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Triggers


(For the love of all that is unholy, do not skip)





Graphic descriptions of murder 

Serial killer content with detailed crime scenes

Aggravated physical assault and battery 

Rape (off page)

PTSD and trauma responses because of rape

Physical aftermath of rape

Knife play 

Gun play 

Blood play

Graphic torture scenes

Psychological torture

Psychological manipulation

Staged suicide

Suicidal ideation

Grieving a sibling's suicide

Gaslighting

Rape threats

Domestic violence (in backstory)

Child physical abuse (in flashbacks)

Clerical/religious abuse

Religious trauma

Power imbalance abuse

Stalking

Harassment

Death of parent (patricide in flashback)

Corruption and abuse of power

Coerced sexual acts

Obsessive/stalking behavior

Power imbalances in sexual relationships

Revenge-motivated sexual relationships

Morally black and gray characters

Novella-length stories in a series (this is book 3 of 5)

Cliffhangers!
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Play List





(In No Particular Order) 

1. "Closer" - Nine Inch Nails

2. "Hurt" - Nine Inch Nails

3. "Tear You Apart" - She Wants Revenge

4. "Enjoy the Silence" - Depeche Mode

5. "Seven Devils" - Florence + The Machine

6. "Howl" - Florence + The Machine

7. "Rabbit Heart (Raise It Up)" - Florence + The Machine

8. "The Devil Within" - Digital Daggers

9. "Control" – Halsey

10. "Nightmare" – Halsey

11. "Gasoline" - Halsey

12. "Paint It Black" - The Rolling Stones

13. "Dead Inside" - Muse

14. "Pumped Up Kicks" - Foster the People

15. "Black No. 1" - Type O Negative

16. "Demons" - Sleigh Bells

17. "Haunted" - Beyoncé

18. "Bury a Friend" - Billie Eilish

19. “You Should See Me in a Crown” – Billie Eilish

20. "Bad Guy" - Billie Eilish

21. "Skin" - Rihanna

22. "Criminal" - Fiona Apple

23. "Twisted" - MISSIO

24. "Look What You Made Me Do" - Taylor Swift

25. “Shitlist” – L7








  
  

Chapter 1
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Sera





"Show me," James demands, positively vibrating in the fluorescent lights of Gas N' Go. 

I don't need to read it again. Vincent's text from last night is burned into my brain, five words that detonated everything: Leave my wife alone, Penelope.

But James needs to see it. He needs to understand the scope of what we're facing.

I hold out my phone where he, Eddie, and I are gathered in the back room among towers of boxes and the perpetual smell of spilled motor oil. James takes it with those scarred knuckles, reads the screen, and his expression goes absolutely still. 

"Ach, he knows." James's Scottish accent thickens when he's contemplating violence. "Your name. Your location. Everything."

"He drove past my house right after he sent it," I say, remembering the slow crawl of red and blue lights through the rain. "Making sure I knew he could reach me whenever he wanted."

Eddie pushes off the doorway, starts pacing the small space between the shelves of boxes. "I don't know exactly what you had planned to do about him, Sera, but this likely changes your timeline. You can't wait much longer. He's escalating."

"Aye, but escalating to what?" James hands my phone back, his fingers brushing mine—warm, alive, grounding. A deliberate touch meant to anchor me. "What's his next move?"

"More intimidation," Eddie says, running a hand through his dark hair, which only flops it back into his face again. The shadows under his blue eyes have deepened since his suspension from his detective duties. "He wants her scared. Wants her to run, or break, or—"

"No thanks," I say, my voice flat. "I'll do neither."

Though obviously I didn't want him to find out who I was so soon. I wanted him to find out when it was already too late for him to do anything about it. When I had all my pieces in place and his world was already burning.

But this doesn't change anything. Not really. It just accelerates the timeline.

"My next step in Vincent's downfall involves the judge who tried my case in Kansas City," I say, watching their reactions. "Judges can't try cases for people they know, and I know he knows Vincent. They acted too friendly toward each other to be strangers. Like old college buddies or sorority brothers. They weren’t so bold as to wink at each other during the trial, but I know something’s up between them. I just haven’t found anything yet."

Eddie's eyes narrow. "You're thinking conflict of interest. Mistrial grounds."

I nod. "Among other things."

"You're not going to burn down his house, are you?" Eddie asks, his tone carefully neutral. "Like Michael Devlin's house with his corpse inside?"

I blink at him, all innocence. "What are you talking about?"

"Or are you planning to intimidate the judge into doing a lineup where he suddenly remembers and recognizes the man who chopped off his hand—a man who looks nothing like James here—the way Farley did?"

"That happened? How…odd," I say blankly, examining my fingernails like they're suddenly fascinating.

James slaps him on the shoulder hard enough to make Eddie stumble slightly. "Are ye stroking out, mate? You're telling some wild tales all of a sudden."

Eddie rolls his eyes, clearly not buying what we're selling. But he doesn't push. Because pushing means admitting knowledge, and admitting knowledge means complicity, and we're all playing a very delicate game of plausible deniability.

The bell above the front door chimes.

Then a loud, deep voice booms through the store, authority weaponized into sound: "Sheriff Harrow here with a warrant service. Come on out."

We all freeze.

My heart scrapes frantically against my ribs. He's here. Vincent is here. 

Eddie's face drains of color, going corpse-pale under the harsh fluorescent lights. James's fists coil tightly, his scarred knuckles going white, his whole body tensing.

"Why is he here?" My voice sounds distant, like it's coming from someone else. 

Someone calmer. Someone not currently fighting the urge to either run or burn the building down.

"Does it matter?" Eddie is already moving toward the storeroom door. "He believed fabricated evidence to frame me over my word and then suspended me. You think he can't fabricate probable cause for a search warrant?"

The bitter truth of it sits heavily between us.

"What's the plan, Prayer?" James asks, now flipping his favorite knife in the air. 

The blade catches the light, spinning, a dangerous meditation.

Eddie looks at me apologetically, and behind it, I see the calculation happening behind his eyes—the same calculation I'm running. "I need to leave. If Vincent sees me here, connected to you—"

"Go." I don't hesitate. The words come out sharp, decisive, cutting through the rising panic in my chest. "Both of you. Out the back door. Now."

James's expression hardens into something carved from granite and rage. "Ye fucking kidding me? I'm nae leaving ye alone with that bastard."

"You are." I meet his eyes, let him see the steel underneath my fear. The spine I've rebuilt from shattered pieces. "Eddie stays useful if he stays clean. You both stay useful if you don't die. And I need you both free, not arrested for interfering with a warrant service." I soften slightly, just a fraction, letting vulnerability leak through. "I can handle Vincent."

My voice doesn't waver, but my insides do. I hate that. I hate the seed of doubt he's planted now that he knows who I am. Hate that some small, broken part of me still remembers being powerless against him.

"Please," I beg, and the word tastes like both surrender and strategy.

Eddie opens the storeroom door just slightly, peering out. "James. She's right. Come on."

For a moment, I think James won't listen, think his loyalty will override his sense, and he'll stay and fight and get himself arrested or worse. But then he nods once, sharp but reluctant.

"After," he says, and the single word carries the weight of a blood oath.

One word. A promise and a threat.

"After," I agree.

They disappear out the back without a sound, surprisingly stealthy for men their size. I hope some misguided sense of loyalty won't keep them both there, hidden out back, waiting to defend me. 

Eddie climbing back into Vincent's good graces is worth more than any symbolic gesture of devotion. We need him back at his detective job, clean, useful, able to move freely through the systems we're trying to dismantle. In other words, he needs to be a good boy.

Dragging in a breath, I step out into the store.

Red and blue lights paint the parking lot in alternating waves, bleeding through the windows and causing me to squint.

Three vehicles. This feels like overkill for a gas station. But then, this isn't about the gas station.

This is about me.

Vincent stands in the doorway with two deputies flanking him like loyal hounds. He's in full uniform, every inch the respectable sheriff. The costume of legitimacy.

"Hello. What can I do for you?" I move toward the counter, hands steady despite the adrenaline screaming through my veins, face blank, the careful mask I've worn for so long snapping back into place like armor.

"Evening, Miss Vale." Vincent pauses, letting the silence stretch. His smile is a razor wrapped in velvet. "Or should I say, Miss Penelope Seskeny?"

My real name, spoken aloud in front of witnesses, withers my carefully constructed identity.

I meet his eyes with the flat, dead calm I've cultivated like a garden of thorns.

"Can I help you, Sheriff?" I ask, moving behind the front counter, putting the barrier between us. 

Small comfort, but comfort nonetheless.

His fingers tap against the warrant in his hand—a casual, rhythmic sound that sets my teeth on edge—and then he lifts it in the air like a trophy. "We received a complaint about irregularities in business licensing. Need to conduct a search of the premises."

It's bullshit. Transparent, flimsy bullshit. But the warrant is real—I can see the judge's signature from here, the official seal that makes this legal.

"Of course." The words taste like acid.

Vincent nods to his deputies. They spread out through the aisles, beginning their "search" with excessive thoroughness. Tearing open boxes of tampons, checking inside each one. Dumping a whole shelf of candy onto the floor in a cascade of bright wrappers. Emptying chip racks with sweeping arms. The legal veneer of destruction.

Vincent stays at the counter with me. Close. Too close. 

"You've done well for yourself, Penelope." He leans against the register, casual, conversational, like we're old friends catching up. "New name. New city. New life. And now you’re running this gas station ever since Rick mysteriously vanished. Very resourceful."

I say nothing as I watch the deputies trash the store, methodically destroying hours of stocking and organization. One of them finds the energy drink display I spent an entire shift perfecting and sweeps it all onto the floor. Some cans explode, and Red Bull bleeds across tile.

"But you made a mistake." His voice drops lower, intimate, the tone he used when— I cut that thought off before it bleeds. "You contacted my wife, sent her those photos. That was foolish."

"I don't know what you're talking about." The lie is automatic, smooth.

"No?" He pulls out something from behind the warrant.

Several photos of me in my car, first with my black hair, then in a blonde wig, then in a blonde wig outside my car carrying a manila envelope. Grainy but clear enough. This is me in the mall parking lot, about to drop off the pictures for Vincent's wife at Hallmark. The angle catches my profile perfectly, the wig obvious.

Shit.

Who took these? Not James. He was parked in his van right next to me, and the angle is all wrong. This was taken from above, maybe from a rooftop. Someone watching. Someone waiting.

At the bottom of the last photo, a note is scrawled in red ink: Penelope wants you to suffer, Sheriff.

What. The. Fuck.

Someone else knows. Someone else knows way too much. About my identity. My plans. My movements.

Red Hands? Or someone else entirely?

"Harassment," Vincent says pleasantly, like he's commenting on the weather. "Stalking. I could have you arrested tonight. But I thought I'd give you a chance to explain yourself first."

The deputies are in the office now. I hear filing cabinets hitting the floor with metallic crashes, the shatter of glass breaking. Motherfuckers. If that was my favorite I Have Rabies coffee cup, I will rip open their throats. 

My pulse hammers, but I keep my breathing steady, counting inhales like they're bullets I need to ration.

"There's nothing to explain," I say.

"Isn't there?" He steps closer to the counter, and it takes everything inside of me not to take a step back.

His cologne, expensive and cloying, assaults my nose. The same scent that clung to my clothes, my skin, my hair that night when I was someone else. When I was Penelope, and he was the man who destroyed her. The smell triggers something visceral—nausea and rage and the ghost of helplessness I've been trying to kill for years.

"See, I think there's quite a lot to explain. Why you came to my city. Why you're using a fake identity. Why you're so interested in my wife and me."

"Your city?" The words slip out before I can stop them, sharp and mocking. "You don't own this fucking place."

His smile widens, showing too many teeth. "Don't I?"

The arrogance is staggering. And the worst part? He might be right. Sheriff for years, with connections everywhere. The kind of man who's made this city an extension of his will.

One of the deputies emerges from the back, shaking his head. "Nothing, sir."

Of course there's nothing. There are no irregularities in business licensing. And I'm not stupid enough to keep anything damning about my extracurriculars at my place of employment. 

Vincent straightens, adjusting his belt. "Well. Perhaps the complaint was unfounded." He looks at the destroyed store—supplies scattered, shelves emptied, merchandise dumped across the tile floor. It looks like the aftermath of a hurricane. "Sorry about the mess. You understand. Due diligence."

The casual dismissal, the fake apology—it's designed to remind me of my powerlessness. To show me that he can destroy my space and walk away without consequences.

Just like he’s done before.

He turns to leave, then pauses and looks back. 

"One more thing, Penelope." My name again, deliberately weaponized in front of his deputies, witnesses who will remember and repeat and spread. "Whatever you think you're doing—whatever vendetta you're nursing—it won't work. I'm untouchable here and everywhere. I have friends, resources, the entire apparatus of law enforcement at my disposal."

He gestures to the chaos around us with a sweep of his hand. "So ask yourself: what do you have?"

The bell chimes as they leave, cheerful and obscene. Red and blue lights sweep across the walls, then fade into the darkness.

I stand alone in the trashed store, surrounded by the wreckage of Vincent's message.

I can reach you anywhere.

I can destroy anything you build.

You are nothing.

My phone vibrates. It's a text from James: We're clear. Are you okay?

Relief, sharp and sweet, cuts through my rage.

At least they're safe.

But as I survey the wreckage of my store that will take hours to clean, I understand something with brutal clarity.

Individual allies aren't enough anymore.

Eddie, brilliant and compromised. James, lethal and loyal. Daddy, powerful but bound to the house by whatever supernatural rules govern his existence.

I need more than scattered pieces. More than isolated pawns moving across a board Vincent thinks he controls.

I need an army and a court that can move in daylight and darkness both. That can operate in the legal world and the shadows. That can meet Vincent's institutional power with something equally devastating.

Vincent thinks he's won tonight, all pompous and strutting around with the confidence of a man who's never been truly questioned. Who's never faced consequences. Who's never met someone willing to burn everything down just to watch him choke on the ashes.

But he just showed me exactly how far he's willing to go.

How dirty he'll play.

How much power he'll abuse.

Now I'll show him the same.

First, I need to find out who took those photos. Who knows about Penelope. Who's been watching me close enough to catch me in a wig in a parking lot.

Because right now, I have more than one enemy.

And I need to know which one is circling closest.








  
  

Chapter 2
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Sera





The silence in the house isn't empty tonight. It's a living, coiled, furious thing made of shadows and cold. 

It wraps around my throat as I stand in the kitchen, scrubbing my hands under water hot enough to burn. But no amount of scalding water can scour Vincent’s voice from my skull. Penelope Seskeny. My real name, flung in my face like acid, burning through the armor of Sera Vale.

Daddy’s presence presses against the walls, thicker, darker, vibrating with a rage that makes the floorboards groan. 

Sera. The name isn’t spoken; it’s scraped across my consciousness, cold and sharp, hard enough to make me wince. 

“I know,” I grit out, shutting off the tap. My reflection in the dark window over the sink stares back—bruised eyes, too-pale skin, a woman slowly unraveling at the seams. “Just wait.”

I need more than rage. More than James’s fists or Eddie’s mind or even Daddy’s possessive fury. I need power that can walk in sunlight and darkness. Power that can tear down a man who owns the very law meant to stop him.

I retrieve the makeshift Ouija board from my bedroom. It’s a couple sheets of notebook paper marked with block letters, numbers, YES/NO, and a simple drinking glass. Crude, but it’s served us well. 

I set it in the center of the living room, the cold hardwood biting through my thin work pants as I sit cross-legged. I place my fingertips lightly on the upside-down glass.

“Daddy,” I call into the hungry quiet. “We need to talk.”

The glass shudders instantly beneath my touch, sliding with purpose.

H. E. R. E.

“What are you?” I ask, the question hanging heavily in the air. The one I’ve danced around, feared, craved. “Truly?”

The glass pauses, as if considering. Then it moves, slow, deliberate, around the letters on the papers.

N. O. T. G. H. O. S. T.

A breath escapes me. “Then what?”

O. L. D. E. R.

“Older than what?” Nerves thread through my voice.

The glass circles almost impatiently before spelling: D. A. R. K. N. E. S. S.

“Older than darkness. So…really old. Do you feed on darkness?”

YES

“And?”

D. E. V. O. T. I. O. N.

“Devotion…” 

I remember the intensity of his focus, the way my surrender feeds him, makes him more solid than he felt when I first moved in. The way his tendrils coil possessively when I moan his name. Daddy. 

“You mean my devotion.”

The glass slides firmly to YES and stays, humming with a low vibration that travels up my arm.

He’s not a ghost. He’s something primal. A force that thrives on darkness and worship. Demon? A god? It doesn't matter. Only the power does, and I need it poured into my veins.

“Vincent knows my name,” I say, the admission raw. “He knows who I am. He came to my work today. Trashed the place and humiliated me. He’ll escalate. He’ll come for me with everything he has. And Red Hands… He’s still out there, maybe even…helping Vincent get to me.” 

The glass trembles harder under my fingers. Daddy knows. He feels the predators circling his territory. His possession. 

“I need more, Daddy. I need to be more if I’m going to survive both Vincent and Red Hands. Is there a way to do that? Can you help me?”

The glass jerks violently, nearly tipping. Silence stretches, thick and charged. The air temperature plummets, frosting my breath.

“I don’t care about the price.” My voice drops, fierce and final. “You already have my darkness. You already have my devotion.” 
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