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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​...

Cat shifter Sierra runs away from the people who have done nothing but wronged her and used her body for their own gain. When her tormentors find her, she throws herself off a cliff, expecting her tragedy to finally reach a fitting end.  

She is ready to embrace the darkness that greets her at the bottom of the cliff, for the cold water lapping at the jagged rocks to wash her away, but she opens her eyes and wakes ten years in the past. 

She has struggled and fought against her captors every step of the way in her past life. This time, she is going to do everything differently. The theater house that she had been tricked into working at was taken over by a new management who turned the performance stage into a stage of depraved desires and humiliations. As Sierra struggles to recall past actions that had led to the downfall of the original owner, she promises herself that she won't let it happen. She will do everything it takes to save everyone, even if it means getting closer with the very people who had ruined her life. 

The last thing she wants to do is to fall in love. She has no time for love, for the endless patience and devotion of a man who had died so early in her past life he hadn't even made an impression on her. Sierra doesn’t think she has it in her to fall in love after all the heartache she had been through, but the Werewolf makes it too easy for her to stumble and fall.

...
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​​​​​​​​​​​Prologue
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Sierra ran as fast as her feet could carry her, her long cat tail whipping from one side to the other to hasten her turns. Wearing heels for this wasn't ideal, but she didn't have much of a choice, considering the alternative was not wearing anything at all. The heels she had donned were the flattest that she owned- the only pair that had been given to her that fit well enough that she was confident she could make a good distance before she was caught. 

She hadn't considered that she would be caught immediately, however. She had been optimistic about putting a little bit of distance between her and her captors- too optimistic, really, considering her plan. Or lack thereof. 

She ran in the middle of the night with the full moon shining brightly down at her because that was what she saw in movies, but their work was conducted in the darkness and the moon was too bright to allow her to disappear into night. It was a terrible plan, but it was the only one she had and she couldn't do anything about it now seeing as she hadn't the ability to turn back time. 

It didn't take long at all for the men to track her down, nor for them to have her surrounded. She hadn't gone far at all, which was the most depressing part of all this. She had gone past the garden of the main house and- and that was it, wasn't it? She had only managed to escape beyond the garden which was so overgrown that it was more like a small forest than anything, overgrown weed and thorn bushes of roses that failed to bloom year after year sliced through her delicate skin as she made her escape, only to trap herself at a cliff. 

If she had wings, she could fly to freedom, but she wasn't Heather. And Heather wouldn't be flying for a long time after that fall that she had suffered. 

"Don't be ridiculous, Sierra," Pierce said, reaching out towards her with an expression that he probably thought was reassuring. The way the moon shone down on him illuminated his spiked hair and made it look like he had thorns atop his head. She knew logically that his eyes were brown. She had been subjected to their scrutiny enough times that she knew the shade of brown they were, but as she stared at him now, she could have sworn that they were red. 

She felt like if she reached out and grasped his hands now, it would be like making a deal with the devil and sealing her fate.

"Come back and we can put this whole incident behind us," he offered magnanimously. "I am willing to pretend tonight never happened." 

It had taken all of her bravery to get this far in the first place and she wasn't going to return to him on a lie that even she could see through easily enough. She knew what happened to the runaways. They get locked into the quiet room, an underground prison cell with only a bucket for them to relieve themselves and occasional food thrown in from the hole above. There had only been one person who had been thrown in there and they never saw Jasmine again. The others whispered that she had died in the hole. She wasn't going to risk being placed down there to see if her ghost haunted the place. 

Pierce fancied himself a crude businessman, but he was just a bully and an abuser. He liked having power over the women in the House and enjoyed the fact that none of them could argue against anything he said. 

She found herself missing Wake all of a sudden. He had been deceitful, but he had never been abusive or cruel. At least not deliberately. To her knowledge, he had never raised his hand against any one of the women who worked in the House with him. Under him. The others spoke of him fondly- when they spoke of him at all. Mention of his name was taboo. Scott, his business partner who had betrayed him, banned any talk of him after his... disappearance. 

She didn't know much about Wake. Their paths had little reason to cross, but she knew that people were not as cruel under his watch as they were now. Then again, most of the original staff had been quietly sent elsewhere, hadn't they? Everyone had a purpose now, moved about like they were nothing more than disposable chess pieces that he placed strategically on a board that had been stolen from under the nose of someone who had put his trust in the wrong person, a game with rules that he bent to his liking. 

She looked at him and wished their paths had never crossed. 

"Come on. We've wasted enough time. Your performance was supposed to begin half an hour ago," he continued, fast losing patience with her. His face was scarred up, claw marks going from the top of his face down to his nose and cross his lips. It was a pity. He would have been handsome if not for the scar that made it look like she was looking at him through a broken mirror. He was a shifter with accelerated healing, but his skin had healed up wrongly, as bigger injuries tended to do. Doctors could fix him easily enough, put him under anesthetics and reopen the wounds so they would heal better. He had opted not to do it. The others whisper that it was so he could look intimidating, since his line of work would require some form of looking tough.

She backed from him when he reached for her again. 

"You can't really be thinking of jumping," he said with an incredulous expression that made his face look more twisted and odd. "You'll die." 

"At least I'll be free," she whispered. 

He rolled his eyes. "Don't be so fucking dramatic," he drawled. "It's not that bad." 

It's not that bad, she thought to herself incredulously, but she knew that no matter what she said to him, he wouldn't understand. He lacked empathy towards people like her- if he thought of her as 'people' in the first place. She peered beyond the cliff's edge and felt her heartbeat speed up even more. It had been foolish to run in this direction. She never had the best sense of directions, but she assumed that there would be steps that would lead her down the cliff's edge and she could disappear into the ocean. She wasn't the best swimmer, but she knew how to float well enough that she wouldn't die. Probably. 

A sudden image of her smashing into a protruding rock and her body tumbling like a ragdoll and splashing into the water filled her mind, but she was too close to escape to give up now. 

"Sierra!" he snarled, eyes flashing red in the moonlight. "Come back here right now!" 

The sound of water splashing against the edge of the cliff was better than anything he could offer. She saw him leap towards her and the decision of what to do was taken from her entirely. She twisted towards the cliff and leapt. 

Wing whipped through her body, biting into exposed skin and roared in her ears. She waited for the explosion of cold water all around her, for the splash that would hurt because of how high she had jumped. 

She closed her eyes and waited...
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And waited. 

The roar of the wind in her ears were gone. Instead, there was a ringing silence that made her wonder if she had made some sort of mistake. She was no longer falling, but she wasn't in the water either. 

Sierra opened her eyes and looked around her, eyes wide in confusion. 

This didn't make sense. 

She had been bracing for impact, expecting her body to hit cold water, for the disorientation of sinking too deep and having to swim to the surface. She expected a long journey ahead of her. Swimming in freezing cold water was going to be undoubtedly difficult and she hadn't been looking forward to that part, but they were surrounded by water. She had headed towards the garden in the first place because the other side of the sprawling House were residential areas and common areas that where Pierce's men could be found and being discovered by them was worse than jumping into freezing water. 

They were given free reign over the women who attempted to escape. 

She was tired of living in a cage, now matter how lovely that cage was. 

Everything was better than the constant despair and heartache she suffered under the hands of the men whose touch were lies and their lies were poison. How many times had she given her heart away only to be told that it was all just a cruel joke and none of them could free her? 

Was this her afterlife? Surely not. This appeared to be the dressing room at the back of the stage area. 

This must be some sort of flashback. Was this part of her life flashing through her eyes prior to her death? She couldn't figure out what was so significant about this particular memory. She recognized the robe that was wrapped around herself because she remembered getting rid of it right after. 

"Now that you're here, there's only one rule you need to remember," Karlos said, hand extended with his palm facing up. He wanted her to surrender her bathrobe, which she had done the last time she was faced with the stern man with eyes that glared right at her and seemed to judge her every action and found her lacking. 

She considered disobeying, but she was also curious if this memory would play out the same way. For surely this was a dream. She had done this before, hadn't she? This whole song and dance where she had fought and cried and argued and all she received in response was a lot of time spent in the room that had been designated for her, closed off from the rest of the world as she languished away for days and then weeks. Months, perhaps. Times passed oddly for her then. She felt like she had dissociated a lot from her life, days blending into one another with nothing to differentiate one monotonous day from the other. 

"What rule?" she asked, her lips moving on their own. She had asked the same thing last time, hadn't she? Was she doomed to repeat the memory in exactly the same way? 

Karlos's eyes were stern, slanted slightly upwards in a cat-like manner, though she knew that he wasn't a cat at all. He was a snake shifter and he enjoyed inflicting misery on those under his care. 

"Eyes up here, darling," he said when she averted her gaze. "Look at me when I'm talking to you." 

She grimaced. "Yes, sir," she whispered, tilting her head up to look at the scar on his left cheek. The skin there looked painful and stretched, scar tissue stitching his skin together. She had been convinced, for the longest time, that if she looked him straight in the eyes for too long, he would steal her soul. It was a silly thought. Childish, really. Karlos didn't have that kind of power and even though he liked to pretend that he was some powerful entity who had control over all of the women working in the House, he really was just a megalomaniac with delusions of grandeur and an obsession with power. He was just an employee and he had not lasted long in her past life. She had a vague memory of the incident that caused him to be fired. He had pushed things too far and had gotten caught by one of upper management. 

"Robe," he repeated, looking like he was fast losing patience with her. 

She shrugged it off her body and shivered at the sudden cold gust of air against her exposed skin. She had just came out of the bathroom and had not had a chance to put anything other than her panties on. Wet droplets still clung to her body, slowly making it's way down her leg. 

She shivered and considered yanking the robe back from him to wrap around herself, but Karlos already had his fingers coiled around it and yanked it from her before she could change her mind about being in the nude. 

"Good girl," he said. 

Once upon a time, she would lap up that praise like an animal starved for positive reinforcement. All his compliment did now was send a cold shiver through her. She turned away and found the gazes of familiar faces around her. 

She remembered these women. Everyone was so young. It was hard to believe that only ten years had passed since this particular memory, but life had been more difficult and it showed in the way it had aged them. 

One of the women saw the panic in her gaze and said, "Karlos, I don't think you should-" 

"Mind your own fucking business, Sasha," Karlos snapped. 

The name sent a jolt through her. Sasha was the redheaded beauty whom she was supposed to replace as the lead dancer- whom she had replaced as the lead dancer. She was very well loved, though Sierra's interaction with Sasha was limited because her contract had finished by the time she left her room. 

The contract. It had been an age an half since the conditions of the contract had been met. 

The thing was, this wasn't supposed to be forever and she wasn't supposed to be here for the full five years, let alone ten. All the women here were supposed to work the full term until their five-year-contract was up, and then they would have been allowed to choose what they wanted to do. Unsurprisingly, most of them chose to leave. They have had enough money by then to make a comfortable living elsewhere and if they played their cards right, they would have gotten a sugar daddy or two who were willing to finance a comfortable lifestyle for them. 

Sasha had managed to leave right before everything fell apart and sometimes, she wondered if the other women resented the ones before them who had been lucky enough to have escaped their fate. Sierra knew that she felt envious of them. 

She wished she could tell all these women to run, but if this was just a memory, then were really was no point putting herself at risk for the inevitable. She couldn't change anything, just as she had been unable to change anything in her past life. 

"Smile, darling," Karlos said, pinching her chin and tilting her head up so she was forced to look at him. 

She smiled at him defiantly. She longed to curl her fingers over his and pry them off her chin, but she knew better. His fingers were cold and calloused, like the sharp ends of scales biting into her skin. 

It was just an illusion, her mind making up for something that she knew for a fact and the fact was that Karlos was a snake shifter. He was in his full human form, though she knew he was capable of shifting partially into a snake. It had been part of his act when he was employed again back in the House. Snakes, after all, had two penises. 

His nails dug into her skin, leaving little crescent marks on her chin. 

"Why are you looking at me like that?" he demanded, his eyes narrowing. "I'm in charge here. You need to show me respect," he snarled. 

She wished she could tell him that he didn't scare her. There were so many more people deserving of her fear and he was just another chess piece who played an insignificant role in the grand scheme of things. 

"This is just how I look," she said, barely her teeth at him in a mockery of a grin, the best she could do under the circumstances. 

He grinned, all sharp teeth and danger. "Got some fight in you, I see," he said. "I'm going to enjoy breaking you." Greedy lecherous eyes looked down at her naked body, his touch following his gaze. She didn't need to look at her own body to know what he was seeing. She had a lithe body due to her cat nature, full breasts and slim waist that curved into soft hips and long legs. Her long tail was one of her most defining features, though she managed to keep that well hidden most days under the long dresses and skirts that she preferred. She couldn't hide them now. The panties that she was wearing wasn't the sort that was designed for something like her in mind and couldn't cover her fully since she didn't like having something pressed against her tail. 

She had changed quite a lot in the years that followed. The lack of nipple piercings was a relief. She didn't like having those tugged, her client enjoying the little mewls and cries that she made whenever they played with them and tugged at them roughly. They liked to tug her tail as well, playing with the fur on her tail and yanking when they were lost to the throes of passion. 

She didn't like it. 

His grip on her chin loosened and then released entirely until her was curling his fingers around her neck, choking her with just enough pressure to remind her that her life was in his hands. 

Oh, this- this hadn't happened the last time, had it? 

She had broken down the last time rather early, weak to these sort of treatment because she had been so sheltered her entire life. She threw a fit and was banished to her room and that was the end of it, but now- now she was reacting differently so his reaction had changed as a result of that. What a curious dream.

"You shouldn't do that!" Sasha yelled out. Even though the others looked disapproving, none of them stood by Sasha's side. In fact, they looked rather horrified that she was choosing to say anything at all. 

Karlos turned to Sasha with a snarl, "Shut the fuck up. I can do whatever I want," he said. As if to prove his point, his free hand palmed her breast. Sierra gasped at the sudden contact and then cried out sharply when his fingers closed over her nipple and pinched them.  

For a moment, Sasha looked like she was going to throw herself into the man and fight him physically in order to get him to let go, but she turned away and walked out the room. Sierra couldn't help but feel slightly disappointed to have been abandoned, but Sasha owed her nothing and there was nothing to gain by making herself an enemy of the man. Karlos was responsible for setting up the stage for the performances and also scheduling. All the people who worked at the House had multiple responsibilities and he was no different. From what she understood, he used to be dancer himself and choreographed some of the women's routines. 

"Everyone here answers to me," Karlos bragged, turning his attention back to her. He loosened his hold on her breast and shifted his hand until he was cupping her underside of her breast, lifting it slightly like he was trying to figure out how much it weighed. 

She kept absolutely still, though she was confused by the onslaught of sensations that his small touch elicited from her body. She hadn't been this sensitive since she was a virgin. Her core tensed and her vaginal walls clenched around nothing. Her lips parted slightly when he captured her right nipple between his forefinger and thumb and rolled it between them. Pleasure and pain spiked through her body, drawing out a bitten off moan from her lips. She arched into his touch without thinking when he plucked at her nipple, trying to ease the pressure by chasing after the movement of his fingers. 

"I knew you were a fucking slut," he sneered. "Look at you. I'm just touching you a little and you're so eager to offer yourself up already," he mocked, giving her nipple a cruel flick and then doing the same to the other, twisting a little to elicit a soft cry from her lips. 

Around them, the other women turned their gazes away, unwilling to be involved in her humiliation. 

When he finally stopped, she was breathing hard, her body betraying her by being aroused by the careless groping. It wasn't like this was the first time Karlos had touched her inappropriately and she knew it wouldn't be the last.

Karlos did what he wanted and when he wanted and she was hardly the first person to suffer from his unwanted sexual advances. 

She closed her hands over her breasts once he let go in an effort to hide them from further torture, but the damage was done. Her nipples ached, sensitive in a way they hadn't been since she had gotten her nipple piercings. 

"You tear up so easily," he laughed, enjoying her misery. "Luckily for you, some men enjoy the weepy ones," he said and leaned in to lick up the tears that had managed to escape. He was one of the sadistic men who enjoyed making and watching their lovers cry. 

She clenched her eyes shut and shuddered at the peculiar sensation of his wet tongue licking up her cheek. 

Dreams shouldn't feel this real, should they? 

"Now, where was I?" he asked and waited, expecting her to answer. 

Unfair, really, since she wasn't here for the part of the conversation that he was expecting her to recall. She blinked at him, brows furrowed in confusion. "Where were you what?" she asked, her voice hitched slightly. She felt like there were two parts of her that were at war with one another. One part of her was used to this sort of treatment after years of being under his control, dancing alongside him and allowing him to do whatever he wanted with her. Another part of her that was still a virgin who had never been kissed before today was tearing itself apart with despair.

"What's one rule you need to remember about working with me?" he clarified. "Have you read the rulebook?" 

The rulebook was such a long time ago. They could use the rulebook as tinder and nobody would have batted an eye. There were no rules now. Everything was fair game. Everyone was fair game. 

"Yes," she answered dutifully because it was expected of her. 

"What is it?" he prompted, looking like he would very much like the conversation to be over even though he was the reason it was dragging out in the first place. 

She would very much like the conversation to be done and over with as well, so she struggled to recall- Oh. Karlos was an incredibly conceited man, wasn't he? She almost laughed out loud when she remembered the rule, but she managed to hold back the bark of laughter that threatened to bubble out of her. "Your word is law," she answered. 

"That's right," he grinned, pleased to hear those words from her lips even though she was certain that he was the one who had written the book in the first place. The narcissist. 

When he loosened his hold around her throat, she breathed a sigh of relief only to inhale sharply again when he stepped closer into her space until his chest brushed against the back of her hands. He took another step towards her, forcing her to step back again. Goosebumps erupted all over her skin from their sheer proximity and wished that the room was bigger. Her back was pressed against the wall and there was nowhere left for her to go. 

"What're you doing?" she asked. She didn't know whether it was her tone or the fact that she was speaking at all that set him off, but he wrapped an arm around her, pushing the palm of his hand to the small of her back and yanking her forward so that their bodies were flushed together. Was he turned on by her? Really? She hadn't done anything yet other than be half naked. Maybe it was her telling him that he was in charge. 

She looked up at him in confusion, her heart beating so wildly against her ribcage that she worried the bones in her chest cavity wouldn't be strong enough to contain her heart. Every second he looked at her made her feel more and more aware of the amount of nudity she was showing. She was half convinced that he could see all the way inside of her and was cataloging her organs and considering the values of each. She reminded herself that Karlos was not a smart man. 

Only an idiot would willingly come back and work at his place after he had managed to get himself free. He was exceptionally greedy, however, so she shouldn't have been surprised when he showed up again after they had a management change. What was the reason he had been fired again? Try as she might, she couldn't seem to remember. It must have been something serious. 

Was Wake the one to fire him? She had never seen Wake fire anyone before. Wake was the owner of the Theater House of Pleasures, a sprawling estate that consisted of a main building where all the performances took place and several houses for the staff. She resided in one of houses with other shifters like her after accepting a five year contract to work here. She was promised a generous pay... too generous, really. It was enough money to allow her to retire comfortably after. Wake assured her that customers that frequented the theater were generous with their money, allowing him to pay his contracted employees a generous sum. It was what he didn't say that she should have been wary of. 

Then again, she should have been wary of a lot more things. 

She had never seen the man in person, though they had spoken over the phone and had exchanged letters. She should have- 

Well, if she had known then what she knew now, she would have done a lot of things differently. Was this what it was then? A chance for her to have a revelation about all the mistakes in her life that she could have rectified if only she had been more careful about who she trusted? 

She clenched her eyes shut, expecting to be transported into a different memory. Any moment now... 

"You do smell very lovely," Karlos said, his voice breaking through her thoughts. 

She was still here? That didn't make any sense. Was there more for her to learn? 

"Perhaps I would have a taste of you first," he continued. 

That was all the warning she got before his hands were on her hips and he was lifting her up and pinning her against the wall. Her body moved on it's own, wrapping her legs around him to have at least something to hold onto. She was completely unprepared to feel his mouth around her breast, suckling her nipple as if he was trying to draw milk from her. 

Pleasure coursed down her spine as he latched onto her breasts, his tongue licking at the tip over and over. She could have sworn that his tongue was forked by the way she could feel it wrap around her areola, tugging and pulling lightly. 

She was aware that they were in public, that the others could see plainly what they were doing. A part of her was mortified that this was happening to her at all, but another part of her was inured to shame after years of being subjected to the same thing over and over again. 

"Please," she whimpered, pushing back against him, instinctively knowing what he liked because he had done it before. They had done this before up on a stage with hundreds of strangers watching - with people filming and thereafter distributing said film. 
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She closed her eyes as her fingers curled in his hair, tugging and pushing him closer, her body betraying her. From the corner of her eyes, she could see the audience watching them, completely captivated by the scene that had been presented to them. They came expecting a show and they were clearly getting one.  
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