
  
    [image: Feast of the Fallen]
  


  
    
      FEAST OF THE FALLEN

      
        VILLAINS OF KASSEL

        BOOK THREE

      

    

    
      
        LYDIA MICHAELS

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Feast of the Fallen

        Villains of Kassel

      

      

      
        
        By Lydia Michaels

        ©Lydia Michaels Books 2025

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.

        No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. While this novel explores themes inspired by real-world issues including systemic corruption, exploitation, and abuses of power, it is not based on or intended to depict any specific individual, organization, or event.

      

        

      
        This novel contains mature content intended for adult readers. Reader discretion is advised.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Enhance Your Reader Experience!

      

      
        A Warning

      

      
        Check Your Triggers

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. One Night

      

      
        2. Into the Giant’s Keep

      

      
        3. The Fallen

      

      
        4. Seeds of Doubt

      

      
        5. Vast Blue Nothingness

      

      
        6. The Room

      

      
        7. The Entitlement of Man

      

      
        8. The Weight of Crowns

      

      
        9. Protectors

      

      
        10. The White Swan

      

      
        11. The Golden Goose

      

      
        12. The Becoming

      

      
        13. The Body and the Blood

      

      
        14. The Wrecking Ball

      

      
        15. Run!

      

      
        16. Lost Boy

      

      
        17. Hide

      

      
        18. Seek

      

      
        19. Capture

      

      
        20. The Key

      

      
        21. Under The Eyes of Giants

      

      
        22. A Valley of Ashes

      

      
        23. Claimed

      

      
        24. Conquer

      

      
        25. The Fall

      

      
        26. Scars

      

      
        27. The Toll

      

      
        28. Nature of the Beast

      

      
        29. Drowning

      

      
        30. Surfacing

      

      
        31. Daybreak

      

      
        32. Above the Clouds

      

    

    
      
        Do You Follow Lydia?

      

      
        Thank you for your review!

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For Mrs. Poohbear.

        Thanks for being the communal therapist and OG Aunt V—always there with an open ear and heart, a sarcastic comment locked and loaded, and a bottle of champagne when necessary.

        I’m so glad we found each other again after being burned together at the stake all those centuries ago. Totally awesome, too, that we’re just as hot in this lifetime as our last.

        And so, the fight to destroy the patriarchy continues.

        Cheers.
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        Feast of the Fallen

        is filled with sensory details and easter eggs.

      

        

      
        Throughout the story, you will also see hidden messages that will lead you to the song behind the scene. These are optional story enhancements for reader enjoyment only.  If you prefer silence when reading, just skip them.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Feast of the Fallen Playlist]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This is a rage piece.

        I write it as a woman with her eyes wide open.

        I see the hypocrisy, the fascism, and the corruption of those in power who exploit those without.

        And I’m angered to a point that my fury defies the expectation of silence.

        We may be small when in the shadow of giants, but our voices still matter.

        This story is just one scream of many that I needed to get out, to prove that even after the longest, darkest, coldest of nights, a new dawn will inevitably arrive.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHECK YOUR TRIGGERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This is a dark romance born from the bones of a fairytale and baptized in the wreckage of a broken world.

      

        

      
        It does not flinch.

      

        

      
        Expect explicit sexual content, graphic language, and scenes of intense emotional intimacy. This novel contains depictions of child abuse (off-page but heavily implied), sexual assault, violence, murder, drug addiction, parental abandonment, branding, PTSD, and trauma responses, including dissociation and hypervigilance. Themes include class exploitation, corruption among the powerful, human trafficking, obsessive and possessive behavior, and the moral complexities of vengeance.

      

        

      
        The hero is not safe.

        He is not gentle.

        He is not sorry.

      

        

      
        If you need your monsters dressed in redemption, this isn't your story.

        But if you believe that the darkest fairytales tell the truest truths, pull up a chair.

        The Feast is about to begin.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPIGRAPH

          

        

      

    

    
      A seed doesn’t wonder what it will become. That’s the first mercy.

      Small enough to pocket. Small enough to smuggle in a fist. I was once a seed. Traded. Bartered. Owned.

      They never predicted what I would become.

      Bury a seed and it obeys—at first. Quiet. Patient. But leave it alone too long and it will overtake a kingdom.

      It waits, taking only what it needs. Time is a seed’s only possession. Patience is forced as dampness turns to rot, splitting it open in what feels like death.

      But a seed doesn’t die. It endures.

      It climbs through pressure and darkness, rung by rung, until it breaks free, ever aiming for the sky, until, one day,  it towers over all that once buried it like a dirty secret.

      Cut it back and it only grows more aggressively. A seed is never just a seed. It is the metamorphosis of time and darkness from which insidious giants are made.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          A TRADE FOR MAGIC BEANS

        

      

    

    
      London, Twenty-six Years Ago

      London fog hid the sun while wind cut like needles through Jackie’s threadbare clothes. Mum told him to wait, so he huddled on the stoop, drawing his knees to his chest as the rats scurried along the cracks on the pavement to an opening in the bricks while she spoke to the man in the car.

      Sometimes the house was colder inside than outside. But not when it rained. When it rained the air tasted of metal and ash.

      Cars didn’t usually come down their street, especially not ones as black or shiny as the one idling at the curb. It must be warm in that car, Jackie thought, watching steam curl from the open window where Mum leaned.

      A dog barked in the distance, raw and desperate until it turned hoarse.

      Jackie shivered. “Mum⁠—”

      Her finger pointed up, signaling silence before extracting a thick envelope from the hand that reached through the car window. She stuffed the item in her pocket as the sleek glass closed.

      The car pulled away, red lights shrinking until the mist swallowed them whole.

      She didn’t look at him when she turned. Instead, she kept her hands in her pockets and her gaze on the ground. “Come on, Jackie. You need a bath.”

      “It’s too cold⁠—”

      “No arguments.”

      “Who was that?”

      “No one.” She still wouldn’t meet his stare.

      “What’s in the bag, Mum?”

      Her hand pressed down on the bulge she’d tucked safely in her pocket. “Beans, Jackie. Just beans.”

      “Magic beans?” he asked, skipping after her.

      “I hope.”

      When they walked into the building she didn’t touch him. She didn’t brush a hand over his hair or help him with his jacket like she normally did. At age six, he didn’t have a name for the cold weight that settled in his chest that day. His mother’s affection had always been a source of warmth. And the absence of it weighed heavier than hunger.

      That was the day Mum’s tears started. Like an endless season of rain, her sadness went on so long, Jackie forgot what summer was like.

      After his bath, Jackie shivered under blankets, but the chill wouldn’t leave his bones. Water trickled from the gutters as rain seeped through cracked plaster. He normally lay with Mum on colder nights, but she hadn’t stopped crying, so he left her alone.

      The following day, when the church bells tolled, he awoke to his mother standing over him, her expression blank and her eyes flat.

      “What’s wrong, Mum?”

      She looked through him with that haunted stare. “Put on your blue jacket.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “Just you. It’s a surprise.” She wiped her eyes, the soft skin below her lashes red and raw. “Somewhere warm with lots of food and toys.”

      “Why can’t you come with me?”

      She shook her head, her dry, pale lips forming a flat line. “It’s not for mothers.”

      Jackie was so hungry, he needed little more than the promise of food to get moving. “Then I’ll bring you something back.”

      She blinked rapidly. “Bring yourself back. That’s all I need.”

      After dressing, they waited by the door. She gripped his hand, her hold cold and tight as if she were afraid to lose him in a crowd, but no one else was there. Her breath hitched and she crouched before him, tugging his jacket shut.

      “Listen to me, Jackie. Be a good boy and do exactly as you’re told, understand?”

      “I’m always a good boy, Mum,” he said cheekily, throwing his arms around her neck and squeezing tightly.

      “I know you are, baby. I know you are.”

      He should have held onto her a little longer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            ONE NIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Present Day

      

      Steam wafted from the industrial pressers like breath from a dying animal—hot, damp, carrying traces of whatever had soiled the sheets before Daisy fed them through the machine. Sweat pooled in the hollow of her throat, slid between her breasts, gathered in the creases of her elbows where heat had turned her skin pink and angry.

      Eight hours of this. Sometimes ten. Her hands knew the rhythm without her mind’s permission. Lift, feed, press, fold, stack. The familiar song of machinery no longer bothered her ears. She was as deaf to the white noise as she was to her own breathing.

      The Royal Kensington Hotel laundered three thousand pounds of linens daily—the number painted on a sign above the service entrance, as if volume were virtue. The guests who slept on these sheets would never see this room. They would never smell the chemical fog that clung to her hair and clothes, and probably the inside of her lungs.

      They found other things in the linens, though. Things meant to disappear. Things she was safer not reporting.

      Once, she’d found teeth. A molar with the root still attached, bloody at the tip. Maryanne, her co-worker, had simply crossed herself and carried it to the bin with a rag.

      Minimum wage didn’t earn much more of a response than that. Menial workers only touched the evidence of other people’s lives. They were the invisible class, used and unseen. Necessary, but rarely acknowledged, and it was best not to attract attention.

      “Daisy… Earth to Daisy.”

      Blinking out of whatever daydream she’d been lost in, Daisy glanced at Maryanne apologetically. “Sorry, did you say something?”

      Her co-worker stood at her elbow, dark brows drawn together. “You’re somewhere else today, mija. You eat breakfast this morning?” Her rheumatoid fingers lovingly clutched Daisy’s arm with a tenderness that made a knot tighten behind her ribs.

      She hadn’t eaten this morning. Only half a tin of beans at nine o’clock the previous night. But she was used to working on nothing but tap water.

      “I’m fine. Just tired.”

      “Tired is not fine.” Maryanne made a gesture that somehow encompassed Daisy’s overall exhaustion, malnutrition, and the general grind of injustice that accompanied her total existence. “You come to dinner Sunday. I make ropa vieja.”

      “You don’t have to⁠—”

      “No arguing. You need meat on your bones.” She lowered her voice. “So you can find a man, mija. A good one.”

      “I don’t want a man.”

      Daisy’s life didn’t allow time to think about such things. Love required time she couldn’t dedicate when survival stole every moment of the day. And love always came with risks, risks that could so easily end in loss.

      She’d lost enough.

      “Don’t you want someone to make you feel good? Hmm?”

      “I’m exhausted as it is, Maryanne.”

      “That’s inexperience talking. Passion is the spice of life. It wakes you up naturally. There’s a reason I have six children.”

      Daisy laughed, the sound rusty from disuse. “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “You’ll take my ropa vieja. Sunday. Six o’clock.”

      Maryanne bustled off before Daisy could refuse, and the warmth of the interaction faded quickly, leaving behind the steam and clank and the endless white river of sheets that didn’t care whether she lived or died.
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      The walk home took just under an hour. Her shoes—held together with hope and a prayer—slapped against the wet pavement like a soundtrack to her life. She didn’t think about the blister forming on her heel or the ache in her lower back. And she didn’t stop until she reached

      St. Crispin graveyard.

      Her gaze went to the tree in the far corner. Branches still bare from winter, but soon they would explode into pink blossoms. She didn’t know who St. Crispin was or why he had a cemetery named after him, but she knew that tree. A perfect tree, the kind from fairytales, gnarled at the trunk with twisting branches.

      She liked to imagine her mother resting beneath those soon-to-come blossoms. At peace, instead of in a generic cardboard box under the water-stained ceiling on Daisy’s mantle. No urn. No headstone. Just her mother’s name and dates on a peeling sticker.

      Her hand went to the tarnished gold locket hanging from her neck. Someday, Daisy planned to lay her mother to rest there.

      Turning away from the dream for now, she crossed the street to her flat.

      As soon as Daisy reached the second floor, she spotted the yellow notice taped to her door. The cruel, crisp warning popped against the peeling paint, and her stomach dropped.

      

      NOTICE OF RENT ADJUSTMENT...no longer subject to rent control provisions... ...increase of £340 per month effective immediately... Failure to comply will result in eviction.

      

      Three hundred forty more? That meant sixty-eight hours at minimum wage. Hours she didn’t have.

      She ate beans from tins. She hadn’t bought new shoes in two years. Her landlord might as well have asked for the moon.

      Throat tight, she ripped the notice from the door and crumpled it in her hand. She shivered the moment she stepped inside, not surprised to find the radiator not working again. Snatching the metal frying pan from the stove, she banged the radiator until it whistled to life.

      Uncrumpling the notice, she flattened it on the counter, smoothing out the creases and folding it neatly. She tucked it inside her tattered copy of The Great Gatsby where she hid her money. Her bookshelf, stuffed with paperbacks rescued from curbside boxes, held her only means of escape. Fairytales and love stories full of beautiful lies. But in books, the heroines always found a way out.

      That night, Daisy dreamed the yellow notice multiplied. One becoming ten. Ten becoming a hundred. Papering the walls until she was drowning in yellow. Until the numbers grew teeth and began chewing through her walls.

      She woke gasping as the radiator screamed. Grey dawn was already approaching.

      When she entered work, she didn’t immediately start her day. Fingers frozen, she went straight to the bathroom, as was her ritual. It took a while for the water to warm, so she started the faucet and sat on the closed toilet lid as she waited, head in her hands, gathering strength rather than falling apart.

      Once the water started to steam and she’d had a chance to find some motivation for the day, she washed her hands until feeling returned to her fingers. That was when she saw it.

      A square emerald envelope of the richest linen paper she’d ever seen.

      Frowning, she dried her hands on her coat and carefully lifted it for a closer look. The envelope had no place in a rust-stained bathroom covered in cracked porcelain. She should turn it in to the Lost and Found. But when she turned it over, gold lettering flashing under the fluorescent light, she hesitated.

      

      
        
        Open Me.

      

      

      

      Tracing the command with trembling fingers. How anyone could write such pretty letters? The metallic calligraphy was hand-done.

      Curiosity got the better of her. Glancing at the door to assure herself it was locked, she looked back at the formal envelope, examining it carefully. Her thumb slipped under the wax stamp, marked with the letters JT, and she broke the seal.

      “Oopsy.”

      Inside was a stiff single card. Same emerald paper, same gold lettering.

      

      
        
        A single night to change the rest of your life.

        www.FeastoftheFallen.com

      

      

      

      She opened the envelope wider, searching inside. Nothing else. No explanation. No instructions. Just a stupid website advertisement.

      The bin was overflowing with paper, so she stuffed the envelope in her pocket and rushed to her shift. Later, when she reached into her pocket on the walk home, she remembered it was there. The library was a mile detour from her usual walk home, and Daisy sometimes stopped in just for the warmth and a change of scenery.

      Once at a computer, she typed the address carefully.  “Feast of the fallen dot com.”

      The screen went emerald and gold filigree bloomed from the edges. Intricate vines twisted into scrollwork that breathed words onto the page one letter at a time.

      

      
        
        A single night to change the rest of your life.

      

      

      

      She scrolled down. A survey of sorts.

      

      
        
        When someone takes control, do you fight, follow, or test them?

      

      

      

      She frowned at the odd question, a strange flutter in her stomach. Not quite fear, not quite excitement, but trembling anticipation caught between the two.

      Not thinking much about the answer, she scrolled on.

      

      
        
        If surrender were safety, would you still call it weakness?

      

      

      

      Weakness was a word invented by people who could afford to be that analytical. When it was a choice between pride and eating, the label didn’t matter but survival did.

      

      
        
        What part of you becomes real only in darkness?

      

      

      

      She scrolled lower and a warning message appeared.

      

      
        
        You’ve made it this far, but giving nothing.

        This only works as an exchange.

        Without trust, there can be no reward.

        Now, be a good girl and answer the questions.

        Honesty is weighted higher than grammar.

        Desperation carries its own eloquence.

      

      

      

      Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. If it was some sort of game, she truly had nothing to lose. Everything of meaning was already gone.

      She filled in one answer then another, each one leading to the next with a satisfying hit of dopamine, praising her progress along the way. She didn’t care if it was artificial and meaningless. Being commended for her efforts warmed the hollows of her heart.

      As the survey went on, the questions became more personal. She was less concerned with guarding her innermost thoughts and more invested in the cathartic outlet the questions provided. Maybe this was why rich people spoke to therapists. She’d been holding a lot inside since her mother died and, now, she could finally let some of the pain and worry out.

      

      I lost my mother to a disease we couldn’t afford to treat. My father, a storm that passed through and left wreckage in its wake, was never mine to begin with. Nothing can replace the family I’ve lost because they aren’t things. They’re people. But for a short moment, they were mine. And when you’re not given much in this world, you learn to appreciate what little you have.

      

      “We close in twenty minutes.”

      Daisy hurried to finish, now invested and needing to see this survey to the end. She skimmed each question, filling in more and more details about herself. It was a thorough emotional check-up and one she might have needed more than she realized.

      

      Life has taught me to stop waiting. For rescue. For fairness. For someone to notice I was drowning. The world doesn’t pause for grief, so neither could I.

      

      A new question shimmered to life.

      

      
        
        What would you do for a million pounds?

        What would you do for two?

      

      

      

      She sat back, contemplating such a fantasy. She didn’t like to play games that gave her false hope, but she intended to finish this.

      She’d finally have the funds to bury her mother properly. She could rest without doing math in her head, without calculating how many days until rent was due or how many meals were left in the cupboard.

      For two? She laughed. Who needed two if they already had one?

      With one million alone, she’d be able to buy time to live however she wanted. She could buy a home, a car, take a vacation… Such luxuries were so foreign to her, they were difficult to picture. She didn’t dream of yachts or diamonds. But she did long to wake up without fear. That was the truest form of privilege.

      She didn’t need a million pounds. She only needed enough to escape the pressure of the burdens weighing her down.

      She tried to imagine a life where the air didn’t smell of hunger and every decision wasn’t driven by desperation.

      “Miss, it’s past eight. You have to sign off now.”

      “Please. Two more minutes.”

      The librarian pressed her lips into a thin line, but nodded.

      Daisy filled in the last of the answers and a notice appeared.

      

      
        
        Submitting your answers does not guarantee an invitation to

        The Feast of the Fallen.

        Only a choice few will be selected at the discretion of the host.

        If selected, you will be notified.

        A good faith incentive will be deposited into your designated account once the application process is complete, if you are accepted.

      

      

      

      All this for a scam? She scrolled lower, waiting for the part where they try to wheedle her personal information out of her, but there weren’t any more questions. What account did they intend to incentivize if they didn’t even attempt to steal her identity properly? For a scam, it was a pretty stupid one.

      “Fuck it.” She clicked submit.

      The screen went black and the browser kicked her out. Clicking the search bar, the history was blank as if she’d imagined the whole thing. She typed the address again only to get an error message.

      “What the hell?” Daisy rubbed her forehead. “I need sleep.”

      “Miss, I’ve been more than patient⁠—”

      “Sorry.” She sprung from the desk, bag in hand, and rushed past the librarian. “I’m going.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            INTO THE GIANT’S KEEP

          

        

      

    

    
      The sleek, black car from the day before returned. It wasn’t scary, but the silent energy radiating from his mother terrified him.

      Sliding his hand into hers, he looked up. “They’re here.” She cracked the door and cold wind cut through his clothes. Chills raced over his skin and every instinct of him begged not to go.

      They could lock the door and hide. That’s what she’d taught him to do whenever anything reeked of danger. Why weren’t they hiding now?

      “Remember what I said, Jackie, be a good boy.” Her grip tightened as her voice cracked.

      Something was wrong. Heaviness sank, cold and wild, in his hollow belly.  “I don’t feel good, Mum.”

      “That’s just nerves.” She kissed his head, briefly running her fingers through his fine, dark hair. “Once you get there you’ll feel better. They’re going to feed you.”

      The car stopped and Jackie’s heartbeat pounded in his ears. The windows were too dark to see who waited inside. A tall man unfolded from the driver side, his face arranged into an expression that gave nothing away, his eyes hidden behind sleek black glasses.

      Jackie followed his mother down the path to the car where she pulled him forward to introduce him to the man. “This is Jackie.”

      The man nodded, and handed Mum a small card. She released his hand, took the card, and stepped back.

      When Jackie moved to follow her, the man caught him by the back of the coat. “Not you. You stay with me.”

      He looked back at Mum, no longer wanting to go with this man. He didn’t care how hungry he was. The air was too still. “Mummy⁠—”

      “Go with the man, now, Jackie. Don’t fuss. I’ll be here when you come back.”

      His chin wobbled and his vision blurred. A door opened and the man waved him inside the warm car.

      “You do as I say, when I say, and we’ll get along fine. Understand?”

      He didn’t understand any of this. But he nodded anyway, because good boys did as they were told.

      A dark, rich scent swirled from the warm interior. The smooth black leather was soft and warm beneath him, the car fancier than a church. A basket of toys waited on the seat, a splash of color in an otherwise obsidian tomb. The door shut like a sealing vault before he could ask who it was for.

      Jackie rose on his knees, pressing his hands to the cool, black glass. “Mummy!” She turned away, deaf to his cries and he pounded his palms harder. “Mum!” She didn’t look back. “Mum, wait!”

      The car began to move.

      Jackie sat back, wiping away tears as pressure built in his chest. He cried so hard he could hardly breathe. But the car kept moving.

      Buildings whooshed by, replaced by streets he didn’t recognize, then hedgerows and fields so vivid and green they hurt his eyes. The sky opened up, wider than any sky he’d ever seen, and the world no longer appeared drenched in grey.

      It was his first car ride, and a rather long one. He didn’t want to touch the toys, but after a while, when his sobs had slowed to short breathy hiccups, he gave in to temptation and pulled a brightly colored book from the basket.

      He traced the letters on the cover and slowly sounded them out. “Jack…and…the…” He didn’t know how to say that big word. He looked at the back of the driver’s head. “What does this say?”

      Dark lenses looked back at him from the mirror, but the driver didn’t respond.

      “Bees,” Jackie decided. “Jack and the Bees.”

      With a sniffle, he opened the book, choosing not to read the words, but getting just as much pleasure from the colorful picture. There was a cow and a boy. He planted seeds that grew into a long vine that reached the clouds. Then there was a giant.

      When the car slowed, black iron gates appeared, twisted into leaves and topped with spikes that reminded him of sharp teeth.

      “I’m here with the boy,” the driver said to a post with a tiny box.

      The gates opened inward, revealing a driveway that stretched like the tongue of a sleeping giant. The building at the end was too big to be a house. A castle, maybe.

      It rose from the hill as if seated among clouds. Thick, white columns framed the entrance as a hundred windows stared out like eyes. They parked beside a fountain with three stone horses rearing upward and spraying water into the sunlight.

      The door opened and Jackie sank deeper into the shadows of the car.

      “Come on. This way. The chancellor is waiting.”

      His legs shook as he climbed out, white gravel crunching beneath his tattered, dirty shoes. He didn’t belong in this pristine place.

      A woman stood in the entrance, tall and thin, dressed in black, grey hair pulled so tight it stretched her face. She looked at Jackie like a stain on the carpet.

      “He’ll need to be washed.” She touched his hair, as if searching for something hidden in the strands. “And those clothes should go right in the rubbish.”

      “Is this a church?” he asked, stepping under the high ceiling with a dome glass  that let the sun in. Gold framed paintings hung on every wall, depicting clouds, twisting vines, and cherubs stroking harps. Even the white tile floor gleamed.

      “Don’t dawdle.” The woman’s voice cracked like a whip as she urged him up the sprawling staircase. “What’s your name?”

      “Jack Fitzgerald Thorne.”

      “That’s a long name for such a little boy.”

      “My mum calls me Jackie.”

      They stopped before a door twice the usual size and she knocked twice.

      “Enter.”

      She led him inside a room where bookshelves lined every wall. Flames danced in a fireplace, making the air warm and dry. Behind an enormous desk sat a man like a king on a throne.

      “The boy is here.”

      The man looked up from his work and drummed fat fingers along the surface of the desk. A gold ring glinted just below his knuckle with the letters RA. “Well, bring him forward. Let me see what I’ve paid for.”

      Jackie dug in his heels as she pulled him closer to the desk. The man rose, eclipsed whatever daylight filtered from the window behind him. His body spilled over the seams of his clothes like dough rising from a pan. As he looked down at Jackie, taking his measure, his chin stacked on sagging folds of skin.

      Maybe he was a king. That would explain why there was so much gold. Gold buttons. Gold watch. Gold pin shaped like a little harp. Even his brassy hair and aged skin carried an unnatural golden glow.

      His eyes moved over Jackie’s body slowly, like a butcher pricing meat. Whatever he saw, he made no expression to show if he was disappointed or pleased. “See that he’s bathed properly.”

      “Yes, Chancellor.”
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        * * *
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      “We’re approaching The Preserve now, Mr. Thorne.”

      Henry’s voice ripped Jack from his memories into the present. Tugging his lapels, he cleared his mind and glanced at the familiar gothic spires and dark stone edifice approaching.  “Thank you, Henry.”

      The Preserve materialized through morning mist like a fever dream, the architecture on a scale that dwarfed human ambition, creating an exclusive, otherworldly wonderland where the world’s wealthiest adults came to play.

      Despite their darker proclivities, Stone, Ash, and Hunter Volkov were men of integrity and great privacy. Their twisted tastes for carnality helped shape The Feast into everything it had become over the last ten years.

      Had it really been ten years since he set his plan into action? The first feast lived in his memory as if it were only yesterday. This year’s festivities marked a commemorative triumph only he could truly understand. To others, it was merely a wild night that changed the lives of a select few.

      Jack exited the Bentley before Henry reached his door. The massive front doors swung open and Stone Volkov filled the threshold like a sentinel carved from the same dark material as the lodge itself.

      “J.” Stone’s green eyes caught the light with predatory calm. “Early as always.”

      “Good to see you, Stone.”

      Like his Russian brothers, Stone’s bearlike presence radiated the kind of stillness that preceded violence. But Jack was under no threat here.

      “Ash is waiting in the study. Hunter’s wrapping up a few security checks.” He gestured for Jack to lead the way inside.

      The unchanged entrance carried an inescapable draft due to its massive size and ancient stone walls. Soaring ceilings reflected in the black marble floors. Wrought-iron chandeliers hung overhead, bristling with gas flames that never dimmed. No wonder people called them the three bears. Something animal and unrefined lay dormant beneath their power and wealth, something only a fool would wake.

      When they reached the study, a large library with a gaping fireplace and an antique billiard table in the back, Ash Volkov rose from behind a massive desk, stretching out his hand in a warm welcome. “J.” His golden hair caught the fading sunlight as his ice-blue eyes creased at the corners. He rounded the desk and clasped Jack’s hand. “Welcome back.” He gestured to a leather chair before the fireplace. “Coffee?”

      Jack settled into a leather Chesterfield chair. “Mad Hatter if you have it.”

      Ash raised a brow, but made no comment as he moved to the bar cart, and poured two fingers of amber into a crystal glass.

      Jack was still on Tokyo time.

      Heavy footfalls announced Hunter Volkov’s approach as Ash handed Jack the glass. The third Volkov brother entered the study like an unapologetic storm, black eyes sweeping the room before offering any form of greeting.

      “Perimeter’s clear.” He eased his impressively honed body into the chair opposite Jack. “You’re fucking early.”

      “I’m always early.”

      Most would shiver at Hunter’s scarred face, but Jack had seen true ugliness before and didn’t flinch at the superficial kind. Deep down, they all had scars. Some simply had the luxury to hide them better than others.

      Hunter’s gaze lowered to the glass resting in his palm. “Good trip?”

      “Successful. No complaints.”

      “Good.”

      Ash retrieved a leather portfolio, thick with correspondence. Jack’s golden stalk insignia embossed on the cover.

      “Four hundred twelve applications. Screened to eighty-seven viable candidates for you to review personally.”

      Jack took the file. “Thank you.”

      He’d refined the application process over several years. The carefully designed process sought a specific kind of desperation, the moral riddles eliminating thrill-seekers along the way. The sensual questions ensured the events menu fit the tastes of their male guests.

      But Jack valued the essays most. Those couldn’t be worked through an algorithm or delegated to someone else. It was his event and therefore he saw it as his personal duty to read each and every one that made it this far, leaving the final selection to his discretion.

      The essays were a far cry from quality literature, but each one told a story and showed him proof that good humans still existed. The words on those pages were glimpses into real people’s souls.

      Flipping open the folder he skimmed the first few applications, only giving them a surface glance.

      “Daisy Burdan. A twenty-two year old laundress in West London. No criminal record,” he read aloud.

      “There are a few in there with records.”

      “That doesn’t bother me. Sometimes people have no other choice but to break the law. Not everyone is privileged enough to escape the penalties.” He shut the folder, deciding to save the finer details for later when he was alone.

      “I’ll forward my approval list by week’s end.”

      “Perfect. We should be able to get the official invitations delivered by the end of the month. There are a few who we’re still investigating. Just double checking to make sure we have the correct address and account information.”

      Jack didn’t question how they hacked into such private data. Experience showed him the Volkovs were sticklers for details and experts when it came to digital and physical security. He trusted them to get the job done.

      “Emerald card? Gold seal? The full presentation as usual?” Ash asked.

      “Simple and elegant.”

      Once they had the guest list covered, they reviewed venue preparations. Jack toured the ballroom where the masquerade, better known as The Wrecking Ball would take place. Chandeliers were being dusted and rehung by silent staff working diligently to see to every preparation. The black marble floor reflected like dark water.

      Ash noted the various areas that would be transformed for the event. “The does and stags will arrive by limo and be presented from the veranda as usual. The hunters will be well on their way by that point, having enjoyed several hours of libations prior to the ball.”

      Jack paused long enough to draw one servant’s attention. “You’re doing lovely work,” he said softly and the servant quickly dropped their gaze.

      Ash’s detailed description of the ball faded as he looked peculiarly at Jack.

      Jack, as always, deflected any comment by maintaining control of the conversation. “The hunters—walk me through the confirmed list.”

      “Of course. Forty-seven confirmed, twelve pending.” Ash handed him the list. “The usual crowd.”

      Jack glanced at the list, his inspection snagging on one name in particular. “Hadrian Welles,” he read with distaste. “His behavior last year caused some concerns.”

      “He’s an aggressive prick,” Hunter corrected. “If he behaves like that again, his invitation gets revoked. Permanently.”

      Hadrian Welles was fifth-generation wealth, the kind who believed power, once inherited, led to irrevocable entitlement. He couldn’t be more wrong.

      “Let’s hope he’s smart enough not to cross any lines,” Stone said. “We’ll keep a close eye on him. Wait until you see the security upgrades, J.”

      “I look forward to it.”

      Men like Welles were why Jack created the Feast. Not to serve them. To expose them.

      He continued to skim the list. “Peter Pangbourne? That honeymoon was short-lived.”

      “What honeymoon?” Stone laughed. “He’s still not married.”

      Ash rolled his eyes. “Even if he did go through with it, he’d still attend the feast. Peter refuses to grow up and I doubt he’ll ever settle down.”

      “Lyra Wilde’s only going to put up with so much,” Stone continued, implying he had personal experience with Peter’s perpetual fiancée.

      Shortly after they returned to the study, dainty footsteps approached. The three brothers stood in unison, and Jack followed their gaze to the door.

      A small blonde in a cashmere sweater dress stepped in carrying a tray. “Sorry to interrupt.” She grinned cheekily. “But I wanted to.”

      Ash took the unnecessary tray of fruit and coffee, setting it aside. “Thank you, printsessa.”

      Hunter scowled. “Very clever, Lisichka. But you still disobeyed us.”

      Unintimidated, she extended a hand to Jack. “You must be the man I heard so much about. It’s nice to finally meet you. I’m Marigold.”

      He glanced at the brothers before touching her. Stone nodded.

      “J Thorne.” He clutched her dainty fingers in a brief greeting. “A pleasure.”

      Marigold’s eyes flicked between the brothers. “I think I see why you didn’t want me to meet him.” She looked back at Jack. “There’s something…palpable about you.”

      “Unfortunately, Marigold won’t be attending,” Hunter growled.

      “She’ll be busy,” Stone agreed, “nursing a very sore ass.”

      Ash pulled her back against his front, tucking a blonde curl behind her ear as he whispered, “Does it feel good being seen?”

      She laughed nervously. “I…” She chewed her lower lip then lifted her chin. “Yes, it does. Better than being hidden away like a dirty secret.”

      Stone shook his head. “Showtime’s over⁠—”

      “What? No!” She looked at Jack, but he was staying out of whatever sort of lovers quarrel this was.

      “No?” Hunter repeated, his thick Russian accent darker than usual.

      “Fine. Have it your way, brat.” Stone led her to the billiard table.

      “Wait—”

      “For what? You obviously need more attention.” He kissed her hard, backing her against the antique table and arching her back toward the felt surface. “We warned you to stay out of sight. You disobeyed.” He lifted her onto the table. “Someone hold her arms.”

      Ash rounded the table and pinned her arms to the surface. Stone pushed up her dress, exposing her snow-white panties.

      Jack set down his empty glass. “I think we’ve covered⁠—”

      “Stay.” Hunter ordered. “Marigold wants you to watch. Don’t you, Lisichka?”

      Jack settled back in his seat, not because he’d been ordered to do so or because he had any interest in what was about to take place, but because the bourbon was good and it would take a moment for Henry to bring the car around.

      Hunter joined the others, surrounding Marigold as they sprawled her out on the billiard table like a feast. Jack sent a text alerting Henry that the meeting was over.

      Stone plucked a pool cue from the rack, unscrewing the wide end and tossing the tapered tip aside. Most men would pay a fortune for his front-row seat. Jack would give it away for free.

      “Spread those legs like you mean it, or I’ll flip you over and smack that ass until it’s raw.”

      Hunter held her ankle while Ash pinned her arms. Marigold’s whimpers turned to moans as Stone leaned over her, his arm moving steadily, that thick end of the cue in hand.

      “See what you made us do,” Ash murmured. “Bad girl.” He smirked at his brother. “Don’t stop until she’s dripping.”

      Jack swallowed down the last sip of Mad Hatter, his face a mask of neutrality.

      “Put that hand to use,” Hunter said, the hiss of his zipper lowering a whispered backdrop to her increasing moans.

      Jack quietly set his empty glass aside, leaving them to the rest of their afternoon. He showed himself out just as Marigold’s cries crescendoed.

      The Feast would begin in three weeks. Fifty-some tributes would descend upon The Preserve once they made it through The Becoming. The hunters would greet them once presented at The Wrecking Ball, then The Hunt would begin.

      Jack was already looking forward to it, but not the way most men did. They were there to chase the does. Jack stayed to the shadows, the perfect vantage to hunt the hunters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            THE FALLEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Jackie didn’t know how many days had passed since he arrived at the chancellor’s house. Time moved differently in the presence of giants.

      Hours raced like minutes.

      Minutes dragged like centuries.

      Sharp breaths held for eternities.

      And heartbeats jerked out of rhythm.

      When Jackie was finally driven home, he lacked the strength to rush out of the car—no matter how much he wanted to. His body moved slowly, so not to hurt any worse. Small steps. Shallow breaths. The closer he came to the stoop the more he shook.

      The car didn’t linger and was gone before he made it through the door.

      “Mummy?”

      The floorboards creaked from above and he looked up, confused if he was in trouble or safe. Her eyes locked with his from where she stood on the landing, but neither moved.

      Did she know? Did they tell her what he did? The chancellor said it was their little secret, so he wasn’t sure.

      “Jackie…” she finally whispered, the word pained and raw. She rushed down the stairs, hand on the banister so she didn’t fall, and not stopping until she pulled him into her arms.

      She winced at the sudden contact.

      “Are you hurt?”

      Words stuck in his throat as she lifted his shirt, inspecting his back and belly. He didn’t like looking at the dark marks there, so he closed his eyes.

      “Oh, my poor baby.” When she hugged him again, he tensed. Hugs weren’t the same anymore. Nothing was.

      Pain radiated through him as he tried to stifle a sob. Sweat gathered like cold mist on his skin as he shook violently. She clutched his shoulders, but even that was too much. Turning away, he lurched forward and vomited all over the floor.

      Chocolates and greasy burgers and too many horrific memories to evacuate. Belted out a sob, he fell to his knees. When his mother came behind him, he instinctively scrabbled away, cowering and confused with his back to the wall.

      “Oh, baby, it’s okay.”

      He shook his head, telling her it wasn’t, but he couldn’t find the words to explain why. He just knew he didn’t want to be touched anymore.

      Her hand rushed to her mouth as she stared at him. He hadn’t meant to make her cry.

      “I’m sorry, Mummy.”

      She shook her head and looked away.

      His stomach twisted, making the soreness inside that much worse. He didn’t know what to do, so he covered his face to hide.

      “Don’t cry,” she said, close but no longer touching. “You’re not in any trouble, baby.” Slowly, she reached forward the brush delicate fingers through his hair, but stopped when he turned away shutting his eyes. “I made soup. It might help your tummy.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      She looked at him with concern. “They must have fed you real well.”

      Jackie didn’t want to think of that. He wanted to forget everything. “Can I go to bed please?” he asked, dragging his wet nose against his sleeve.

      She looked at him then, chin wobbling, eyes brimming with tears. Finally, after a long moment, she nodded.

      Pushing himself off the floor, he stepped around the mess. “I’m sorry I threw up.”

      She didn’t respond, only silently watched him with that haunted look in her eyes.

      When he made it to his room, he couldn’t sleep. Every time his eyes closed, he saw things he didn’t want to see. And when he started to doze, his body jerked awake as if hands were reaching for him.

      Sometime in the middle of the night, he woke to pee. Mum wasn’t in her room. He found her downstairs, huddled in a chair, sleeping.

      Jackie wandered into the kitchen and paused. Where there had been empty shelves before, tins now stacked three deep. Beans and vegetables and cans of milk. His belly was too sore to eat any of it.

      He returned to the den but didn’t enter when he heard a noise. A real wood fire burned in the fireplace. Jackie crept closer, silently watching as his mother placed another log in the flames.

      Her face looked sad and he believed he was to blame. When she sat down, she started to cry. He almost went to her then, but froze when she snapped, “Stop it. What’s done is done.”

      She moved to kneel on the floor in front of the table where strange objects scattered across the surface. Her hand shook as she tapped white powder from a small vial onto the table and cut into it with a blade. She carefully scooped the powder onto a spoon and held it over the flame of a candle, cooking it until it melted into liquid.

      She used a thin tube to extract the liquid from the spoon, then tied a string around her arm. Her skin bulged and her hand shook as she lifted the tube, pressing it into her flesh. Her eyes closed and her body melted back into the chair.

      When she didn’t move for some time, Jackie stepped forward. “Mum?”

      “Jackie…” Eyes barely open, her voice drifted across the room. “You’re awake.”

      A strange odor tickled his nose. “Are you sick?”

      “Mm, I’ll be fine. Just taking some medicine.”

      He crept closer as her head lolled back. When she looked up at him, her eyes were different. The large, flat circles in the middle reminded him of fish eyes. The dead kind that watched them whenever they walked past the fish market in town.

      “My beautiful boy...” She stretched weakly for him, but he stepped out of reach. “I had to do it, baby... for us.”

      “Mummy, please sit up.”

      Her eyes opened, staring at him with those dead fish eyes. Tears shimmered against the black where the reflection of the firelight glowed. “What have I done?” She covered her face and screamed. “What have I done?” She bellowed, causing Jackie to take another step back. “I’m sorry!”

      He didn’t like seeing her like this but he didn’t know what to do. “Mummy, please get up.” He tried to pull her off the floor, but she was too heavy.

      “I did it for us. We have food now, and heat. It wasn’t too bad, was it, to see how the rich live?”

      A chill raced up his spine, his brow softening as his face melted from the bone. He stepped back and blinked. Up until then, he didn’t think she knew.

      Concern shifted to anger as his breath quickened. “I don’t want to go back there.”

      She nodded, sniffling and wiping away more tears. “Never again, baby. I promise. No more... I’ll never let anyone hurt you again.”

      Needing that promise more than anything else, he sat beside her and gently rested his head on her arm.

      “It was just a dream, Jackie. Just a bad dream.”

      But it wasn’t a dream. Even at six, he knew that was a lie. Dreams didn’t hurt after you woke up. Dreams didn’t leave marks.

      

      Jack opened his eyes just as the Bentley carved through the countryside where the landscape transformed into sprawling fields that marked the sanctuary he called home. It had been weeks since he’d been back in his own territory, and he was anxious to return to his private space.

      The Isles of Kassel created a private refuge for the top one percent. He’d bought his island nearly two decades ago, but unlike the others, he never allowed outsiders to visit.

      The car crested a hill, and Thornfield Manor came into view, delivering an instantaneous sense of relief.

      Home.

      The house emerged like a cathedral tribute to the Jazz era, excessive in its Art Deco design, but unlike anything he’d ever seen before. Jack had purchased it from a shipping magnate drowning in debt, a man whose father nearly lost the family fortune to gambling before successfully losing everything in the end.

      Three stories of pale limestone flanked by twin towers.  He loved the way the stained glass caught the sun and popped against the grey English sky, crowns decorated with sunburst motifs in gold leaf and geometric order. Parapets pierced the clouds as green copper gutters spiraled elegantly to the ground.

      It was obscene. It was beautiful. It was his.

      A soon as Henry pulled under the awning, the doors opened and Nick materialized at the threshold of the door.

      “Our prince has returned,” he greeted, his familiarity earned over the course of thirty years and unmatched by others. “I trust your journey was uneventful.”

      “Tedious.” Jack handed over the portfolio from The Preserve. “But successful. Have these sent to my study.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “Something smells good.” The rich, savory scent of rosemary perfumed the air.

      “Myrtle’s been in the kitchen all day, anticipating your return.”

      Myrtle. Warmth spread through his chest as warm and wholesome as the stew she was likely cooking.

      The sixty-three-year-old former prostitute now ran his household with iron efficiency. Jack didn’t have family, but his staff kept the loneliness at bay.

      The kitchen was Myrtle’s domain. Copper saucepans hung from a rack, herbs burst from terra cotta pots on the sill. And a pot was always simmering on the stove. Today’s dish smelled of rosemary and wine.

      “I hope you’re hungry,” she greeted in thick cockney, before turning around. “Just as I suspected, thinner by a stone.”

      “I doubt that,” he laughed, sliding into the empty seat by the counter. “I skipped breakfast.”

      “No you didn’t. I can smell the bourbon on your breath.”

      “Well, I didn’t eat yet. I wanted to wait for a home-cooked meal.”

      She set a slice of fresh baked bread before him. “How was Tokyo?”

      “Unchanged.” He bit into the warm bread and moaned. “Delicious.”

      She placed a cup and saucer before him and filled it with steaming tea. “Earl Grey, just as you like.” She dropped in a slice of lemon and it floated to the surface. “No sugar.”

      “Thank you, Myrtle.”

      She waited as he took a sip. “You look tired, Jack. Not Tokyo tired.”

      “It’s that time of year.”

      Her lips pressed thin. “Maybe this year you skip The Feast⁠—”

      “I can’t.”

      “You’re the host. You can do whatever you want.”

      “The process has already begun. People are counting on me. I can’t let them down.”

      Her hand briefly squeezed his, a privilege few others were permitted. “I wish it didn’t take such a toll on you. I know how some things can stir memories best left in the past.”

      “It’s good for me to remember. Keeps me in check.”

      “You’re a good man, Jack. You keep yourself in check.”

      He raised a brow. They both knew that wasn’t true.

      She patted his hand. “You’ll never turn into them, Jack. I wish you had more faith in yourself. Stop worrying about everyone else’s happiness and think of your own for a change.”

      “I’m happy.”

      She gave him a doubting look. “You should save one of those women for yourself.”

      “It’s worth more if they save themselves.”

      “You’re missing the point, Jack. Any one of those women would be lucky to have you. There’s no harm in saving one for yourself.”

      “I’m no one’s savior.” And the tributes weren’t treasures to steal. They were people.

      She pursed her lips. “Now, I’m proof that’s not true, and you know it. Drink your tea before it gets cold. The soup should be ready soon.”

      “I’ll take it in my study.”

      Her disapproving stare told him she didn’t approve, but she knew better than to argue. Myrtle had a lot of pull with him, but even she couldn’t change his mind.

      Once he found his way upstairs, he stripped off his clothes before he even entered the master bathroom. The heated black marble floors and freestanding copper tub overlooking the private gardens was a temple to controlled indulgence.

      His gaze avoided the mirror as he prepared the tub, briefly checking his messages as he waited for it to fill.

      His reflection moved in the peripheral of his gaze, but he ignored the scars mapping his skin. He knew those raised ridges by heart without studying the visual reminder every day.

      Stepping into the warm water, he let the warmth seep into his muscles that never fully relaxed. Bathing was more than a ritual to him, it was an indulgence that anchored him to the present, a ritual he needed, especially this time of year when The Feast reminded him so much of his past.

      He soaked until the water chilled, then dressed in loungewear and headed to the study.

      Three walls of windows, the fourth lined with books. His real library, stretched over two floors, was down the hall.

      The portfolio he’d given to Nick waited on his desk, beside a steaming bowl of soup with a note in Myrtle’s handwriting ordering him to eat before he got to work.

      Jack ignored both and poured himself two fingers of Mad Hatter, letting the bourbon burn away the last haze of softness from the bath. Collecting the portfolio from the desk, he moved in front of the fire.

      The rejections came first. Easy decisions. ‘I want to be famous.’ No. ‘I’d use the money to start an influencer brand.’ Absolutely not.

      He wasn’t in the business of grooming the unfortunate toward entitlement. This was about altering the destiny of the destitute, revealing the hidden potential of the overlooked that deserved it most.

      He paused over an application sent from The States. Philadelphia. Nineteen, mother of two, recently fled an abusive ex. The defiance in her blunt prose made him see a survivor rather than victim.

      “Trisha Carter,” he read aloud. “Approved.”

      The next two were rejections, but the woman from Glasgow caring for a disabled sister on a janitor’s salary made the cut. So did the young man from Brighton, claiming not to want a handout but, rather, a chance to earn something that can’t be taken away.

      One by one, Jack sorted souls into piles. The deserving. The desperate. The greedy. The hopeless. The hopeful.

      He was playing God, but that was the point. God did a shitty job protecting the poor. Only a fool would trust divine intervention when so many evil men held the world in a chokehold of power. But every year, Jack loosened those strangling fingers a little more.

      He savored the sweetness of dark satisfaction that flooded his chest, elating in his ability to not only forever change a person’s life for the better, but also dismantle the once-believed impenetrable world of the corrupt.

      “Daisy Burdan,” he read, opening the next application. He skimmed her essay and paused halfway down to go back and read it more carefully. A rawness hidden between the lines spoke to him. Something authentic and not at all performative.

      

      
        
        Life has taught me to stop waiting. For rescue. For fairness. For someone to notice I was drowning. The world doesn’t pause for grief, so neither could I.

      

      

      

      “Christ.” He knew that desperate, clawing need to escape. The urgency to get out when brutal exhaustion endlessly tried to swallow a person whole.

      He withdrew her photograph—a grainy image from some government database the Volkovs found. Despite the poor resolution, arresting resolve in her eyes. Not beauty, though beauty was there, it was her eyes that gave him pause.

      Arresting.

      He recognized that look.

      She had an accidental way about her, like she didn’t know she was pretty because no one ever told her. He imagined her humble yet strong. Endearing in the rawest, human way.

      Jack set the application in the approved pile and rose to refill his glass, only to reconsider his dinner waiting on the desk. The soup was ice cold now, but no less delicious.

      His phone buzzed, and his jaw tightened at the caller ID. Geoffrey Ashworth.

      He let it ring twice more, taking his time to wipe his mouth on a linen napkin before answering. “Thorne.”

      “J.” Ashworth’s voice was fraught with relief. “Thank God. I’ve been trying to reach you for days.”

      Jack said nothing, lifting his glass, letting silence stretch.

      “I need to talk to you. As a friend.”

      “We’re not friends, Geoffrey.”

      “Of course, we are. The club, the dinners⁠—”

      “Transactions. Don’t mistake proximity for intimacy.”

      “S-sure.” A shaky exhale. “But I need your advice. I don’t understand what happened. One day, I had everything, and then...” His breathing turned frantic as he shifted the phone.  “Someone’s been sabotaging me. My investors all pulled out overnight. Lisa took the children to her mother’s. I’m living in a fucking budget hotel, J. Christ, I had to sell my art just for some pocket change.”

      “And?” Pocket change to billionaires was a fortune to others. Ashworth still had a ways to go.

      “And I need help. The banks won’t talk to me. You know people. If you could make a few calls⁠—”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because we⁠—”

      “Don’t say we’re friends.”

      “But we’ve known each other for years, J.”

      More than enough time to discover what kind of man Ashworth was. Jack took a slow sip. “Do you remember our dinner at Mayfair’s three years ago? You’d had too much wine and offered to arrange something for me.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Think hard, Ashworth. You called it…entertainment.”

      “Is that what this is about? I can try to pull some strings⁠—”

      “What makes you think I would want to be entertained like that, by a child?”

      Silence.

      “You’re a stain, Geoffrey. A cancer. When you abuse your power, you cease to deserve it. There are always consequences.” Jack’s voice remained level. “You deserve to suffer. Enjoy what you have left. It won’t be long until even that’s gone.”

      “J, what are you saying? Did you have something to do with this?”

      It was what Jack did best, but that was privileged information Geoffrey Ashworth hadn’t earned.  “Goodbye, Geoffrey.” Silence. “Don’t call this number again.”

      Jack ended the call and set the phone face-down—hand steady, pulse unchanged. He felt nothing for men like Ashworth. Not pity, not rage. Just the quiet satisfaction that the world would soon contain one fewer monster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          
            SEEDS OF DOUBT

          

        

      

    

    
      Daisy awoke on Tuesday with a dull throb in her mouth, easily ignored beneath the weight of her responsibilities. But by Thursday, that dull ache sharpened into a persistent gnawing that pulsed in time with her heartbeat. She went to sleep with a headache and woke up on Friday with a migraine that made it impossible to think of anything beyond the consistent pounding of everything above her shoulders.

      She’d chewed on the left side for three days, avoiding anything too hot, too cold, too sweet, too hard. Which left approximately nothing on the menu except lukewarm tea and the soft centers of day-old bread.

      Two weeks had passed since she’d visited the library. Fourteen days of checking her phone for emails before truly giving up hope. Stupidity crept in with each unanswered refresh. Believing, even for a moment, that she might be spontaneously rescued from her circumstances was a level of foolishness she couldn’t afford.

      This was reality. Not some fanciful romance book that promised a happy ending.

      “Stupid,” she muttered to herself as she climbed the front stairs to her flat.

      The stench of mildew and someone’s burnt dinner greeted her in the foyer as she stepped out of the cutting wind. A fluorescent bulb flickered overhead, casting everything in sickly yellow. The mailboxes, as always, were overflowing with takeaway menus and bills but a flash of emerald made her pause.

      Her heart stuttered. There, polished and glinting against the grey, perched atop the pile of rubbish, sat a deep emerald envelope with gold filigree calligraphy.

      “Oh, my God.” She rushed to the mailboxes and lifted it with shaky hands.

      

      
        
        Daisy Burdan

      

      

      

      They knew her name now. The game was changing.

      Her hand trembled as she reached forward, half-expecting it to dissolve like a ghost, but the paper was solid beneath her fingers. Heavy. Real. Thick as a promise and stiff enough to break.

      She stared down at the emerald linen envelope as if it held more than paper inside, and her fluctuating doubts renewed to hope. Somehow, the wait had made its appearance that much more meaningful.

      No address. No return. Just her name embossed in gold. On the back, a hand-pressed wax seal in gold with stalk twisted upward around the letters JT.

      Her head snapped up when a door on the second floor opened and slammed. Footsteps moved quickly overhead. She stuffed the envelope inside her jacket and rushed upstairs.

      The lock to her flat stuck, as it always did. “Come on, you bugger.”

      Jiggling the key, she shouldered her way inside, and slammed the door behind her.

      She rushed to her bed and sat on the edge, withdrawing the formal envelope from her jacket. She stared in awe at the pristine, filigree calligraphy and rich paper in her work-roughened hands.

      They knew it was her. Wrote it in gold ink. Her thumb glided over each letter. Never before had she thought of her name as pretty until seeing it scrolled in metallic gold with letters that slanted and twirled like living vines on a page.

      Her thumb slid beneath the wax signet, releasing a satisfying crack. A faint scent she couldn’t name tickled her nose. Something rich and smoky, like expensive things she’d never owned.

      Inside, she found a single card:

      

      
        
        You have been selected.

        Your presence is requested at The Feast of the Fallen.

        To confirm your attendance and receive further instructions, visit: FeastoftheFallen.com

        Enter your one-time access password within twenty-four hours: THEHARVESTING

        This code will expire.

        This invitation will not be extended again.

        —J.T.

      

      

      

      Daisy blinked and read it again. The words didn’t change.

      You have been selected...

      “I won.” Her mouth curved as she stared in shock.

      What she won was unclear, but there was a deeply satisfying sense of validation in being chosen for whatever this was.

      Daisy glanced at the kitchen clock. The library closed in ten minutes. She preferred not to use her limited data plan, but this invitation expired. Fishing her phone from her bag, she powered it on.

      As soon as the search bar appeared, she typed the address. The screen went emerald. Gold filigree bloomed from the edges as vines twisted into scrollwork with a small space prompting her to enter the access code.

      She carefully typed: THEHARVESTING

      The screen shimmered, dissolving from the glamorous welcome into what looked like a legal agreement of sorts. Daisy frowned as she read the words plastered boldly at the top of the page.

      

      
        
        NON-DISCLOSURE AGREEMENT

        

        By proceeding beyond this point, you acknowledge and accept the following terms: All information regarding The Feast of the Fallen is strictly confidential. Violation of this agreement will result in immediate legal action and financial penalties not to exceed £10,000,000.

      

      

      

      “Ten million pounds?” Her heart sank as a sharp sense of unease punctured her excitement. Who were these people?

      A timer appeared at the top of the screen.

      

      
        
        01:59:47

        01:59:46

        01:59:45

      

      

      “Oh, shit.” She had less than two hours before her choice would disappear and the site would likely vanish again.

      
        
          
            [image: Delight]
          
        

      

      Not thinking about the consequences, she read on.

      Her mouth went dry as she massaged her sore cheek. This wasn’t just about silencing. It was about making sure that whatever happened at this thing they called The Feast stayed buried beneath a mountain of legal terror.

      What kind of gathering required this level of secrecy?

      Any contract this intense should terrify her. And it did. Nervousness churned in her belly, outdone by her extreme curiosity. What was the worst they could do to her? She had nothing. If they came after her for some sort of violation, they’d be sorely disappointed with the outcome.

      Daisy typed her name, her birthdate, and the numbers they asked for, all while watching that timer from the corner of her eye.

      “Here goes nothing.” She signed her signature in clumsy digital scrawl. When she clicked ACCEPT, the page dissolved.

      

      
        
        THE FEAST OF THE FALLEN

        

        Dear Potential Tribute, Please read the following terms in their entirety…

      

      

      

      “Potential tribute?” Words like tribute didn’t stir confidence.

      

      
        
        SECTION I: PAYOUT STRUCTURE

        

        All confirmed tributes will receive a participation payment of £1,000,000, deposited directly into their designated account upon commencement of The Hunt.

        

        Tributes who are successfully “captured” by a Hunter during The Hunt will receive an additional bonus of £1,000,000, for a total potential payout of £2,000,000.

      

      

      

      Her brain short-circuited. For a split second, it looked like she was winning a million pounds—maybe two. She went back to read the legal print again. The words hadn’t changed.

      Her heart tripped out of beat. What the fuck was going on? This had to be a joke.

      She almost signed out. Almost.

      Fingers wedged into her cheek, she massaged the vicious throb radiating from her tooth and read it again with unblinking eyes. This had to be a prank.

      

      
        
        SECTION II: THE SAFEWORD

        

        All tributes have access to the universal safeword: TIMBER.

        If a tribute is unable to speak, the safeword may also be communicated through sign language (the letter T). Use of the safeword will immediately halt all physical interaction with any Hunters present. Tributes will be escorted to a designated safe zone. Use of the safeword forfeits any bonus transaction for that specific encounter.

      

      

      

      A teasing sensation of excitement and fear slithered through Daisy’s belly. They were giving her an out. But an out of what, exactly?

      Words popped from the text. Hunters. Tributes. Physical interactions. Hunt. What the hell was this?

      

      
        
        SECTION III: MEDICAL REQUIREMENTS

        

        All tributes must submit to the following screenings prior to The Feast: complete blood panel, STI screening, pregnancy test, physical examination, and psychological evaluation.

        

        Upon arrival, all tributes will receive a mandatory contraceptive injection effective for ninety days. No exceptions.

      

      

      

      Her brain stuttered to a stop. Contraceptive? Was this about sex?

      Things started to click. They were demanding protection because there was something the tributes needed to be protected from.

      The hunters.

      

      
        
        SECTION IV: HUNTER PRIVILEGES & TRIBUTE OBLIGATIONS

      

      

      

      Her stomach flipped. This was it. The fine print beneath the fairytale.

      Her gaze returned to the timer at the top of the screen and she sucked in a breath.

      

      
        
        01:28:01

        01:28:00

        01:27:59

      

      

      

      She read quickly, hoping speed might make what she was reading less shocking. It didn’t.

      

      
        
        THE CHASE: Tributes agree to be pursued across the designated grounds from dusk until dawn. Hunters may track, follow, corner, and capture tributes using any non-violent means.

        

        CAPTURE: A tribute is considered “captured” when physically apprehended by a Hunter for sixty continuous seconds. Upon capture, the tribute enters the Hunter’s possession until released or until the tribute employs the safeword.

        

        RESTRAINT: Hunters may employ physical restraint, including pinning, holding, binding of wrists and ankles, and the use of bondage.

        

        INTIMATE CONTACT: Upon capture, Hunters may initiate intimacy, including kissing, touching, fondling, oral contact, digital penetration, and sexual intercourse at whatever degree of intensity the hunter deems desirable. All intimacy must cease immediately upon use of the safeword.

      

      

      

      “Jesus.” Her heart was racing, and her mouth had gone completely dry.

      Her phone had grown hot in her hands. She forced herself to exhale. She didn’t know what was more shocking, the terms or the fact that something so depraved could exist at all.

      This feast wasn’t a dinner party. It was a hunt. An actual hunt, where she would be the prey, chased through darkness by wealthy strangers who had paid for the privilege of catching her.

      And if they caught her...

      She shivered and threw her phone onto the bed.

      She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t give herself to a stranger—let alone several. She’d never even given herself to a friend.

      How many were there? Who organized such a thing? The depravity of it all was dizzying.

      Her tooth throbbed as she massaged her jaw, but found no relief.

      A million pounds…

      Her stare snagged on the box holding her mother’s ashes. The thought of doing what they described was unthinkable. Her imagination simply couldn’t fathom such an experience. But could she do twenty more years of this? Could she accept a lifetime of feeding sheets through machines? That she could picture, with all of its mundane, unrewarding misery.

      She chewed her lower lip. The safeword anchored her thoughts. Her mind kept coming back to the safeword, the way her tongue returned to her aching tooth.

      Reluctantly, she reached for her phone and continued reading.

      

      
        
        SECTION V: GROUNDS & BOUNDARIES

        

        The Hunt will take place on a private estate comprising approximately 200 acres. Designated safe zones will be marked with green lanterns. The Hunt begins at sunset and ends at sunrise. Tributes still uncaptured at sunrise will receive their full participation payment of £1,000,000.

      

      

      

      Sunset to sunrise. Twelve hours. Two hundred acres. That was a lot of ground. If she found good hiding spots, stayed mobile, and avoided the obvious paths, she might survive the night without being caught.

      They said the million pounds was for participating. A capture resulted in more. If she participated…

      A million pounds…

      Her brain couldn’t envision such a sum.

      She continued to read. Her eyes roamed over pages and pages of terms in what seemed like an unending and very well-thought-out agreement. The sheer detail made her believe this sort of twisted event had happened before. She considered the other women who might have had the courage to go through with such a crazy request. She wasn’t sure if she could be that kind of woman.

      A million pounds…

      With less than twenty minutes left, she read the final section.

      

      
        
        SECTION VI: CONFIRMATION OF UNDERSTANDING

        

        By signing below, you affirm that you have read and understood all terms, consent freely to participate in The Hunt as a Tribute, and accept responsibility for your own experience while acknowledging the safeguards in place.

        Upon submission, a good-faith deposit will be transferred to your designated account immediately.

      

      

      With only a few minutes left to decide, she tried to make up her mind. Her brain was on overload. Her choice could be a life-altering decision—or not.

      She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Questions flooded her mind, filling her head in a deafening roar as she searched desperately for answers that didn’t exist. How was she supposed to make up her mind in such a state?

      Surviving a lifetime of wondering what could have happened would be worse than surviving a single night. But she couldn’t find the nerve to say yes.

      “Fuck.” She massaged her temples and scrubbed her palms over her face. “Fuck!”

      She searched the final statement for a sign, something—anything—that might help her make up her mind.

      A good faith deposit…

      She hadn’t given any banking information, and they hadn’t said how much. But these people—whoever they were—didn’t play with small numbers.

      One million pounds... Possibly two.

      What would “good faith” look like to them? Fifty pounds? A hundred? Enough to fix her tooth?

      Among all the logical thoughts racing through her head was one reckless voice that wouldn’t shut up.

      Just do it.

      You have nothing to lose.

      Whatever they do to you, you can handle it.

      You can handle anything.

      It’s only one night.

      Twelve hours.

      The life she’d been living, if one could call it living, already stretched several dreary lifetimes long. This was a chance to be something more.

      Daisy couldn’t fathom a million pounds, so she tried to imagine what she would do with less. Fifteen-thousand pounds could get her a car. Imagine a life where she didn’t have to walk everywhere. Two hundred thousand could get her a house. No more rent. And for what? A few hours running around in the dark?

      This could be her way out. How often did someone get an offer like this? Never. The fact that she’d been given this chance at all seemed a miracle of some sort.

      Three minutes left. If she didn’t choose soon, the decision would be made for her. She couldn’t decide if she wanted to do this or not, but she knew having the opportunity ripped away would be an unbearable outcome that would likely haunt her for the rest of her pitiful life.

      

      
        
        00:02:26

        00:02:25

        00:02:24

      

      

      

      Her clammy hands gripped the phone as she stared at the cracked screen. Without thinking beyond the fact that she didn’t want this feeling of possibility to end, she signed her name.

      “Oh, God...” She pressed SUBMIT.

      The screen went black, and her heart stopped on a gasp.

      She refreshed, and the browser crashed, booting her back to her home screen as if the last two hours had never happened. Daisy frantically tried to reload the site, typing the address with trembling fingers, but the familiar error message stared back at her: Page not found.

      “Shit!” She hurled the phone onto her mattress, rubbing her head and rocking through the twisted nausea knotting in her belly. “What did I just do?”

      Tears of frustration pricked her eyes. They knew where she lived. She just agreed to do God knows what with who the hell knows. These people were powerful. That much was clear. And she just signed herself over to them under some foolish belief that this could somehow lift her out of her little grey life.

      “Idiot.” She was a fool. A desperate, pathetic fool who deserved exactly what she got, which was either nothing—probably just some hack job into her empty life that would disappoint anyone hoping to find something of value—or exactly what the site said. A hunt.

      She shook her head. Things like that didn’t actually exist. This was England. Where would something like that even take place?

      She accepted then that this was nothing more than a big, fat waste of time that would amount to nothing. Always nothing.

      Tomorrow, she’d go back to the laundry. Feed sheets through the press. Count the hours until she could collapse into bed and pretend her life belonged to someone else.

      Ping.

      The soft, almost apologetic chime broke the silence. Daisy frowned as her phone cast a faint glow through the blankets.

      Lifting the device, she read the text on the screen, unsure how this was happening. She hadn’t given anyone her number, and the sender field was blank. Completely blank.

      Her finger trembled as she opened it.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        A good-faith deposit has been made to your account.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      “Oh, my God.” She looked up, unsure what to do. “Where? What account?”

      She went where money inevitably went, knowing full well she had not provided any of her banking information while filling out that form. The ancient interface of her banking app took an eternity to load.

      “Come on!” Of course this was the day they would force her to update her password, answer security questions, and wait.

      The spinning wheel processed for an eternity.

      Then the screen changed, and her racing heart stopped.

      

      
        
        Pending Balance: £1,016.42

      

      

      

      She stared in absolute shocked silence. A thousand pounds more than she had that morning.

      Her vision blurred until the digits stopped making sense. But it was there. Right in front of her eyes. So she screamed.

      Three heavy thumps pounded on the floorboards. “Will you shut the hell up! I got kids trying to sleep!”

      Daisy covered her mouth and laughed. “Sorry,” she whispered, hugging her phone as she fell back on the bed.

      “One thousand pounds!” she squeaked. It was the most money her account had ever seen. And it was all hers!

      She shoved her face into the pillow and screamed again. If this was a dream, she never wanted to wake up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          
            VAST BLUE NOTHINGNESS

          

        

      

    

    
      Three hundred sixty-eight pounds.

      That was what remained of the thousand after Daisy cashed her paycheck, paid her rent, luxuriated in a proper coffee from the café on the corner, bought functional shoes that didn’t leak when it rained, and finally saw to the tooth that had been screaming at her for weeks.

      The dental work alone cost over four hundred pounds. X-rays, extraction of what couldn’t be saved, and a filling. When she cried, the hygienist assumed it was pain. It wasn’t. It was relief. The overwhelming sensation of having the means for self-care tasted like theft, like borrowing someone else’s life. But she hadn’t stolen anything. This was, at the moment, her surreal life.

      Maryanne noticed a change in her right away.

      “You’re glowing, mija.” She’d cornered Daisy by the industrial pressers, dark eyes narrowed with suspicious delight. “You met a man, didn’t you?”

      “No man.” Daisy laughed, the sound rare and unforced.

      “What then? There’s something giving you that glow.”

      The NDA worked like a gag, silencing every urge to share what had happened. Her lips sealed around a smile as she shrugged, wishing she could share her news with her friend. “I started taking a multi vitamin.” It wasn’t entirely a lie.

      Every morning, Daisy willingly swallowed down that little promise of vitality with a sense of hope that hadn’t existed a week ago. For the first time in as long as she could remember, she felt almost human.

      She couldn’t mess this up. If her life noticeably improved from one thousand pounds, she couldn’t imagine what it would look like after a million. Her mind was fully made up and mentally committed to The Feast. Her plan was simple—run, hide, evade, get paid.

      When the second envelope arrived the same way as the first, a flash of emerald among the grey detritus of the mailbox alcove, her heart stuttered. Fingers trembling, she tore through the seal right there in the stairwell.

      

      
        
        Your presence is confirmed.

        A car will collect you on Friday at noon.

        Be ready.

        You may bring one small bag of personal items.

        Leave all items of value at home.

        All clothing and necessities will be provided.

        Do not be late.

        Do not contact anyone regarding your departure.

        The Feast of the Fallen will commence Saturday evening at sundown.

        Further instructions will be provided upon arrival.

      

      

      

      
        
        May fortune forever favor you,

        —J.T.

      

      

      

      She was approved. This was really going to happen. She raced up the stairs, barely able to  contain her squeak of joy.

      Friday. That was five days away. So soon, yet it would take an eternity to get there. Her body was a jumble of nervous excitement and unanswered questions.

      Who was J.T.? Were they a man or a woman—or an organization? Were they the founder of The Feast? Whoever they were, she was grateful to have found her way onto their mailing list.

      The days that followed were the longest of her life. She walked to work, fed sheets through the press, smiled at Maryanne and deflected questions about her improving mood, and walked home. But Daisy’s perception of the world had changed. Everything seemed sharper, more vivid, as if she’d been awakened to possibilities she hadn’t known existed.

      Lying in her narrow bed, too awake to sleep, she stared at the water-stained ceiling, repeating the safeword like a prayer.

      “Timber. Timber. Timber…”

      What if she forgot? What if, in a moment of fear, her mind went blank. She thought of every possible scenario her imagination could conjure. Mostly, she pictured herself pinned beneath a stranger’s weight, breath stolen by fear, hands trespassing like grabby thieves. She suffered the reoccurring thought so frequently, it inevitably became a dream. In her nightmare, her mind went blank and the safeword dissolved like sugar in rain.

      She’d read about that happening, people forgetting their own names under stress. Forgetting how to speak entirely. So she practiced the sign language version—thumb tucked between index and middle finger, fist closed, forming the signal for letter T.

      She made the shape in the darkness, over and over, until her hand cramped and her eyes burned from exhaustion. When her worries screamed loudest, she got out of bed and did push-ups. The first night, she managed twelve before her arms gave out, her body collapsing onto the cold floor, chest heaving. She rolled to her back and stared at the ceiling. Twelve push-ups and her body had already surrendered. How was she supposed to survive a hunt?

      She rolled over. Pressed her palms to the floor and surged back into position on shaky arms. Every push carried more gravity as if the universe truly wanted to hold her down, but she refused to go into the unknown weak and unprepared.

      Little victories came when she pushed herself beyond her natural limits.

      “Thirteen,” she ground out the number between clenched teeth, arms screaming as every muscle trembled in protest. “Four…teen.” She shut her eyes, ordering her body not to give out. “Fif…teen.”

      She thought about the hunters. Men who had paid fortunes for the privilege of chasing her through the dark. Men who likely had personal trainers, private chefs, and bodies built for pursuit.

      “Six…teen.” A sort of indignant rage caught fire inside of her, blazing at her back like a force pushing her forward. “Seventeen,” she growled, lifting her nose off the floor in a triumphant sob.

      “Eighteen—”

      Her arms buckled. She hit the floor hard enough to taste blood where she’d bitten her tongue. But she was smiling.

      Eighteen was more than twelve, and tomorrow she’d do more than eighteen.
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