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      LUNA RAE

      

      My world turns into a dark dot.

      Into silence. 

      A prison. 

      No words. 

      Panic. Shock. And fury.

      The inability to change a thing. 

      I try. 

      I scream against the piece of tape sealing my mouth and rattle my shackles until the loops of metal leave trails of pain and marks on my skin. 

      I can’t see a damn thing. 

      I feel, though. 

      I feel everything.

      I feel a storm of anger and frustration. It spins so fast it makes me jolt with fury and regret, so fight back. 

      I’m heaving and getting dizzy. 

      I’m also losing my mind as he carries me across the house, through several doors, and down a flight of stairs before exposing me to the cool air outside. 

      It registers how chilly the night is, as I’m still captive in his arms. 

      Hate explodes in every corner of my body, every drop of blood zipping through my veins, every stretch of skin, cell, part of my brain, and heart. 

      How could he?? 

      How could he do that?

      This is not a game. 

      Maybe it was all a game until now. His teasing, going back and forth, and boisterous claims were all a sick game. 

      Our late-night encounters, stolen kisses, tormenting touch, and secret orgasms were also a game.

      My humbling confessions to his brother and the mountain of guilt I had to climb every time I couldn’t say no to Kian were the most challenging parts of this insane game.

      Seriously no.

      This has to stop.

      This is a serious ‘no‘––not the double-faced ‘no’ accompanied by tingling and heaving and hard nipples and wet panties every time I fell into his eyes. 

      That was a game... Yes.

      I thumbed my nose at him, ignoring his warnings, believing that his threats had no power over me if and when I opted against him. 

      I no longer play that game, and now I’m sure of what I want. I just had mind-blowing sex with his brother and thought about the long fall nights ahead of us when Rex would fly back home, and we’d meet in San Francisco or here at my place or in a hotel room or at his cabin away from everybody else’s eyes. 

      Away from him, Kian, his friends, and the women with perfect social statuses, life stories, and complexions.

      That snippet of life came to life in my brain while getting a glimpse into a possible, plausible future. 

      That snippet of life made me shed my fears and helped me refuse to believe that this is not what it is, and he won’t change his life for me, and I won’t alter the course of his life either. 

      But the signs were there as I learned more about Rex and felt what was happening to him. 

      How he started to shift slightly, and it took him by surprise. 

      How it took me by surprise.  

      I didn’t know I could learn so much about a man, not from his words, stories, and hesitations, as much as from his eyes, lips, and touch.

      From feeling him between my legs.

      I didn’t think I had the power to make him see me in a different light or make myself act differently with him. 

      And now this?

      A black door slammed over that part of my life?

      A heavy lock fastened over that door? 

      My first chance at something different completely shattered?

      My dreams crushed? 

      I started to imagine that life in my head. I knew what the first snow in Ben Sur would look like.

      I knew I’d be looking out of the window, and the snow would swirl above the lake while the birds would fly above the trees. 

      I knew the room would smell like coffee and wine and chocolate. And it would be filled with a scent of fresh pines, cinnamon, and mint.

      I knew how he’d be with me that day.

      I knew he’d get into the bed, wrap his arms around my body, and tell me sweet nothings.

      I knew I’d believe him when he said our story would go well into spring and summer, and we would live another fall, but everything would get uncertain past that point because we couldn’t tell what lay so far into the future.

      I knew I’d buy into our story and wouldn’t think that every day could change us, making his words and kisses lose their power over me until we’d die little by little, and a new me and a new him would have to take a hard look at each other and figure out if we could go past a certain point.

      If we could have a future.

      Tears well up in my eyes, breaking and sliding down before trickling on the stupid hood. 

      How can it all come to this? And why am I crying?

      Why would I cry over a stupid dream? Why would I even think about it?

      There are important issues I need to think about, like this game that got out of control and is no longer a game. 

      Why and when it has become a crime? 

      It’s always been a crime. 

      Kian has pushed my boundaries, rigged the game, and fucked with everybody else’s plan.

      And Kian had no problem doing it.

      His beguiling, deceptive words were a crime, and the insane chemistry between us was a crime, too.

      He snatched me from under his brother’s nose, planning this operation in great detail.

      This is truly ‘Steal a Girl.’ 

      And this will be the end of me.

      I kick my legs as hard as I can, dangling upside down from his shoulder, seething with fury.

      Undeterred, he swings the door to a car open and tosses me into the back seat of a ride. 

      My shoulders hit the thick leather just as the door slams shut and locks. 

      A second later, I jolt into the door, growling like a madwoman.

      The car lurches forward, throwing me on the floor, face down.

      Fucking jerk. 

      My knees hurt, and my wrists ache, wrapped in cold metal. 

      The smell of leather wafts into my nostrils as I shift my position to get on my back and push up. 

      Time has no meaning as I settle for the crumbs of life. Whatever I’ve taken for granted is in the rearview mirror now. 

      Defeated, I give up for a moment. 

      Sprawled on the floor, I come to terms with the fact that we’ll reach our destination, and he’ll have to remove my hood and face my wrath. 

      What can he do to me, really?

      What does he think he can do to me?

      People must know I’m missing. And people will know it was him. 

      Rex will be angry as hell, and his father will be on my side.

      The more I think about it, the more I want to laugh. 

      Big fucking Kian Jackson thinks he is the King of the universe, and he can do whatever the hell he wants.

      Wait a moment, King Kian. Wait. You’ll quickly learn that there is nothing you can do to me. 

      His reckless stunt speaks of desperation, and it’s a testament to how little self-control he has.

      I could end up being the first big harsh life lesson when it comes to women. 

      I might be the story that he’ll have to swallow.

      Once upon a time, two handsome brothers used to share women. One day, one of them fell in love. The end.

      Kian doesn’t like the story. Because Kian hates losing.

      He’s never lost anything in his life. 

      He doesn’t know how painful and humbling and horrid it is. Especially the first time it happens. 

      Losing and the grief that comes with it doesn’t let you live, move on, and make peace with yourself. 

      That’s where Kian Jackson is. 

      Stubborn as hell, he refuses the wisdom of this life lesson. 

      The power in him refuses it. Because that power doesn’t know, absolute power lets things go. 

      For a few moments, I don’t move. And then I feel the pain in my knees and my back. 

      My chest hurts too, so I try to roll again. 

      Wincing and cursing in my throat, I make it and crash on my back.

      My situation is not much better, though. My hands are tied at my back. 

      My vision is blocked.

      How do I free myself?

      Unless I pull a circus act, arch my spine, and leap up to my feet, I don’t see how I can bring myself back to the seat. 

      The thing is... I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of finding me on the floor. 

      I try to relax and think when a sweet smell sidles up to me.

      It smells like Champagne. 

      This must be a limo. 

      I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s the same limo I traveled in before. My heart stops. 

      The other person in my ride... Oh my God. 

      My hair stands up on the back of my neck as the revelation sweeps through me.

      It was him. 

      He rode with me. 

      He picked me up at the club. 

      Even if it wasn’t him, and someone else did it for him, he was with me in the car. Maybe this car? 

      How can I tell?

      He was the man who murmured words in my ear about living my last moments of freedom. 

      Suddenly, I no longer feel like laughing. 

      This was a well-thought plan, not something he came up with on the spur of the moment. 

      The scenarios turn bleak in my head, and I no longer see it as a joke, a prank, a stupid gesture of desperation.

      The idea that I will face him soon gives me shivers. 

      The past was the past...

      He caught me at a party, at my place, at his place...

      But there were always people around us... not far from us. Frankie, Rex... Even his father. 

      He might make me disappear for good, and no one would even know where to look for me. Not disappear disappear but take me off the grid. 

      Make it impossible for anyone to find me for a while. That sort of thing.

      Frankie comes to mind. And Olivia.

      They would be worried sick.

      Rex. 

      Rex will find me, though. He knows his brother, and he knows what he’s capable of. 

      And where could Kian hide me, anyway?

      A pang of optimism grows in me, shattering the gloom and doom, coloring my shitty story in pretty pink. 

      I just have to calm down, keep my cool, and wait. 

      Still, I should try to pull up. The car picks up speed, and soon I get dizzy from the motion. That’s exactly what I needed. 

      We must be on the highway. 

      If he hits the brakes right now, he’ll send me flying to the other end. 

      He doesn’t. 

      Instead, he slows down, but things don’t get any better as he most likely exits the highway and turns left and right, and then stops. At an intersection? Waiting for the lights to turn green?

      My pulse races. 

      The man is crazy... I’m redundant. I know. 

      He brought me to San Francisco. We are in San Francisco. 

      I can’t believe it.

      He hits a sharp curb a moment later, and I jerk up and down, hitting the floor, my bones creaking. 

      The car pulls to a sudden stop, my stomach jolting to my mouth. 

      Okay, genius. Let’s see how you drag me out of your ride in the middle of the street.

      I pull upright and push myself to the seat.

      Just as I slam into the leather, the door opens, and two strong arms pull me out. 

      He spares no moment to ease me into this, and I can tell he’s in a rush. Not a second gets wasted as he lifts me and carries me away.

      We must be on the street. That’s what the curb was. He jolted the limo into a garage. Or past a gate. Or the back of a house. 

      He leaves the car door open, confirming my suspicion that we are no longer in a public place. 

      Smoothly, he takes me up a few flights of stairs and kicks a door open a second after I hear an electronic beep. 

      A smell of flowers rolls over me. 

      Where are we?

      The wooden floors creak beneath his feet as he shifts with me and yanks another door open. 

      We descend. 

      Stairs lie ahead of us, the scent becoming a memory. 

      The air is cold, cooler than it was upstairs, and soon I get aquatinted with a graveyard-like silence. 

      My fears, panic, and the gloom and doom sensation are all back. They link hands and start dancing around me. 

      I wish he had said something to me. I wish he had given me his voice. I wish I could hear something right now.

      I need to know what this is.

      Is he angry, vengeful, in a mood to fuck with me, with his brother, or his father?

      Or is he calm, composed, following a plan, cold blood flowing through his veins?

      I fear the latter. 

      My backside meets a bed. The nice, comfortable mattress smells like lavender. The smell Olivia talked about after her trips to France... Provence.

      Such good times. I push the thought back––I have no use for it. 

      And then I remember something else. 

      Olivia will most likely call me, and Frankie will have to come up with a story explaining my disappearance. 

      She’ll need to calm her down. But who will calm Frankie down?

      The more I think about it, the more I lose my faith.

      What is he doing? Why does he need me here?

      He will make Olivia come back. And he will make Frankie go ballistic on him. And he will bring my world to an end.   

      For what?

      It can’t be me.

      He doesn’t want me. 

      He wants to punish me and just found out the best way to do it. 

      He unlocks the cuffs, and my hope rises for a second before a leather collar loops around my neck, and a long leash swishes through the air. 

      “It allows you to go to the bathroom and walk around the room.”

      And here comes a voice that I’ve never heard from Kian Jackson. 

      Cooler than Alaska, frosted like a lake in Michigan, his voice says everything to me.

      He is dead serious. The man is dead serious. 

      Whatever games he’s played with me and smiles he’s fooled me with... They were only a distraction, 

      This is real––as real as the pain in my bones and the panic in my head.

      I can’t detect the slightest emotion in his tone––there isn’t the slightest intonation that he is remorseful for what he’s done.

      There’s still time to pull back, to let me go. I’d pretend this never happened. And I’d tell no one what he did to me. 

      Not Rex. Not Frankie. Not Olivia. 

      But this is not how these things work.

      Oh... How I wish this was a game. 

      I wish I sensed him angry, the kind of crippling outrage that makes him weak and vulnerable, prompting him to give in to his impulses.

      But this is not the man I have in front of me. 

      Kian Jackson beams with power. 

      Full power. 

      Decisiveness doesn’t even begin to paint his determination. He is more decisive than a cold sharp blade sinking into a warm defenseless body. 

      He is firmer than a block of steel.

      He knows what he’s doing. And he knows it’s bold and criminal, turning everyone against him. 

      He doesn’t give a fuck. 

      Not even that he turns me against him. No price is too high to win, and he spares nothing to have me, so he can later break me and discard me. 

      The man takes calculated risks and knows what he’s doing. And that’s what scares me the most.

      He knows what he gets into and has more answers than me, while I know nothing about him.

      One thing I know, though... 

      No one is going to find me anytime soon. 

      “The room is soundproof, so don’t waste your lungs screaming,” he throws at me, pulling away from me. 

      With that, a door seals me inside my new home.
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      The party is in full swing. The tables are full, and people have a good time while I can’t wait to get upstairs. 

      I check my phone out of reflex. I wish I’d asked her to take her phone with her so we could keep in touch.

      “Hey. Is she with you?” a soft voice reverberates behind me. 

      I turn around and take in the woman in front of me. Her eyes flicker with mischief.

      “It’s me. Frankie,” she says, amused. 

      I grin.

      “I know.”

      We step to the side to let a waiter pass through, carrying drinks to a table. 

      “Is she?” Frankie asks, glancing around the room. “I can’t find her.”

      “She’s waiting for me upstairs,” I say, feeling a flutter in my chest. 

      “Really?” 

      Her eyes sparkle behind her lacy mask. 

      “That’s what I wanted to know,” she continues. “We can get together later after you finish doing what you’re doing,” she adds, grinning. “No rush. No pressure,” she jokes. 

      “We will.” 

      I suddenly feel impatient. 

      She notices my stern gaze as I look around the room. 

      “I’ll let you to it,” she says.

      I shift my eyes to her. 

      “We’ll talk later. I have to find my brother.”

      “Sure.”

      Smoothly, she walks away. 

      I move away from the main chamber and enter one of the poker rooms. The atmosphere is enlivened, and drinks sit on the tables where men accompanying beautiful women play next to them. 

      My eyes fall on a tall red-haired woman dressed in a blue dress. 

      “Have you seen Kian?” I ask, gently grabbing her arm, summoning her attention.

      A smile clings to her lips as she spins to me. She seems to be in a playful mood.

      “Kian… Yes, I have,” she murmurs, her gaze sliding down, a flirting grin dipping her lips. 

      “Was he alone?” I toss at her casually, smiling. 

      “Kian is never alone,” she jokes. “Although I wish he were with me.”

      She points to a door in the back. 

      “He took a girl to a room in the back. Were you supposed to be there with him too?” she teases. 

      I laugh. 

      “Not this time.”

      She pouts playfully.

      “Mmm... What a shame. I wish I were in a room with both of you,” she says, winking at me. “Let me know if you’re looking for a good time.”

      “I sure will. Thanks.”

      She struts away while I take a long breath before exhaling slowly. 

      For some reason, I feel better, although it bothers me that I have to wait. 

      I don’t mind running the operation by myself when he has something important to do, but this is not it. Shoving his dick down someone’s throat is hardly an emergency. 

      I send him a message, holding little hope that he’ll rush. 

      Who was the woman he was with that it couldn’t wait?

      Was it the brunette? Or was it the woman who got into a fight with the brunette over him?

      How does he keep track of them?

      I wait a few more minutes before pacing around the room. I’m restless for some reason and time barely crawls by, although it’s been more than half an hour, maybe more, since I started to look for him. 

      Eventually, I beeline to that back door and walk through it. 

      It opens into a dark corridor leading to the other side of the house. 

      I try a few doors on both sides of the hallway––the rooms we’ve always used for storage––but I doubt he fucks that woman between rolls of paper towels. 

      He could’ve taken her to the other side of the house or upstairs. 

      Maybe I should go straight to Luna. She must be worried I didn’t show up.

      Hopefully, she didn’t grow impatient and roam around the house. The last thing I want is for her to run into Kian. 

      The woman accompanying him won’t keep him away from Luna. No woman has ever had that power over him. 

      They can’t keep him away from the women he likes or wants to destroy. 

      I’m not sure which one Luna Rae is.

      Resolute, I spin around and make the trip back. I check the tables first, ensuring that everything runs smoothly before looking into the main room where Frankie and Carlos have a great time and heading upstairs. 

      Moments later, I reach the top of the stairs and enter a corridor. Silence keeps me company while heading to the room I left her in.

      Silence is good. 

      Anticipation fills my body, so my pulse thrums.

      I can’t wait to have my hands on her again, feel her naked against my body, and have her legs spread under me. 

      I can’t wait for this night to be over and drive her away, spend the following days in the woods with her. 

      Nothing feels like having her only for myself. 

      With her, I become a different man. 

      With her, I look at life from a different angle, and things I never thought would be possible exist in the realm of possibilities. 

      Smoothly, I stop in front of the door and check the corridor again. 

      If Kian is in the house, his woman is unusually quiet. 

      Maybe he isn’t. 

      Maybe he took her someplace outside. I know him. He wouldn’t want to be interrupted by a guest, a staff member, or even me. 

      He wants his fucking privacy.

      Quietly, I knock on the door and call her name to warn her it’s me so she doesn’t get startled. 

      No sound comes from behind the door. 

      I fish out the key from my pocket and unlock it, my smile fading somewhat while grappling with inexplicable nervousness. 

      I push the door open and set foot inside. 

      The room is in perfect order––the way I left it. 

      The lights are on. The windows are dark, overlooking the forest. 

      “Luna?” I call her quietly, hoping to spot her somewhere in the room. 

      In an armchair. On the sofa. Next to the window. 

      In a nook... Somewhere. 

      She’s not here. How come?

      I look for her things and freeze, trying to remember if she carried anything with her. 

      She didn’t have a damn thing with her. 

      No purse. No phone. Fucking stupid rules. 

      My brows tilt up. 

      What the fuck? 

      Where is she? 

      I spin around, washed with disbelief. 

      It’s one thing that she’s no longer in the room, but why is she missing since the door was locked? 

      She couldn’t have locked it herself––the door can’t be locked from outside without a key. 

      She didn’t have a key. I do. And the staff members have the keys, but not her. 

      I scratch my head. 

      This makes absolutely no sense. 

      Instinctively, I reach for my phone. 

      Again, it doesn’t serve me well. 

      Who am I supposed to call?

      I call the housekeeper downstairs. The woman is busy coordinating the staff, and their keys are not missing. 

      She’s never been upstairs. 

      She was too busy.

      I let her be before slowly sliding my phone into my pocket. 

      I grab it a moment later and call Kian again. 

      A muted sound echoes in the hallway. The blood draws from my face. I dart that way, calling him for the second time, getting guided by the sound. 

      The lights are too dim in the hallway, but I have no time to fix them while tracing Kian’s cell phone. 

      I find it in a bathroom at the other end of the corridor. 

      The bathroom is attached to his bedroom. 

      He rarely uses this room for anything other than changing his clothes or bringing a woman here to fuck her. 

      My hair stands on end as I glance around the room, looking for a story. Trying to figure out when and why he was here. 

      There’s nothing unusual about being here if he had a good reason for it other than Luna. 

      He was downstairs all the time. There’s no way he knew she’d be here. 

      I check the bathroom. 

      He shaved and used cologne. When?

      Was it this evening? It looks like it. He left his phone on the edge of the sink. 

      It makes sense. 

      But then, why would he do all that here since he came from home? And how could he forget his phone?

      Maybe he was talking to someone. 

      I check his phone, and it’s locked. I try a few passwords with no luck. 

      I give up. 

      I spot my calls and text alerts on his phone screen. He must’ve been away from his cell for the past hour.

      Hmm.

      I walk into the bedroom. 

      The sheets are crumpled. Now, we’re talking. A story plays in my head. 

      He wasn’t alone. The phone was ringing in the bathroom, and he didn’t give a fuck, pumping some woman. 

      He never cares to answer his phone when he fucks someone. 

      Generally speaking, he doesn’t like to be chained to his phone. He doesn’t wait for calls, doesn’t stalk anyone online, and couldn’t care less that people want to reach him. That’s him.

      I can see that happening. 

      Him fucking someone and his phone ringing. 

      I near the bed, trying to fight back all my horrid feelings.

      No. That wouldn’t be possible. 

      Luna was in that room at the other end of the corridor.

      He didn’t know she was there. He couldn’t possibly get to her. That’s insane. 

      The thought keeps bugging me, stubbornly fighting back while I look around the place, trying to find more clues. 

      I lift a sheet. It smells like his cologne. I bury my nose in a pillow. It smells like perfume. 

      It’s not her perfume. My heart begins to settle. 

      I even look out the window, hoping to get an idea of what might’ve happened from staring at the view. 

      The city lights glow across the sky in the distance. 

      I bet nobody figured out that we are so close to San Francisco.

      I turn around, sighing with frustration. 

      So that’s not it. He was here with someone else. Luna must be in the house somewhere, and he... I need to find him. 

      Anytime she roams around and sets herself on a collision course with him, things can turn crappy in a second. 

      I toss another glance around the bedroom when I spot something red tucked between two pillows. 

      I head there, pick up a piece of red lace, lift it, and look at it as if I found incriminatory evidence. 

      Relief flows through me as I extract a pair of red panties from his bed. I drop them quickly and spin around, eager to get out and start searching the house. 

      I’m looking for a woman with no panties, Luna Rae, and my impetuous brother.
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      I search every room of the house––every hallway, patio, storage space, even the kitchen and the parking lot. 

      She is nowhere. 

      What the fuck? 

      “Is everything okay, Sir?” one of the limo drivers asks, taking me in with worried eyes.

      “Uh, yes.”

      I ponder for a moment before giving him a double-take.

      “Have you made any trips this evening?”

      “No, Sir. Not since we’ve brought in the guests. Are you asking me if anyone has left early?” he asks, intrigued.

      I nod.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Not that I know of. Let me ask the other drivers.”

      He pulls away from me and checks with a couple of men before pivoting back.

      “We’ve been here the entire evening, but we were in and out,” he says. “We had something to eat.”

      “I see. When was that?”

      “An hour or so ago.”

      “Hmm...”

      “Is everything all right, Sir?”

      I toss a blank stare at him, trying to understand what happened.

      “Have you seen a woman leaving the house, by any chance?”

      “No, Sir.”

      “My brother?”

      “No.”

      “Any masked man or woman? A couple?”

      He hesitates for a moment.

      “Have you?”

      “There were some people outside, a group, but I ignored them. We were all clumped up together over there.”

      He points to a group of trees. 

      “We didn’t want to intrude. I know how these parties go.”

      “Has anyone arrived recently?”

      “Not that I know of. Even if they have, I couldn’t tell. As far as I know, the cars haven’t moved this evening, but I might be wrong. As I said before, we were inside for a while, and after that, we were here but minded our own business.”

      “Makes sense. I understand,” I say in a clipped voice, shortening the conversation.

      I’m not going to find the reassurance that I seek. 

      At any rate, based on what the man says, Luna Rae and Kian are inside. 

      And he must be with another woman. 

      I spin around and head to the door, more determined than ever to find them. 

      I find Frankie in the main room. 

      As much as I’d prefer to deal with her later, I can’t. 

      She comes straight to me. 

      I hope she has good news, and then she asks me whether I brought Luna back. 

      I pull her to the side. 

      “I was hoping you’d seen her.”

      “What?”

      She tugs at her mask and pulls the piece of fabric down, revealing a mountain of concern.

      “What are you saying?” she asks.

      There’s no point in beating around the bush.

      “I left her upstairs in a locked room. She’s no longer there. I carry the key along with several other people in the house, but none of them are the guests.”

      “What?” she repeats mechanically, overwhelmed by the true meaning of my words. 

      “She’s missing,” I deadpan, trying to suppress my thick concern. “But we shouldn’t be concerned just yet. She can only be here in the house. I just checked with the limo drivers. No one has seen her outside, and no one else has left the house.”

      “Kian?” she asks, narrowing her eyes at me. 

      “I can’t find Kian either, but someone saw him with a woman about an hour ago when I left Luna upstairs.”

      She swallows hard, unable to move. 

      I touch her arm.

      “Try to find her, and I’ll look for Kian. All right?”

      She nods, still very much under the influence of what I just said.

      “I’ll meet you here in a few minutes,” I say.

      “Okay,” she murmurs before we go separate ways. 

      I head to the poker chambers while she checks the women in the room. 

      A moment later, I walk into the first chamber where I let Luna in this evening. Instead of taking her to a different room, I should’ve left her there.

      I dash to the secret window and look inside the poker chamber. 

      Everything seems fine.

      Everything goes as planned. 

      People make money, lose money, and everybody has a good time. 

      A thought pushes me to the computer. 

      I check the security feed before replaying the snippets from an hour ago. 

      A few good minutes pass as I go over every bit of information when something catches my eye in one of the poker rooms. 

      Prompted by a random thought or maybe a premonition, I move my eyes away from the computer and glance at the separating window carved in the wall, quickly shooting out of my chair. 

      Kian sits at one table, playing. 

      He rarely does, but it’s usually for a big pot when he’s in. His presence attracts more eyes, the money on the table doubling.

      It’s a strategy he’s used in the past. It’s no different now. 

      Most of the time, he wins. I doubt it would be different now. 

      When did he walk into the room? And where was he all this time?

      My answer comes as a shapely brunette––the same one he brought home and took with him on his rides. 

      The woman wears a white dress, her red bra peeking at the cleavage. 

      Bingo.

      I bet she misses her panties. 

      I want to believe that this is the case––that she was with him an hour ago. 

      Her hand rests on his shoulder, her eyes twinkling every time he tosses her a glance. 

      Strangely, I calm down. 

      He has nothing to do with Luna’s disappearance, but then I swiftly fall into a black hole. 

      This development doesn’t make things better. 

      She’s officially a missing person now. 

      Frosted, I turn to the computer and start reviewing the footage again. 

      I’m in a different disposition since Kian is no longer a suspect––at least for now––and all I need is to find out what happened to her. 

      For the next fifteen minutes, I check the recordings. 

      The house has no security cameras upstairs. The entire purpose of the security circuit is to ensure the smooth operation and the safety of our guests, not to sacrifice our privacy. 

      No funny business in the poker rooms, in other words. 

      The driveway is partly under surveillance, but the back of the house and the private gate and driving path are not.

      If no one left the house, and Kian was out of the question, she must be upstairs. Maybe she found an empty room and fell asleep. 

      I wish that were the case.

      I leave the room and search the house again, rendering the same result. The rooms are empty, and the beds––aside from Kian’s bed––bear no sign of anyone sleeping in them. 

      I grab a flashlight and check the stairs and the corridor, hoping to find a sign of her. 

      I reach the back of the house and check the gravelly driveway. 

      Kian’s ride is parked close to the entrance, next to my car. There are no tire marks on the gravel path and nothing to help me reach a conclusion. 

      Frustrated, I’m about to turn off the light and head back inside. 

      I need to summon Frankie and Kian, and as much as I abhor the idea of disseminating the news, maybe getting the police involved when I notice something on the ground.  

      The pebbles crunch beneath my shoes as I bend at the waist and lift the piece of fabric.

      A silver ribbon, like the one she had around her wrist the entire evening, rustles in my hand.

      I straighten, swept by an odd feeling. This must be hers. 

      I look at it, pondering. It could be anyone’s in theory, yet something tells me it’s hers.

      I know it’s hers. It was the only thing on her that wasn’t black. 

      I bring it to my nostrils and take a whiff. 

      It even smells like her. It smells like wet woods but has a hint of her perfume. 

      Turned to stone, I stare at the fabric before slowly sliding it inside my pocket and spinning around. 

      The gate is open. It was open the entire evening and possibly the entire week. 

      We rarely close it. The piece of land is secured outside the gate.

      I look up. No windows overlook this area. 

      Occasionally, the staff uses the back exit but not routinely––only in exceptional circumstances. 

      Typically, the flow of people goes through the main door. 

      Did she leave on her own? Has anyone waited for her here? If no one left the house through the main door, yet she was missing, she must’ve left through this exit, and she wasn’t alone.

      I pull the ribbon out of my pocket and check it again. 

      How secure is this piece of fabric around a woman’s wrist? Am I staring at a sign of a struggle? 

      I feel a lump in my throat.  

      For a moment, I’m tempted to jump into my car, head to her place, and check to see if she’s home. 

      She must be there if she’s not here. 

      It’s only for a moment before I clutch my phone and dash inside. 

      I have to call the police, but I need to talk to him before doing that. 

      This thing could spell disaster for a lot of people.
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      The Main Poker Room

      

      The walls vibrate with muted sounds––mellow music, thick laughter, floating words, and the short orders addressed to the staff members. 

      I turn left and push through a door at my right, entering the room where Kian plays poker. 

      Without slowing down, I inch closer to him. The brunette notices me first, and then his poker buddies. 

      He swivels his head to me just as I touch his shoulder and bend at the waist.

      “We have a situation,” I murmur in his ear before straightening. 

      Our eyes lock for a moment, his smile still clinging to his lips as he reads my gaze. 

      For a split second, I have the feeling we’re thinking about the same thing, but it’s a fleeting sensation, so I can’t tell for sure. 

      I’m not convinced that what I’ve spotted was real and not a figment of my imagination. 

      His eyes turn unreadable, his smile placating my clue. 

      “I’m winning, brother. Can’t it wait?”

      He points to the table.

      I say nothing, so he shifts his focus to the audience.

      He wins the hand, and people cheer. He leaves a part of the money on the table without indulging in his win before inviting the woman at his side to take his place and play.

      People teasingly protest.

      “Do not complain,” he says, grinning cockily before turning to me. 

      He reads my eyes for a second and heads to the door. 

      A few moments later, we both walk down the corridor. 

      “What happened?” he asks when we enter the computer room. 

      He goes straight to the bar and pours himself a drink. 

      I observe his demeanor, looking for any detail that could serve me a clue. 

      He seems relaxed and in a great mood.  

      Smoothly, he turns to me, a drink in his hand. He looks at me seriously. 

      I hold his eyes. 

      “Luna Rae is missing.”

      He doesn’t bat a lash, with no emotion or reaction on his face. 

      “You’re pulling me out of the game because your girlfriend left you?” he rasps before taking a swig.

      There’s not a shred of irony in his voice or tease. This is not a game, and he’s not playing with me or harassing me. 

      He honestly believes she left me, and I’m here to ask for help.

      “It’s not a joke.”

      “I didn’t say it was.”

      “She vanished from this place about an hour ago.”

      His eyes stay on me as he takes another sip and walks to the desk. He slides into the chair and sets his drink down. 

      I toss the silver ribbon on the surface. 

      His eyes fall on it.

      “What is this?”

      “She had it tied around her wrist. I found it in the back. In the driveway, to be exact. She must’ve left with someone. Or someone took her.”

      He leans back in his chair and crosses his arms over his chest.

      For a few long moments, he searches my eyes. 

      “You’re telling me someone walked into the house and convinced her to go with them?”

      I nod, not breaking my stare.

      “Maybe she got bored and left on her own. Maybe she’s still in the house,” he says.

      “I found the ribbon outside.”

      “Maybe she was outside, threw the ribbon away, and she’s back in the house. Where was she the last time you saw her?”

      I ponder for a moment.

      “She was in the study room.”

      “Mm-hmm,” he murmurs, waiting for me to elaborate. 

      I’m not sure that would help my case.

      “She was waiting for me upstairs. The door was locked. I told her not to open it to anyone.”

      “You meant me.”

      A sarcastic grin clings to his lips. 

      “Yes,” I throw at him.

      “Hmm...”

      He slants his gaze down to the computer screen.

      “Go on,” he says.

      “It’s serious, Kian.”

      Nothing in his words or behavior says it isn’t, yet I felt compelled to warn him.

      He lifts his gaze. 

      “What happened next?” he asks coldly, like a forensic crime scene investigator.

      His brows pinch together as he waits for my response. 

      “I went upstairs. The room was locked, and she was no longer inside, so I looked for her in the house. Checked out the rooms downstairs and talked to the limo drivers. No one saw her leave the house.”

      “What makes you think she left the house, then?”

      “It’s a gut feeling.”

      I expect him to react, poke fun at me, or something, yet he doesn’t comment.

      A soft knock on the door makes us swivel our heads.

      “I told Frankie to meet me in this room,” I say. “She needs to know. Maybe she has an idea of where she could be. If not, I need to call the police.”

      His hand shoots up.

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I’m sure we’ll find your girlfriend. There’s no point in involving the police at this point. I’m sure your woman is somewhere around.”

      “She’s not my girlfriend. Or my woman. Stop calling her that,” I retort in a strained voice as we hear the knock on the door again. 

      “Is everything all right?” Frankie asks the moment I invite her in.

      I show her to a chair in the room. She looks at Kian and then at me.

      “Are you going to tell me?” she asks after reading our expressions.

      “I can’t find Luna,” I say. “She vanished.”

      Her mouth drops open.

      She looks at me, shocked.

      “What??”

      She smiles in disbelief. 

      “Are you serious?”

      Kian watches us intently as we exchange a few words. 

      I tell her what I’ve already relayed to him. 

      I also point to the silver ribbon on the desk. Wide-eyed, she picks it from the surface and studies the piece of fabric.

      “It’s hers,” she says, the blood drawing from her face.

      “How can you tell?”

      She points to a small red dot on the edge of the fabric. 

      “This is her nail polish. She smudged it when she painted her nails.” 

      She looks up at me.

      “When did you find it?” she asks.

      I tell her. 

      “What was Luna doing outside?”

      “I was hoping you’d have an idea.”

      Her eyes move back and forth between Kian and me. 

      He’s silent, unreadable. 

      She grapples with confusion. 

      “I don’t understand. Why would she go outside?”

      “Did she say anything to you?’ I ask. 

      She looks at Kian first, as if wondering if she can be truthful in front of him, before shifting her focus to me. 

      “She didn’t need to... She couldn’t wait to be with you tonight,” she says, her words falling into a deafening silence. 

      I glance at Kian, whose face seems set in stone. 

      “That’s all she talked about. I don’t understand... Why would she leave without telling someone?” she murmurs.

      “Is it possible that she changed her mind, had an emergency of sorts, anything like that?”

      She shakes her head, dismissing every scenario.

      “I can’t think of anything that could draw her out of the house.”

      She trains her eyes on me.

      “Are you sure she’s not lost in the house? Maybe she walked through the wrong door and got stuck in a storage room. Something like that?”

      “I checked the entire house twice.”

      “Do you suspect something bad happened to her?”

      “I try not to,” I say bitterly. 

      “Maybe she went home,” Kian suggests, breaking the silence. “Perhaps she asked someone to take her home...” he adds in response to our questioning looks. 

      Frankie gives it a little thought before looking at me.

      “Have you called the police?” she asks.

      “We’ll call the police when we’re sure she’s missing,” Kian says.

      Frankie looks lost for a moment. 

      “In these cases... it’s better to call them sooner than later.”

      “In these cases, no one’s missing most of the time,” he says in a calm, even voice. “Perhaps you should check her place first.”

      I want nothing more than to go to her place and find her there. 

      I wouldn’t mind the weirdest explanation at this point. Whether it would be about changing her dress, having some sort of emergency, or needing to think things through when it comes to me. 

      Although the latter wouldn’t fly. 

      I’ve seen no one more eager to be with me–-a wilder, hungrier woman. 

      I can’t think of anything that could pull her out of the house. 

      My only lead, my brother, seems to disentangle himself from the story with every second ticking by.

      “I’ll go to her place,” I say.

      “Have you checked the footage?” he tosses at me as I fish out the car key from my pocket. 

      “Yes, I have. There’s nothing. If there was a car involved... and it must’ve been, it’s not on the recordings.”

      Kian pushes up.

      “Okay, then. You go to her place. I’ll check the house again,” he says. “We’ll meet you here in an hour,” he adds. 

      “Can I go with you?” Frankie says, pushing to her feet. 

      I ponder for a second.

      “Sure.”

      I shift my gaze to Kian, not knowing what to say. I can’t say I feel at ease having him look for her, but nothing on his face tells me he wants to fuck with me. 

      “If we can’t find her in an hour, I’ll call the police,” he says in response to my stare.

      With that, he points to the door. 

      Frankie and I walk out the door while he stays behind.
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      The windows are down, and I drive slowly as if I never want to get to Luna’s place. 

      As if I never want to face the possibility that she is not there. That she is no longer in my grasp, no longer mine. Every bit of wisdom that I have tells me she is gone.

      My intuition whispers that Kian is the reason for all this. 

      He must have something to do with it, despite the woman who accompanied him this evening, the poker game, the party, and him being oblivious to everything else. 

      It’s precisely his indifference that tips me off, but his behavior is misleading, so I can’t confirm my suspicion. 

      “This is not how I thought the night would turn out,” Frankie says, looking out the window. 

      I keep my eyes trained on the road, saying nothing. 

      She shifts her focus to me and studies my profile, mulling over something.

      “Do you think something terrible happened to her?”

      I weigh my answer for a moment.

      Ironically no, not in the sense that she thinks, but something bad did happen to her, and it’s just not the kind of bad Frankie has in mind.

      He wouldn’t allow it. As strange as it sounds, nothing bad would happen to Luna because of someone else. 

      Not on Kian’s watch. 

      He would crush anyone who’d dare to mess with something that is his. And no matter what he says and does, he’s not over her.

      He doesn’t convince me. 

      But he did convince me that nothing bad––in a different sense––happened to her. That she hadn’t been harmed.

      I could tell from how he acted when I broke the news. He was calm and in control. 

      That’s why I feel like I’m wasting my time looking for her at her place. He might not know where she is, but he sure knows that she’s okay.

      “No, I don’t think so,” I finally answer. “I think she’s okay... I also think that... we will not see her for a while.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      I shift my eyes to the rearview mirror and signal left, taking the exit leading to Luna’s place.

      Her stare is still pinned on me when I shrug. 

      “It’s a gut feeling.”

      I smile unconvincingly. 

      She can’t remove her eyes from me.

      “Do you think he has something to do with it?” she asks as my ride decelerates and we slide by quiet homes in her neighborhood. 

      “What did she tell you about my brother?” I toss at her in response.

      She doesn’t move her lips.

      I look at her. 

      She looks spooked. 

      “She must’ve told you something.”

      “She did,” she says in a clipped voice.

      “I know what happened between Kian and her,” I say, to ease her mind. “I wondered if she told you something that I don’t know.”

      “There has been nothing new lately,” she says, talking as if she’s uncomfortable with my scrutiny. 

      She slumps in her seat. 

      “Was she afraid of him?” I ask after a moment.

      “She had no reason to.”

      We lock eyes.

      “Lately,” she clarifies in response to my questioning gaze. “She knew who she wanted. And she was determined to keep things that way.”

      I tear my eyes away from her. 

      “Hmm.”

      “What?”

      “That’s not how things work with him.”

      She remains quiet while I go over the film of this evening. 

      “The brunette woman...” I start after a few moments. “The one you saw at our place a while back. She was with him this evening. Have you seen them together?”

      “No. But Carlos did.”

      I glance at her again.

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes. He was on the corridor when Kian and the woman climbed the stairs and entered a room we didn’t have access to.”

      She pauses for a moment.

      “Does that make sense?” she asks.

      “Yes... Yes, it does.”

      I shift my focus to the road. 

      “Is that good or bad?” she asks, not knowing what to read into my answer.

      “It’s good.”

      “How?”

      “It probably wasn’t him.”

      “Do you suspect him?”

      “Wouldn’t you?” I toss back at her, pulling to a stop in front of their place. 

      I turn the engine off. 

      The car goes quiet, yet she doesn’t move. 

      “You’re saying he couldn’t have done it.”

      “Mm-hmm. Not if he was in the house with someone else.”

      “What if she never left the house?”

      “I thought about it. That’s why I searched it twice. Unless he dug a tunnel under the house and locked her there, I couldn’t figure out a place where he could’ve hidden her. I checked everything.”

      “Do you think he had any help?”

      I mull over that possibility for a second.

      “He wouldn’t use help in this kind of situation,” I say, moving my eyes to her. “This stays between us,” I add.

      “What does? You suspecting him? Or that he did it alone?”

      “I don’t know if he did anything or not. But it’s easy to go crazy over the hypothesis. Quite often, I’m going full-blown paranoid because of him... The thing is... I have no reason to believe someone else has messed with her. On the other hand, nothing in his behavior suggests that he’s still interested in her... Let me rephrase it––there’s nothing I can hold against him. Seemingly, he’s had company this evening.”

      “He has an alibi...” she says, sensing where I’m going. “A perfect alibi,” she continues.

      I nod.

      “Yes. A perfect alibi. And that’s what scares me.”

      She sighs, pushing back into her seat.

      “So let’s see if I got this straight,” she sums it up. “He has a motive to mess with her and a rock-solid alibi. He didn’t use any help, and yet she’s gone. Is that what you’re saying?”

      “Pretty much.”

      She ponders for a moment.

      “Let’s say he knows where she is. Where could she be?”

      “She could be anywhere. Any place rented in his name or someone else’s, making it impossible to trace it back to him.”

      She looks at me, her mouth open, her eyes wide.

      “Why would he want her away from us? He must know we’ll call the police.”

      “The police get involved if, in fact, it turns out to be a suspicious disappearance––a criminal case.”

      “What makes you think it isn’t? Obviously, I don’t want it to be, but what makes you say that it’s not?”

      “I don’t know yet, but I have a feeling we’ll soon find out.”

      I look at the house. It’s sunk in darkness. 

      Perhaps that’s why neither of us is in a rush to jump out of the car and dash to the door.

      “Let’s go,” I say.

      I push out of the seat before she follows my example.

      “It would’ve helped, you know, if we had our cell phones with us,” she comments, unlocking the door.

      “I know...” I say, distracted. “I wish I knew things would turn out that way. It was the perfect storm.”

      She opens the door and steps in before turning on the lights.

      I walk in and close the door behind me.

      The windows are closed, and fresh flowers sit in a vase on the table. A small light glows in the kitchen.

      She looks around. 

      “Everything good?” I ask. 

      “Yes,” she says, hesitant.

      She walks into the kitchen before she returns.

      “What is it?” I ask, watching her check a side table. 

      “I don’t know where I left my phone. Can you call my cell?” 

      “Sure.”

      I dial her number. 

      A muted vibration comes from the floor.

      “Shit. There it is.”

      She lifts it from the floor and checks it, her thumb swiping the screen.

      I don’t ask questions, waiting for her to give me a piece of clarifying information. 

      All I know is that I have this feeling something’s not right.

      “I have nothing,” she says, glancing around the room again. “I thought maybe she called me from... somewhere.”

      She sets her phone on the coffee table and heads straight to the bedroom. 

      I hear the bathroom door opening and closing before walking to the patio door. I open it with ease and look outside.

      Her footsteps resonate behind me. 

      “Is this door usually locked?” I ask, spinning around and returning to the living room.

      “No. Not really. The lock doesn’t work, so no.”

      “Her phone?” I ask. “Did you find it?”

      “Yeah, her phone...”

      Her gaze sweeps the sofa and the armchairs. 

      “I don’t know where she left it.”

      Before she has the chance to find her phone, I call Luna’s number. 

      We’re both waiting to hear her phone ring.

      Nothing.

      I try her number again.

      It rings on my phone, and that’s it.

      “Has she muted it?”

      “I have no idea,” she says. “Even so, we should be able to hear it.”

      “Maybe the battery is out.”

      “Yes. That’s a possibility.”

      She looks back at the floor where she found her phone and then at the table.

      “What is it?”

      “I can’t remember where I left my phone. I don’t think it was on the floor. I’m positive it wasn’t. It must’ve slipped. And I also don’t recollect where she left her cell.”

      “Where does she usually leaves it?”

      “There.”

      She points to a charger on an end table. 

      I check it while she scans the floor. 

      I call her number again, moving around the house, looking for the gadget. 

      We spend the next twenty minutes sweeping every surface, book, table, rug, space, even the walk-in closet, anywhere it could be.

      Her phone is gone. 

      “Okay,” I say, running a nervous hand through my hair. “Take a good look around and tell me if anything out of the ordinary catches your eye.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Anything suggesting that she was home.”

      We have our eyes locked for a few moments before she pivots as if electrocuted and beelines for the walk-in closet. 

      She turns on a light and opens a small space carved in the wall where several storage boxes sit. 

      She lowers herself and checks the lower shelf.

      “Shit.”

      Whiter than paper, she shoots up.

      “What is it?”

      “Her voyage suitcase is gone.”

      “Describe it.”

      “It’s pink with a red sticker. She bought it last year...” she says, preoccupied, rifling through a bunch of hangers. “Two dresses, a couple of sweaters, and flats are also gone.”

      She yanks a drawer open. 

      “Her pajamas and a set of underwear,” she says in a breath, spinning to me.

      Horror reads on her face. 

      “Whoever took her packed a bag for her, too,” she says, reading my mind.

      A moment of silence sidles up to us. Slowly she shakes her head as if knowing what’s going on in my head. 

      “There’s no way she left on her own.”

      “That’s not what the police will say.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Unless you find something suspicious in the house, suggesting that she was taken against her will, I doubt they’ll consider it a viable possibility.”

      “It makes no sense.”

      “People don’t always make sense.”

      “Are you talking to me or the police?” she tosses at me, exiting the walk-in closet. 

      We both end up in the living room.

      “You’re saying she did this because... What? She didn’t like to spend time with you? She tried to be cute and pulled a prank on us?”

      Her questions are obviously rhetorical.

      “You don’t know her,” she continues. “She may seem as if she’s daydreaming all the time, but she is one of the most pragmatical people I’ve ever known.” 

      “Even if you didn’t say that, I still wouldn’t believe that she left on her own,” I say, catering to a suspicion. 

      I call Kian.

      He answers at the second ring.

      “Any news?” he asks in a hoarse voice. 

      “Her phone is not here. Some of her clothes are missing. It looks like she left. This will probably not convince the police that it’s a criminal case.”

      “Do you think she left?”

      His question catches me by surprise.

      “No. I don’t think so.”

      “What do you think happened?”

      His voice is stripped of any innuendo.

      It even sounds concerned. 

      “I don’t know what to think. Did you have any luck?” I ask, lacking an answer.

      “No. I talked to the staff. The drivers. Some guests. I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it, so I didn’t tell them why I was asking about her. Nobody had seen her. Apparently, she only spent time with you...”

      He stops, and for a moment, I have the feeling that his words straightly incriminate me.

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m not saying anything.”

      His answer is prompt.

      “You were the only one who saw her, brother. You were the last person who saw her,” he continues.

      “Are you blaming me for her disappearance?”

      “Not at all.”

      I sigh with relief.

      He’s either playing with me, or I just hit rock bottom, and now I need reassurance from him. 

      “All I’m saying is that you know how she was. If she was in good spirits or not. If she acted weird. That sort of thing.”

      For a moment, I think about it.

      “No. There was nothing weird about her. She acted normally.”

      “Okay. That’s all I wanted to know. I called the cops. They’re on their way. They should be here by the time you get back.”

      With that, he hangs up. 

      I don’t move for a few good moments until Frankie’s voice echoes in front of me.

      “What is wrong?” she asks.

      I lift my gaze, smiling wryly. 

      “Nothing. Nothing’s wrong.”

      “Why are you smiling?”

      I don’t know what to say. This whole evening doesn’t make sense. 

      Everything feels surreal. He feels surreal. He’s never been more... I don’t know...  restrained about things? He’s never behaved that way. He locked away his sarcasm and biting irony. 

      He refrained from sneering and pushing my buttons.

      He seems too good to be true.

      He’s beyond reproach. There’s truly nothing I can hold against him.

      And all of this still makes him the primary suspect. 

      It’s just that now, there’s evidence that she left. She had no reason to do it, but she packed her bags and left. 

      The police wouldn’t look for her just because I suspected foul play.

      I guess I should wait for her to call me. 

      Something tells me she never will. 

      “Nothing... It’s nothing,” I tell Frankie, who’s still staring at me. 

      I call Luna again and predictably reach her voicemail.

      “Hey... What happened? Where are you? Call me when you get this.”

      My voice floats somewhere between disbelief that she’ll ever get that voicemail and skepticism that she’ll call me back. 

      “We need to go back,” I say in a shot voice. 

      Slowly, I slide my phone into my pocket.

      “Kian called the police. It would be best if you could talk to them too. Something that you know might help them.”

      She studies me for a few moments before bringing her hand to my arm. 

      “You’ll get her back. You’ll see,” she says softly.

      I lift my gaze and look at her, my eyes getting cloudy. 

      “You are her first love, Rex. She’ll never let go of you.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I say in response, having a hard time believing her. 

      Minutes later, we make the trip back in perfect silence, both lost in thought. 

      This whole evening went from being fantastic to feeling normal to turning into a nightmare that I couldn’t shake off. 

      The party is over by the time we enter the house. 

      Most of the limo drivers are gone; only a few vehicles are still parked in front of the house. 

      Carlos waits for Frankie outside. They exchange a few words before she joins me in the computer room upstairs. 

      We spend the next half an hour with a couple of detectives. They take detailed notes about Luna Rae and ask me to describe the last minutes with her. 

      They both agree that we should give it a bit more time.  

      With that, the evening ends. The cops leave before Kian turns to Frankie and me.

      “A driver waits for you downstairs. He’ll take you home,” he says to Frankie just as her phone beeps with an alert.

      Mine vibrates with an alert too.

      She reads the message while I fish out my phone.

      “What the fuck…?” I mutter, staring at the words on the screen.

      I look at the message and flick my eyes up. Kian stares at me. Propped against the desk, his hands tucked in his pockets.

      “What is it?” he asks. 

      I move my eyes to Frankie, who looks at me as if she’s seen a ghost.

      “Was that her?” I ask. 

      Her lips barely part.

      “Yes.”

      “What did she say?”

      She hands me her phone. Holding them both, I read the messages. 

      First, I check the one she sent to her friend.

      Luna: I had to leave for a few days. We’ll talk when I come back.

      And then I read mine.

      Luna: I never thought this would happen. But it does... Have no regrets. I’ll always love you.

      Stunned, I lift my gaze.

      Frankie’s reading my eyes, washed with panic. 

      Kian looks down at the computer screen, his face saying absolutely nothing, while I feel like I’m losing my mind.
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      The room is large and dark. 

      The ceiling is high, and dim lights glow up in the corners as if whoever put the fixtures up there wanted to ensure that everything was out of grabs.

      The bed is enormous––four people could fit in. 

      The sheets are smooth and expensive, like everything in his life. 

      On a good day, this would be the bed of my dreams––soft, tall, with plenty of pillows to dive into. 

      The covers are thick yet light.

      This is the perfect bed for rainy days, early mornings, windy nights, and spooky evenings.

      But now, this is the bed where he’s sentenced me to live. 

      The door slams shut, locking me inside and sealing my fate when I start tugging at the leash. 

      It’s a metallic chain with a pulley tucked high in the wall, sliding in and out every time I move. 

      It dawns on me that this is not a sexy game, some sweet perverted tease, a place staged for homemade porn or foreplay to a night of passion. 

      The collar and the leash are indestructible. 

      I quickly climb up the wall, follow the trail, and look for the spot where the other end is buried. I use my weight to pull it out. Nothing happens. 

      I dangle from the wall like a maddened spider woman impersonator, hoping that I can yank it out and solve my problem. 

      It’s not the solution to my problem. My captor thought of everything. 

      I fall with a thud, hitting the pillows while breathing an annoyed sigh.

      What is wrong with this man?

      What does he accomplish by doing this? Am I gonna disappear for good? Does he think he’ll get away with it? 

      What is his plan? Is there a plan? 

      He wants me here to prove what? That he has me? 

      Is he insane?

      This is not having me. This is incarcerating me.

      Is this what stands for ‘having me’ in his sick mind?

      Does he really think that capturing me makes my heart warm for him?

      I laugh.

      The more I think about it, the louder I chuckle until a thought crosses my mind, and I turn to stone. 

      I bet he has me on video.

      There’s no way walls have no cameras. He must want to know what I’m doing, after all... If I attempt to escape and stuff. 

      The idea makes me pull upright and jump to my feet. 

      My middle fingers shoot up as I scream from the top of my lungs, sweeping the walls with an angry gaze. 

      “Fuck you, Rex’s brother. Fuck you. You think you have me? You have no fucking idea.”

      I curse and spit like a madwoman, quarreling with the walls, the silence, and darkness, the soundproof cage he put me in.

      What a monster, I conclude, falling back, sinking into the pillows again, and trying to calm down while catching my breath and clearing my mind. 

      I need to figure this shit out.

      For now, I have to wait. I also have to be smarter than him. Whatever he has in mind, I must not fall for his tricks. 

      He can’t keep me captive for long. 

      He must’ve come up with a story for Frankie and Rex. Yeah, I’m sure he has... There’s no way they don’t already know that I’m gone. 

      I wish I had my phone with me. I’m dead without it. 

      A panicked thought pops into my head.

      I’m dead either way––with or without it. 

      My eyes hover over the ceiling, the walls, and the furniture. 

      Perhaps I should start a reconnaissance mission. 

      I jump up again, remove my shoes and dress, and, sporting only my bustier and satin shorts, walk around the room. 

      The room is styled like an alcove of love. 

      How ironic, isn’t it? 

      Even for a captive woman like me, he held nothing back when he decorated my jail cell. 

      A solid armchair with carved armrests and velvet upholstery sits in front of the bed. I go through the nightstands, hoping to find I don’t know what. 

      Most drawers are empty, except for one. 

      I find a notepad, a pen, a cell phone with a charger, a camera, and a tripod. 

      What the fuck?

      I take them out and look at them before checking them. I charge the phone and realize it’s useless. It’s not connected to a network. 

      “Fuck you...” I mutter. 

      I toss it back into the drawer. 

      The notepad is empty. 

      “He wants me to scribble down my thoughts, the motherfucker,” I murmur to myself.

      I move on to the camera. It’s a nice DSLR camera, and I can easily mount it on a tripod. 

      I haven’t used one like this, but I get the hang of it quickly. It takes great pictures and videos too.

      “What is wrong with this man?” I murmur to myself again. 

      I look at the stuff in front of me. 

      Is this his idea of keeping me busy?

      The thought ignites my blood and makes my cheeks burn with fury. 

      “You’ll come back to me, motherfucker. And I’m gonna kill you.”

      I shove them to the side and leave them on the floor before jumping back into the bed when I remember the bathroom. 

      My feet meet the floor as I pick up my metallic leash and walk. 

      The further I get, the longer my leash rolls––I hear the whirring in the wall. 

      He thought about everything, didn’t he? 

      I stop, spooked. 

      He must’ve planned this for a while. The thought gives me shivers, covering my arms and chest in goosebumps. 

      My hair bristles too.

      Has he done this before? With someone else, maybe? Is this his secret room of pleasure? Punishment? Unchecked power?

      I refuse to think about it as I jolt out of my paralysis and push the bathroom door open. 

      I turn the lights on and freeze on the doorstep. 

      If the main room is dark like the antechamber to hell––styled in hues of brown and black and a few drops of golden light––the bathroom looks like a portal to the sky. 

      Spotless glass outlines the chamber, several mirrors creating the illusion of infinite space. Towels are piled up on the shelves––they look like clouds of buttercream plush.

      A different idea pops into my head.

      He planned nothing. I mean… He caught me and brought me here. But he already had this place.

      He uses this place. Maybe for himself––maybe to enact his sick, dirty sexual fantasies. 

      He didn’t just have people carve out this space and build an extra bedroom and a luxurious bathroom for me. 

      This is part of a bigger home. Maybe this is the basement, and up there, it’s a normal-looking home. 

      Maybe nobody knows about this secret room, and if something happens to him, nobody will know that I’m trapped inside.

      The thought gives me pause.

      I try to calm my nerves, slowly inhaling and exhaling. 

      Let’s not go there. 

      He’ll be back. And once he comes back, I’ll try to outsmart him and get myself out of here. 

      And then... I’ll make him pay for this.

      I move my gaze around, looking at the shelves.

      I’m hungry. 

      I don’t know why, but I am. I go back to the room and check every nook and cranny, rummaging for food. 

      Has he let me here without food? Water? 

      I find nothing. I go back to the bathroom and look around. 

      A smooth metallic frame gleams behind the door. I find a nook, stick my fingers in and pull. 

      A small refrigerator opens in front of me. 

      The leash collides with the tile floor as I free my hand and dig inside. 

      I find fruit, chocolate, cold cuts, cheese, water, and ice coffee. I grab a bottle of water, an apple, slices of cheese and meat, and a handful of chocolate squares. 

      Half an hour later, I finish eating, tuck myself under the covers, and fall asleep, vowing revenge.
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      A soft sound comes to my ears. 

      At first, I think I’m dreaming. 

      I’m positive it’s part of a weird dream with a man who looks like a dark angel––he even has spectacular wings; I must’ve seen this shit in some movie. 

      He lets me touch them when I hear the sound. 

      But the sound only lures me into awareness, and with awareness comes the new reality, the events of the last hours crashing into me.

      I jolt upright. How long have I slept? 

      Cracking my eyes open, I let the new reality flow through me. 

      It makes me wince and shudder. 

      I have a bad taste in my mouth––the kind that has to do with sadness, disappointment, and regret.

      My mind tricks me, reminding me of where I could’ve been if none of this had happened.

      I could’ve been with Rex at his cabin.

      I could’ve been in Ben Sur if only I had listened to my gut and never agreed to go to that party.

      ‘Steal a Girl.’

      What a piece of crap. 

      I gesture, annoyed, the flick of my hand rattling my leash, the metallic clink reminding me that I’m caged precisely because I know Rex and want Rex and fucked Rex. 

      The sound comes to me again. 

      It’s like a movie soundtrack––soft music, the sound of a door closing, a muted voice. 

      Where does it come from?

      I roll off the bed too fast, or maybe I’m too sleepy, and I step on my leash, pulling myself to the ground. The next thing I know, I tumble to the floor.

      Fucking great. 

      My bones creak. I push up on my hands and look up at the wall. 

      “What the...?”

      A soft transparent image plays on the wall. 

      I bring my feet to the front and sit on my rear, looking at the movie playing in front of me without tearing my eyes away. 

      I thought he was watching me. Well, maybe he is... But I’m also watching him.

      Stripped to his belt and pants, Kian Jackson is on the phone, watching the world outside in front of a large window that flickers with lights. 

      It’s still night. What time is it? Early morning? 

      He doesn’t say much. Whoever is on the phone with him does most of the talking. 

      He tosses an ‘mm-hmm’ from time to time, his broad shoulders, V-shaped torso, and tight hips filling my view. 

      Has he forgotten about me?

      “Hey... Hey... I’m here,” I shout. “I’m fucking here.”

      I bark as loud as I can, testing my theory that a feed of this room must stream live on some screen in his chamber. 

      He doesn’t flinch.

      Terror sweeps through my bones. 

      The words fall from his lips, unintelligible at first, and then I catch a couple and then more...

      “She’ll be back. I’m sure. All right. I’ll see you on Monday.”

      Monday?? Was he talking to Rex? He wasn’t talking to Frankie for sure. 

      Monday? That’s like two days from now. Where am I?

      Is this his place?

      He tosses his phone on the sofa, spins around, turns the lights off, and exits the room.

      The image goes dark. Darker than my room. Darker than my future. 

      He won’t let me go. Not today or tomorrow. Or Monday. 

      “Kian??”

      My voice snakes around my head, bouncing around the room, dying out in the soundproofed walls. 

      I fall forward, my brow hitting the floor, my palms splayed on the polished wooden surface, a growl swirling in my chest while ragged breaths shoot from my lungs.

      I don’t know how much time passes when I hear the lock clicking and the door creaking, and I jerk upright. 

      His silhouette fills the doorframe, dark against the backdrop of light slithering in from behind––it’s most likely a corridor. 

      He stops while I lunge forward and hit an invisible wall as the leash cuts off my collision course with him.

      An invisible hand grabs me by the neck and pulls me back, forbidding me to touch him. 

      I lose my balance and fall back before I leap up and try again, holding my leash this time, hoping that it’s long enough. 

      But it’s not. 

      Impassibly, he watches me struggle before stepping away from the door and letting it fall closed behind him, killing the light.

      Growling, I shoot my fist forward, spitting at him, and cursing him.

      The lack of light blinds me for a moment, yet doesn’t stop me from fighting the demon in front of me without even seeing him. 

      He doesn’t say a damn word, ensuring he’s out of my reach while I tug at my leash and charge at him, hoping to crash into him.

      “Fucking coward,” I shoot at him, growling at my powerlessness.

      Unfazed, he walks to the armchair, crosses his arms over his chest, and props himself against it, entering a cone of faint light.

      He flicks his hand up when I notice the remote in his grip. 

      The whirring sound in the wall alerts me that my leash reels back, jolting me away from him.

      He pushes a button on the small gadget, and the metallic leash shortens while I find myself dragged to the bed. 

      I’m still standing, my hand still clutched on my leash.

      “So much for having courage, motherfucker,” I throw at him. “What did I expect from you, really? Do you think this is gonna make me yours? Is that what you think? Huh?”

      His silence only fuels my rage.

      I don’t even know what it means. 

      Does he enjoy seeing me like this? Is he feeding his pervert nature before releasing me back to Rex? 

      Is he teaching me a lesson? Is he fucking with me? With him, his brother? 

      “Fuck you, Kian.”

      I spit in his direction, my nostrils flaring, my chest heaving. Not a muscle ticks on his face. 

      I doubt his words. I don’t think he actually wants me. Maybe he tossed it at me, jokingly––mocking me.

      Maybe this is a prank on his brother, after all. 

      More than amusing himself and seeing me struggle, he enjoys playing with his brother, showing him he’s at his mercy and can pull me away from him at any moment. 

      That he can have me whenever he wants to, although I’m not so sure he wants me anymore.

      I never was. I don’t know what he wants from his brother or from me.

      “What did you tell them, Kian? What did you tell Rex and Frankie? And what am I supposed to tell them when I get back?”

      Silence grows in the room.

      “I will get back, right?”

      He slides his hands into his pockets and stares at me, his face unreadable, his eyes gleaming in the darkness. 

      “You can’t be thinking that having me here is actually working. This is not having me. I don’t think you want it to work. You just like to show me how fragile my existence around your brother is, isn’t it? This must be it, right? You can pull me away from him at any moment. I got that. And? What’s the meaning of all this if you can’t even have the guts to come close to me?”

      “They think you left,” he cuts my tirade short in an icy voice that covers me in goosebumps. 

      Something breaks inside me.

      “They what...?”

      “They think you left for a few days. Frankie and Rex. The police bought it too.”

      My mouth pulls open and stays like that without words for a few moments.

      “And you don’t even hide it from me...? How? How did you do that?”

      He scoops something out of his pocket. 

      My phone dangles from his hand.

      “You sent them a text message and let them know.”

      I process the information for a few seconds before propelling myself forward, forgetting that I’m on a short leash.

      My neck creaks as I get yanked back and fall backward on the bed. 

      I leap to my feet, fighting the restraint. 

      “Let me go, motherfucker. I so want to put my fist in your face.”

      He laughs. And then the leash reels, and I get more freedom, space, and steps. I shoot at him and fall to my knees in front of him when he stops the retractable leash. 

      Swinging my arms, I try to catch his legs. 

      He’s out of my reach again.

      “How are you gonna have me if you’re afraid of my touch?”

      “Do you think I’m afraid?” he asks. 

      For a moment, I had the feeling that he attached a smile to his words. 

      I open my mouth to answer when he swoops down, grabs the back of my hair, lifts me, and holds me against his frame. 

      Towering over me, he brings me closer to his lips. 

      “Do you think I’m afraid?” he asks, no trace of a smile in his voice this time.

      My hair bristle, my lips quivering faintly. 

      “Yes, I think you do,” I say, clutching his arms. 

      “You’re so fucking wrong.”

      His eyes narrow with a dark smile, his voice flowing smoother this time. 

      “Am I? Why am I here then?” I murmur.

      His features soften for a second, his thumb pressing hard into my neck.

      He puffs at something as if talking to himself in his head. 

      “You want to punish him,” I say. “What else?”

      A chuckle rolls from his lips.

      “It has nothing to do with him.”

      I feel as if I’m failing to solve a puzzle.

      “It has everything to do with him.”

      His grip slackens on me slightly.

      “It’s not me you’re after. You don’t need me, and you don’t want me,” I say, hoping to convince him as much as I want to convince myself.

      “You need me,” he tosses at me.

      “What?”

      I laugh, derision dripping from my voice. 

      “Why would I need you? You make no sense.”

      “I don’t need to make sense. It doesn’t matter.”

      I square my shoulders in front of him, finding my assertive voice.

      “You’re such an arrogant dick. I don’t need you. In fact, I don’t think you’ve ever met a woman who needed you. They all came and left, and they were happy you had your dick in them, but none of them knew how to love you...”

      His eyes turn dark, his hand tightening around my neck. 

      Oh... I finally got him. 

      I laugh in his face. 

      “So that’s it...? I knew it all along, but there’s nothing like getting a solid confirmation. You were afraid he’d get something you’d never get, and that’s how you became fixated on me. This is not even about sex. You used sex because... well, you could... but it has nothing to do with it. Sex is only a currency you deal in. Love is what neither of you has had.”

      I stop, content with how I turned things around, briefly enjoying my power over him when he shakes his head, laughing quietly––genuinely entertained.

      I would laugh with him in any other circumstances, even though I have no idea what he finds so amusing.

      “Stupid girl... How can he possibly fall for you?”

      “What?”

      He laughs even more copiously, his chuckle making me take offense.

      “What’s so funny?” I ask in a frosted voice. 

      Still shaking his head, he grins.

      “I can’t believe he bought this shit.”

      “What? It’s the truth,” I defend myself. 

      He yanks my leash with one clipped gesture and tosses me on the bed, a mask of darkness sliding over his face. I wish it were a mask, but this is genuinely him. 

      Him––darker than I know him, and deeper than I’ve envisioned him, more calculated than I’ve ever imagined he could be. 

      Kian Jackson is not an easy man to read, and whether his laughter, words, and magical shift of expressions have played a role or not, I’m now confused. 

      I know nothing about this man. 

      And sadly, I don’t know what I don’t know. 

      He nears the bed, shortening my leash again before tossing the remote on the nightstand while I sit on my knees, looking at him. 

      His gaze lingers on the empty bottle of water, the chocolate wrappers, and the notepad for a second. 

      He ponders something before talking. 

      “You know what a man values more than love?” he asks, not looking at me. 

      I don’t know if he expects me to answer his question, but I try to come up with something.

      It’s just that I’ve blacked out, my mind refusing to cooperate. 

      “Truth is more important than love...” he says.

      He smiles at a thought before shifting his focus to me and pinning a blank stare on me. 

      He looks through me. 

      “You know... The truth,” he says, his eyes getting in focus, centering on me. “Love is mostly words and sex. Most of the time, it’s a lot of lies too. Sweet lies. White lies. And big lies later on. Love needs lies to survive a little longer. Love is flimsy and vulnerable to the inconvenient truths.”

      My eyes hover over his handsome face, and magnetic eyes, arched lips, and muscular torso.

      He notices the direction of my gaze as it slides down and comes back up, so he meets my eyes with a smile.

      “You’re living that lie right now...” he says, smiling.

      “You think I don’t love him...” I ask in a shuddering voice. “Is that what you’re saying?”

      He shrugs. 

      “I don’t know. You must know, though. If not, you’ll have to find out. You’ll have a ton of time these days. You’ll be by yourself with your thoughts. You’ll figure it out.”

      “Even if I don’t love him...” I utter in a stern voice. “That doesn’t mean that I need you.”

      He smirks. 

      “The truth, Luna Rae... The truth. Think about that. Don’t think about me. Think about the truth.”

      “You don’t like my truth.”

      He observes me through his lashes while I continue. 

      “You don’t like my truth. And that’s the truth. I love Rex... I love your brother. And I don’t need a notepad to journal my inner thoughts. I don’t need to go deep inside me to find out. I’ve spent time with him. I’ve talked to him. Everything you said about him wasn’t true. I don’t know if I have a future with him. That’s not even on my mind right now. He doesn’t think about it either. All I know is that I want to live every moment that I have with him. He enters me in ways you’d never be able to enter me. He knows what I think. He knows what I like. He gives me what I like. He doesn’t put me on a leash and holds me against my will, forcing me to come up with a different answer to something that he doesn’t like and can’t come to terms with.”

      His eyes hold mine as I keep going––a tide of inspiration rising in me. 

      Nothing of who he is shines in his eyes. 

      I can’t even tell if I anger him. Or disappoint him. Or amuse him. 

      “He is not you. He is different from you. This is the truth. And maybe you don’t like it. But I do.”

      “It’s not the whole truth,” he taunts me. 

      Like a fool, I bite. 

      “No, it’s not. There’s more... And if you want to know the entire truth, I’ll give it to you. I couldn’t stop you. But that was then. And this is now. No matter how long you keep me here, it doesn’t change how I feel about him. Am I regretful that you touched me?”

      I pause, hesitant. 

      He cocks an eyebrow at me, smiling, waiting for me to continue. 

      “No. I am not. And that’s the truth. But you and I will never happen. And you should come to terms with it because I plan to be with him whether you like it or not.”

      He purses his lips at me, taking my tirade without a shred of emotion on his face before biting the inside of his cheek and looking down briefly.

      “Your truth is like tap water. Drinkable and forgettable. I’ll let you to it.”

      He spins slightly as if planning to leave. 

      “By the way, don’t plan on going back to him soon.”

      With that, he pivots and saunters away.

      “What do you mean? What do you mean, Kian??”

      The door slams over my words.
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      LUNA RAE

      

      A tray of food waits for me at the door when I wake up. I have no idea what time it is, what day it is, and if it’s night or day. If he slid the food inside the room or someone else did. 

      I roll off the bed, dragging my leash after me before picking up the tray and sitting in the armchair. 

      I eat the food––salad, soup, grilled meat, and fruit––before rising to my feet when something falls from the tray. 

      I set the tray down and tap the floor with my hand, looking for the piece of metal. I retrieve a small key. 

      Key, key... My collar. 

      I zip to the bathroom, check my neck in the mirror, and look for the lock. Soon, I unlock the collar and sigh with relief. 

      Thank God. 

      I rub my skin and run my fingers through my hair, checking my gauntly looking face. 

      I look like shit. 

      Frantically, I dig for shampoo, conditioner, and body wash. I pick up everything I need––toothpaste and toothbrush included. 

      An hour goes by as I take a shower, wash my hair, and pat myself dry before sliding into a robe. 

      I blow-dry my hair and go back to my room. 

      It takes a few more minutes to tidy up my room and plop myself onto the bed. 

      My eyes go over the nightstand and the notepad sitting on the floor. I lift it along with the pen and sling my eyes up to the lights. 

      If only they would glow brighter. 

      A crazy idea pops into my head. I shift and start looking for the small remote he used to shorten my leash. 

      I snatch it up and study it, looking for more buttons. I locate a couple and press them. One of them renders no response. The other adjusts the lights. 

      Oh...

      I start playing with it. From bright light to complete darkness, I go through the entire illumination spectrum. 
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