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Create your playlist on Spotify or Apple Music for this book! Play it in the background like you are watching a film and this is the soundtrack! 

––––––––
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DEPECHE MODE – STRANGE Love

Nine Inch Nails – The Perfect Drug

Beyoncé – Haunted.

Banks – Beggin for Thread

The Weeknd – Wicked Games

Kanye West – Power 

Drake – Started From the Bottom

Jay-Z – Empire State of Mind

The Neighbourhood – Daddy Issues

Florence + The Machine – Shake It Out

Maggie Rogers – Alaska.

Lana Del Rey – Hope Is a Dangerous Thing for a Woman Like Me to Have

London Grammar – Strong 

Sia – Breathe Me 

Taylor Swift - Anti-Hero

Kendrick Lamar - They Not Like Us

Halsey – You Should Be Sad

Taylor Swift – The Archer

Billie Eilish – Happier Than Ever

Paramore – The Only Exception

Cigarettes After Sex – Apocalypse

The Weeknd – Call Out My Name 

Rihanna – Love on the Brain  
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Prologue
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"Some souls are bound not by love, but by the echoes of a past they can’t escape." Deb Ng

––––––––
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TWO YEARS. A LIFETIME and a blink. Cassie had shed her past like a second skin, dissolving into the jungle, swallowing ancient medicines, and surrendering to silence. She had learned stillness. She had mastered surrender. But nothing—not the shamans, not the breathwork, not the mantras whispered into the fire—had prepared her for this moment.

Miami pulsed around her, foreign and electric. The Atlantic stretched endless before her, its waves a rhythmic pull against the shore. An iced coffee sweated in her grip as she wandered, absorbing the chaos of the city, the strangeness of being somewhere new. Then, like a phantom stepping out of a heat mirage, she felt him before she saw him.

Chance.

He was in a black SUV, a ghost behind tinted glass. A flash of recognition. A ripple of something primal. And then—his eyes locked onto hers.

The world shrank.

The car jerked as he barked an order to stop. The door flung open, and suddenly, he was there—towering, undeniable, real.

Her name fell from his lips like a prayer.

“Cassie.”

Her breath caught, her fingers trembling as the coffee slipped from her grasp, splashing on the pavement between them. The cold liquid seeped into the cracks, disappearing.

Her body screamed for movement, for ritual, for safety. Her hands immediately went to her neck.

Find your breath. Whisper the words.

"I am here. I am safe. I am free."

But she couldn’t move.

She couldn’t breathe.

Because for all her healing, all her transformation, nothing could erase the undeniable truth.

He was still in her bones.

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞
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CHAPTER ONE  

Them
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The eyes are the silent tongues of love.—Miguel de Cervantes 

Cassie barely registered the sound of the car door slamming shut behind her. One moment, she had been inside; the next, she was on the pavement—her knees striking the rough concrete, hands stretched forward, forehead pressing down. The familiar shape of a child’s pose enveloped her like a cocoon, her muscles folding into submission before she even knew what she was doing.

Her breath hitched, coming out in soft, uneven puffs. Heat radiated from the Santa Cruz sidewalk beneath her palms, the pulse of the evening traffic thrumming in her ears. But none of it existed—not the strangers pausing mid-step, not the scent of salt air and car exhaust swirling around her.

Only the words.

"My master owns me fully and completely."

The mantra rolled off her tongue, each syllable carving into her mind—a script too deeply ingrained to ignore.

"There isn’t an ounce or inch of my body that he doesn’t own."

Her lips trembled as she whispered it, her voice featherlight yet unwavering.

"My master also owns my body and mind."

It should have soothed her. Should have steadied the chaotic whirl inside her chest.

But something was wrong.

A fissure cracked through her certainty as her fingers instinctively reached for the cool weight that should have been there—the unyielding steel of her collar.

Her hand met bare skin.

No collar. No claim.

A shudder rolled through her as realization struck like a whip.

I’m a bad girl.

The thought slashed through her, a cold dagger to the gut. The earth beneath her tilted, her body wavering between obedience and something else—something unfamiliar, something terrifying.

Would her Master forgive her?

Would he punish her?

The answer should have been simple. She had been trained for it. Conditioned for it.

So why did her fingers tighten around her own throat, as though searching for something more?

Cassie’s breath came in short, uneven gasps as the world around her blurred. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears, drowning out the rush of traffic and the distant murmur of people.

What just happened?

One moment, she had been sitting in the G-Wagon with her husband, living in a reality she had carefully built. And the next... she had crumbled.

Her knees ached from hitting the pavement, but it wasn’t the pain that made her tremble—it was him. The second she saw him, something primal, something buried deep, had snapped awake. Eight years of letting go, of healing, of becoming someone new—gone in an instant.

Her throat tightened as she realized where she was—not in the safe sanctuary of her home, not in the quiet space of her own controlled mind, but here, behind a library, with the one man who could unravel her with a look.

Her fingers brushed her neck again, searching for a collar that hadn’t been there in years. Its absence made her stomach churn. She swallowed hard. I am not that girl anymore.

And yet...

She lifted her gaze.

Chance.

His grip on her wrist was tight—too tight—like he was afraid she might disappear again. He was taller, broader, more solid than the boy she remembered. His face was harder now, his jaw set like stone. And yet, his dark eyes burned with something raw—something that made her legs feel weak.

This was not how this moment was supposed to happen.

Her lips parted, but no words came out. She had spent years learning to control her thoughts, her mind, her body.

But nothing had prepared her for this.

For him.

Chance’s fingers flexed around her wrist, feeling the rapid pulse beneath her skin. Fuck. He had imagined this moment a thousand times—what he’d say, how he’d look at her, how he’d make her pay for leaving him.

But nothing had prepared him for this.

Cassie, on her knees.

Cassie, reciting that mantra like no time had passed.

Cassie, looking up at him with those big, pleading eyes that once made him feel like a god.

A ghost of old wounds tore open.

He had told himself he was over it. That she had made her choice. That he had survived without her.

But seeing her there, exactly where she belonged, shattered every lie he had told himself.

His jaw was tight, his breath slow and controlled, but beneath it, his blood boiled. She still fucking felt it. No matter how much time had passed, no matter what life she had built, she still belonged to him.

And then—the shift.

Her expression flickered, something in her eyes warring against the instinct that had dropped her to her knees. She was fighting it now. Fighting him.

He yanked her closer, his voice low, dangerous. “You remember.”

It wasn’t a question.

She shivered, her lips parted, but no words came. Her hand twitched toward her throat again—searching for the collar.

The empty space where it should be made something dark coil in his chest.

He reached out, fingers brushing the faint mark on her nose where a stud used to be. His touch was featherlight, almost mocking.

"You tried to erase me."

Cassie inhaled sharply, her spine stiffening.

Chance leaned in, his lips just inches from hers—but he didn’t kiss her. He wanted to see her break first.

Wanted to hear her beg.

But before he could push further, the low rumble of an engine caught his attention.

His eyes flicked past her—just in time to see a sleek black Mercedes prowling the street, slowing as if searching.

Searching for them.

Searching for Cassie.

Cassie’s man.

The fuck?

She must have sensed the shift because she turned to follow his gaze. And in that instant, Chance felt her body tense—like she had just remembered her new life.

Like she was about to run.

His grip tightened. “Don’t you fucking dare.”

Cassie barely registered the walk to his house. Her mind was still stuck on the way Chance had grabbed her—like she belonged to him, like no time had passed at all.

The house was large, gray, with a wraparound porch that might have looked inviting under different circumstances.

But right now, it felt like an in-between place.

Like a space where she didn’t belong.

Chance opened the door without a word, pulling her inside.

The hallway was dim, thick with the scent of stale coffee and old wood.

"Wait here." His voice was sharp. Controlled.

Cassie obeyed—of course, she did. She stood there, breath shallow, hands trembling from the aftershock of everything that had just happened. Her eyes flicked over the worn-out furniture, the faint hum of a television in another room, the distant sound of laughter—muted, like the world was happening somewhere else.

Minutes passed. Maybe more.

Then—footsteps.

When Chance returned, he wasn’t alone.

The man beside him was older, broad-shouldered, dressed in khakis and a navy polo. He studied her with a mix of amusement and something else—concern, maybe.

"So... you’re the wife, huh?"

Cassie blinked. "What?"

The man chuckled, shaking his head. "Listen, sweetheart, I get that you missed him. And it’s real nice of you to surprise him like this, but you can’t stay here."

Cassie’s lips parted, but no words came.

Chance stood beside the man, arms crossed, his expression unreadable.

"I—" Her voice cracked. She looked at Chance, waiting for him to explain.

He didn’t.

She swallowed hard. "I can book a hotel—" she started.

"Halfway house rules," the man continued, like she hadn’t spoken. "Chance has a little longer here—gotta finish up his first ninety days before he gets more privileges." He shot Chance a look. "You do have privileges now, right?"

Chance’s jaw twitched. A pause. Then, a nod.

Cassie felt like she was floating outside her own body. This wasn’t what she expected. He had pulled her to him like he needed her. Now, he was letting someone else decide where she would sleep.

The older man turned to Chance. "Take her to the B&B down the street. She can stay there until you’re cleared to leave."

Cassie nodded automatically, her mind racing to keep up.

The walk to the bed-and-breakfast was short, but every step felt heavy. She wanted to ask—what is this, why are you acting like this, why won’t you even look at me—but she said nothing.

At the front desk, she pulled out her credit card, her fingers trembling as she handed it over.

The woman behind the counter glanced at the card. Then at Cassie.

"Would you like a receipt, Mrs. Belmont?"

Cassie froze.

The name hit like a slap to the face.

Chance’s body stiffened beside her. No sharp inhale. No visible flinch. Just silence. But she felt it—the way his shoulders tensed, the way his fingers curled into his palms.

She didn’t look at him. She couldn’t.

Her throat was dry as she forced out, "No, thank you."

The woman slid the card back across the counter. Cassie took it—her fingers brushing against Chance’s.

He snatched his hand away.

Silent. Controlled.

Like he hadn’t just seen her with an entirely different name.

She didn’t breathe until the door shut behind them.

And then, just as she parted her lips to speak, Chance ripped the key fob from her hand and shoved it into his pocket.

"You stay here," he said, voice low. "Until I come back."

She barely had time to process before his hands were on her—stripping her, fast, impersonal. Methodical.

His belt was around her ankles before she could think to resist. Her purse, her clothes—all of it—snatched up in one swift movement.

And then he turned for the door.

No kiss.

No explanation.

Nothing.

The door clicked shut.

And she was alone.

Cassie stood in the dim glow of the bedside lamp, the scent of lavender and freshly laundered sheets barely cutting through the static in her head. Her skin still burned where his hands had been—controlling, consuming, gone.

Her toes curled against the leather binding her ankles. The pressure grounded her. This is real. This just happened.

He had taken everything—the key, her purse, even her clothes. Not trusting her. Not giving her a choice.

And the worst part?

She hadn’t fought him.

She should have screamed. Should have kicked, clawed, demanded answers.

But she had just... let him.

Because some part of her—some deep, broken, twisted part—still craved his control.

Cassie clenched her jaw, swallowing against the lump in her throat.

No. She wasn’t that girl anymore. She wasn’t his. She wasn’t—

Then why did her body ache in places he hadn’t even touched?

The nightstand clock glowed 9:47 PM.

That meant she had eight hours until he came back.

If he comes back.

Her stomach twisted at the thought, a sick tangle of dread and... something else.

Lying there on the cold hardwood floor, bound, stripped of everything she thought she had built, Cassie faced a truth she had spent eight years trying to bury.

She could run.

She could leave this bed-and-breakfast, find a cab, go back to her husband, pretend this never happened.

But she wouldn’t.

She knew she wouldn’t.

Because for the first time in years...

She felt alive.

Cassie pulled the blanket off the bed and wrapped it around herself.

Cassie curled onto the floor, her body sinking into the layers of sheets and blankets she pulled down from the bed. It was instinctual—this waiting—this knowing that she shouldn't move, shouldn't disobey. Stay. Be still. Be good.

But her mind wouldn’t stay quiet.

She should've asked to pee. Damn it. That was a rookie mistake, and she knew better. Now she’d have to wait—until morning, until he came back, until he let her move again.

Her body accepted it before her mind did.

Her mind? That was a mess.

What had she just done?

She had dropped in front of him like no time had passed, like she was still his. Her body had given in before she could think, before she could process the weight of it. And he had let her.

But then... he had walked away.

That was the part that messed her up the most. The Chance she remembered wouldn’t have left her like this—not without words, not without touching her, not without making her feel something. But this wasn’t then, and she wasn’t sure what to do with now.

She had paid for the room. That was something. That meant her husband—Remy—couldn’t say she had been kidnapped. She hadn’t been forced into anything. At least, not by Chance.

The thought made her stomach turn.

If she didn’t leave, Remy would find her. Maybe not tonight. Maybe not tomorrow. But when the charge hit, he would know where she had been.

And she had no idea if she wanted that.

Did she want to be found?

Or did she want to disappear?

Cassie squeezed her eyes shut and let the silence press against her like a second skin.

She had no idea if she’d done the right thing—but was there even a right thing to do?

For now, all she could do was wait.

Meanwhile...

Chance walked back to the halfway house, hands shoved deep into his pockets, fingers curled into the fabric like a lifeline.

His heart was still hammering. Too fast. Too hard.

He could still see her—on her knees, on the ground—like no time had passed. Like she hadn’t spent years away from him. Like she hadn’t moved on.

And then—that name.

Sophia Belmont.

He hadn’t expected it. Hadn’t even thought about it. Cassie was Cassie—his Cassie. The same girl who kissed him under the stars for the first time. The same girl who tutored him just to get close to him. The same girl who never missed a phone call. The same girl who married him and swore never to leave.

And now?

Now she had someone else’s name.

Someone else’s ring.

He wanted to be angry. Should be angry. But all he felt was that deep, gnawing ache in his ribs, like something had cracked open inside him.

She still obeyed. That part hadn’t changed.

But he had.

Chance exhaled, his breath sharp in the cool night air.

One more week.

That’s all he had left in this place.

Seven days.

And then?

Then he had to decide what the hell to do with her.
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CHAPTER TWO 

Chance
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“Power without control is a dangerous game.” The Dominant

––––––––
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WHAT THE ACTUAL HELL was happening?

How was this even real?

Eight years of searching. Eight years of coming up empty-handed. Eight years of wondering if she was even alive—and now, here she was.

Subservient at his feet. Chanting like no time had passed.

Like she hadn’t left him.

Like she hadn’t disappeared without a word.

Chance’s pulse roared in his ears as he walked, the cold night air doing nothing to cool the fire raging inside him. She looked the same. Sounded the same.

And yet... something was off.

Had she spoken beyond her mantra? No, not really. Just nods. One “I could get a hotel.” Just “yes, Master.”

Just... submission.

Almost frozen. Like a doll wound up and set back in motion.

He had always had power over her.

But control? That was the real question.

And what the hell did this mean? Was she back? Had she come looking for him? Had someone sent her?

Whose car had she jumped out of? Had they expected to be in the same city, or was this fate?

Or worse... a trap?

His curfew loomed in the back of his mind, but he pushed it aside.

Cassie was his wife.

That mattered. It had to.

The halfway house manager believed him, and that was all that mattered right now.

And she had money now. That much was clear—from the way she dressed, from the car she stepped out of.

But whose name was on that credit card?

Because it wasn’t hers.

Too many questions.

Too many unknowns.

But one thing he did know—

He wasn’t letting her walk away.

Not after eight years.

Was that kidnapping?

No. It couldn’t be.

She was his wife.

She came to him.

She paid for the damn room.

That thought settled his nerves.

Still, as he raced back to the halfway house, his body moved on autopilot. His mind? Stuck. Stuck in that moment—the moment she fell to her knees before him, like she had never left.

Like she had never shattered him in the first place.

He stuffed all her clothes and purse into his duffel bag, shoving them in like he could somehow control the chaos by containing her belongings.

The bag felt heavier than it should have.

As if it carried more than just fabric and leather.

As if it held eight years of unanswered questions.

He wanted to look inside. God, he wanted to.

But he wasn’t ready.

Wasn’t ready to see the name on her ID.

Wasn’t ready to face whatever life she had built without him.

How many lies were wrapped up in her identity now?

How many versions of Cassie existed outside the one who used to be his?

As far as he knew, they were still legally married.

He had found nothing to the contrary.

He had searched every database.

Every court record.

Combed through every possible lead looking for a divorce certificate, an annulment—something that proved she had severed him from her life in an official way.

Nothing.

For years, he even entertained the worst possibility—

Ziggy had her killed.

That dark thought used to consume him.

Fester inside him like an untreated wound.

If she was dead, was it his fault?

Had she paid the price for being with him—just like her high school sweetheart did?

He used to push it down—tell himself that kind of guilt would rot him from the inside out.

But deep down, he always believed one thing.

He would know if she was dead.

He would feel it.

And tonight proved what he had always known in his gut—Cassie was alive. She had always been alive.

And now, she was his again.

It should’ve brought him peace.

Instead, it felt like standing on the edge of a cliff, the ground crumbling beneath his feet.

Where had she been?

Who had she become?

And most importantly—

Who the hell was Remy?

The damn phone wouldn’t stop buzzing.

Remy, Remy, Remy.

Over and over again.

Chance clenched his jaw, gripping the phone so hard his knuckles went white.

This guy wasn’t just some casual friend.

The way Cassie had jumped from that car—like she had no choice but to obey her instincts—

That wasn’t normal.

That wasn’t something you did if your life was perfectly fine.

Had she been his all these years?

Was she running from him, or had she been delivered back like some twisted offering?

Then there was the name on the credit card.

Sophia Belmont.

He hadn’t reacted at first—too much was happening.

But now, replaying it in his head, it clawed at his insides.

Sophia? Was that what she called herself now?

And Belmont—was that his last name?

Remy Belmont?

Had she married this guy too?

He hated not knowing.

Not knowing was weakness.

His thumb hovered over the screen.

He could answer. Could listen. Could see what kind of man he was dealing with.

But the truth was—he didn’t want to hear that voice.

Not now.

Instead, he typed out a message:

I am with my husband. Don’t look for me. I’m turning off the phone.

He hit send.

Then shut the damn thing off.

Silence.

Just the way he liked it.

But even with the phone dead in his palm, his mind wouldn’t quit.

He unzipped the duffel bag.

Neatly folded clothes. Her purse tucked between them.

Everything she owned in this moment, right here in his hands.

His for the taking.

He had the right to go through it.

He had the need to go through it.

His fingers brushed the zipper on her purse—

But he hesitated.

What if he found something he wasn’t ready for?

His pulse pounded in his ears.

Instead, he shoved it deeper into the bag.

Not tonight.

For now, all he had was this: Cassie was back. She came to him. She paid for that room.

No one could accuse him of kidnapping.

It was a fact he repeated like a mantra.

He wasn’t stealing her back.

She belonged to him.

Still, his nerves were raw as he walked into the halfway house.

He had three shifts back-to-back. The last thing he needed was to look like a man coming apart at the seams.

His freedom depended on keeping his head down, playing by the rules, proving to the world he had changed.

And yet—

How the hell was he supposed to sleep when his entire world had just flipped upside down?

Cassie was his again.

Or maybe, she had never really stopped being his.

Somewhere in the stretch of dark hours, exhaustion finally took him under.

But sleep offered no peace—

Only a maze of nightmares and fractured fantasies.

Cassie.

He found her. Held her. She was back.

His chest swelled with something he hadn’t felt in years—joy, relief, the undeniable rightness of her in his arms.

But then, like smoke slipping through his fingers—

She ran.

Ziggy. That bastard.

She ran to him.

Chance’s vision blurred with rage as Ziggy’s laughter echoed in the distance. He chased them—through twisting streets, through endless doors that never opened fast enough—only to finally find them—

Standing before a preacher.

Fingers intertwined.

A ring sliding onto her finger.

“No.” The word ripped from his throat.

She didn’t hear him.

She was staring at Ziggy, soft devotion in her eyes.

Laughter again, sharp and cruel.

Chance lunged—ready to tear them apart, to throw punches, to drag her away.

But everything shifted.

He wasn’t fighting.

He was in her arms.

They were dancing.

Cassie’s body pressed to his, her breath warm on his neck. The world blurred, voices vanished.

But the feeling inside him was wrong.

Because in the distance—

Ziggy was still laughing.

And that’s when he knew—

He was losing his mind.

—————
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CHANCE JOLTED AWAKE, heart hammering.

For a moment, he couldn’t breathe. Trapped. Somewhere between dream and reality.

His hands gripped the sheets, the weight of his nightmares still pressing down on him.

It wasn’t real.

But Cassie was.

His eyes darted to the dresser.

And there it was—

The key fob from the bed and breakfast.

Proof that last night had happened.

His pulse pounded in his ears as he swung his legs over the side of the bed.

Move.

He needed a shower. Needed to shake this off. Because whatever was happening in his head—it didn’t matter.

Cassie was real.

And she was waiting.

He yanked on a clean shirt, barely noticing the way his hands trembled. Then, without another thought, he grabbed the key fob and bolted out the door.

By the time he reached the bed and breakfast, his breath was uneven, his mind still a mess of dream logic and unanswered questions.

He hesitated.

Just for a second.

Then—sharp inhale—

He slid the key fob over the lock and turned the handle.

No idea what he was walking into.

No idea what he was doing.

But that wouldn’t stop him.
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CHAPTER THREE

Cassie
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I bend, but I do not break.—Jean de La Fontaine

The cold crept through the thin sheet beneath her, seeping into her skin like an unwelcome guest. Her muscles ached, ankles throbbing where his belt still bound her feet. The floor was unforgiving, pressing bruises into her hips and shoulders. She wanted to shift, to adjust the blanket, but she didn’t dare. He had told her to stay. And after all this time, some part of her still obeyed.

The discomfort was nothing compared to the storm in her mind. She had spent years burying Chance, forcing herself to forget how he made her feel—alive, powerless, utterly his. Her life now was stable. Predictable. Vanilla. A husband who kissed her forehead instead of gripping her throat. Who asked instead of demanded. Who expected nothing beyond what she chose to give.

She should be worried about him. She should be trying to escape.

But all she could think about was how easily she had slipped back into place. How natural it felt to kneel. To submit.

Had she ever truly left?

Or had she just been waiting for him to come back?

Cassie tossed and turned all night, shifting just enough to ease the ache in her joints but never enough to find comfort. Sleep came in fleeting moments—brief, restless stretches where relief hovered just out of reach before yanking her back to consciousness. The pressure in her bladder was unbearable, a sharp, pulsing need that made her stomach cramp, but she didn’t move. Wouldn’t. The belt around her ankles wasn’t just a restraint—it was a line she couldn’t bring herself to cross.

As dawn bled into the room, the weight of it all crushed her. At first, the tears came slow, hot streaks down her cheeks. Then the sobs overtook her, ragged and gasping, until she curled into herself, arms wrapping tight around her bare skin, desperate to hold together what was unraveling.

Her husband. Her life. Her students. The stability she had built—gone.

What was she doing? Lying naked on the floor of a strange room, her ankles bound, every piece of her life in the hands of a man she hadn’t seen in eight years.

A man who, by all legal accounts, was still her husband.

And then it hit like a fist to the chest—

She had two husbands.

She didn’t even know who was really her husband anymore.

But she knew, without a doubt, who was her Master.

And then she felt it.

A slow, spreading warmth beneath her—then the mortifying realization. She squeezed her legs together instinctively, but it was too late. Her body betrayed her, releasing in stuttering streams she couldn’t stop. Between the sobbing, the exhaustion, and the bone-deep cold, she had lost the last shred of control she had.

Shame burned hotter than her tears.

She lay there, naked in a puddle of her own piss, skin sticky, nipples painfully hard from the cold. The pillows beneath her face were soaked with tears, the blanket beneath her stained. She was a mess. A disaster.

What would anyone think if they saw her like this?

The thought clawed at her, digging up memories she had spent years trying to bury.

You’ve turned into your mother.

The words slammed into her like a punch to the gut, and fresh sobs tore out of her throat—uncontrollable, endless.

She had worked so hard to build a new life. A good life. A normal, stable, respectable life where she had a career, a husband, students who looked up to her. She had routines. Schedules. Safety.

And now, she was nothing more than a desperate, broken girl lying in her own shame.

Right back where she started.

Right back where she started the moment she let Ziggy into her world.

Cassie shivered, curling in on herself, the belt still looped around her ankles. Her body ached from lying on the floor all night, her skin damp with sweat, dried tears, and humiliation. The air was cold against her exposed flesh, and the acrid scent of urine clung to her, making her stomach twist. Every part of her screamed discomfort—her stiff muscles, her empty, throbbing bladder, the sting of dried tears on her face.

She had spent years burying this part of herself. Tucking it away. Being good.

But now, here she was—stripped, punished, and waiting..

The sharp click of the plastic fob unlocking the door sent a jolt through her body. Every nerve snapped to attention.

Cassie froze, swallowing a whimper as the door swung open and Chance stepped inside.

He was still the most beautiful man she had ever seen.

Tall. Powerful. Effortlessly commanding.

He carried a presence that filled the room—even in silence.

She held her breath, watching him through her lashes as he stepped forward, his gaze sweeping over the disheveled mess she had become. Then, his eyes landed on the floor.

The damp spot.

Cassie felt the weight of his stare, shame crawling up her spine like fire. Her breath hitched as he spoke, his voice low. Unshaken.

“Cassie has been a bad girl again.”

More to himself than to her.

He crouched beside her, his fingers moving to the belt, unwrapping it from her ankles. For a moment, she thought he might be gentle. Maybe—just maybe—he would pity her.

Then—SMACK.

The crack of his palm across her ass sent a sharp jolt through her body. Cassie yelped, then bit down hard on her lower lip.

It had been so long since she’d been touched like this.

So long since she’d been handled with anything but reverence.

“You forgot how to behave,” he murmured, almost amused.

Cassie squeezed her eyes shut. She hated this. Hated how her body reacted. Hated how easily she fell back into place.

SMACK.

The belt this time—harder. She winced but refused to make a sound.

Chance exhaled through his nose, then turned away. She listened as he moved around the room, the steady rush of water filling the silence. He was drawing her a bath.

She should have felt relief. Instead, she felt hollow.

When he returned, his voice was sharp. “Unless you need more spankings, you know how to start the day, Cassiopeia.”

The name sent a shudder through her. Only her mother had ever called her that.

Her limbs trembled as she pushed herself up onto shaking arms, curling into a child’s pose on the floor. Forehead pressed to the hardwood, she whispered the words she hadn’t spoken in years.

"My master owns me fully and completely. There isn't an ounce or inch of my body that he doesn't own. My master also owns my body and mind. My body is to do as he pleases when my collar is on. My body desires only my master's touch, and he alone will fulfill its desires.”

The words slid from her lips like a prayer, like an admission of guilt—like the truth she had spent years running from.

"Continue, Cassie," Chance commanded, his voice smooth. "You are on punishment for a long time."

Her stomach twisted. For the first time since last night, the full weight of what was happening crashed into her.

"I was a bad girl for my Master," she whispered, shame thick in her throat. "And you have the right to punish me as long as you see fit."

Chance nodded. "And another thing—you have no collar. You’re in violation every day until you have one. I will have you find one online and ship it to a box in this town."

Cassie hesitated. Just for a second.

She could say no.

She could fight.

She could leave.

But the truth was, she had already made her choice.

"Yes, Master," she whispered.

And with those two words, she realized—she didn’t know if she was surrendering or coming home.

"Now stand!"

Chance’s voice cracked like a whip.

Cassie scrambled to her feet, her body stiff from hours on the floor. She kept her gaze down, her heart hammering in her chest. The sharp command, the discipline—it should have made her afraid. But fear wasn’t what twisted in her gut.

Chance gripped her arm and guided her into the bathroom, lowering her into the steaming tub. The moment her skin met the water, a sharp sting shot through her, radiating from the welts on her ass. She didn’t flinch. Didn’t gasp. She knew better than to show weakness.

Without a word, Chance handed her his phone.

"Find a collar," he ordered.

Cassie’s fingers trembled as she took the device, the weight of his presence pressing down on her even as he turned and walked away, shutting the door behind him.

Alone in the bath, she exhaled slowly. The heat seeped into her muscles, loosening the knots of tension, but her mind raced. Her body betrayed her—every cell humming with an energy she had tried for years to kill.

What was wrong with her?

She had a good life. A stable husband. A normal, safe, boring life.

But she didn’t crave safety.

She craved this. Him.

Swallowing hard, she refocused on the phone, scrolling through endless options. Some collars were dainty, decorative. Others were thick, heavy—unmistakable symbols of ownership.

Then she saw it.

A simple black band. Bold white letters spelling SUB on either side of a locked heart.

And she knew.

This one.

The keychain that fit into the lock read Master.

Her stomach flipped.

She imagined it snug against her throat, imagined his fingers brushing over it, his hand fisting it when he wanted to remind her exactly who she belonged to. A thrill ran down her spine.

She hit order without hesitation.

Just as she set the phone aside, the door swung open again.

Chance strode in, arms full—cleaner, lotion, water, beef jerky, bananas, Greek yogurt, and a giant T-shirt.

Cassie blinked. The sheer practicality of it all nearly made her laugh. He hadn’t just thought about the mess—he had thought about her. Her body, her hunger, her comfort.

She held up the phone, her eyes searching his face as she showed him the collar.

For a beat, he was unreadable.

And then—he smiled.

Warmth flooded her chest.

That was all it took. That single flicker of approval, of satisfaction, and suddenly, everything settled into place.

She had done well.

She was a good girl.

Sinking deeper into the water, her heart pounded.

Already, she was anticipating the moment the collar would arrive.

Because this time, when she put it on—

She wouldn’t be taking it off.

He let the water begin to drain, the soft gurgling filling the silence between them. Cassie shivered—not from the cooling water, but from the sheer intensity of the moment. She had forgotten how this felt. How it felt to have no decisions to make, no control over what came next.

Chance grabbed a towel and laid it out on the floor, then gave her a simple command.

"Step out."

She obeyed, placing one foot, then the other, onto the plush fabric. He wrapped a fresh towel around her, the rough fibers dragging against her sensitive skin. She should have felt relief. Instead, she felt... exposed. Not because she was naked—she had been stripped bare long before this—but because she was standing before the one man who could rip her heart to shreds.

His hands moved with deliberate care as he dried her off. Firm strokes. No hesitation. No indulgence.

She let her eyes drift up to his face, searching for a crack in the wall of discipline. She wanted him to falter, to slip, to show need.

But Chance wasn’t falling for any of it.

His expression remained unreadable as he ran his hands down her arms, over her shoulders, across her nipples, and across her thighs. When he reached her ass, where the belt had left its mark, he paused.

Cassie sucked in a breath.

He noticed. Of course, he noticed.

Without a word, he reached for the lotion and massaged it into her skin, his touch methodical, precise. Not gentle. Just necessary.

Aftercare.

She had almost forgotten that part. He had always been meticulous about it—because, despite everything, Chance prided himself on being a good Dom.

The moment passed. He grabbed the oversized T-shirt and pulled it over her head. The fabric swallowed her up, draping over her body in a way that made her feel small. Controlled.

“The Clean Bed,” he said, motioning toward the mattress.

Cassie obeyed, climbing under the covers.

He placed a bottle of water and a pack of beef jerky on the nightstand. A silent statement—You will eat. You will hydrate. I take care of what is mine.

Then came the belt.

He looped it around her ankles again, securing her without hesitation. This wasn’t punishment. This was placement. A reminder.

When he looked at her this time, his gaze was different—like a parent reprimanding a child. She felt it deep in her bones.

Chance turned toward the door, pausing just before he left.

“I’ll be back at lunchtime,” he said. “Then you’ll receive your eight lashes—one for every year you left me.”

Cassie swallowed hard, her pulse spiking.

“Before the lashes, you’ll clean the floor and the blanket. And after the lashes, I’ll bathe you again.”

His voice dropped lower, the final command slicing through her like a blade.

“Do not—I repeat, Cassie, do not pee on that bed.”

Then he was gone.

And Cassie was left alone, staring at the ceiling, her body aching in more ways than one.

She had spent eight years convincing herself she didn’t belong to him anymore.

But Chance had just reminded her how wrong she was.

At some point, she must have dozed off.



She stirred as Chance loomed over her, his presence solid, undeniable. A part of her quivered—not from fear, but from the overwhelming pull of familiarity. The old rituals, the mantras, the structure—these had been a lifeline once. Restrictive, yes. But also safe.

The heat between her legs, the flush in her cheeks, made her stomach twist. She didn’t even know what she anticipated anymore. With Chance, she never did. He would break her, drag her to the edge—but when he was done, he would patch her back together, piece by fragile piece.

And she had never questioned why.

Chance pulled back the covers, surveying the bed. His lips twitched.

“What a good girl this time. No body fluids.”

His praise—rough, detached, yet full of ownership—sent a shiver through her. Her body melted in response, beyond her control.

The words shouldn’t matter.

They never had before. Not from her mother, who only saw her failures. Not from her father, whose rare approval was swiftly countered by her mother’s reminders of every mistake.

But with Chance, they were real.

They meant she wasn’t a disappointment.

They meant she belonged.

“Good girl,” he said again, and this time, the words settled deep into her bones, anchoring her in a way she couldn’t escape.

She didn’t need anything else. Just this. Just him.

Chance untied the belt.

“Go pee.”

She obeyed. When she returned, he handed her a sponge, a bottle of Dawn, a towel, and Clorox wipes.

“Clean the blanket and the floor.”

Cassie dropped to her knees, wetting the sponge. The task was simple, but each stroke of the sponge dragged her deeper into the reality of her punishment. Humbling. Burning. Reducing her. Each movement felt like a step further into a place she couldn’t escape. A place where she belonged.

When she finished, he stood over her, arms crossed.

“Smell the blanket.”

Her stomach lurched. But she obeyed.

The scent of soap, clean but still laced with memory, filled her lungs. Her face burned.

“Good girl.”

The praise hit harder than she expected, rattling through her like a shock.

“Now, wash your hands and say your mantra.”

She did. Quiet. Obedient.

Her heart pounded as she knelt, the silence thick with anticipation. The words repeated in her mind, grounding her even as her body trembled. The mantra was more than a ritual; it was her anchor, the thing that tethered her to him, to this moment.

My Master owns me fully and completely. There isn’t an ounce or inch of my body that he doesn’t own...

Chance watched her, his face unreadable. He didn’t need to show it, but she could feel his approval in the air, thick and palpable. His hands stayed still at his sides, waiting for her next move.

“Lean over the bed, Cassie.”

No hesitation. She moved into position, the anticipation coiling inside her like a tightly wound spring, consuming her from the inside out.

She didn’t know what would come next.

She only knew one thing.

Whatever he chose to do—she was his to command.

Chance stood before her, the belt heavy in his hand—not just in weight, but in purpose. A promise. A reckoning.

The leather uncoiled, a faint whisper of it slipping between his fingers. It was a sound so soft yet so ominous, and she didn’t flinch. She was ready.

“Good girl.”

Cassie’s heart soared at those words, the praise like a balm on her raw skin. It was all she needed—his approval, his satisfaction.

He lifted her head, guiding her eyes to meet his. The intensity in his gaze was enough to make her breath catch in her throat. She was exposed, yet somehow, in this moment, she felt more seen than she ever had.

Without breaking eye contact, he reached for her hands, guiding them to his thighs, just near his crotch. Her fingers trembled slightly, skin warm and sensitive, the proximity of him electrifying.

He leaned in, his voice a whisper that still carried the weight of command. Steel laced through his words.

“Until I’m released from the halfway house, you will be captive here with nothing but time to think about what you did to me.” His words pressed into her like a weight, impossible to ignore. “You will sleep with your feet bound every night. During the day, you will be allowed to do yoga and write. I will provide your food and water. I will bathe you.” His fingers tightened over hers, pulling her closer into his orbit. “And you will be a good girl...” His grip turned possessive, stronger now. “Or the punishments will be severe.”

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Them


[image: image]




"The essence of dominance lies in the quiet control, in the weight of your word and the trust that follows it. You don't need to shout to make your presence felt, only to be steady and unwavering." Unknown 

Cassie dropped into hero pose—knees tucked neatly beneath her, hands resting lightly on her thighs, head bowed. Silent. Obedient. Exactly as she should be.

Chance stood before her, the belt heavy in his hand. But its weight wasn’t just physical. It was a promise. A reckoning.

He let the leather uncoil, the whisper of it slipping through his fingers, filling the room with the faintest warning.

She didn’t flinch.

Good girl.

Her mantra finished in a soft, steady whisper, but Chance caught the subtle rise and fall of her chest, the slight curl of her fingers against her knees. Anticipation.

"Lie on the bed." His voice was low, deliberate. Firm.

"Eight lashes, Cassie. One for each of the eight years you disappeared from my life."

She obeyed instantly—effortless, practiced, as though every part of her had been trained to respond to him like this.

He sat beside her, waiting—calm, collected.

"Look up."

Slowly, she lifted her gaze, locking eyes with him for the first time since she climbed into the G-Wagon. Since she willingly placed herself back under his control.

The moment stretched—thick, electric. Their connection, unspoken yet undeniable, held them in a fragile balance. Neither moved, neither breathed, as if the world outside had ceased to exist.

Without breaking eye contact, he reached for her hands, guiding them to his thighs—so close to where he knew she wanted them. Her skin was warm. Slightly trembling. He could feel it, even through the denim of his jeans.

He leaned in, his voice soft but cutting, each word sharp as steel. "Cassie, until I’m released from the halfway house, you will stay here—captive. With nothing but time to think about what you did to me."

He let the words hang in the air, letting their weight sink deep into her bones.

"Every night, you will sleep with your feet bound. But during the day, you will be allowed to do yoga. You will write. I will feed you. I will bathe you." His fingers tightened over hers. "And you will be a good girl..." His grip flexed, a silent warning. "Or the punishments will be severe."

Her breath caught, barely a sound—just the softest hitch in her chest. Then, almost reverently, she whispered, “Yes, Master. Please punish me as you see fit.”

And just like that, the balance was set. The game had begun.

Chance’s grip on the belt tightened, his knuckles white as the leather cut through the air. The crack of it against her skin sent a shiver down his spine—not because of the power in his hands, but because of what it meant. What she was letting him do. What she needed him to do.

His voice was rough, gravelly with the weight of emotion. “Count, Cassie.”

She didn’t hesitate. “One, Master.”

Another lash.

Her body flinched, but her voice stayed steady. “Two, Master.”

He watched as the red streaks bloomed across her pale skin, each one a mark of possession, of atonement. His mind flickered back to Ziggy—his fucking smug face, the sharp pain of his boots against Chance’s ribs, the humiliation of being powerless. That slimy voice still echoed in his head, mocking him, “You really thought you could own her? She ran from you like you were nothing.”

The belt struck again, harder this time.

Cassie gasped, but quickly swallowed the sound. “Three, Master.”

Chance exhaled sharply, trying to control the storm inside him. This wasn’t about him—it was about her. Bringing her back into his world. Making sure she never forgot who she belonged to.

The lashes continued, rhythmic and measured, until he reached eight. But the storm inside him wasn’t quelled. It was only stoked further. The memories of her leaving, the ache, the silence she left behind—he couldn’t stop the rage that burned in his chest.

She left you. She disappeared for eight years. You suffered. And now she just kneels at your feet like nothing happened?

The belt rose again, his grip tight. Nine.

Cassie’s body trembled, but she made no sound. Her submission was perfect, complete, but that still wasn’t enough to silence the ghosts clawing at his insides. The belt cracked down once more, harder than before—ten.

A thin line of blood trickled down her thigh.

Silence.

Chance stilled, his breath sharp in his chest. Cassie hadn’t moved. Hadn’t made a sound. For one terrifying second, he thought he had broken her.

He reached for her, rolling her onto her side. His jaw clenched, his mind racing. Her cheeks were damp with silent tears, but her eyes—God, her eyes—still held that trust. That surrender.

Something dark and primal twisted in his gut. The sight of her like this—vulnerable, marked, obedient—sent a rush of heat straight to his cock.

Of course, it did. She was his.

His voice dropped low, strained, almost a whisper. “Cassie, talk to me.”

Her breath hitched, and for a moment, the world seemed to stop. Finally, her lips parted, her voice a soft, trembling whisper.

“Thank you, Master.”

Fuck.

He had never wanted her more. The ache in his chest intensified, but it was a different ache now—one he couldn't ignore. The power he held over her was intoxicating, but it was this raw, vulnerable connection that made him burn for her in ways he hadn't anticipated.

Chance scooped Cassie up effortlessly, cradling her against his chest as he carried her to the bathroom. Her skin was damp with sweat, her body limp, but the trust in her submission was unmistakable. The sight of her like this—completely surrendered—sent something dark and possessive spiraling through his veins. She’s mine. Forever, this time.

He set her down on the closed toilet seat and turned on the bath, testing the water with his fingers. Warm, but not too hot. He didn’t want to shock her system—not after everything he’d just put her through. The thin trail of blood on her thigh made his stomach tighten with guilt.

He hadn’t meant to break her skin.

For all the control he prided himself on, he’d let something slip—something ugly. Something that still had Ziggy’s voice slithering in his ear, calling him weak.

Cassie sat motionless, her head bowed, waiting for his command. She was so still, so obedient, and yet Chance felt the weight of her silence press down on him.

Chance brushed a hand through her damp hair, his fingers gentle as he tilted her chin up. Her eyes met his—wide, soft, trusting. There was no fear, no hesitation. Only quiet acceptance, a silent promise that she was his.

His thumb traced her bottom lip, the gesture tender, despite the rawness of what had just transpired.

“I’ll be back,” he murmured, his voice rougher than he intended. He stepped away, his heart pounding louder than he cared to admit.

He moved fast, slipping out the front door and cutting across the street to the tiny drugstore. The cashier barely glanced at him as he grabbed a tube of Neosporin, a pack of gauze, and a bottle of water for Cassie. He tapped his fingers against the counter as he waited for the total, his pulse still hammering.

She hadn’t said a word when he left.

Would she still be there when he got back?

A low growl built in his throat. Of course, she would be. Cassie knew better. She always knew better.

He paid in cash and was back in the room within minutes. She hadn’t moved.

Good girl.

Chance knelt beside the tub and eased her into the water, watching as the warm liquid lapped gently at her sore, red skin. He took a washcloth, his fingers trembling slightly as he ran it over her shoulders, her arms, her back—slow, deliberate movements. He worked the soap into a soft lather, his hands gliding over her curves with a tenderness that felt at odds with the intensity of their earlier exchange.

Cassie exhaled, her body sinking deeper into the warmth, her eyes closed as if she were somewhere far away.

His voice came out rough, raw. “How does it feel?”

“Fine, Master.”

Her voice, small and hoarse but content, tightened something in his chest.

Good girl. But there was a tenderness in him now, something far deeper than he expected to feel.

He drained the tub and lifted her out, wrapping a towel around her and patting her dry with a tenderness that almost startled him. When his hands brushed over her nipples, he noticed—they weren’t hard.

The realization shot through him. Why not?

The sudden spike of possessiveness was sharp, immediate. Why wasn’t she reacting to him the way she usually did? The thought dug into him, gnawing at the edges of his control. Was she... wasn’t she supposed to respond to him?

Instinct kicked in before logic could stop it. His fingers flexed against the curve of her hip, and for a brief moment, he considered sliding them lower—just enough to check. To feel if she was slick for him, if her body still responded to the touch of his hands the way it always had.

But he stopped himself. The tension in his jaw tightened.

If he touched her now, he wouldn’t stop. And Cassie needed care, not that.

With a rough exhale, he squeezed a line of Neosporin onto his fingers and smoothed it carefully over the broken skin on her ass, working it in with deliberate, steady strokes. She didn’t flinch, didn’t pull away—just let him take care of her, her trust in him undeniable.

Once he was satisfied, he grabbed her shirt and pulled it over her head, letting the fabric fall gently around her.

"Go to the bathroom," he ordered, his voice thick with the weight of everything swirling in his chest. "Then meet me in the room."

Cassie nodded, her legs shaky as she slid off the counter. She turned without hesitation and disappeared into the bathroom.

Chance exhaled sharply, dragging a hand through his hair. His chest tightened.

Fuck.

He needed a minute. Maybe two. To figure out what the hell was going on inside him.

Because the only thing harder than holding back in that moment... was knowing he still had the rest of the day to get through.

And she belonged to him now. Completely.

Chance pulled the plastic container from the fridge and set it down in front of her with a dull thud. The lettuce, grilled chicken, and croutons were still fresh enough, but he didn’t give a shit about the quality. She needed to eat.

Cassie barely glanced at the salad. Her fingers curled around the edge of the comforter like she was trying to disappear into it.

His jaw tightened. His voice was a low growl. “Eat.”

Nothing.

She just sat there, staring at the container like it was a pile of glass shards—like it might shatter her if she touched it.

His patience snapped. His grip on the situation slipping—no. Not again. He wouldn’t lose control.

“NOW, Cassie! No one likes a skinny bitch! Eat the fucking salad or spend the rest of the day on the floor, face down.”

Her head shot up, eyes wide, her breath catching like he'd ripped her out of some faraway place. A flicker of fear, of something unspoken, crossed her face. But when she saw his, saw the absolute certainty in his expression, she straightened her back, swallowing thickly.

Her hand shook slightly as she reached for the plastic fork, her fingers trembling in a way that didn’t escape him.

Good girl.

She stabbed a piece of chicken with trembling fingers, lifting it to her lips. Chance watched, his gaze unwavering, as she chewed slowly. Every bite seemed like an effort, the discomfort of her body fighting against the need to obey.

He knew she hated eating when she was upset. Too bad.

Her movements were stiff, like each one was a battle. She walked carefully to the bed, her thighs trembling, and Chance couldn’t tear his eyes away from the raw skin of her ass, still sore from the punishment. He wanted to do more—he always wanted to do more—but not yet. Not until she fully surrendered to him.

Fuck.

He cursed under his breath, fighting the desire to take control of her body again. Instead, he grabbed a hand towel from the dresser, squeezing more Neosporin onto the fabric, then yanked the blanket out from under her and shoved the cool, medicated towel beneath her.

Cassie exhaled deeply, a slight release of tension in her shoulders. It was small, almost imperceptible, but he noticed. He let her have that moment of relief, just enough to remind her that he could ease her suffering. That he controlled it.

But it was fleeting.

Before she could settle too much, he pulled the belt from the nightstand, looping it back around her ankles with a sharp click. The sound made her glance up at him—fear and submission swirling in her gaze.

“You’re staying put,” he said, his voice even, but the iron in it was unmistakable.

She nodded, her lips pressed tight together. It was a quiet surrender, one that resonated deeper than words ever could.

He reached into the bag he’d dropped by the bed and pulled out a black notebook and a pen, the pages soft under his fingertips. He flipped it open and tossed them beside her with a quiet thud.

“Write,” he ordered.

Cassie blinked at the notebook. “Write what?”

“The name on the credit card,” he said, leveling her with a look. “And whose fucking G-Wagon you were in.”

Her breath shuddered in her chest. Chance saw it—that tiny flash of something in her eyes. Guilt. Yeah. That.

He crouched, gripping her chin and tilting her face up so she couldn’t look anywhere but at him.

“This isn’t a game, Cassie.” His voice dropped lower, softer, but no less lethal. “We’re starting at the beginning, and we’re going backwards. Every single day, you’re gonna write until I have the whole truth.”

Her throat bobbed.

Chance’s grip tightened just enough to make his point.

“And let’s be real,” he murmured. “Ziggy wasn’t the beginning of your betrayal. Was he?”

Cassie’s stomach twisted, her eyes darting away for half a second.

He saw it. Felt it. The lie she wanted to tell.

But she knew better than to say it out loud.

Chance let her go, pushing to his feet.

“Eat every single bite, Cassie,” he said, grabbing his keys from the counter. “Don’t pee in that bed. And write out every detail of your life right now.”

He walked to the door, gripping the knob before glancing over his shoulder.

“Who the fuck are you?”

Cassie swallowed hard, fingers trembling as they gripped the pen.

Chance smirked.

Good. Let her sit with that.

Let her think about exactly how deep she was in now.

And when he came back?

He’d have every answer he wanted.

One way or another.



Cassie forced down the last bite of lettuce, swallowing past the tight knot in her throat. Her stomach churned.

She wanted it out.

Every instinct screamed to purge the meal, to get rid of the weight pressing against her ribs, but she knew better than to move. Knew better than to test his patience.

Instead, she pressed a palm against her stomach, rubbing small circles to settle the nausea, breathing through the unease.

After a few minutes, her gaze flicked to the notebook.

It sat there, untouched, waiting.

Chance would expect words.

She stretched her fingers, exhaled, and flipped open the cover, the blank page staring her down.


I am Sophia Belmont, she wrote.

Each letter felt foreign under her fingers, the name itself stiff, false, like a borrowed identity she barely fit into anymore.

I live in San Diego, California. I am married to Remy Belmont.

Married.





She hesitated for half a second, then pressed forward.




I am a fifth-grade teacher at a private school in Coronado and part of the Parent-Teacher Association.





Her pen scratched against the page in smooth, even strokes, but her pulse wasn’t. It hammered, thrumming beneath her skin, every word making her stomach twist tighter.


We go hiking on the weekends and all kinds of sporting events. I like to bake even though I don’t eat sweets—I am a brownie-baking, yoga-pants-wearing, latte-drinking lady.





It was the kind of quaint little picture people expected from her.

Normal.

Safe.

A version of herself that could walk through Whole Foods with a woven tote bag and a fake fucking smile.




Remy is a chemical engineer and works on the Navy Base. We met in college and have been together ever since.





She felt her jaw clench, but she didn’t cross anything out.


That was his G-Wagon. My car is a Volkswagen Tiguan.



She paused, then added:


We are here on vacation because I began having trouble sleeping, and Remy was trying to help me get some peace.



Her hand shook.


He thinks I am having nightmares because I escaped an abusive relationship when I was young. I see a therapist, and my therapist suggested a week near the ocean, somewhere peaceful and quiet.



She swallowed.

Her fingers trembled, hovering over the last sentence.


I did not know you would be here, but I knew I felt something happening inside my head and my heart.



Cassie stopped.

That was all she could muster.

It was lifeless. Devoid of real feeling, like listing off grocery items instead of admitting the truth.

She hadn’t even called Remy her husband.

And she knew why.

Her stomach twisted into an impossible knot as exhaustion crashed over her. Emotionally wrung out.

What will he say? What will he do?

What will he think of her?

There she goes, just like her mother.

Cassie stared at the page, aching to write it down, to scrawl out every shameful thought pressing against her ribcage.

But she didn’t.

She couldn’t.

Instead, she capped the pen, placed the notebook at the edge of the bed, and forced herself to drink half a bottle of water.

Then she closed her eyes.

She woke up to the sharp sound of the door clicking shut.

Shit.

Her body froze, but her bladder screamed. The pressure was unbearable, proof that too much time had passed.

Her breath caught in her throat as she listened to his movements.

He was here.

Chance.

He was back.

And now, she had to face him.

Chance didn’t say a word as he unbuckled the belt from her ankles.

Just a small nod.

Cassie sprung up, instinct taking over, forgetting about the raw ache searing through her ass and thighs.

Pain shot through her.

She gasped, her knees buckling for a second before she forced herself to stand straight, blinking against the sting of tears.

She sucked in a slow breath. Assumed her position.

Feet together, hands folded in front of her, head slightly bowed—her mantra already forming silently on her tongue.

Stay calm. Stay still. Stay small.

Chance’s voice cut through the thick air like a blade.

“Let me see the journal.”

Cassie hesitated. Just for a second. She wasn’t trying to disobey, but—

Fuck. She had to pee.

“Can I use the restroom first?” she asked, voice barely above a whisper.

She knew it was a mistake the second the words left her lips.

Chance’s eyes darkened.

His jaw locked so tight she thought she heard his teeth grind.

He took a slow, deliberate step closer. Menace radiated off him like heat.

“You will pee when you are told to pee.”

Cassie flinched.

His tone wasn’t just firm—it was cruel. He was seething.

Chance tilted his head, studying her like a predator would something small and breakable.

“It’s your turn to be the prisoner,” he said, voice low and cutting. “To not know when—or if—I will come back when I say I will.”

Her stomach twisted.

Oh.

That’s why he was mad.

Because she had done it to him.

She had left him waiting. Wondering.

She had forced him into the unknown, and now?

Now, she was going to know exactly what that felt like.

Her hands trembled slightly as she reached for the journal.

Chance’s voice snapped like a whip.

“THE JOURNAL, CASSIE. READ IT. NOW.”

She jerked at the raw anger in his tone, fingers fumbling as she flipped the cover open.

The pages blurred for a second, her vision swimming, her own pulse loud in her ears.

She swallowed, licked her dry lips, and began to read.

Slowly. Carefully.

Each word felt like it cost something, like it scraped out of her throat, and with every sentence, the temperature in the room seemed to drop degrees.

Chance didn’t move.

Didn’t make a sound.

But Cassie could feel it—the storm building inside him, rolling, tightening, preparing to tear through everything in its path.

She finished.

Silence.

Then—

BAM!

His fist slammed down on the table.

Cassie’s entire body jerked.

She had never seen him like this.

Not like this.

Chance pulled something out of his pocket—her phone.

Her breath caught.

He turned the screen toward her and pressed play.

A voice—his voice.

Remy.

Panicked. Frantic.

“Sophia, please. Baby, please answer. I don’t know what to do. Your therapist said I should wait another day, but my gut is telling me something is wrong—is it him? Did he find you? If you don’t call me back soon, I’m calling the police. I—I don’t know what to tell my family. Please, Soph, I don’t know what to do—”**

Cassie’s chest caved.

Her ears rang.

Her vision blurred.

But nothing drowned out the silence that followed.
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