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      Desert Castle | By: Lukas Lettercast

      Rated: NC-17 for sexual content

      In the vast, shimmering desert of the Otherworld stands a centuries-old castle turned bordello, where pleasure and mystery intertwine. Caerulean, a nonbinary courtesan, navigates this opulent yet eerie sanctuary, blissfully unaware of the dark secret tethered to their existence. But as the grand Samhain celebration approaches, Caerulean uncovers a harrowing truth and must confront their destiny. Will they sacrifice their life, memories, and true power for another hundred years? Or will they allow the Otherworld to descend into chaos?

      "Desert Castle" is a story of identity, sacrifice, and cosmic warfare set against a backdrop of gothic romance and supernatural intrigue. Join Caerulean and The Circle on a hauntingly beautiful quest to recover their memories and save the Seen and Unseen worlds! Perfect for LGBTQ+ readers, adult fiction enthusiasts, and fantasy lovers who crave stories with depth, emotion, and an edge of supernatural suspense.
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      It Feeds | By: Lukas Lettercast

      Rated: PG-13 for gore

      In the dark corridors of the ancient seed ship Vorena, freshly graduated Clerk Llewis begins his decade-long tour at The Tower—a nightmarish realm filled with warp anomalies and deadly warp-demons. With each step deeper into The Tower’s twisted depths, Llewis battles not only the grotesque creatures lurking within but also the growing darkness threatening to consume his own soul. In this grimdark tale blending science fiction, dark fantasy, and horror, survival is just the beginning. Will Llewis emerge victorious, or will he too fall prey to the horrors that feed on fear?
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      Academy Nowhere | By: Lukas Lettercast

      Rated: PG- 13 for violence and body horror

      In the shadowed aftermath of global cataclysm, Beatrice navigates a treacherous landscape of lost dreams, enduring friendship, and unspoken love. As she's thrust into the cold halls of the enigmatic "Academy Nowhere," an oppressive force seeks to mold her into an obedient soldier. With each chapter, Beatrice's spirit is tested against the stark backdrop of dystopian science fiction, heart-wrenching connections, and chilling moral quandaries. From desperate battles against monstrous foes to confrontations with the very essence of her identity, she is faced with choices that challenge the core of her humanity. As mysteries unravel and allegiances shift, will Beatrice find the strength to defy her fate and reclaim her destiny?
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      From the Walls | By: Rachel Sikorski

      Rated: PG-13

      When Knowledge-Keeper Tali is asked to take tomes back to a reclusive scholar on the edge of the city, she thinks nothing of the task. His house has been falling into disrepair for years, so it isn’t until she’s inside that Tali feels as though she's just walked into her tomb. The house won’t let her leave, shapeshifting creatures pretending to be servants stalk her every move, and the scholar is nowhere to be found. When she finds the man's notebook, all the pages are blank--save for one scrawled, bloody message:

      
        
        THEY ARE IN THE WALLS!
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      Anna

      No good deed ever goes unpunished. It’s something my stepdad told me back when I was younger. I would roll my eyes and insist he was just an old man from a different generation. What I wouldn’t give to tell him he was right. What I wouldn’t give to take back every ounce of attitude I gave him for those words. To smack my teen self into branding those words on my heart. Maybe if I had, I could have avoided this fucking catastrophe.

      Caldwell, Ohio. It’s a small village – if you go by the internet search, that is. Google portrays this place as a quiet little village and the county seat of Noble County, just along Duck Creek, about half an hour north of Marietta. What Google doesn’t mention is that, apparently, Caldwell, Ohio, is where you go if you want to get kidnapped by the Mafia for something as simple as making a good samaritan call. Don’t believe me? Ask me a few years ago. I wouldn’t have, either.
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          TAKEN

        

      

    

    
      Anna

      The bronze bells of Saint Mary’s church ring out in the clear summer air. Their warm, resonant tone carries the deep and sonorous notes of the Faith Of Our Father hymn play through the county's backwoods.  

      The dark, cool night air breezes against my pale skin and red hair, picking up stray strands from my ponytail as it blows in through my open car window. The gentle hum of crickets fills the evening air. Feeling recharged from the silence of being out in the middle of nowhere. It is always a balm on my soul after being in the city all day for work. I certainly don’t miss working in the office. After the shutdowns, I realized just how much more efficient I am when I don’t have people constantly breathing down my neck. It’s something I think I’ve always known about myself, but the pandemic and my accident definitely forced me to accept it. 

      I moved here three years ago into my family home out in the sticks of Caldwell. It is nice to be surrounded by the true green of Ohio’s nature after spending my college years in the dry Vegas desert air. I was there attending university as a business major with a minor in psychology. Moving back here though⸺I was escaping more than just the smog, cement, and dry air when I came back to live here. 

      I was walking home from a study group that ran late. I was twenty two and ignorant. I had all the self-defense tools you could think of, but on my way up the stairs to my dorm, I was attacked with a syringe. I remember the burning sensation as it sank into my neck, then nothing. I woke up when the bastard threw me into Lake Mead, trying to get rid of evidence. The brown algae-filled lake didn’t have much of a current, but the plunge was deep, and that, luckily, gave me the adrenaline I needed to get to the shore. I remember seeing the pictures of how I was found and vomiting the first time. Part of me is forever grateful that I wouldn’t have to live with the memories of whatever he did to me. I never thought I would be thankful for brain damage. 

      My attacker’s name was Richard. He’s from a large family with a lot of money. My memory of the whole thing from start to finish is foggy at best, and it just upsets me. One, partly because I was on so much medication that I hate that I lost another year of my life from what happened, and two, just being left with the emotions rather than a memory was just unsettling, so I just let it go. With the evidence that my public defender had, they ended up taking a plea bargain. Twenty-seven and a half years for attempted aggravated murder, rape, and assault. I paid for my medical bills and had restitution money awarded to me. 

      The trial was quiet because the bastard’s mother came from another big family that tried their best to paint me as some harlot who was asking for it during mediation. It didn’t work because I was anything but that in college; I had the best character witness, Richard's own brother, Alex. Honestly, without him, I don’t think Richard would have faced any form of punishment for what he did.

      Richard, Alex, and I had several classes together in college and were in the study group that night. Alex even offered to walk me home, but I turned him down because “I was just a hop n’ skip away” from the dorm. Idiot. I guess Richard, a year older than Alex, had been stalking me for weeks beforehand, and I never knew. They went through his dorm and found he had been stealing some of my clothing from the laundry room, taking candid Polaroid pictures of me while I was working or in the halls. 

      Alex, who didn’t share a dorm with him because they were a year apart, had no clue about his brother's obsession with me. Alex is twenty-four years old and, after his brother was disinherited, the heir to the Vanderbilt Foundation. We have kept in touch since college, just little things, memes, funny videos, and gossip about what's happened to other classmates. It is nice to have that sense of normalcy after everything. 

      My psychology teacher once said something about womanhood that makes weak men uncomfortable. Then what do they do with those feelings when they can’t hold back anymore? They attack you for it. We’re raised to hedge, to curtsy⸺to work ourselves around the rough edges of uncomfortable men simply in the hope that it might somehow make us safer. My assault on campus made it abundantly clear that, no matter how careful, no matter how hypervigilant, our efforts will not be enough to stop any fragile man from doing a terrible thing to someone they see as weaker. I’d rather just not have to be around it. 

      Now, I happily work from home as a payroll manager for a construction company. Since the offices are full of way too many people and way too many interruptions, I live like a retired old lady instead of a normal twenty-six-year-old. Honestly, even just the idea of my existence being perceived by others is enough to make my skin crawl. I simply want to get in, get my work done, and get home as quickly as the road will let me.

      My elderly neighbor, Allen, was the first male presence I felt comfortable around who wasn’t my stepfather. It took some time for me to trust him, but he was there as soon as I moved back here. He helped me around the house, and when my family wasn’t around to support me, he would come to take me out on walks with his cat, Simon, who is now sitting in the window of my home glaring at me for being late for supper as I pull up the gravel driveway.  His tail twitches side to side with his impatience. It’s been a long three years, but these two feel like family to me now.

      This is probably why Allen left me in charge of his cat -an eleven-pound furry tabby- when he goes away for business trips. He said he would be gone for six months this time, but now it has been almost a year. I have kept up with what his house needs – watering the plants, winterizing the yard, making sure trees are trimmed, and so on. Everything is still being paid for, so even though we’re not in touch, I assume he’s still around somewhere out there in the world. 

      I’m not sure what he does for work, but he never leaves a phone number, just an email address when he goes out of town, sometimes the contact information of the hotel where he says he might be staying. I called once this past time, and he never checked in for his reservation but paid the cancellation fee, so he was probably staying elsewhere. He left his credit card in case I needed anything or if Simon needed to go to the Vet. 

      Simon is diabetic. Simon’s vet, who I am proud to say is someone I suggested after painstakingly researching for weeks, gave him a human blood sugar monitor, and it’s been a life changer. I can’t wait to show Allen. 

      Glancing back at the wiry gray and black tabby who is now pawing at the glass, chuckling, I call out, “I’m coming. I’m sorry I needed to go get your medicine,” I hear Simon’s faint protesting meow in reply. “I know, I know, how dare I be late.” shaking my head as I grab all the bags from the back seat of my silver Chevy. 

      Nothing old. Nothing new either, just something slightly used from the mid twenty tens. 

      Just like me. 

      My therapist will not enjoy that dark humor at all in therapy. My phone dings; it’s another message from Alex. The gravel crunches under my footsteps as I make my way up the old wooden porch. The wooden stairs creak under my feet. I really need to replace some of these planks. I make a mental note of it as I use my elbow to open the door as I read the message. 
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      The interior of the house is cozy now that most of my remodeling is done. The worn but freshly stained hardwood floors have scattered plush rugs for Simon to nuzzle himself into. The few family photos I have hanging up are mostly of my mother Joan and step-father Patrick on their travels, and the in-between visits they had with me on special occasions like my graduations and a few birthdays. Both of them were great supports during my recovery but they loved to travel. If I needed anything, they would drop whatever they were doing at the drop of a hat, but we could go weeks without talking.  

      I chuckle, about to send him another link, but curse when the screen dies. Damn, dead battery. When lifting my head I happen to catch a glimpse of a light in Allen’s house. I smile a bit. Oh, maybe that’s why Simon is all upset. Did Allen come home and forget to tell me? I frown. Allen’s car isn’t there, and when I squint back at the window to see what’s going on inside,  I see three –no, four – flashes of light within the house. 

      “Shit.” The word sounds distant as I move quickly, ducking down and scurrying around my house.  I snatch the landline off the hook. My cell is dead; I stupidly left my charging cord here. I lock the door quickly and sit under the window. 

      “9-1-1, what’s your emergency?” 

      “Yes – hi, I’m at 43923 Fulda Rd, up on old Catstep. There are strangers in my neighbor’s house. It’s probably just some kids, but he’s been out on business, and no one is supposed to be there.” I explain to the dispatcher. Watching the flashlights slowly disappear as they go deeper into the house.

      “Thank you. We will send officers to investigate. Are you in danger?” 

      “No, ma’am. I do not believe so. It’s probably just some bored teenagers.” 

      “Understood. Thank you, ma’am. Please stay available. The officer will speak to you, and we may call you back at this number to follow up,” the dispatcher explains. I can hear the voices of other dispatchers in the background beneath the click-click-clack tap of her fingers typing up a report. 

      “Thank you. I hope you have a good night.”

      “Goodnight.” She hangs up before I do. The silence feels a little ominous, but I decide that I definitely feel more at ease knowing I didn’t just let some hooligans ransack Allen’s house. I don’t like calling the police for anything, but going over there to stop them myself is out of the question, and there is no one else around to help. Even just the mere thought of it turning violent is enough to make my heart beat hard and fast in my chest. 

      Simon coos and nudges my hand with his head. I smile softly, happy for his presence. I swear he has become an emotional support animal; he always comes and purrs when he thinks I’m upset.  

      “Always looking out for me, huh? Is that right, my little man?” I lean forward and kiss the top of his head. 
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        * * *

      

      An hour passes before I am startled by a rough knock on my front door. Halfway through making my salad and deeply invested in slicing the carrots as thin as I can, the police are the furthest thing from my mind. Simon, who is not feral but definitely doesn’t know what to do with new people, scurries off to hide in the bathroom cabinet.

      “Shoot—sorry, Simon.” I laugh softly, heading to answer the door. They are pounding at it again, “Hold on –”

      But before I have a chance to grab the handle, someone has kicked it in. Splinters of wood fly everywhere as the door busts in through the frame. I shriek, grasping for my keys and uncapping the pepper spray that hangs on the key ring.

      I hold my breath, close my eyes, and prepare for the worst. Button pressed, the pepper spray hits the face of my assailant. He curses and stumbles back, and two more figures come into the entryway. I manage to start screaming just before their hands wrap around my mouth. They move swiftly, and despite my squirming, my arms are pinned to my back. I scream into the hand, biting at it, but the thick gloves make it basically useless, and now my chin and cheeks are covered with drool and tears from the spray. My throat stings, my face is hot, and my own nails are digging into my palms as I struggle to break free.

      My legs are grabbed by the third party, and they pin me to the ground. I continue to scream. 

      Not again. Not again! 

      I buck and flail, but they are massive, too big and bulky for me to find any wiggle room, any chance of escape. I choke out stifled sobs and feel warmth traveling down my legs. 

      “She pissed herself.” I hear one say. 

      Embarrassment flushes me, making my blood boil and my skin prickle with even more sweat, and I continue to try to fight their grasp. 

      “She must know something. Take her to base.” Looking down at me is a pair of dark eyes that reflect myself, devoid of empathy. “We will get our answers.” 

      I feel a hand grasp the back of my head, pulling me back sharply just to push my head down swiftly on the hardwood floor, and blackness swirls around me.
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          SAVED

        

      

    

    
      Anna

      Five Weeks Later

      “The fuck do you mean five weeks?” I hear someone screaming. It’s starting early this morning. I groan softly, prying my eyes open from my hazy pain-fogged sleep.“You kept an innocent girl down here for. Five. Weeks. You really are a fucking moron.” 

      “She called the cops, boss! She was so afraid to see us that she pissed herself. We nearly have her ready to confess – ” I sit up in my cell as a sharp slap rings against the concrete. The cell suddenly seems even smaller than before. 

      “You broke into her fucking house, you fk’n twat waffle! Swear to god you wouldn’t see the trees in the forest in front of you I didn’ put this shit out in front of you. Just a single woman and her fucking cat, suddenly bombarded by three armed thugs who broke down her door and roughed her around – of course she is fucking scared! Oh, and another thing—” Another loud smack punctuated the brief silence, “After a certain amount of torture, anyone will say literally anything to make the pain stop,” the new gruff voice snaps.

      I flinch when my cell door suddenly swings open. I curl up tightly in the corner of the wall where I keep my bed roll, the perfect vantage point for watching the door. An elderly man steps inside. The light from the hallway is always slightly blinding. I have to blink rapidly to help my eyes adjust to see him clearer. His hunched back is notable, and it reminds me of my step-father, who always credited the same posture to his decades of military service. I blink hard to stop the burning and see someone I know to be a friend of Allen’s. His fancy blue suit does not belong in this dingy and dusty place. His ashen brow furrows as he takes me in.  

      “M—mister… Michaels?” I ask in disbelief. I hardly recognize my own voice; it’s hoarse and quiet. The smell of my breath mingles with my body odor and the metallic taste of dried blood in my throat. I shudder.

      “Oh my fk’n God,” His eyes widened,  “Anna.” He turns quickly, stepping out of the cell, and I hear a loud thud. “Get the fuck out of my face. You and you, go get her a bloody doctor – and it better not be that fucking hack you’ve clearly let near her. Go! Now!” 

      Mr. Michaels rushes back in and slows as he kneels next to me. I whimper and move away from him, terrified. 

      “No—no, it’s okay. I am not going to hurt you. No one is ever going to hurt you again. Oh, child. I am so sorry.” He takes off his suit jacket, his green eyes swimming with tears, looking at me like a person – like no one has looked at me since I got here, which I guess is five weeks ago. He looks at me as though he sees me, and for the first time, it doesn’t make my skin crawl; these desperate few weeks broke me of that ridiculous reality. Not being perceived just makes you easily targetable to anyone who wants to hurt you. Gently, he drapes his coat around my shoulders and says, voice low and calm, “Come, can you walk?” 

      I shake my head weakly. My ankle has been broken for two weeks. “I am not going to get anywhere anytime soon.” I whisper hoarsely. He grits his teeth, and an annoyed grunt escapes him. 

      “Alright then, I’m going to put my arms under you and carry you out of here. Allen would have my head on a spike if he saw you in here.” he says and holds out his arms, “Let your uncle help you.” 

      I stare at him, and he stays there unmoving. I want to tell him fuck no. I want to tell him and Allen and everyone here to jump off a goddamn cliff. But I want out of here, and I have no more willpower to say no. He stays there, letting me make the first move. I slide my palms against the dirty cement floor, angling them behind me to help push off from the ground. I lean forward, feeling every exhausted muscle in my body strain as I flex and push and, still seated, feel myself begin to fall forward as unconsciousness takes over me once more, and no amount of anger, grit, or pain can keep me safe from the darkness.
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          HEALING

        

      

    

    
      Anna

      This past month, I felt like I was living in a sanctuary of indulgence and refined luxury. Mr.Michaels—Uncle Dante, I mean—wasn’t kidding when he said he was going to take care of everything. Every detail of my care, medically, emotionally, and physically—is meticulously designed to promote the sense of healing the doctor ordered. 

      I woke up in a private hospital in Belgium. Besides being a stark comparison to my cell the last few weeks, the place screamed opulence and sophistication.  Designed to provide comfort while maintaining care for patients. Soft ambient lighting created a serene atmosphere which helped me adjust from being trapped in such a dark place for so long. After much confusion and going back and forth with the nurses⸺who couldn’t tell me anything because I didn’t speak German when I first got here⸺waking up in a completely different country really was unnerving to say the least. Dante came in to explain everything. I remember sitting down in the spacious seating area in front of the floor to ceiling window that offered that panoramic view of the city from afar. Twinkling with the life of millions who knew nothing of the cruelties in the world.

      Dante proved that the phrase , ‘it's a small world’ really in fact is never too far from the truth. Allen, my neighbor, is a good friend of his. They consider themselves brothers. I know from Allen’s stories that they had been in the war together and had grown close overseas. When Dante and Allen came back, they started a business together, which had Allen going away on business trips often. During those times, he would occasionally go low or even no contact. But never for this long. When I used Allen’s credit card, it set off an alert, and his son⸺Dominic, came to investigate. When I called the cops instead of just coming over, it made Dominic suspicious, and he is, as his father called him, a titty baby twatwaffle who is going to suffer greatly for what I went through.  

      The doctor examined me when I first arrived, and I was doing poorly. A couple of broken bones, bruises, and cuts paired with a nasty lung infection. Dante stayed the whole time, which is something I, for some reason, appreciate. Maybe it was because he is close with Allen that made it easier for me to feel at ease with him. 

      The whole experience has been causing me full-blown panic attacks from PTSD from the last time I was attacked.  The medical care is amazing, and the therapy team Dante brought to help has been doing wonders. Attentive staff members are always moving around the room, restocking anything as soon as I use it. From the personalized meal service to the meticulous housekeeping, it is hard not to feel rested.  

      The worst of my physical injuries is my ankle, which is now nestled in a clunky boot after a full lateral ankle ligament reconstruction surgery. That surgery was about a week ago, and though recovery is obnoxious, I think my injury is healing. My bruised ribs make it almost impossible to use crutches, so getting around became an issue – but only for about an hour, because as soon as he learned of it, Dante ‘procured’ an electric wheelchair for me to get around in. Rolling to the middle of the room to sit in a beam of sunlight coming in from the window I inhale deeply, closing my eyes.

      I wanted to file charges, and I had been trying to get a record of my medical treatment, but I asked how much all of this was going to cost, and Dante told me that nothing is too great a cost. It makes me uneasy, and I try to focus on improving to shorten my stay. I would need to gather whatever evidence I could, but I wasn’t going to let him try to sweet-talk me out of getting his son put away. However I was thankful for the fact they were more willing to help with medical expenses right away versus my parents struggling to make ends meet while pulling teeth for any support financially. It still didn't change my mind about making sure they were put away.  There’s no way I’m the only ‘unfortunate accident’ they’ve had. 

      Besides the beatings and keeping food from me, the go-to method to torture me into cracking was waterboarding while asking me about Allen and what family I was supposedly working for. While being tortured, I ended up learning a lot more about them than they learned about me. For example, I now know that Allen is part of the Four Kings: four old-money families that apparently live by their own high society rules. It’s like The Godfather but worse if you can believe it. A window wash splashes the window with water and I feel the color drain in my face. My body becomes as cold as a body in the morgue as I feel my soul being sucked right back into that interrogation room.

      “Who are you working for?” 

      The dreary interrogation room had a putrid smell lingering. The cold air causes my body to shiver long before the ice-cold water would. The swinging fluorescent lights flicker adding to the oppressive power in the air as it disorients me from being able to distinguish their faces as the lights cast strange dancing shadows. 

      “I told you no one! I don’t know anything; let me go!” I scream. “I just watch the cat!”

      “Drown her.” my assailant orders. The other two pin me back against the cold metal table, my naked skin sticking to the metal table. They kept me in my underwear and my thin black tank top I wore under my clothes instead of a bra. It was a humiliation tactic as they would parade me around the manor to try to get me to crack. The towel is heavy across my face, already damp from their attacks on me earlier. Water crashes down at my mouth, taking away my ability to breathe quickly, and my lungs feel like they’re filled with bits of water as I flail to try to clear my throat. I gag on the water being poured onto me mercilessly.

      “Miss Anna?” 

      I gasp, almost slipping out of my wheelchair. The nurse smiles kindly. Nurse Gisela is a kind older woman with dark gray hair pulled into a sock bun. Though I knew she was in her mid-sixties, you’d never guess it by what good shape she is in. She attributed her fit life to growing up on a farm and always working hard. If I could shrink her down to be pocket-sized so I could always have her with me, I would. She has been a great relief these past few weeks. 

      She holds up her lunch bag and pats it. “I brought  Eintopf. It is good for your stomach.” She comes in, sliding the door behind her. “Mister Michaels’s not coming today. He has an important meeting. Das ist mir Wurst, I did not bring food for him.” Her thick German accent makes her English almost impossible, but I’ve managed to learn how to understand her for the most part. 

      “That’s okay. Thank you. Did you make this?” I ask, pointing to her lunch box as she starts to set up lunch on my hospital tray. She nods happily and grins as she pulls up a chair next to me, lowering the tray for me so I don’t have to move into bed to eat. 

      “Yes, it is my grandmother’s recipe. She made it for me when I would get sick as a little girl.” Gisela explains. I think it’s a stew, some beef and potatoes, and some squash in a beef-based broth. My stomach growls as the smell is hearty and savory, almost adding a bit of a nostalgic feel to the food. I must be making a face because Gisela laughs, “Dig in, you silly girl.” I eat vigorously and clean my bowl of all the food as she tends to a few chores around the room jotting down a few things on my chart before walking back to me when she sees that I’ve finished. “Now, I know you do not want to, but it is time for a bath.”

      I cringe into my chair, “I suppose you are right.” 

      I have been sponge bathing frequently, but the smell of the cell lives in my hair, and I’m sure it isn’t helping me with any of my anxiety. They keep trying to get me to wash up, but the water on my face nearly sends me into a spiral. I almost wished they would put me under just to do it. She pats my hand. 

      “Go onto the balcony. I’ll get it ready.” She pats my hand again and stands, going to the bathroom, but waits, watching me. I sigh softly and nod, using my controller to steer my chair outside to the balcony. The automatic doors make it easy, so I don’t have to open them myself. Below the balcony is the rest of the hospital. 

      It is a private zen garden where I’ve seen few people doing their physical therapy or taking short walks with the staff present. The pale tan sand is regularly raked in intricate patterns, and there is a spot where patients can do their own raking. That area is always filled with some more lighthearted and funny designs rather than the beautiful ones on the walkway. The air around the hospital is nice, as we aren’t in the major part of the city. It is nice to come out here at night. It is easy to pretend I am back home. 

      The only thing missing is Simon, who Dante tells me is happy and healthy and waiting for me. Currently, Simon is begrudgingly staying with his vet, just until I am able to move around enough to administer his sugar checks. Knowing Simon is alive makes my heart soar. I had been so afraid he had gotten out or, worse, started having seizures from his blood sugar. I was afraid he died scared and alone, and it added a whole new level of misery to my imprisonment. 

      But that’s done now.

      I look up at the sky. Therapy has been a great help through everything, honestly. Doctor Marcus is charming in a grandfather kind of way. He is an older English gentleman who got hired to work in the hospital specifically to treat me. He is gentler and much more helpful than the therapist who helped me through my last event. Marcus has made a point that I need to let Dante come and listen about what I experienced in the cell in a two on one sit down. I haven’t agreed, but who knows, maybe making sure he feels guilty would make me feel better and maybe convince him to let me push charges on his son. However, that might be something that is far out of my reach.

      The Michaels, led by Uncle Dante, wielded influence all over the Midwest side of the United States. Owning and overseeing several investing firms and several large international banks. Basically⸺even if I wanted to they could out fund me and I would probably end up the one paying the price for it. I had thought about reaching out to one of the other families – the enemy of my enemy is my friend in a sense – but I wasn’t sure I would even find a way to access people who could make actual decisions. 

      The Astors dominated the real estate sector by managing extensive property portfolios, and their construction company is always full of development projects all over the country. During my interrogations a lot of them were asking about all kinds of projects and things that they were doing that of course I would know nothing about. Then they moved on when they determined that I was telling the truth about not being part of that particular family. 

      A family I know all to well⸺ the Vanderbilts. Predominantly residing on the family lands on the West Coast, are renowned for their commitment to philanthropy and public service, actively investing in art collections and supporting educational institutions and museums. Ironic, considering they didn’t want to support someone who was actually wronged by one of their own. This was where Dominic and his goons really attacked me since my name was linked to them. They found out somehow I was the reason behind the oldest son being arrested even though the court documents were supposed to be sealed.  

      Soft taps on the window behind me make me turn around. Gisela waves for me to come back inside, and I swallow hard as I turn my wheelchair around and head toward her. 

      I stand on my good leg, staring at the bathtub. Steam rolling off the top. Any other version of myself before now would have relished the opportunity to enjoy a bath like this. The tub is large enough to fit a party of eight with legroom to spare, jets shoot rolling water to give a soothing rhythm to it. Unfortunately, all it does for me is remind me that I am, in fact, going to have to get in. Gisela grunts as she finishes wrapping up my leg. I look up at the ceiling, trying to avoid looking at the fading bruises.

      Patting my knee before she stands up, “Now we can get that hair washed. Come.” She holds out her arm for me to take, and I nod softly, clutching the towel around me as I step inside. The hot water makes me groan as my body relaxes. Alright, not so bad. I smile, and Gisela claps excitedly. “Oh, I am glad. Enjoy the soak. I will be back in a moment.” She says, hurrying out. I close my eyes, sinking a bit into the water to allow the jet to hit my lower back with another soft moan. 

      “This is okay,” I breathe. It feels like Gisela has been gone for more than a few minutes, but she comes back holding a basket of hair products. I sit up. “I can handle washing myself, Gisela.”

      “No, no, your ribs—you should not be lifting up your arms too much. It is okay.” She scoots and sits on a stool behind me. The tub gives her plenty of space to move around it, so she leans me back. “Just rest.” She clicks on the shower, and the sound of the dripping water makes me jump, but she grips my shoulder, nods softly, and I lay back. 

      It’s just Gisela. It’s just Gisela. I find myself able to close my eyes again. She lifts my head up so she can put a rolled towel under my neck as she starts washing my hair.

      I am careful about keeping my face dry and it seems to help. I tear up, realizing how much I missed this sensation. Feeling clean. Gisela makes me feel like I am with my mom again, taking care of me after being sick for a week with the flu, back when I wanted to shower but couldn’t find the will to do it. She carried me to the bathroom and helped me shower just to help me feel better. 

      Gisela is so gentle and talked to me the whole time, giving me a great distraction. Her fingers run through my hair as she uses her fingers to pull apart any kinks it has. After the final rinse, she kept me in the tub, having me rinse myself before she helped me out of the tub. She dried my hair quickly so I wouldn’t have droplets everywhere and gave me the softest pair of pajamas I’d ever worn. 

      “Knock, knock!” 

      I look over, calling out, “Come in, Doctor Marcus.” Gisela is braiding my hair back for me so that it will stay cleaner longer. Doctor Marcus walks in, pulling his jacket off as he enters. Lab coats make me uneasy, and Marcus always makes sure not to wear his around me too much. He looks over and smiles. His aged face never fails to bring warmth to the room. 

      “Now that’s a sight. I came to see how spa day went.” 

      Gisela smiles, rubbing my arms, “We did great.” 

      I nod, smiling, “It feels nice being clean.” 

      “You look like you feel like a million bucks.” He sits on the edge of the bed. “So, Mr. Michaels called,” my heart sinks to my stomach. Nothing to be anxious about, Anna. He simply called asking if he could bring you home. I told him I would ask. Simon apparently is making his life a living Hell without you.” 

      I smile softly, “He’s a finicky cat. I bet he is.” 

      “Now, I want you to know that Gisela and I will be going with you to continue your treatment. He wants to move you to a condo he owns in Manhattan. It’s spacious, and you can get around easy.” 

      I feel less anxiety leaving this place just in knowing that he and Gisela would be coming with me. It is weird to accept all of this charity at first, but Marcus has helped me see it not as charity but as a wrong being righted. Restitution for the abuse I suffered at the hands of his son. I am forever grateful for Dante’s help, and I know he genuinely means it when he says that what happened was a horrible accident. 

      “I like the sound of that. It will be nice to be that much closer to being able to go home.” I tell him. He nods, patting my knee once. 

      “Excellent spirits. Do you want to spend time with me today, or would you like to take today off? It is your ‘spa day’ after all.” He says, grinning, then snaps his fingers quickly, “Better yet, I’ll answer for you. I’m going home early today. I’ll also send an extra charge to Mr. Michaels for a mobile massage visit. You have done excellent, and you deserve it.” He stands up, walking out before I can argue. I look to Gisela. She hands me a mirror, and I see she’s managed to french-braid my thick, curly hair. 

      “Perfect. Thank you, Gisela.” I twist my head around to see her lovely work.

      “Reflexology will be good for you. That is a very good call on Doctor Marcus. I will go get you some Heal-All tea. It will go well with your treatment.” She gets up, pulls the blanket over my body, and gives me the remote. “Don’t watch the news. It’s just bad. Watch sitcoms. Friends is my favorite. I hate Ross. What Rachel sees in that, I do not know.” She rants as she leaves, closing the door behind her and making me laugh. I turn on a random movie, just enjoying the fact that I smell more like myself than the hospital or the cell. It soothes me right to sleep. I feel almost normal again.
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      Dominic

      Hiss!!

      Meow!!

      Growl… 

      “Ow! You fat fucker. Get ‘n the goddamn carrier.” I snap, trying to snatch the cat by the neck, but even as fat as the little bastard is, he is quick when he wants to be. The door to the guest room opens, and my father stands in the way. “Watch out, you old bastard, he’s gonna⁠—” 

      Clearly, just to spite me, Father purposefully steps aside and lets the fat bastard escape. 

      I glare at him. “It took me an hour to get him in here.” 

      “Bitch to someone who cares,” he snaps, “I’m bringing Allen’s daughter home.” 

      My blood runs cold. “Oh… she’s doing better, then?” The girl who I took to the basement of the manor up north without thinking about it. We use that place to interrogate those less fortunate to be named enemies of the family. Father had heard we caught someone who might know where Allen was. Big surprise he was in for when he figured out I had captured a friend. 

      “No thanks,” he snaps, walking up to me. I meant what I said. She is our responsibility now. You owe that girl everything.”

      “I owe her nothing; she’s nobody—” He smacks the shit out of me with the back of his hand. I roll my jaw as my ear is ringing as loud as school bells go off at once. 

      “You say that again in front of me again, I’ll personally end you right then and there.” He snatches me by the back of my neck. “I am done with this disrespect. I do not know where you picked this behavior and attitude.” I don’t hide my sneer when he jerks me down to lower my head. “But it stops now. You are a grown man, the heir to my empire, and you’re out here beating little girls?” 

      He practically tosses me away and taps me in my temple. “Who the fuck is this man?” He jeers, “Because if he wasn’t wearing my son’s face, he would be dead on the street.” 

      He practically growls at me, fixing his Brioni tan suit, making sure that each and every one of his personalized buttons are still there. The light glints off our family crest, embossed proudly into their faces. The custom buttons are on every piece in his closet. My mind pulls back from its wandering to see him smoothing his hair in the reflection of the window glass.

      “However,” he says, voice tight, every syllable pointedly spoken, “I am into giving second chances after your mother passed, god rest her soul,” he says, making the sign of the cross. “You’re going to take care of her, and I’m going to guarantee it, Dominic. Anything that happens to this gal under our care is on you, and I will personally come down on you as you have never seen me come down on anyone ever before. Do we have an understanding?” 

      I inhale, standing straighter as I nod, “Yes, sir.” 

      “Sir is for your father,” He warns, and there is a long pause between us. The haunting glint in his eye makes it clear. Every threat he makes is as King of the family. What is it with this girl? I clutch my fists tightly.

      “Understood, King.” I bow my head a bit, and he nods, turning and waving his hand up in the air as he leaves.

      “Catch that fucking cat so you can go. I’m picking up the gal at the airport in an hour.” 

      I glance at my watch and roll my eyes, “You better take the beltway. Grand Central will be a nightmare.” 

      “I’m not paying fk’n tolls to save four minutes,” Dad snaps. It’s a passive snap, though, and I know I’ve escaped his anger for now. The elevator dings and he’s gone.

      I exhale, tossing the carrier on the bed. I sit on the edge of it before letting myself collapse backward, watching the ceiling fan spin above me, pulling me into something of a pleasant daze. I breathe deeply, and my heartbeat shakes my body in little, slowing pulses.

      He isn’t wrong. What am I thinking? I have been so blinded by rage and hatred I really couldn’t believe – even for a second – that she might actually be innocent. 

      Having someone betray you does that to a man. It's not an excuse, just the truth. The dark part of the family business is collecting in on debts from families who are trying to rise amongst the elite in the country. 

      A good friend of mine, a Vanderbilt, Richard, whom I always looked up to, attacked some girl in college, and it completely ruined my ability to trust my gauge on people. I never expected him to be this violent thug, and I fully idolized him. I guess, because I idolized him, I ended up doing the same bullshit as him. Becoming the same goddamned monster. To think I inflicted the same damage on Anna.

      My eyes blink slow.

      I don’t think I’ve actually used her name before. Was she never human to me until this moment?

      I remember feeling her hair in my hands as she lay beneath me. It was a long day of interrogation, and she had been extra difficult and bit one of my men. I pumped her with some drugs and dragged her to her cell. With all the drugs in her system, I was shocked she managed to put up as much of a fight as she did. Eventually, though, she just succumbed to the drugs. 

      It was just going to be a scare tactic. I hadn’t planned to go as far as I did. I had been drinking to try to power through the interrogation. That kind of work does that to a person. I just didn’t stop because she never gave in. 

      When I woke up, she was lying in the corner, her clothes in my hands. I could see I had covered her in fresh bruises and more trauma. I remember feeling utterly disgusted with myself. I left quickly and never went back to see her.

      I was so certain someone that Allen trusted with his cat, and his actual phone number would have been the one that led to his disappearance in the same kind of traitorous act that can only exist in a shadow society like ours. 

      There is a gentle coo as the fat bastard jumps on the bed. 

      I reach up and rub the back of my neck. “Alright. There is no way she is going to want anything to do with us, but we can at least work a bit more and get her something nice.” The cat purrs softly. “I guess you’re not so bad.” 
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        * * *

      

      I gently put the tulips in a vase filled with water and that weird power packet that they come with. The lady at the shop said white tulips are a great way to say you are sorry, and that orange meant understanding and appreciation. I wanted to show both. I have laid several of these bouquets out around the condo. 

      Supposedly she – Anna – is using a wheelchair to get around. The wide entryway and open spaces are practically built for the kind of accessibility she’ll need. It was a great choice on Dad’s part. 

      I check the fat bastard’s food and sigh, seeing that he flipped over his water bowl. Again. 

      “I’m going to glue this bowl to the floor. Just you watch me, you punk ass fat bastard,” I grumble as I rip the rag off the stove handle, clean the floor, and get a fresh bowl ready. I’m just about to toss the rag in the hamper when the elevator dings, and I freeze in place. The sleek metal doors open quietly, revealing the aftermath of my poor decisions.

      The girl is right there. My father and what I believe is her Nurse are behind her. My father sees me, and his eyes enlarge with rage. The girl sees me and pales drastically before fainting. His Nurse gasps, cursing at me in German as she moves quickly to catch the girl before she falls out of her chair. 
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Excuse me, Ma’am, when did you start

filming Simon? | swear that looks just like

him!
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