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Douglas Lauritsen put his testosterone bottle down on the counter and gave his boyfriend, Jerry, an adoring smile.

“Can you believe it, my love? It’s really happening! We actually stand a real chance against the tyrant and his sadistic bitch of a daughter.”

Jerry returned his smile, taking Douglas’s face between his warm, callused hands.

“We’ve come so far, and it’s all thanks to you.”

Douglas closed his eyes, melting into the touch.

“Not just me. I couldn’t have done it without you and all the others who joined us.”

“But they all joined thanks to you. They rallied around you, and you led them.”

Jerry gently pushed him down on the bed in the corner of their tent. The hidden rebel camp was bustling with activity, people of all ages and genders maintaining weapons, preparing food, training, or standing guard. Soon, Doug and Jerry would join them and get ready to take the castle by force, taking the tyrant by surprise. But for now, Doug was going to let himself savor the moment. The hard mattress pressed against his back. Jerry straddled him, his light-brown eyes locked into Doug’s dark-blue ones. He slowly leaned down, his lips brushing Doug’s before swallowing them in a hungry kiss that tasted like victory. Doug’s lids fluttered shut, his tongue dancing with Jerry’s. It felt warm and safe and right. So right.

Jerry’s fingers tangled into Doug’s long black hair, massaging his scalp. Doug wrapped his arms around his lover’s back, pulling him closer.

“I love you,” he whispered against Jerry’s lips. “I love you so much.”

Slowly, almost reluctantly, Jerry pulled back from the kiss.

“I don’t,” he whispered back.

Doug froze, his heart missing a beat, his gaze searching Jerry’s. Surely, he had misheard.

Jerry offered him a tender smile, stroking his cheek.

“You’ve managed to bring together so many people, so many different talents. You’ve built a real army, enough to have a decent chance of overthrowing Leopold Hargrove. What a pity it all collapsed so close to your goal.”

Doug shook his head, a cold, nauseating feeling creeping at the pit of his stomach.

“What are you talking about? Babe? What ...?”

Jerry laughed, running his finger along the scar over Doug’s left eye, the one he’d received during a fight against soldiers while stealing a food cart meant for the castle.

“I don’t love you, sweetheart. I never did. Honestly, I can’t believe you fell for it so easily. A few smiles, some kind words, a little gift here and there, and you fell for me head-over-heels. It’s pathetic, quite frankly.”

Doug’s blood ran cold. He shook his head, his gaze pleading.

“I don’t understand. Babe, I—”

Jerry shushed him, pressing his finger against Doug’s lips.

“Shh, you’ll understand soon enough.”

As if on cue, gunshots echoed through the woods. Doug tried to stand, but Jerry kept him pressed firmly against the hard mattress. Armed men wearing Leopold’s soldiers’ uniforms barged into the tent, pointing their rifles at them. Jerry climbed off of Doug, looking unfazed. He nodded at the soldiers, who rushed to grab Doug. Doug remained frozen, his mind reeling with shock and betrayal. The soldiers grabbed him firmly, dragging him to his feet.

“Why?” was all he managed to utter when his eyes met Jerry’s.

“Oh, sweetheart,” Jerry said softly, his lips stretched into an amused smirk. “I never loved you; you understand that, right? You can’t blame me, can you? You can only blame yourself. You should have been more careful.”

Doug couldn’t make sense of what was happening as the tyrant’s men dragged him through the camp. He was surrounded by a scene of slaughter, his crew decimated, the ground covered with dead and wounded, all rebels, while Leopold’s soldiers took the few survivors prisoner. Blood flowed into the earth, seeping deep into the forest floor, marking it forever. All his hard work, everything he had managed to build, gone in the blink of an eye. All these people, dead because he’d put his trust in the wrong person.

The revolution was dead, crushed under the tyrant’s boot, and it was all his fault.

Not all the rebels were present in the camp, some living in the city with their families, others away on supply or scouting missions. All he could hope for now was that they wouldn’t succumb to despair. There weren’t enough of them left to lead an attack, but if someone took his place, in time they might be able to rebuild. It would be long, but it was their best bet. As for Doug, the only thing he could do now was die with his head held high. Knowing the tyrant and his daughter, they’d go for a public execution to scare the masses into obedience and show them what happens when they try to revolt. Well, fuck them both. He wouldn’t cower, wouldn’t show fear. He would call on the crowd to revolt with his last dying breath.

All Doug wanted to do was break down and cry, mourn his friends, mourn the betrayal of his lover, but he kept his chin high and his gaze defiant as the soldiers marched him through the busy streets. They walked past a raggedly dressed woman selling low-grade vegetables from a rickety stall, all the good ones having been delivered to Leopold’s castle. She let out a gasp when she saw him, her hand flying to her mouth. Doug felt his heart shatter further, but he managed to fake a confident grin for her. Of course she recognized him, most of the town knew his face from the wanted posters, or from the times he’d brought them stolen goods destined for the castle. It wasn’t just him Leopold was planning to kill today, it was hope, and that was something Doug wouldn’t allow to happen.

They reached the castle, a huge stone and cement building dating from before the apocalypse that had burnt down most of the earth. The castle had been repaired and had been home to the Hargrove family ever since. It was the first time Doug would set foot inside, and he dreaded what he would see. If the rumors were true ...

They were.

Blood left his face, and he froze, his heart rising to his throat.

All around him, the cold stone walls were adorned with human decorations. Naked men and women tied up, contorted in painful positions, used as nothing more than sculptures. Over a large door that could only lead to the throne’s room was an aquarium, strapped to the wall with heavy metal bars. Inside, a woman was floating, the only sign of life coming from her pale body being her gently rising and falling chest. A tube was stuck down her throat, allowing her to breathe.

A large chandelier hung from the ceiling, composed of three men and three women, their feet secured together in the middle, their backs arched horrifically, hands tied behind them to a chain that held them horizontal. A lightbulb was stuck in each of their mouths, lighting the hallway. Doug wasn’t sure what the bulbs were connected to; he could only assume wires pierced through their flesh.

Doug had heard rumors from servants about how they had to feed and clean the “human objects” at night, change those who had died or grew too “ugly” for the tyrant’s tastes, and so on. He had never doubted Leopold’s cruelty and disregard for human life, but seeing it firsthand ... His head was spinning, his heart racing, tears pricking at the corners of his eyes.

The soldiers opened a heavy wooden door, revealing a set of stone stairs half swallowed by darkness. They pushed him down and shoved him in a small cell, slamming the door shut behind him.

Alone in the darkness, Doug allowed himself to break down. He crumbled on the cold, damp floor, hugging his knees as his body shook with powerful sobs. He didn’t care about dying, not after what Jerry had done to him. He just wished Leopold would hurry and get it over with.

Jerry.

Doug could still feel his hands on him, warm and gentle. The way he’d play with his hair, massage his sore muscles after a long day, touch his body like it was the most precious thing in the universe. And his eyes, so full of love and tenderness when he looked at him ... or were they really? Could Doug have imagined it, seeing only what he wanted to see? He always made him feel so loved, so wanted, but it had all been a lie.

His fingers found the pendant Jerry had given him, clutching it tightly. The metal, carved to look like a moth, dug into his palm, but Doug relished the pain. He deserved it. Half of him wanted to tear it off and throw it away, but the other half couldn’t let go of the shred of comfort it provided. As long as it was safely around his neck, he could pretend that everything was normal, that Jerry loved him, that this was all part of a plan and he’d be there to rescue him soon.

A broken, hysterical laugh escaped his lips. That was what he was reduced to? Play pretend to alleviate the crushing weight of reality? Jerry had betrayed him; there was no way around it. Doug had been too blinded by love to see the truth, and everyone else had paid the price for his mistake. A hateful scowl crossed his face, and he tugged on the pendant but stopped at the last moment. He couldn’t do it. He just couldn’t.

His mind drifted to his family. His parents were long dead, years of grueling work having stolen their health. But he still had Holly, his older sister, and Orion, his little brother. All three had always been very close, supporting each other and helping their parents as much as they could while growing up. He wished he could shield them from what was about to happen. They’d been through enough already; they shouldn’t have to see him die.

Hours later, footsteps echoed outside, getting closer. An eerie sense of relief washed over Doug. He took a deep breath, wiped his tears with his sleeve, and got up, waiting for the guards who would finally lead him to his death, to a way out of this nightmare.

He stood tall as the guards entered and grabbed his arms. He walked calmly between them, not showing an ounce of fear. He didn’t even have to pretend to be braver than he felt. Prouder, yes, but he truly wasn’t scared. On the contrary, he couldn’t wait for oblivion to welcome him.

A guard stuck a syringe into his arm. Doubt started to creep in his mind when, instead of leading him outside, they went deeper into the castle. Could the syringe have contained some sort of truth serum? Maybe they wanted to torture him for information first, but what would be the point? They had killed more than half of his crew, and Jerry knew as much as he did. He could feel his brain turn fuzzy, making it harder to think straight. Were they afraid he’d try to run away? Was that why they’d drugged him?

They reached a large, clean room with a floor covered by a plush velvet carpet. In each corner, two naked men and two naked women, holding a lightbulb in their tied hands, a lampshade on their head obscuring their features, served the role of lamps.

Maidservants were waiting for them. They bowed their heads when the guards entered, and rushed to a heavy wooden wardrobe, rummaging inside. Doug craned his head, trying to see what they were looking for. Before he could make it out, one of the guards had ripped his shirt from his back, while the other was yanking off his pants. Doug groaned, his hands immediately flying to pull them back on, but a punch in the guts stopped him, expelling the air out of his lungs. As he struggled to regain his breathing, the guards finished ripping his clothes off of him, leaving him naked and exposed in the middle of the room. Finally, the tall guard grabbed his moth necklace and tore it off, discarding it without care. Doug felt like it was his heart that had been torn off, his last barrier against reality.

The maidservants approached him, avoiding his gaze, holding pieces of clothing in front of them for the guards to see.

The guards exchanged a quick glance, nodding to each other.

“This one,” the taller guard grunted, pointing to a lacy piece of white fabric, “and this one.”

Their heads bowed, the servants kneeled down in front of them, presenting the clothes in their outstretched hands.

“Fuck you!” Doug slurred. “I’m not wearing that shit! Just kill me, you bastards!”

The guards grabbed the clothes and turned to Doug.

“You better cooperate, or we’re going to make you regret the day you were born, pretty boy,” the smaller one sneered, his eyes roaming over Doug’s body.

Doug struggled in their grip, trying to escape. He managed to get a hard kick in one guard’s knee, causing him to swear and release him from his grasp, but the second guard hit him on the head with the back of his gun. The first guard regained his composure and tightened his grip on Doug, squeezing hard enough to hurt him. Doug tried to twist around to shake him off, but his head throbbed and his strength drained away as the drug coursed through his system. The guards easily regained control of the situation, keeping him firmly restrained.
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