call upon me again, find some other way of provoking me—but the next time, he would fail.

      I raised my lips up to his, but before he lowered to meet mine, he traced his fingers down my nose. “You’d better kiss me like you mean it, or I’ll just do this all over again,” he threatened.

      I nodded in confirmation, my stomach clenching with dismay. He dipped his head, and I pressed my lips to his, giving him exactly what he wanted. It was the only way he would give me what I wanted. An unfair trade.

      I kissed him like I was kissing Jason, with love and passion, as if nothing else at this moment mattered but him and me. But as soon as our lips touched, I felt a darkness come over me—like a shadow swallowing up all the light and forcing it into the dark where it could never be seen again. I couldn’t explain the feeling, but it scared the hell out of me.

      When he finally released me, I was on the verge of tears all over again.

      “That’s my girl,” he whispered satisfied, and then removed himself from my body, leaving me to soak in the damp chilling mess of the sheets. “Now go clean yourself up.”

      I curled into myself, away from the mess, my body aching and my core humming from use. I somehow managed to push myself off from the bed, but when I took a step forward, I fell straight to the floor, my body incapable of holding myself up in any way. As soon as I hit the floor, I heard the chuckle of the owner echo off the walls as he took a few steps toward me.

      “I told you I was going to wreck you.”

      Ignoring his cruelty, I tried to push myself off the floor, but I had no energy to do so. The owner walked away into the bathroom where I could hear him cleaning himself off. He came back out a few seconds later to put his clothes back on. By the time he was done, I still hadn’t moved a muscle, and I considered just passing out right here on the floor.

      I cringed as his footsteps came around the side of the bed, and he lowered himself to me. He swiped a piece of my hair away from my face and tucked it back behind my ear. And then he snickered at me.

      “Come on, silly girl,” he teased, picking me up off the floor by my arms and leading me over to the bathroom.

      “Let go of me,” I groaned, pushing away from him and attempting to walk on my own.

      “Shut. Your. Mouth,” he ordered before placing me on top of the counter.

      Feeling too pathetic to argue, I leaned back against the mirror, anger and exhaustion ready to take me to the waiting abyss. The owner ran a warm wet rag down between my legs, collecting all the smeared and dried evidence of our orgasms and cleaning it away.

      “Do not move,” he warned, glowering at me before heading back into the bedroom. When he returned two seconds later, he had my dress in his hand. “Arms up,” he said, bunching it in his hands. I weakly held my arms up in front of me so he could slip the dress through them and over my head.

      He tugged it down to my waist, only covering my chest, before pulling me from the counter and leading me out of the room back to the double oak doors of his office. I weakly pulled the rest of my dress down so that it actually covered my ass instead of just bunching at my hips like he had left it.

      Glancing around, I was grateful to see that Kayla was gone and hopefully still in one piece, though I doubted it. The door opened, and a guard stood there, obviously waiting to take me back to my cage.

      Before I could take another step, the owner turned me toward him and stared down at me as if I were the only person standing in the room.

      “Until next time,” he drawled, running a finger from the center of my forehead to the tip of my nose. He then tossed me at the guard, but just before he slammed the doors behind him, he asked me the one question that would always remind me of everything I wanted to forget. “What are you, Jaden?” he asked me as he leaned against the door. The sound of my name spiked in my stomach as the cruel joke dawned on me. I would acknowledge what I was, all the while remembering what I used to be—a human being.

      “A slave,” I whispered, my voice barely able to go a single decibel higher.

      “Good girl,” he praised and disappeared behind the heavy oak.

      Turning away, I had to rely on the guard to get me back to my cage successfully without falling. When I finally collapsed onto the barely-there padding, I had some form of relief knowing Kayla was beside me, breathing normally as she slept off the horrors of the day. I didn’t wait another second to join her.
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      I felt the tension leave my body as the water from the showerhead washed over my skin, taking with it all the dirt, pain, grime, and anguish down the drain. A singular moment of clarity was a gift when you were stuck in a place like this, and when the water ran, your mind learned to slow. Slow was a nice pace to appreciate when your heart was constantly working overtime.

      Five of us had enjoyed a full ten minutes under the therapeutic spray while two armed guards stood by the door, watching far more intently than they should be. With too many altercations to count, I paid them no attention. I didn’t need to encourage any more trouble by making myself any more visible than the others around me. They needed to be my camouflage for once.

      The last three days had taught me the value of invisibility and the silence that accompanies it. Since that day, Kayla and I had barely said a word, too distraught to speak or even move. The guilt I felt for what she had endured weighed me down to the point where I could barely sit up without fighting the ache in my heart. But even in her silence, she wouldn’t blame me, her feelings evident as she reached for my hand through the bars of our cage. Our fingers interlocked as she quietly cried into her cot. Not a single soul paid one minute of attention to us, and that bliss was the only encouragement I needed to continue keeping my head down and my mouth shut.

      But even as I simmered under the spray, content with my conditional solitude, my rage for this place and its creators remained alive as ever. Buried deep in my bones where it could still feed on my unending agony, it flourished like the roots of a tree. Slowly growing to cling around my entire skeleton until very soon, every move I eventually made would be for the sake of revenge. Because when I finally left this place, whether that be in a body bag or the trunk of a car, I swore to myself that I would not rest until I burned every single motherfucker who played even the most minuscule role in this fucked-up operation. And then, when he was the last one left alive, then, and only then, would I take my time making him regret the day he ever laid eyes on me.

      “Time’s up!” one of the guards suddenly yelled, turning off the switch to the water and ending my sweet, sweet daydreams. Carefully stepping away from the showers, I wrung my wet hair out as best I could and made my way to the benches to accept my new clean dress. But as I moved, the girl ahead of me slipped on the wet tile and fell right onto her back, smacking her head against the tile flooring.

      “Oh shit!” I yelled and instinctively moved to help her, kneeling to check the spot her hand was now trying to cover as she winced in pain. “Are you okay?” I asked, looking her over. “Let me see.”

      I could see a small amount of blood seeping between her fingers, making my concern for her grow even more. She would need medical attention, and I doubted these fuckers would provide any semblance of adequate care for her.

      “What are you doing?” shouted one of the guards. “Get up, both of you!”

      “She’s injured,” I replied as respectfully as I could. Prying her hand from her head, I could see she had an open wound that was slowly bleeding into her wet hair. “See? She’s bleeding. She needs to see a doctor.”

      “I…I feel kinda dizzy,” she murmured, her speech slightly slurred.

      “Cara! Are you okay?” one of the girls shouted as they gathered by the benches, their faces lit with concern. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      The guard remained unfazed as Cara groaned on the floor, wincing in pain. “I don’t give a shit! Get the fuck up before I beat the both of you,” he growled as he removed his baton from his belt and pointed it at us. “Now!”

      As aggravated as I was, I decided not to argue with him and turned my attention to helping Cara get to her feet. “Okay, come on, Cara. Let’s get you up,” I said to her as I tried to pull her up by her shoulders. But as I lifted, her legs suddenly gave out, causing her to fall into my arms, her blood-drenched scalp pressing into my shoulder.

      “I c-can’t,” she barely mumbled. ”D-dizzy.”

      “Shit,” I muttered under my breath as I attempted to rearrange her limp body. Only then did I realize she was starting to lose consciousness. “Cara, wake up. You gotta stay awake.”

      “What the fuck did I just say?” yelled the guard. “Get up!” He then took a swing at Cara with his baton, landing a harsh blow against her hip. “Move, bitch!”

      “She can’t!” I yelled back, panic for her well-being getting to my voice. “She’s barely conscious. Please, she needs a doctor!”

      “Yeah, right. That bitch is probably faking it,” said the other guard as he herded the rest of the panicking girls against the wall.

      “Does this look fake to you!” I shouted, exposing my bloody palm to him.

      Kayla’s expression from across the room was one of caution as she slowly shook her head at me, warning me to calm down. She was right. If I lost my shit now, I’d end up in the company of the last person I wanted to ever be near again.

      “Enough,” said the guard closest to us. “Up! I won’t say it again.”

      With my heart in shambles, I tried lifting Cara once again, hoping by some miracle she might be able to stand, but I knew that hope was false. Because as soon as I got her vertical again, she just collapsed right back into my arms.

      “Weak little bitch!” the guard growled and began striking her wherever he could reach, leaving behind ugly red marks in his wake. Cara didn’t even react.

      “Wait, stop!” I shouted as I continued to hold half her body up.

      “Stop! She’s hurt! Stop it!” yelled all the other girls in protest.

      “Please, this isn’t helping!” I pleaded as the guard smacked his baton against her legs.

      Rage clenched my heart knowing how easy it would be for me to disarm the bastard and beat the shit out of him with his own baton, but I’d gotten myself and the rest of the girls in enough trouble as it was. But with each brutal strike of his baton and the lack of reaction coming from the girl in my arms, it became clear if I didn’t act, he could beat her to death.

      “Jaden! Do something!” Kayla shouted over the chaos, her eyes pleading with me to end the needless brutality.

      “Shut it!” roared the other guard, silencing them. “Or you’ll join her!”

      Screaming internally, I knew if I didn’t do something now, the body in my arms would turn into a corpse.

      Better me than them.

      “God-fucking-dammit,” I growled under my breath.

      Cursing them all, I finally pulled Cara away from the guard’s strikes and shielded her with my back, taking the full force of his baton.

      “You want some too, you little bitch! Fine!” the guard roared and struck my back and sides over and over until I could no longer hold myself and Cara up. Dropping to my knees, I crouched over her body to continue shielding her and slapped lightly at her face, hoping to wake her up.

      “Come on, come on, wake up, look at me, please, wake up,” I pleaded with her while blow after blow rained down on my back. He wasn’t hitting me as hard as the owner did, but if he continued, there could be some serious damage.

      “Fucking bitches! Get up!”

      “Rick! What are you doing!?” another angry voice yelled from near the door.

      Suddenly, a huge scuffle occurred over top of me as the strikes finally ceased. My arms were shaking from trying to continue holding myself up as I battled the pain now radiating in my back. Turning my head to see what had happened, I saw two other guards had pulled the psycho guard off me and was now holding him back as he struggled against them.

      “Let me go! That bitch needs to be taught a lesson!” he yelled at them.

      “You’ve done enough! The boss is going to be pissed if you’ve compromised two assets! Now get out of here, you dumb fuck!” another guard shouted. “Sean, get those girls back in their cages. Show’s over.”

      The guard standing next to the girls, evidently named Sean, rolled his eyes and herded the girls out the door. Kayla struggled to maintain eye contact with me before she was no longer in sight.

      “Fucking raging coke-head,” the new guard muttered to his companion as they both watched Rick begrudgingly storm out the door. Turning to me, one of them looked me over before shaking his head. “Can you stand?”

      I nodded. “I’ll be fine. But she needs immediate medical attention. She slipped and smacked her head on the tile. She has an open wound here, and she’s not responding to anything I do,” I pointed.

      “Fine. Now move so I can lift her,” he ordered.

      I found moving my own body to be much more difficult than I was willing to reveal, but hiding the grimace as I stood just wasn’t happening. Putting on a new clean dress wasn’t any easier either. Kneeling, the guard lifted Cara into his arms and started heading for the door.

      “Follow me,” he said. “The doctor should look you over as well.”

      Fuck, no, no, no, I did not want to leave this floor.

      “I’m fine, really. I wouldn’t want to waste his time.”

      “It wasn’t a request,” the other guard said as he waited for me to follow.

      Head down, I shut my mouth and followed the one carrying Cara while the other trailed my six. The muscles in my back ached with each step I took, but severe bruising wasn’t the worst injury I had received here. It could have been much, much worse. At least my skin hadn’t broken this time.

      Following the guards into the elevator, I turned my attention to Cara, whose head was still bleeding onto the guard’s arm.

      “Will she be okay?” I asked.

      “Quiet,” he demanded as the elevator doors opened.

      I bit my tongue to remind myself to stop fucking talking and followed them out and into the hallway, my eyes nervously scanning for the evil giant I did not feel like combatting today. It was just too fucking soon.

      Thankfully, the doctor was already in the medical room, waiting for us.

      “Put her down on the table,” he said to the guard. “What happened?”

      All eyes looked to me for an explanation.

      “She slipped and hit her head on the tiles. She wasn’t able to lift herself up, and she wasn’t responding. She also took quite a few hits from Rick’s baton before I took the rest of them.”

      Sid’s eyes narrowed at me. “What do you mean ‘took the rest of them’?” he asked.

      I sighed before shrugging. “He wouldn’t stop, and I was afraid he was going to kill her, so I used my body as a shield and took the hits until he was pulled off me.”

      A loud scoff echoed in the room. “Jesus, you really do have a hero complex, don’t you,” the guard who carried Cara in said.

      “Oh, fuck off,” I replied with a scowl before instantly regretting my words.

      “What did you say?” he challenged as he took a step toward me.

      “Now let’s just all calm down here,” offered Sid as he stepped up and placed a hand on the guard’s shoulder as a means to push him back. “We don’t need another altercation. I’ll take care of this one. Alex, you take her into the other room, and I’ll look her over in a minute. Larry, you should go get a drink or something.”

      “Fine,” replied Larry, his challenging eyes never leaving mine until he walked out of the room.

      “Come on,” said Alex as he took my arm and led me away.

      I waited in that fucking medical room for twenty minutes with the damn door wide open for anyone to see. I asked Alex if we could close it, but he said no. I was so fucking paranoid of the owner walking by the room that I made myself shrink against the wall as best I could, hoping like fuck my skin was white enough to just blend in with the fucking paint.

      “Seriously, I’m fine,” I said to Alex. “This isn’t necessary.”

      “Do you ever shut the fuck up?” he growled.

      I scowled at him. “The previous twenty minutes might suggest so.”

      “Well, why don’t you try going for a new world record?”

      I bit my tongue again and continued to wait. After another five minutes, Sid finally walked in and closed the door. I couldn’t help but finally release the breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding the entire time.

      “Is she okay?” I asked as gently as possible.

      Sid looked up at me almost in confusion. “She’ll be fine. Just a mild concussion.”

      Another sigh of relief. Thank God.

      “I take it that’s her blood on your shoulder?” he asked.

      Looking down, I’d forgotten she’d bled on me and noticed the dried patches of blood droplets on my skin. “Yes.”

      “Well, let’s get that cleaned up.”

      Sid provided me with a wet towel to wipe off the blood. Once he was satisfied I wasn’t injured there, he nodded and disposed of my towel.

      “Now, let’s look at your back,” he said as he stepped closer. Turning, I allowed him to pull down the back of my dress just enough for him to examine me. “On a scale of one to ten,” he said as he began poking different muscles. I gritted my teeth with each touch since his poking produced enough pressure to make me nearly wince.

      “Five,” I lied.

      He placed his cold-ass stethoscope against my skin, and I shivered slightly as he told me to take several deep breaths. When he was satisfied, he withdrew and stepped back around to face me.

      “I think it’s safe to say you’ll survive,” Sid said with a smirk.

      I nodded in acknowledgment. “I told them I was fine.”

      “Yes, yes.” Sid nodded. “But precautions and all.”

      “Sure,” I replied, narrowing my eyes.

      “I’ll give you a cold pack to lie on for tonight, and then we’ll switch it to a heat pack in the morning to help heal the bruising before the auction. Because that will look like shit by tomorrow if we don’t take care of it now.”

      I felt my stomach shrivel up. That meant the auction had to be coming up soon if they wanted the bruises to heal faster.

      Fuck.

      Sid handed me the cool pack from a mini fridge under the counter and headed for the door.

      “You can take her back now. And come back for the other girl in an hour,” Sid said before exiting the room.

      Finally!

      Hopping down from the medical table, I hid my wince as I eagerly made my way out of the room and around the corner to the elevator. That was when I smacked right into the hard chest of another guard, forcing me to stumble back a step. Looking up, I felt all the blood immediately drain from my face as my eyes met that icy penetrating gaze of the owner.

      Fuck.

      His gaze narrowed on me before he folded his arms across his chest and smirked. “Well, look what I found. Our most troublesome little slave wandering outside her cage.” His voice held a hint of amusement, but it did nothing to quell the blood that had frozen in my veins. And I fucking hated him for it.

      “I’m not wandering around,” I managed to say, thankful I could still keep my voice even.

      “Then what are you doing up here?” he asked sternly.

      “Just a precautionary checkup, sir,” answered Alex from behind me, finally making himself known.

      “For what?” The owner’s tone suddenly changed, adding a hint of danger behind it that left me feeling incredibly uneasy.

      “She took quite the beating from Rick,” Alex answered.

      Of all the fucking answers he could have given...

      The owner’s gaze shot right back to me with instant fury, the shock of which left me with no time to react as he grabbed my throat and roughly shoved me against the wall. I gasped out loud as the pain in my back flared up all over again from the force of his body.

      “And what the fuck did she do to earn that?” he roared out, the anger in his voice causing me to shrivel up with fear as I fought for my right to breathe.

      “She was shielding another girl’s body who’d become temporarily unconscious.”

      Turning back to me, his eyes still full of rage, he released my throat only just enough to allow me to breathe fully but kept me firmly against the wall. “Explain. Now,” he demanded.

      Gulping back my anxiety, I did my best to answer him. “A girl slipped and fell in the showers. She cracked her head and couldn’t get up. The guard started to beat her with his baton and rather than fighting him,” I emphasized, “I shielded her with my body instead—to protect her.”

      The owner’s lips formed a tight line as he took in my words, not a single one of which worked to dispel his anger.

      “You just can’t fucking help yourself, can you?” he stated disapprovingly.

      Jesus Christ, dude, damned if I do, damned if I don’t.

      “Should I have let him kill her then?”

      Apparently, these weren’t the right words either because the only thing they did was cause him to squeeze my throat tighter, cutting my air supply off completely. He stepped in closer, his massive body suffocating me until he was the only thing I could see.

      “Would it even matter to you if I said yes,” he answered, his voice smooth and dangerous. “If I told you that you should have refrained from interfering and let him beat her to death right in front of you, would you have listened?”

      He loosened his grip on my throat again to allow me to speak, but all I ended up doing was taking a giant gasp of air. My heart was in full panic mode, knowing my answer would not please him. Because if I said yes, he would know I was lying. This was a fucking trap, and an incredibly unfair one at that.

      “Answer me,” he snapped, making me jerk slightly.

      “No, I wouldn’t have listened.”

      Even though he was nearly two heads taller than me and all I could see was his chest, I knew the fucker was smiling.

      “Helplessness must be so foreign to you.” He snickered above me. “But sometimes...it just looks so cute on you.”

      Whatever the fuck that’s supposed to mean.

      I didn’t respond, hoping to discourage any further interaction. I just wanted him to let me go so I could get away from him. Yes, helplessness was foreign to me, and no one made me feel more helpless than him.

      I fucking hated him for it.

      “Take her back to her cage,” he finally ordered, releasing my throat and stepping back.

      Darting out from the wall, I avoided the owner’s eyes as I nearly forced the guard to catch up with me to the elevator. I was so done playing this dangerous game with him. It was time to officially bow out.
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      The subsequent days were met with silence and sleep, marking the moment I finally lost track of how long we’d been stuck in this fucking hellhole. Everyone was just too beaten down, too exhausted to put up any semblance of an objection or complaint. There was no more singing, no more humming, just the sounds of quiet crying as heavy footsteps echoed in the background.

      I just focused on keeping to myself until the shit show was finally over. I figured the best thing I could do for everyone at this point was to just sleep as often as I could. At least then I couldn’t even be awake enough to cause anyone any more trouble. But even in my exhaustion, actual sleep was hard to come by when you were trying to avoid another difficult reality.

      The crushing anxiety of what my family must be going through in my absence fucking hurt like hell. The doubt I had in their ability to find me diminished any sense of optimism I had. I didn’t know if there was security footage from my kidnapping, but I was sure it wasn’t clear enough to make out the faces of the guards, and they probably had already tossed the license plate from the van. The biggest problem was that I didn’t even know where the fuck I was. I could be halfway around the world and not even realize it, which would make getting back home so much more difficult.

      God, I missed my family so much. I wanted to hold my mom and tell her everything was okay; that I was back and the people who hurt me were gone. I wanted to sock both of my brothers in the shoulders for even thinking that I might not come back. I wanted to sit on the beach with Jordan, sip on a Captain and Coke, and tell her all about how I got my revenge against the fucks who stole me. But most of all, I wanted to feel Jason in my arms again. I wanted to show him how much I loved him every second of every day until we were both old and gray.

      I reflected on all the times I had trained with him, sparred and wrestled with him, successfully getting him to tap out even though he didn’t want to. He was always so proud of me when I finally beat him because he was relieved to know that if I could handle someone of his size, I could handle others. Jason didn’t go easy on me either, but then again, he was never really trying to hurt me to begin with. Maybe that was where we screwed up. Maybe we didn’t take it seriously enough. Or maybe I was fucked no matter what. I knew I was strong, knew I was capable, but I wasn’t Superwoman. I couldn’t take on the whole world, but goddamn if I wasn’t going to try.

      I often found myself waking up in the middle of the night, a cold sweat covering my body as I silently wept from how much I missed Jason. I was terrified I would never see him again, and as each day passed, the tough pieces of my weakening heart would shatter a little more. I wanted to be strong for him. I wanted to survive for him, but the constant reminder of the amount of control I had over this hellish situation made it so difficult to remain hopeful.

      As my thoughts settled on my family, my body shuddered as I realized there was a chance I might never get to do what I so desperately wanted to do. The future that I had worked so hard to build was being robbed from me as well as my family. They wouldn’t be able to enjoy the rewards of my hard work like I wanted them to. My whole life was built on making something of myself, of giving back, of helping those in need, yet now I was the one in need of help.

      And then my thoughts lingered on someone I hadn’t thought about in years—my dad. I hated thinking about him and often tried not to because it only brought me pain. He was everything to me as a child. When others said I couldn’t, he made sure I could. When others saw me as weak, he made me prove them wrong. And when others told me no, he taught me how to make them regret it. And when cancer finally took him from me, I hated him for it. I hated him for leaving me, for making me think he was strong enough to last forever, but like so many others before him, he had lost his battle and shriveled away into nothing. It was so hard to watch my father shrink into a shell of the man he used to be. But even though his physical appearance dwindled, his mind remained strong. Strong until the very end.

      If only he could see me now, I was sure he’d be disappointed. When I finally escaped this place, I would make damn sure I made him proud then. I had to stay positive. I had to stay strong. So I could make my father proud.

      “Thank you,” Kayla said suddenly, breaking my train of thought.

      Looking over at her from where I laid in my cage, I furrowed my brows. “For what?”

      “For staying strong. For being who you are in spite of everything we’ve been through.”

      I cocked a brow at her. “Well, that was random.”

      She shifted. “I was just thinking about my family. And how much worse this would be if I were alone in it. I know this sounds awful, but I’m glad you’re here with me.”

      I shrugged, not wanting to dwell on it. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re the one who’s kept me going this whole time.”

      “Come on,” she chided.

      I sighed, not preferring to get emotional, but sometimes people needed to know when they were important. When they made a difference. “I’m serious, Kayla. I couldn’t be more grateful to have a person like you stuck in a cage next to me.”

      “Well, thanks.” She smiled. “But I seriously think I’m the luckier one.”

      “Oh my God, will the two of you seriously just shut the fuck up already?” an aggravated female voice next to me said.

      I jerked my head to the other side, shocked as hell to find the girl next to me eyeing me as if she wanted to claw my eyes out. Her dark pixie-cut hair was wild and dirty as it littered around her face, making her look more animalistic than ever.

      “What did you say?” I asked her, surprised she had said a word at all.

      “I said shut the fuck up already!” she practically screeched, silencing all the other girls around us as they turned to watch.

      “The fuck is your problem?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at her.

      Besides the obvious…

      “You’re my problem! The both of you are! All your talks about having hope and getting out of here? It’s not going to happen, so stop trying to encourage false hope! We are never getting out of here, so just shut the fuck up already!”

      By the time she was done with her little rant, her chest was heaving up and down, and her eyes looked wild with fear as she glared at me.

      “What’s your name?” I asked her calmly.

      She just shook her head at me.

      “What’s your goddamn name?” I repeated with more force. She wanted my attention, and now I wanted hers.

      “Megan,” she finally answered, her eyes still refusing to meet mine.

      “Well, listen the fuck up, Megan,” I said calmly and then changed my mind. “In fact, all of you listen up!” I raised my voice so all the girls could hear. “I don’t know about you guys, but I sure as fuck know I ain’t dead yet. But hey, if you wanna lay down and die, be my guest, but don’t expect anyone of us to follow you into the grave. I got shit to do after this, and I don’t plan on letting this stupid ass roadblock deter me. So fuck ’em. This isn’t my end. I’ll decide that shit, thanks.”

      As I looked around at all of them, their eyes were red and glassy, but I could still see a small glimmer of hope that had just enough potential to keep them alive. There were so damn many of us—black, white, Hispanic, Asian, blond, brunette—but none of that really mattered. On the inside, we were all the same dollar sign to them, but I wanted to change that. I wanted them to know they were more than that.

      Megan scoffed at me, shaking her head. “How inspirational. I can’t wait for the release of your self-help book.”

      I rolled my eyes and smirked at her. “Bitch, maybe you will someday.”

      The tiniest hint of a smile curved into the corner of her lips, but she said nothing further.

      About sixty seconds later, the doors down the hall opened, and the three usual guards walked in carrying the set of trays that contained our dinner and water. Following through their routine, the men made their way down to me, placed the bowl of stir-fry and bottled water in my cage, and went on to the rest of the girls.

      Kayla and I ate our dinner as quickly as we could, my ass actually finishing the entire bowl for once, and placed the bowls back for pickup, resting against the back of our cages. The guards collected our bowls, but when they got to Megan, I could have sworn I hallucinated as she actually threw her half-empty bowl at one of the guards as they reached in to take it.

      “Fuck you, you pieces of shit!” she screamed and lunged out of her cage.

      Ah, fuck.

      An uproar ensued as the rest of the girls around me screamed while some cheered for her to run. She managed to kick the guard right between the legs, and he tumbled back against the wall, clutching his groin and groaning in pain. The other guard was at the other end of the hall during the debacle, and he ran after Megan as she took off for the door.

      Oh shit. She might actually make it out.

      “Go! Go!” I shouted for her amongst the yelling, hoping like a damn fool she might actually escape. But as she neared the door, it opened, and who would charge in but the fucking owner as if he were standing out there, waiting and watching the whole time. 

      Fuck.

      Fear completely immobilized Megan as she skidded to a halt but still ended up slamming into the owner’s body. He grabbed her shoulders and spun her around, her back to his front while both of his hands trapped her neck and jaw in a tight grip. She fought against him as best she could, but there was nothing she could do.

      And then the owner’s eyes found mine as I watched, crouched from my cage, panic rising up my spine as he smirked at me from behind a devious and evil glare.

      Oh no….

      It was as though slow motion had consumed the air around us as time nearly stopped. I shook my head at him, pleading with all my heart as his face went from smirk to dead rage.

      “No…” I whispered. “No!”

      And just like that, he snapped her neck.

      Even among the screaming, I could have sworn I still heard the crunching sound of her bones breaking as it crashed into my ears, her lifeless body falling to the floor in a heap before him. My heart dropped into my stomach in pieces as my mouth fell open, my screams joining the rest of the slaves as they cried and wailed in their cages.

      “You fucking son of a bitch!” I screamed at him, slamming my palms into the bars of the cage.

      Yet in my rage, he continued to stand there, deliberately, watching me while tears fell down my face, acknowledging his silent message that I knew was meant only for me.

      I couldn’t believe what I had just witnessed – again. I couldn’t process it. Couldn’t accept that another life had been snuffed out right in front of me – this one innocent and unfair.

      And as if nothing had even happened, he walked out of the hall and left her body there for the guards to clean up.

      Not again. Not this again.

      I felt myself begin to hyperventilate as my breath came in and out in heavy gusts. I closed my eyes and tried to take slow, deep breaths in through my nose and out my mouth, trying to ignore the screams and the undeniable urge to vomit all over my cage.

      It took me about twenty seconds, but I was finally able to calm myself down enough to turn and focus on Kayla who now had her hands over her ears and her eyes closed shut.

      “Kayla,” I yelled, trying to reach her over the screaming and crying around us. “Kayla, look at me!”

      Her eyes burst open, tears running down her face as she stared at me. Her chest heaved up and down as she tried to get a grip on herself.

      “It’s okay, Kayla. It’s going to be okay.”

      “It’s not okay, Jaden! It’s not fucking okay! He just fucking killed her! Right in front of all of us!”

      “I know. But we need to stay calm. We’re going to get through this.”

      “I don’t know if I can, Jaden!”

      “Yes, you can, Kayla. You have me. We’re gonna get through this together. Look at me; breathe with me.”

      She tried to calm down with me then as we took several deep breaths together. Closing our eyes, we counted down from ten until some five minutes later we were finally calmer, and the crying and screaming had quieted to whimpering and sniffles. Megan’s body was already gone, as were the guards; the only thing left now being the horrible memory of it all.

      For the next several hours, Kayla and I laid curled up in our cages, staring off silently into the abyss, but my mind was anything but quiet. It was absolute chaos upstairs. I couldn’t stop replaying what had happened, from every word I said to every facial expression Megan had revealed. Was I responsible? If I had kept my mouth shut, would she still have attacked the guard? Would she still have ended up in the owner’s clutches?

      I knew he killed her because of me. The question was why. To send a message? It was the costliest message I’d ever received, but it was impossible to ignore and too important to dismiss. For someone who was trying to make money from selling bodies, he sure as fuck didn’t seem to care if they were dead or alive. If he was willing to kill his own moneymakers just for the sake of gaining my attention, then it stood to reason he was far more dangerous than I originally imagined.

      But why bother sending a message at all? Was I really worth all the trouble? After all the shit I’ve pulled, why was Megan the one to meet such a brutal end while I was still here?

      Why the fuck was he so hell-bent on keeping me around? What the hell separated me from the rest of the slaves here? I supposed they certainly behaved better than I did. And maybe that was what he loved—my defiance. Because not only did it come with screams and cries but it also came with fists and blood. And I had been the stubborn fool giving him exactly what he wanted the entire time—the challenge he so clearly craved. And that was my problem. It was in my nature to meet any challenge that came my way. And it just might be my downfall too.
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      “Your presence is requested.”

      I lifted my head from my cot to look up at the guard who was leaning down to unlock my cage. I swore I heard him wrong.

      “I’m sorry, what?” I asked, my voice groggy.

      “You heard me, now get out of there,” he said as he pulled the door aside and stepped away.

      “Wait, where is she going?” asked Kayla, urgency filling her voice.

      “None of your fucking business. Now let’s go!” he shouted.

      No. No way. I can’t. I fucking can’t.

      Megan’s death had happened only yesterday. It was too fresh, too vivid in my mind still. I wasn’t ready to face her murderer just yet. I’d witnessed so much death, brutality, and cruelty in such a short period of time. I didn’t know if I even had the strength to stare it all back in the face without losing my shit.

      “Are you deaf, bitch? Move!”

      Swallowing down the nerves that were ready to eject up my throat, I crawled out of the cage and stood with my head held high.

      “Let’s go,” he said, taking my elbow in a tight grip and heading for the door.

      Once outside, two more guards fell in line behind us, escorting me all the way up to the fucking third floor to knock on the last door I wanted to walk through.
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        * * *

      

      I watched unimpressed as I stared at the TV screen, surveying the crying and concerned faces of Jaden's family being interviewed by their local news station. My lips sneered in disgust as I observed the man I recognized as her boyfriend, claiming his love and determination to find her. Hilarious.

      I took note that the guy was tall, lean, and muscular but still slight in comparison to my own build. The thought of killing him as easily as I knew I could brought some semblance of amusement to my mind. Wiping the earth clean of anyone who thought they had a claim to anything that was in my possession.

      Her brothers were no exception either, even as they promised to never stop looking for her until she was finally back home. Even her mother begged for her safe return. How adorable… 

      Their visible heartbreak was endearing, but in the end, it changed nothing. Jaden no longer belonged with any of them—her fate had changed forever the day she was brought into my office. A choice that was not of her making.

      In my world, the choices you made often determined how much longer you had to live. From the clothes you wore, to the car you drove, to the weapon at your waist, every move you made could unknowingly push an invisible domino that would lead to your inevitable demise. In order to survive, every decision had to be calculated with distinct precision, all avenues assessed, and all possible outcomes evaluated. Otherwise, the risk of complete ruin could be imminent.

      I learned these rules at a very young age, began their study the moment I could clutch my fists. Combined with my ambitions, ingenuity, and sheer callousness, I took my father’s formidable syndicate of the underground and forced its evolution into the ruthless colossal empire that it was now. We were unmatched in all aspects, and I had yet to find a challenge I could not conquer.

      That was, until this curious little redhead stumbled into my world. A world she and I met in by pure fucking chance. Because the truth was neither of us were supposed to be here right now.

      I had only temporarily taken over management of the auctions barely two weeks ago. I had my suspicions that the previous manager, Jonathon Voit, had been pocketing some extra side fees by allowing a few of the buyers to sample the slaves before the auction. A grave mistake on his part.

      The Warehouse wasn’t a fucking brothel; I had enough of those scattered all over the damn globe, and Voit certainly wasn’t a fucking contractor either. So after placing him at the bottom of an acid barrel, I now had the pleasure of finding his replacement. Just another fucking task on my never-ending list of shit to do.

      But in the end, I couldn’t help but notice the happy little accident that came of Voit’s mistake. Had I discovered his little side hustle a week earlier, I might have never encountered the feistiest little bitch that was never meant to be here in the first place. What a tragedy that would have been to miss the opportunity to tame a lioness unlike no other and then make her purr for you.

      Jaden had somehow managed to secure a nice little spot for herself in the back of my mind, a place far deeper than even my own reach could handle. No woman had ever left such an impression on me before, never left me wanting for so much more.

      Recounting all the little battles we’d engaged in brought a tinge of warmth to my chest. Jaden fought with such passion and such tenacity. It was admirable for a woman of her size, even if it was pointless. Because the sweet satisfaction of crushing her back into submission could not be compared. It was becoming exhilarating just to watch her cave. And she did beautifully every time, even if she wasn’t the sole recipient. Turned out Megan had a purpose after all, one that would teach Jaden another valuable lesson in submission.

      Teaching her to give in to her role had somehow turned into the most fascinating game of chess I’d ever played, but teaching her to give in to me was the sweetest checkmate of all. The feel of her wet pussy clamping down on my dick as she came was a moment of triumph I would never forget. She had completely shattered underneath me, and with those tears sliding down her post-euphoric face, she’d become the most beautifully ruined thing I had ever seen.

      Yet I didn’t want it to end.

      I wanted more tears to spill, more cries from her mouth, and more pleasure from her body…as well as pain. I wanted to push her, test her, challenge every inch of her body and mind just to see how far I could stretch it before she would inevitably snap. And when she finally did, I’d remold her all over again until she was exactly the way I pictured her in my mind—bent over and begging for me.

      It was becoming harder and harder to ignore how much more I wanted from her. This undeniable need to control and dominate every single inch of her mind, body, and soul was overwhelming me to the point of insanity. She was like a drug I couldn't kick, and her resistance to me only made it worse.

      And the thought of making all my desires a reality would be as easy as snapping my fingers.

      Decided, I pulled out my phone and requested Jaden’s presence to Lewis downstairs. Since the auction was now right around the corner, it was time to make up my fucking mind.
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        * * *

      

      Moments later, a voice came through, and the guard opened the door, motioning for me to enter. Pushing the door open, he yanked me to the center of the room, then turned around and headed back for the door, leaving me stranded again with the last man I ever wanted to see.

      Why did fate have to be so cruel as to allow such a bastardly monster to continue walking this earth? He rivaled the fucking devil; how had he not been struck down by lightning yet? Or at least hit by a bus.

      I stood awkwardly in the middle of the room, eyes downcast to the floor before finally realizing where I was supposed to be. Cursing myself and everything around me, I slowly descended to my knees and knelt on the floor like the perfect little slave I now was.

      From the corner of my eye, I could see Captain Fucko sitting at his desk, typing away at his computer before he lifted his scrutinizing gaze to me. He looked fucking impeccable dressed in his shiny silvery gray suit, silver tie, and black dress shirt. His short brown hair was perfectly styled with a five o'clock shadow lingering on his chin and jaw. Such a beautiful exterior to conceal all that ugly within. I imagined if someone were to cut him open, you’d find nothing but oily black ooze inside.

      When his eyes settled on my kneeling form, his lips curled into a cruel smile, making my stomach clench.

      “Well, look at you," he sneered, leaning back in his chair while that dark gaze licked at my skin. "Submission is really an adorable look for you.”

      I exhaled slowly and quietly, ignoring the bait he so openly dangled in front of me. He seemed to be in a considerably good mood at least after killing an innocent girl only just yesterday. But after the bloodshed I’d already seen him so casually create, I couldn’t be surprised anymore.

      “Come here, little slave,” he commanded, crooking a finger at me. “I want to test your obedience. Make sure you haven’t forgotten any recent lessons.”

      Sure, he does.

      I started to rise, but he shook his head and stopped me.

      “Crawl,” he ordered.

      This bitch.

       Begrudgingly, I leaned forward onto my hands and knees and slowly crawled my sore and sorry ass around his desk like the worthless animal I was. The owner then spun his chair around to me when I closed the distance, kneeling in front of him.

      His eyes glazed over me with an intensity that made me want to run far away where they could never find me, but that was just silly wishful thinking. Instead, I sat there, burning under his watch as the smirk on his face corrupted what should have been butterflies in my stomach into a stampede of elephants.

      Without warning, he swiftly leaned forward from his chair, the sudden movement almost causing me to flinch in reflex. I then found myself staring back at a grave predator, the kind that made your blood run cold until your muscles locked tight, creating the terror of complete immobility. This man was capable of so much horror, so much brutality, and he did it all with visible pleasure and practiced ease.

      It surprised me when he lifted his hand to gently grasp the side of my face, the warmth of his skin against mine causing a thermal reaction I wanted to ignore. His thumb carefully rubbed across one of the yellow healing bruises that stained my upper right cheek, the intensity of his stare increasing as he scrutinized my colored flesh. And then he sighed to himself.

      “You are so sexy when you crawl like that,” he stated.

      Random.

      I didn’t react, denying him the satisfaction of making me squirm.

      Which of course was a mistake. Because the next thing I knew, he was lifting my body with such ease and speed, my ass hit the wood of his desk before I’d realized I’d even left the floor.

      A sharp gasp escaped my lips as he spread my legs wide to accommodate the width of his hips, cooling the anxious heat growing between my legs. Jesus, he was so tall from this position, my nose nearly touching the top of his abdomen, making me feel like a child to a giant.

      With my fists clenched at my sides, I could feel how stiff my body was, coiled tight in anticipation of whatever savage act he wanted to bless me with. And it did not go unnoticed.

      “Why so tense, little slave? I haven’t even done anything yet,” he questioned, his lips curving in a shark-like smile.

      “I’m trying to be patient,” I answered with a glare.

      He chuckled lightly to himself before bringing his massive hands to my bare shoulders and began to gently massage them.

      “Relax, breathe. No need to get ahead of yourself.”

      Fighting back the initial disgust, the heat of his skin on mine felt like scalding rocks, but with each movement of his expert fingers, my muscles couldn’t help but enjoy the release in tension. His thumbs circled the sides of my neck while his fingers dug into the knots of my shoulder blades, the pressure he created feeling so incredibly good I almost lost my will to control the moans ready to burst from my mouth.

      And then I wondered if now was a good time to reward him for it.

      Fuck my life.

      Giving in to both our desires, I released a deep breath and relaxed my entire upper body, allowing his ministrations to penetrate even deeper for my benefit. As much as I hated and feared this man with every fiber of my being, if this was the attention he wanted to give me, then I would take it knowing damn well what my alternative would likely be.

      Some few moments later, his hands traveled from my shoulders to cup my face, tilting my head up so he could look down at me. But the softness in his eyes was not what I expected to find. And it made my stomach flutter.

      “Better?” he asked, his voice gentle with genuine interest.

      Time to grovel.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      A ghost of a smile captured his lips. “You’re welcome.”

      But the pessimist in me was no fool, because as his hands released my jaw so they could capture my knees, I knew now would be the time for his true reward for his discretionary kindness.

      Like a man trained in sexual torture, he slowly walked his fingers along the inside of my thighs, enticing my nerve endings and putting my heart into overdrive.

      “You’re so pale, you know,” he said softly. “It’s almost concerning.”

      He was lighting my skin on fire with those whisper touches. My senses were so hyper aware of his presence and what he was doing to me, it was difficult to concentrate on anything else. But I managed to recognize that he’d spoken.

      “No sunlight,” I answered.

      Controlling my breathing to prevent my breasts from rising too often was a demand I could barely meet until I decided it was far easier to just stop breathing entirely.

      Eventually, his fingers found their way to my swollen slit, my horrifying shame beginning to coat the tips of his fingers as he pressed past my tender flesh. His quiet chuckle of triumph had me clenching my fists to prevent them from annihilating his face, a challenge I could feel myself losing.

      Gently stroking my clit, he played between the slickening folds of my pussy, making a complete mockery of my sexual self-control. My humiliation only increased when I realized I was starting to pant from the tension building inside me.

      Why? Why was he doing this to me?!

      “You’re such a good girl today,” he praised with clear amusement.

      On the brink of another disastrous display of pleasure, he withdrew his hand, causing my body to shudder at the sudden loss. He then placed his slickened fingers into his mouth, moaning in delight as he sucked them clean of me.

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      “Delicious as always,” he murmured, the deviousness in his eyes making all my hairs stand on end.

      Choke on it.

      “What did you just say?”

      I felt my blood freeze in my veins. No way was I that stupid. Did I seriously just say that out loud?

      His gaze turned menacing as he glared down at me, his hand suddenly striking out to grip my throat and yank me forward.

      “I asked you a question,” he growled, making my stomach shrivel into a little ball.

      I had no excuse, absolutely zero defense, so I just said the first stupid thing that came to my mind.

      “Whoops,” I groaned.

      And then he smiled down at me like the cat who’d finally cornered its prey.

      “Took you long enough.”

      Panic flooded my body as he ripped me from the top of the desk to the floor, roughly pushing me onto my knees.

      “I’ll give you something to choke on,” he sneered, yanking my hair up to curl around his fist in a painful grip. I hissed internally as he pulled me closer to his body, that horrifying smile of victory on his mouth making my stomach clench with rage.

      While I resisted the urge to pull away and fight, he managed to distract me from my impulses with his thumb gently caressing the side of my face again. Tender and rough at the same time. What an odd contradiction.

      Maintaining his gaze, he unzipped his pants and pulled out his cock, revealing the massive erection he was currently sporting. Jesus, I knew he felt huge inside me but seeing it now had my jaw clenching in trepidation.

      “Let’s see if that pretty, smart mouth of yours can take it as well as your perfect little pussy can,” he challenged darkly. “Open your mouth.”

      Pushing my hair behind my head, his hands moved to cradle my face, thumbs resting just under my eyes. The warning pressure of his grasp on my face compelled my mouth to slacken, my lips parting as he pulled me closer.

      “Bite me and my thumbs will gouge out these pretty eyes of yours before you can even finish attempting that stupidity. Do you understand?”

      The threat hit its mark. As much as I wanted to destroy the fuck out of his dick until it was nothing but a bloody bundle of mush, I preferred my eyes right where they were. I had no doubt he’d succeed faster than I would.

      “Yes,” I muttered, my confidence slipping down my center to crumble at his feet.

      “Good girl,” he said. “Now, open for me.”

      On shaky knees, I parted my lips wide enough to allow his cock to slip inside, hot flesh spreading over my tongue. A groan escaped his mouth as his body relaxed slightly, his eyes closing as he tilted his head back. Fighting the urge to rebel, I ran my tongue up and down his shaft before sucking at his head, tasting the salty drops of pre-cum that were already beginning to seep from the tip.

      “Fuck, that’s it, princess,” he praised, his encouragement absolutely worthless to me.

      Up and down, my head bobbed as my mouth sucked and teased, enticing him to come as quickly as possible so I could just get this done and over with. But I was a moron if I thought I was controlling any of this because the moment I showed a single ounce of vigor to inspire his release, he held me fast to prevent any further movement. He then took command of the pace to slide his length in and out until he was the one officially fucking my mouth.

      Faster and harder, he slammed into the back of my throat, thrusting with such force he was beginning to compromise my oxygen supply. Thankfully catching on, he pulled out for only a second to allow me a single gasp of air before thrusting back on.

      “Fuck, you are full of surprises, huh,” he hissed through gritted teeth.

      A harsh growl was my only warning before hot jets of cum shot into the back of my throat, making me swallow quickly. But with my ongoing battle for air supply, I somehow managed to inhale some of his cum as it continued to pour out. Once his spasms passed and his length began to soften in my mouth, he pulled out and practically shoved me to the floor. I coughed involuntarily as my lungs rejected the bodily fluids invading them, turning away from him to regain some composure.

      “Told you I’d give you something to choke on.” He snickered, then released a heavy breath and relaxed back into his chair. “At least we know your mouth is useful after all.”

      I scowled at him from the floor but softened it quickly when his face grew dark. He stared at me for a while from the chair as the slight hint of a smirk hid in the corners of his mouth. I stayed where I was, a huddled mess on the floor, too afraid to move for fear of setting him off. I just wanted to curl into a ball and hide myself from his burning gaze, but I stayed put.

      “You know, your family misses you terribly,” he said to me, waiting intently for my reaction. “They were on the news earlier today.”

      My heart stopped and my stomach dropped to my legs at the thought of him watching my family, likely begging for my safe return. My jaw tensed as I realized they were unknowingly taunting him, challenging his control, which would only serve to make things worse for me. Fuck.

      But the fact that he was bringing my family up at all was a clear test of my self-control, a cruel form of provocation, but I wouldn't give him the satisfaction. Not this time.

      “Kind of pathetic, really,” he continued. “Just like you right now.”

      The fuck did he just say?

      Bitch, don’t fall for it. Stay strong.

      I released the breath I had been holding and did my best to stay calm, but I wanted to fuck him up so badly. Instead, I concentrated on his still bruised eye and face, and a small twinge of joy flowed through me as I reflected on my elbow making the contact.

      “Have you even considered the fact that they will likely never know what happened to you?” he asked, leaning forward in his chair, resting his elbows on his knees and folding his hands. “Unresolved questions like that can have a much bigger impact than you might imagine. It can destroy lives, entire families.”

      No, I hadn’t considered that because I fully planned to return to them. But he didn’t need to know that.

      Unable to take his stare anymore, I very slowly pulled my knees to my chest. My eyes never left his, afraid he might snap. I kept my hands firmly planted on the carpet at my sides and waited.

      “But some people move on. They accept the loss and let go. How long do you think it’ll take some of your friends to move on? Or do you think Jordan will go insane waiting for you too?”

      I didn’t know what suddenly came over me—if it was the adrenaline, the butterflies, or the fact that I was so numb I didn’t know how to function. But when it dawned on me that he had taken the time out of his day to research me, to study my friends and family, I couldn’t stop the smart-ass smile that formed on my face. The fact that he was still obviously goading me into fighting him was enough motivation to turn it around on him.

      “Finding something amusing?” he asked.

      “Yeah, you,” I almost giggled, shaking my head.

      He raised an unamused brow. “Oh?”

      “Yeah…you’re trying so hard to provoke me right now. And it’s just not working anymore.”

      His stare hardened in warning, the darkness in those eyes promising me all the nightmares I feared most. But I was such a stupid, stubborn little bitch.

      “Now that’s pathetic.”

      His hand instantly struck out for my throat, grasped it tightly, and pulled me to him as he remained seated in his chair. My hands clasped around his wrist as I fought for grounding.

      “Maybe I should pay Jordan a visit then, and the two of you can enjoy your captivity together. Isn’t that what best friends are for?”

      “Go ahead. Then you’ll have two pains in the asses to deal with,” I retorted.

      Why I said that, I didn’t know, but I didn’t fucking believe him. It was too petty for him. I was sure Jordan was going out of her mind with worry, and it pissed me off that he had been monitoring my personal life so closely, violating me further. But then again, I wasn’t exactly surprised. I was sure he knew a lot more about me than I wanted him to.

      “Do not challenge me, little slave. You know I’m a man of my word.”

      “And I’m a woman of mine,” I choked out.

      He slowly rose from his chair, pulling me up by my throat with him.

      “Do you want to know what the saddest part of all my research was? That poor excuse for a man you called a boyfriend.”

      Motherfucker.

      He was really pushing it now. Especially as he presented the statement in a past tense form as if my captivity automatically severed all my current relationships.

      “Maybe I should pay him a visit as well and put him out of his misery? I’m sure he’d appreciate me alleviating the pain from his obvious broken heart. It’s not like you’ll ever be seeing him again, anyway.”

      Fear put me back in my place. After what I’d already seen this man do, the resources he had, and the clear lack of remorse in his eyes, I didn’t want him anywhere near Jason.

      Jason had never killed anyone before, but I’d seen him in plenty of bar fights. I knew he could always handle himself. I sometimes felt bad for the guys he wiped the floor with who tried to challenge him. Jason was a damn good fighter and a fucking animal when it came to protecting me, but I knew if it came down to it, he’d absolutely pull that trigger if he had to. Zero fucking doubt.

      But that didn’t mean I wanted his next challenge to be this fucking guy.

      “Touch him and I swear to God it’ll be the biggest mistake you ever make,” I threatened.

      The owner responded with an amused scoff before releasing a devious chuckle that made my entire body shudder. All I had to do was lift my leg, and I could kick his balls halfway up his spine.

      “Cute,” he stated. “But also incredibly stupid, considering you have no idea who the fuck I am or what I’m really capable of.”

      “I don’t care!” I nearly shouted. “I stand by my words. Who you are makes no difference to me. You’re all the fucking same anyway, and sooner or later, someone else will eventually come along and knock whatever crown you think you’re wearing right off that arrogant head of yours.”

      The smile that slowly curved up his lips made my quaking insides turn to molten lava, melting my resolve with a power that should belong to no one. It was unfathomable how terrifying this man’s smile could actually be.

      “Keep talking, princess. You’re making this decision easier and easier by the second,” he said, his voice smooth and dark, distracting me from the warning he was trying to give.

      “What decision?”

      He didn’t answer and instead drew his forefinger gently along the side of my face, his eyes following the burning trail he’d left behind, making my body shudder in response.

      “What decision?” I repeated, my anxiety getting the better of me. What did he mean by that?

      “Shhhh,” he hushed me, his demeanor now appearing relaxed and patient. “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      Panic began to eat away at me at those words. When? When would I find out? Tomorrow? Next week? Days from now? What was he going to do? Publicly execute me? Finally make a true example out of me? Go after Jason or Jordan?

      Fuck!

      Attempting to quell the terror growing inside me, I tried to focus on other things, like how amazing it was knowing that even if he did kill me, at least I’d left my handwork behind for him to admire in the mirror.

      His massive body came closer then, blocking out everything else in my sight until I saw nothing but his broad chest wrapped in a pretty package. His grip on my throat loosened, no longer life-threatening, but just…possessive.

      “I can see how difficult this is for you,” he said above my head, his thumb traveling up the column of my throat. “I can admire your self-control, as well as your courage. But I can still see that fire in your eyes. You'd love nothing more than to lash out at me again, but you won't. You know better now.”

      Fuck him, but I did. Mainly because I knew he loved my defiance. It gave him the excuse he wanted to hurt me and to put me back in my place. But if not fighting denied him any sort of satisfaction, then maybe that was what I would do. That was the only way I could get back at him. Blatant indifference.

      “Still...” he continued, “I can’t help but wonder how much Hellfire you’ve got packed away in that tiny body of yours. And what you could do with it if given the chance.”

      I narrowed my gaze at him in suspicion. What the fuck was this? An invitation to burn his ass alive? Gladly.

      I tsk’d at him with a casual shrug. “Guess you’ll never know.”

      And then I immediately regretted my words, realizing what I’d just taunted him with.

      Why? Why the fuck did I just say that?!

      But then a devious grin slowly formed on his face and my stomach instantly twisted in knots, my mouth becoming bone-dry. The change in the air felt too palpable, the direction we seemed to be heading to taking a very dark turn. I could feel the fire he had been addressing slowly turn to an icy-cold fear as I saw the evil wheels begin to turn in his eyes.

      “Never say never, little girl,” he whispered.

      With that, he finally released my throat and walked toward his desk. Taking out his phone, he typed something into it, and within seconds, a guard came through the door.

      “The auction is tomorrow,” the owner said turning to me, and I felt my heart slam into the back of my throat. “And I am very much looking forward to it.” The dark glint in his eye accompanied by that fucking shark grin of his left a chill up my spine that I just could not shake.

      The guard then took my arm in his hand and pulled me to the door. I didn't even look back at the asshole as the guard brought me past him and out into the hallway, my brain now solely focused on only one thing. If the auction was tomorrow, I needed to prepare myself mentally and physically for anything. Assuming I was even going to be sold. For all I knew, I could just be some kind of entertaining display before I was killed off for the enjoyment of the buyers. Who the fuck knew with this guy.

      Once I was safely back in my cage, I told Kayla everything that had happened. Her eyes widened as she realized tomorrow was the last day we might ever see each other. Her breathing began to increase, her knuckles turning white as she clutched the bars of our cage.

      “Hey, hey! Kayla, look at me!” She turned her head toward me, but her rapid breathing didn't slow. “You’re going to be okay, alright? We're gonna make it through this.” She looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. “And I swear, Kayla, whatever happens tomorrow, I will do everything I can to find you. You just have to promise not to give up on me.”

      She shook her head at me. “You’re just gonna get yourself killed,” she stated.

      “Hey, I’ve made it this far, haven’t I?”

      “Megan didn’t,” she mumbled quietly. “And who knows, maybe she was the lucky one.”

      Guilt stabbed its way into my heart at the memory of Megan’s death. It still felt too personal.

      “Don’t think like that. We gotta keep our heads up and stay strong. But most of all, we need to be smart about our next move.” Kayla eyed me like she’d already given up, but I wasn’t having it. She needed a mission to keep her going, and I was gonna give it to her. “When you get sold, make sure you bank as much information as you can about anyone involved, where you’re kept, what you’ve seen. The more you know, the more you can provide to the police if you ever get the chance. Stay sharp and keep your mental health in check. Remember your breathing techniques.”

      She didn’t say anything, but nodded.

      “Just don’t give up on me, okay?” I pleaded.

      A tear slipped from her lids, and I watched as it cascaded down her cheek.

      “Okay,” she whispered. “I won't.”
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      I woke early the next morning, unable to sleep past dawn as light from the block windows gradually filtered in. Staring up at the ceiling, I realized this would be the last day I’d have to look out between these grungy-looking cage bars, but then I considered I just may end up looking through new ones.

      Fear of the unknown was the worst. Not knowing what kind of buyers awaited us later today was an excruciating anxiety. What kind of sick fuck actually buys another person? The range of potential monsters ran too wide: sadists, psychopaths, pedophiles, cannibals—I could only imagine what use another human could be to them. For all we knew, we could be sold and killed all in the same day. Today felt like the light was draining before my very eyes, and soon I’d have to learn to adapt to a world of darkness.

      I hoped the dark was ready for me.

      Internally, I silently vowed that regardless of who bought me, I would always only belong to myself and no one else. In the end, it wouldn’t matter what they did to me or how long I’d have to endure it. I wouldn’t believe the lie. I couldn’t. I would die with that knowledge in my heart before I let them break me.

      With my silent vow, I sat up from the padding and started stretching. I was incredibly flexible, but the strain in my muscles hindered my ability. After a few hours, I would regain strength and my body would bounce back. As my muscles stretched under my skin, I felt the relief as the blood flowed in and out of the tissues.

      “What are you doing?” yawned Kayla as she rolled over.

      “Prepping,” I answered, my face lying against my leg as I lengthened my back and forced the muscles to release their tension.

      Her brow furrowed, but she got up and started doing the same, following my lead. Caged yoga was a new concept for us, but it would have to do for now. My stomach was in knots thinking about the impending auction ahead of us, but I did my best to push aside the anxiety fluttering inside me.

      It felt like we had waited the entire day. We’d had breakfast, lunch, and dinner, given a longer shower, fresh dresses to wear, and had our hair and makeup done again. Even the bedding in our cages had been replaced. All the primping and prepping made everyone anxious as they contemplated their impending fates.

      It was hours before we would finally learn of our futures.

      “Listen up, slaves!” shouted one of the guards, catching everyone’s attention. A bitter taste assaulted my tongue as I recognized the guard, the same one who resembled Jared. Had he officially replaced him? Had I killed him? Holy fuck, what if I had? There was no way I’d still be alive. No possible way. “The time has come for you to meet your new masters. So, we’re going to let you out one at a time, and you’ll line up against the wall. You will not say one fucking word! If anyone puts up any kind of resistance, I will kill you where you stand!”

      My heart rate suddenly jolted as I watched him and the other guards open each cage and let out the girls. One by one, they all lined up against the wall as they had been told, each one of them crying with fear. I turned to Kayla before they reached us.

      “Keep breathing, Kayla,” I whispered. “We’re gonna get through this.”

      “I know.” She nodded.

      When our cages were opened, we crawled out and joined the rest of the girls against the wall. There were only nine of us now. I kept my breathing regulated as I took long slow breaths in through my nose and exhaled through my mouth. I started rolling my neck and stood on my tiptoes to stretch my feet and hamstrings. I needed to be ready for anything.

      “Follow me,” the guard said at the head of the line. “If anyone steps out of line or says one fucking word, you’re done.”

      With that, he turned around and headed for the door. The girls followed him down the hall while the rest of the guards flanked either side of us, rifles in hand and at the ready. Kayla was ahead of me, clearly struggling to keep herself calm as her body shivered with every step.

      “Breathe, Kayla,” I whispered so only she would hear. She took one more big breath and released it slowly before finally squaring her shoulders and straightening her spine. But I knew it wouldn’t be enough.

      All I could hear as we made our way to meet our fates was the sound of tears as they fell from tired, prettied eyes. The unfairness of this entire operation had my blood racing with fury, but it still wasn’t enough to clear the hopelessness that had cemented itself inside my heart. I hated standing idle, too used to taking immediate action when something was being problematic for me, and now, the idea of taking action felt so heavy I wasn’t sure if I even had the strength to carry it out. What more could I honestly do now?

      Eventually, we came to a set of steel doors, and after punching in a code on the door, the guard held one open, and we all stepped in. The room was just big enough to accommodate all of us. It looked like a simple waiting room minus any chairs or anything remotely familiar. Once locked in, they lined us up against a door to my left and made us wait. This was it.

      My senses were running wild as I concentrated on everything around me. “Once it’s your turn,” the guard suddenly said, “you’ll walk inside, stand on top of the center platform, and remove your dress. You will stand quietly with your arms at your side and wait until the door to your left opens. Keep your head up so they can see your pretty faces and do not give us a reason to come in there. You will not like what happens next.”

      And then, one by one, the girls were shoved through the door. My heart was pounding with anxiety as each session took less than five minutes. Then they were gone. Maybe once or twice, the guards would have to enter the room, but they always came back out thirty seconds later, the sound of crying coming from the room before it was silenced by the lock of the door.

      It killed me to know each of these girls was lost to me once they closed the door behind them, and I wanted to cry for each one of them, knowing they were likely disappearing forever.

      Finally, it was Kayla’s turn, and her body trembled in fear ahead of me. “It’s okay,” I whispered so only she could hear. She nodded, turning back to look at me briefly, tears forming in the corners of her eyes as she sniffed them away. It broke my heart to let her go. Even though we had both been trapped in this hellish nightmare, we came out with something stronger—a friendship, one that I was not about to let go to waste.

      “I won’t forget you,” she whispered to me and then stepped away, breaking my fucking heart in half.

      I knew it was outside of my control as I watched her step forward into the room beyond us, light framing the doorway as she disappeared from my sight forever. My heart rate accelerated, and tears threatened to spill at the thought of losing her, but I vowed I would find her. I would find everyone if I could. I took my breaths slow and eased my body, flexing my muscles to make sure they were ready for what I was about to do.

      I whispered my good-bye to Kayla and stepped forward, ready for my turn to rock, but just as I moved, the guard leading us grabbed my arm and yanked me out of line, dragging me to the very back.

      “You’ve been requested to go last,” he said, releasing me as I shrugged him off.

      “What? Why?” I asked as all the other girls pretended not to notice.

      “Did I tell you to speak?” he shouted at me.

      “No, sir,” I said and turned my head back into line.

      “That’s right. Now shut the fuck up and wait your turn like everybody else.”

      Yeah, because everyone is so eager, ya know…

      Why the fuck was I going last? What was this, save the best for last bullshit? I laughed internally at the idea, but I had a feeling I knew who was behind it, but it didn’t matter when I went. It didn’t change my plans one single bit, just continued the torture of the anxiety as I watched the remainder of the girls walk through the door. Maybe that was it. If I went first, then the anxiety would be over, and I wouldn’t have to watch anyone else get sold, but if I was last, then I would have to endure everyone’s sale. Whatever. Fuck him and fuck the buyers.

      At long last, the door opened again, and the now empty room ahead of me waited anxiously for my presence. My heart dropped to my stomach as I realized it was now finally my turn to be sold. Sold. Like the fucking object that I was. With my head held high, I silently said good-bye to my life and walked forward, the door slamming with a loud and final thud behind me.

      Taking in my surroundings, I was in some kind of observation room. It was stark white, circular in shape, and just cold enough to make my nipples perk. There was another door ahead of me, and I figured that was my exit once this was over. Long horizontal mirrors curved along the wall to my right and I was sure they were two-way mirrors. In the center of the room was a large octagonal platform with steps leading up to it. The platform slowly turned to allow the buyers to see every side of the slave on display.

      How convenient for them.

      With more determination than I thought I possessed, I walked up the stairs with my head held high. Standing front and center, I kept my dress on and stared straight into the mirrors, glaring at the fucks who I knew were waiting on the other side, watching me, bidding against each other for their chance to own me. Fuck them.

      As I turned on the moving platform, I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned on my right hip. “You want a piece of this, you motherfuckers!” I shouted at the mirrors, stretching my arms out and flipping the mirrors off. “Well, good fucking luck with that!”

      As soon as the words left my mouth, the door I had entered from opened, and two of the guards came charging in. Serious disappointment flooded my mind as I noticed the guards came in unarmed. I had really expected they would come in with their rifles. I could take one, kill both guards, and probably shoot through the mirrors, maybe get the hell out somehow while taking a few buyers down with me.

      I knew they would just want to subdue me and not kill me. I was still valuable. But now that the element I had depended on was no longer available, my plan of escaping was quickly dwindling into nothing.

      Shit fuck.

      Well, at least these assholes were going to get a good show.

      The first guard, who seemed particularly thin, came up the steps, and I threw a hard and fast reverse hook kick right across his smug face and sent him spinning to the ground. I wanted these fucks to see who they would be messing with if they bought me.

      The second guard, a little stockier, came at me from behind, and as the platform turned, I back kicked him in the throat. I then pivoted around and boxed both ears before slamming my palm up into his nose. Following through with a few elbows to his face, I finalized my onslaught with a hard punch to his throat again, shattering his Adam’s apple.

      By this time, the first guard had gotten back on his feet, and I didn't even give him a chance before I jumped from the platform and kicked him right in the center of his diaphragm with a flying side kick. He crashed to the floor, gasping for breath while I landed on my feet. But I didn’t give him the chance to recover before I got on top of him and began to lay waste to his face with my fists.

      This wasn’t really part of the plan anymore, but all my pent-up rage had finally gotten the better of me. They couldn’t do anything further to me now. I was my new owner’s problem, so I might as well leave behind a few parting gifts while I still could.

      But then the doors on both sides opened, and a total of five guards surrounded me, pulled me off the other guard, and pointed their rifles at my face. I raised my bloodied and bruised hands in surrender, but I couldn't stop the smile that spread across my face as I looked over at the two guards who lay groaning on the ground. I wasn't even out of breath, and it felt good to know my skills were only useless against one man.

      With five rifles pointed in my direction, the blood suddenly drained from my face as I listened to the guard utter the words that I’d been sold. After that little display, they still wanted me? Who the fuck thought they had the balls to handle me now?

      With that new reality setting in, I quickly relaxed myself to prepare for the next altercation that was just on the other side of the door. I didn’t fight as I was led into the next room that appeared to be just a plain old office. A guard pointed at the floor in the center of the room.

      “Sit there and keep your mouth shut. Your new owner will be here to collect you shortly.” He then walked over to the wall and waited while the rest of the men filed out.

      I walked to the center of the room, sat back on my heels, and lowered my eyes to the floor. I suddenly felt sick and scared shitless as new theories began to bounce around in my head. What if my buyer turned out to be an even bigger sadistic fuck than the owner? What if he or even she got off on making me scream and bleed every moment of every day? What if my buyer already had a harem of slave wives and they wanted to add to their collection? What if I was being sold into prostitution and had to pay back the fee I cost them?

      So many possibilities ran through my head, and it terrified me to know I would discover my future in a few short minutes. Whoever bought me was surely going to fucking regret it, though, and despite how hard it was for me to bench my fear, I was actually way too anxious to find out who the poor sad fuck was. My heart pounded away in my chest as the wait became unbearable.

      Moments later, thundering footsteps vibrated through the floorboards before coming to a quick halt. The doors to the office were suddenly shoved open and slammed against their adjacent walls so hard that a picture fell from the hooks that held it. I raised my head as the sudden loud bang echoed off the walls, and my eyes widened in an uncontrollable fear. My stomach twisted and wrenched, and my heart nearly leaped out of my chest.

      Standing in the doorway, his hands still on the doorframe, was the owner, wearing the sickest, most twisted smile I had ever seen. And then I knew.

      “Fuck.”

      He then straightened his spine.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” he said, that shit-eating grin spreading wide across his face. “There will be plenty of time for that when we get home.”

      

      To be continued...
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