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Hello reader, if you are reading this, you have probably read the back blurb of this book, and know generally what to anticipate in this book. The word torture is clearly stated in the blurb. However, with this, come some other themes and elements that might not be suitable for certain readers. Such elements include:

Semi-graphic violence, loss of family members, implied child death, thoughts of suicide in moments of hopelessness, mild body horror, PTSD and panic attacks, and brief, dark implications of rituals involving blood and human sacrifice.

Your mental state and health are important, so please take care of yourself first.

But if you have made it this far and aren’t perturbed, then you will enjoy Fallen Idols and all the subsequent books!
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Setting my jaw and keeping stern eye contact with myself in the mirror, I raised the torture device to my eye. I managed to get it nearly settled against my lash line, when the bathroom door opened inward. My resolve broke, and the lash curler slipped from my fingers. I let out a string of curses as it clattered into the sink.

“You did that on purpose,” I snapped with fake reproach.

“Yeah, sure. You’re the one who decided to do your least favorite part of the process when you knew I would be coming right back with drinks,” Alexis quipped, kicking the door closed behind her. “I don’t know why you were even bothering. You hate curling your own lashes.”

I held my tongue against any further argument and sneered mockingly at her. Because she was right. I could curl others’ lashes perfectly until my hands cramped, but I always chickened out on my own.

She handed me one of the cups as I set the curler aside. I took a long sip and nearly sputtered. I could barely taste any Coke over the rum; Raymond must have made it. I took another careful sip and set it aside.

I dug through my makeup bag for my good volumizing mascara since curling wasn’t going to work. It had been a splurge last summer with graduation money, and I was determined to make it last. But it was worth it tonight. We were in Rome, after all.

Alexis leaned back against the vanity counter and looked through the photos on her camera. She sipped her drink while I worked the mascara into my lash line. I stole a quick glance at her, still convincing myself she was real. She looked up from her camera and gasped at me.

“Girl, you look great already!” she said, her perfect white teeth showing as she grinned at me. “It’s just mascara, so far, but damn, girl, you look so good. Like, without makeup, you’re Dani. But with makeup, you’re Danielle!” She stretched out my full name with a flourish of her hand, making me laugh. “And with the new haircut, you might be ready to go by Danielle forever.”

The fact that my straight brown hair, previously halfway down my back, was six inches shorter was only new to her. I’d cut it last October, after she left for college, and after my parents announced their divorce. As drastic as it sounded, I’d wanted to make a change that was in my control.

I’d been tossing around the idea of going by my full name for the past year. It sounded more grown-up, and since I was a year out of high school, I wondered if dropping my nickname would make me stop looking at the past. I was considering going by Danielle once I had my first paying makeup gig, as an official leap into adulthood.

And that might be happening a lot sooner than I expected.

As this intrusive thought floated through my head, I heard the click of a camera shutter.

“Hey! No, no, no!” I protested, though I was laughing. I held a hand up between my face and her camera. “Wait for the finished product, at least!”

“No way! I want to document every moment.” She slid next to me and grinned at us in the mirror. She put her arm around my shoulders and angled the camera straight at the mirror, grabbing a picture of both of us. “Because we are together again and in Rome!”

I laughed and leaned sideways against her, savoring the side-hug. I couldn’t get enough of her closeness after the lonely year without her.

She didn’t have full makeup on yet, but she already looked like a goddess. She was dark-skinned with perfectly shaped lashes, and I had never seen acne disrupt her complexion. She was slender through her chest and torso but widened at the hips and thighs. Her thin box braids were held up by a gold clip she’d bought that day. And I already knew exactly how I wanted to do her makeup to complement the purple and gold sequined top she wore.

In contrast to her, my skin was pale—though I was a shade tanner than when we’d arrived in Italy three days earlier. And unlike her triangle shape, I had a sprinter’s build. However, after a year of no track practice, I was proud to finally see some definitive curves filling out the blue tank top I was wearing. The only things we shared were our brown eyes and our birthdays.

I lingered in this moment, wrapping my hand around the necklace that hung below my chest. It was a simple, crafted pendant that depicted a crouching stick figure with a silver wing extending from its back. It had been a gift from Alexis earlier that day. To others, it might look like an angel, but to us, it represented Icarus and the sixth grade presentation that spawned our friendship. I couldn’t stop touching it.

“See, look at us,” she said, nodding to our reflections. “Rome isn’t ready for this much beauty.”

“This is nothing.” I was only half done with my makeup and hadn’t even started on hers. “Now stop with the photos and let me finish my eyes. Or I won’t have time to do yours.”

She laughed and retreated from the vanity. She sat on the lip of the tub and sipped her drink slowly while I worked.

Minutes later, I leaned back from the mirror and pursed my glossed lips. The golden smokey eyeshadow looked good, but it was missing something.

The black lining my eyes was tattooed—another graduation splurge—and usually it was enough, but tonight I needed a little more flare. I glanced down at my blue top and grinned. I pulled out a bright blue eyeliner pencil and applied a thin line above the tattooed liner.

“There we go,” I muttered when I finished. “Understated, but you can’t say it doesn’t pop.”

“Danielle, you hot vixen!” Alexis exclaimed, startling me. She’d glanced up from her camera as I capped the eyeliner pencil. She shot to her feet and nudged my shoulders to make me turn in a circle so she could see every angle. “That eyeliner! I never would have thought of that! You look gorgeous!”

I couldn’t keep myself from grinning. I laughed as she spun me one more time, but then I stepped back, pointing to the vanity counter.

“You’re up.” I was still glowing, but we were taking too long. Any minute, Raymond was going to grow impatient and burst in, ruining our precious alone time. She put the camera in my hand, and I placed it far from us on the counter. I took a few more careful sips of the strong cocktail while she got situated on the vanity counter, facing away from the mirror.

I didn’t like hiding my face beneath tons of makeup, but on others, I took full artistic advantage. She had applied foundation already, but I went in with an even darker foundation for some heavy contouring. After bronzer, it was time for the fun part: the eyes.

I painted a thick black line above her lash line, extending it in a straight line like an Egyptian hieroglyph. I dusted her lids with violet pigment and blended a glittery gold into the edges, bringing the color of her sequined shirt into her face.

It was slow work because we kept talking as I did her makeup. She gushed about the trip and how good it felt, and the alcohol made us both giddier than usual. We stayed on lighter subjects, though I was itching to dive deeper.

All year I hadn’t been able to lean on her through my parents’ volatile divorce or the anxiety over where I would live once the split was finalized. But talking about it now would make the mood too heavy when we were about to go out to an amateur music festival in Rome. So I savored the lightness of the moment and tucked everything else into an even deeper pocket. We would have plenty of time later, when we were both finally back in Colorado.

I was enjoying the moment, but I couldn’t stall any longer. I added a dab of rose gold at the corner of each of her eyes and stepped back, lifting my drink up to hers. Our cups clinked together softly, and we took a drink: hers small and dainty, mine long and halting—god, it was strong.

“All right. Take a look.” I suppressed a cough and forced a grin as I choked down the alcohol. The buzz in my ears increased almost instantly.

Alexis turned and her jaw went slack with awe. “Oh my god. You are absolutely amazing!” She dove for her camera and shoved it into my hand. “Document this. Right now!”

I snapped several photos of her, some with her whole outfit. Then she pulled me to her side and turned the camera to face us. I laughed but instinctively put my hand up to block my face.

“Don’t protest!” She pushed my hand down. “You might have the job already, but your portfolio needs pictures of you in it too. So smile. For yourself, and for me.”

She put her face next to mine and positioned the camera with her practiced hand, snapping several selfies of both of us. I wanted to grimace in protest, merely because she’d told me not to, but my smile wouldn’t leave my face. Before reuniting with her days ago, the coming theatre apprenticeship in Fort Collins had been the only real thing to make me smile in a year.

“Now, for this one, we’re going to stare into this camera like we’re about to show Rome the real meaning of statuesque beauty! Okay?” She lifted the camera for one last shot.

I didn’t have time to figure out what exactly she meant by statuesque beauty, so I kept my face the same as it had been for the last five photos. She snapped it and dropped her arm. She placed the camera in my hand and turned to face her reflection in the mirror.

I glanced down at the viewscreen to see the last photo.

Statuesque beauty, case in point, I mused as I admired it.

I looked positively plain next to her, but that had been intentional. Her dramatic makeup and regal color scheme against her brown skin were stunning. I’d done a wonderful job. But even if she outshone me, I couldn’t deny that I looked good. Somehow, the gold in my eyeshadow made my eyes appear more of a golden honey color than the boring brown they usually were.

She looked regal and ethereal. I looked like the feminine statue Alexis had demanded: face frozen in the expression designed by the artist, but the eyes sad and staring into nothing. The girl in the photo was happy to be on the trip of her life, but no less lonely.

You stay there, sad girl. Danielle is going out on the town, I silently told the Dani in the photo. I put the camera down before I could linger too long on the somber existential crisis brewing in the back of my mind.

“It looks so good,” Alexis said, admiring my handiwork on her face. “This looks similar to your work in Aida.”

“Oh, you noticed?” I smirked.

“I miss Aida. It was the best time of my life,” Alexis said, her eyes distant and nostalgic.

“Yeah, mine too.” My smile stayed in place, but it felt heavier.

Alexis had done theatre in high school. While I had been on the track team, I was also the main makeup artist for the theatre department. Even after graduating, I continued helping, and the nostalgia of participating in the shows had kept me going during the long months.

“Seriously, though, this looks so good.” She turned and grabbed my hand. “I hope you have business cards already because everyone I talk to tonight will hear who did my makeup.”

“No, but I’ll have them soon.” The idea of having business cards at nineteen sent a thrill through me, further chasing away the sadness that had started to encroach. “That’s going to feel amazing.”

“Duh, it will. But it already should, because you’re already amazing.” She swung our hands between us, emphasizing her encouraging words. Then she stepped back and took a sip from her cocktail. “Everything you do is amazing.”

“Are you talking about me?” Raymond opened the bathroom door wide and stepped in.

I tried to keep my smile in place as he appeared in the doorway—and I might have succeeded. But he wasn’t looking at me. Instead, he was taking in Alexis’s Nubian princess makeup.

“Holy crap, you beautiful goddess!” He put his hand on his hip dramatically and flipped his head like he was flipping back a full head of long hair.

I raised my drink to my lips to give my fake smile a rest.

When her parents had presented Alexis with a trip to Rome, it had included two guests. Raymond was Alexis’s new friend from school. I’d heard plenty about him throughout the year but never desired to meet him. I tried not to dislike him. I really did. From afar, that was possible, but meeting him had made it harder to not dislike him. He was boisterous and grating—and a little territorial.

I told myself it was just me being jealous, and I should be bigger than that. After all, we had him to thank for this trip. His incessant talking about his study abroad classes had made Alexis eager to see Rome. His Italian had come in handy on the trip, and he used his knowledge to guide us to the best spots. He had made this trip seamless.

“Thank you, thank you,” Alexis said. She winked at me. “Dani truly is gifted. This is all her.”

“Good job, Dani. It sure is a good thing we brought you along,” Raymond said.

That stung. I wasn’t even sure if he meant it to be a zinger or if the alcohol was making me read into it. Either way, it solidified my resolve to dislike him.

Alexis narrowed her eyes and opened her mouth to say something—but whether to change the subject or to defend me, I didn’t know. She had always stuck her neck out for me. As a mere freshman, she’d convinced the theatre department to let me take charge of the makeup design. She always made sure I never felt pressured to get into the pool at swim parties. She was always my champion, but this one time, I leaned into my resentment and didn’t wait for Alexis to come to my aid.

“And good job on the drink, Raymond,” I said, raising my cup in a cheers gesture. “It’s nice and strong, and very alcoholic. It sure is a good thing we brought you along too.”

I probably should have let it go, but I wasn’t sorry. Because in his snide remark, I saw too clearly the dynamic he was trying to establish, and I didn’t like where he was fitting me into it.

The silence that hung between the three of us was heavy with the challenge. Raymond paused and I braced myself for backlash, but then he grinned broadly and laughed, breaking the mood.

“Well, well,” he said after he recovered from his laughter. “She has claws after all. Glad to see it at last!”

Alexis smiled too, but she eyed me with surprise. She wasn’t used to seeing me clap back. But Raymond liked to push buttons, and he’d finally found one that made me want to push back.

“Come on, now, I have a shot waiting for each of us,” he said, waving toward the open bathroom door. “I want to see more of Dani’s savage side.”

Alexis gave me one more wary and apologetic look before shaking herself and smiling. She walked to the door and paused, turning back to me, but I waved them on. I needed a minute alone.

I quickly put my supplies away and wiped the dust and glitter from the counter with a towel. I faced my reflection, drink in my hand.

“She was going to defend you,” I told myself quietly as I replayed the moment in my mind. “She is your friend before his. She is your best friend, and she wouldn’t let him treat you that shitty.”

I told myself this, but I couldn’t keep eye contact with myself. Because I wasn’t convinced what I was saying was true.

I took a long sip from my drink and poured the rest down the sink. If I was taking a shot with them, I didn’t need to finish this one.
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Raymond had heard about the music festival from an acquaintance he’d run into at lunch earlier that day. He insisted we check it out, arguing that he wanted to show us parts of Rome outside the tourist traps.

Halfway across a wide, busy street, a young man brushed past Alexis, knocking her into me. The offender was our age with a breathtaking angular face and piercing blue eyes. His choppy dark hair stuck out all over his head.

“I love your makeup,” he said to Alexis by way of friendly apology, giving her a small, kind smile. Before disappearing into the crowd, he fixed Raymond with a look I could only describe as smoldering.

“Be still my heart, did we just have a moment?” Raymond said in a fake southern accent, clutching the front of his shirt.

We arrived in front of the art museum where a small stage was set up with huge amps and lights. We couldn’t agree on where to go first: toward the alcohol booths, among the mingling strangers, or into the thicker crowd by the stage. I was itching to be closer to the reverberating music, Raymond wanted to mingle, and Alexis was somewhere in between. I stood apart from them while they deliberated, looking across the square at the band on the stage.

I was about to turn to see if Alexis and Raymond had made a decision, but my eyes turned in the opposite direction, as if someone were whispering notice me repeatedly in my ear. I scanned the encroaching crowd to my right and froze when I realized a man was staring directly at me.

It wasn’t dark yet, so I could tell from where I stood that his golden brown eyes were set into a tanned, chiseled face. He was tall, with an average build, and looked at least two years older than me. His sandy blond hair fell in layered beach waves to his collar. I couldn’t tell if it was the lights of the stage or the twilight reflecting in his hair, but I thought I could see wisps of blue and purple coloring his sandy locks.

Musician, I mused immediately, though I didn’t know what made me think that. Nothing in his surfer hair and beachy vibe hinted at musician, but something in the tilt of his head and the confidence in his stance screamed it.

Normally, I would have been perturbed by his unwavering gaze and retreated back to Alexis’s side, but instead, I turned my whole body to face him, tilting my head in silent bewilderment at the attention.

His mouth twitched upward into the subtlest “come hither” smirk I’d ever seen. A scoff rose in my throat, but my feet had a different idea. I walked toward him.

“You playing tonight?” I blurted when we were close enough to hear each other over the crowd. I’d undoubtedly surprised him by speaking first. But my mind had played out a million scenarios—most of them started with him saying something debonair like “ciao bella” and ended with me as a giggling puddle. I regretted speaking though, realizing that speaking English painted me as a tourist.

“No, not tonight,” he said, also in English. His head tilted, studying me. The interest hadn’t gone from his gaze, and I noted he hadn’t once looked below my neck. “Do you...do you know who I am?”

His question held no pretention, just genuine curiosity. No trace of an accent sounded in his voice, Italian or otherwise. My eyebrows drew together to mirror his, but I recovered first.

“No, you just, I don’t know. Something about you screams musician. Like, specifically this kind.” I gestured to the stage across the square where a local punk rock band was playing—not terribly.

His mouth lifted into a sly smirk. Mischief leaked into his eyes, immediately sending warmth down my arms to my fingertips.

“Oh yeah? And what do you think I play?” he asked.

Bass. I’d stake my life on it, I thought as I pretended to think about it. I didn’t need to see his fingers to guess he played the strings. It was something in the way he moved his jaw when he was thoughtful, and the way he tilted his head as if that were his neck’s natural position. This boy plays the violin. Or the cello. He’s a bassist.

My answer was still forming on my lips when another boy stepped up beside him, nudging him with his elbow. This one looked startlingly like the young man who had bumped into Alexis earlier, with a nearly identical long, angular face and thick brows. But his dark hair was longer and gelled into a quiff.

“No sight of anything on my side,” he said to the blond.

The blond glanced his way, and once our eye contact was broken, the noise of the crowd crashed back around my ears—I hadn’t even realized how much I’d tuned it out. My heartbeat kicked up, as if it had stilled while we talked, and blood flooded my ears and neck with warmth. I swayed on my feet. Damn alcohol, I cursed silently. The blond’s eyes flicked sideways at me for a second, as if in apology. The sudden sensations receded a little. What the hell?

His friend looked my way, and his eyes flicked between me and the blond.

“I thought we were working, mate,” he chided his friend. Where the blond had no discernible accent, his friend had the slightest Irish lilt to his voice, mainly in his r sounds. He turned to face me with a friendly smile. “I’m sorry—”

But before I could greet him or think of a way to slip back to my friend, he glanced at something behind me. When his eyes found mine again, his expression had changed drastically from amusement to concern.

He lunged forward, making to grab my arm. I yelped and leapt backward, and the blond’s arm shot out sideways, stopping his friend like a human seatbelt. He snapped something in Italian and shoved him backward a step, while I recovered from my surprise. I looked around, trying to find Alexis in the crowd around me. When I turned again toward the young men, they were both gone.

A sudden chill lanced through me, despite the summer Mediterranean heat. My hair swept off my neck, as if someone had brushed a finger across the back of it. My head snapped around in surprise, but I didn’t see the culprit. A few feet away, a head of wavy brown hair flashed between partygoers. Before the figure disappeared into the crowd, I caught a glimpse of his large dark eyes—and it sent another unexpected shudder down my spine. I hugged my elbows close to my body and blinked in confusion as the chill subsided.

“Yoo-hoo! Dani!” Alexis called over the sound of the crowd. Her hand touched my arm, bringing me back to the reality where Alexis was with me and there were no gorgeous blonds with come hither smiles directed at me. “Come on!”

I cast one more look around but saw no more signs of the blond, his friend, or the dark eyes that had unsettled me. I turned and followed Alexis to where Raymond was waiting.

Raymond disappeared shortly after buying us each a cold beer—chasing any man who gave him an appraising look—and the rest of the night was blissfully just Alexis and me. If I closed my eyes and ignored the drunken sway, I might have been back in our hometown, listening to crummy garage bands and dancing with Alexis by my side.

* * *
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We were close to the stage when the dizziness struck. A groan escaped my lips, and my vision swam. I sank to my knees.

“Dani! Are you okay?” Alexis yelled as she gripped my arm from above. I barely heard her. “You can’t stay here like that. You’ll get stepped on.”

“Here, I got you,” someone said. Despite the noise, I heard his voice loud and clear, like he was inside my head.

He and Alexis helped me to my feet, and I saw an angular face, piercing blue eyes, and a black quiff. The blond’s friend.

“I don’t know...” I struggled to speak, suddenly nauseated. “What’s...”

It’s the crowd. We have to get you away from the crowd, I heard him say softly and calmly. Even though my vision was turning the world upside down, I swore his lips hadn’t moved.

We reached the edge of the square where fewer people were lingering. I leaned against a stone retaining wall and tried to clear my vision.

“Dani? Talk to me. Are you okay?” Alexis said. I shook my head and closed my eyes. “We should get back to the hotel.”

“Where are you headed?” the man asked. His hand was still on my shoulder, steadying me.

“Uh, north of here,” Alexis said, her voice hesitant.

“I can help you get there.” The man shifted to help me up.

“No, that’s—” Her sudden stop made me open my eyes. I had to focus hard to keep her centered and stationary in my swimming vision. Her brown eyes seemed to cloud.

“Come on,” the man said, putting his arm around my shoulders and helping me to my feet. “Let’s get you home safe.”

“Okay,” Alexis said. Her eyes regained focus, but this time she didn’t argue. “I’ll text Raymond once we’re back at the hotel.”

True to his word, I started to feel better the farther from the square we walked. My steps became steadier, and he released my shoulders. He clasped my hand firmly in his as he led us away. Alexis held my other hand, giving it a comforting squeeze every few steps. I found it hard to keep up with the man’s brisk pace, but he wouldn’t let go of my hand.

We passed the mouth of an alley to our left, and I staggered, unable to move. The others didn’t stop immediately; their momentum pushed them forward another step when mine couldn’t.

A pair of arms grabbed me around the waist, and another pushed Alexis out of the way. Her head snapped back, and she staggered into our guide.

The arms lifted me off my feet and pulled me into the shadows of the alley. I cried out in panic and struggled to dig my nails into my captor. I tried to keep my eyes on the mouth of the alley, but more men loomed around me, blocking my view of the street. Through them, I could only see the man with the dark hair. He stared apologetically at me, but then he disappeared. I didn’t see Alexis at all.

They dragged me even farther into the alley, and I suddenly remembered I should cry out with words and not just sounds.

“Fueco!” I yelled as loud as I could, over and over. My ever-cautious parents had read somewhere that yelling “fire!” was more effective than “help!” It was one of five Italian words I’d known before the trip.

The man’s chest vibrated with laughter against my back. He released me and threw me into the wall of the alley. My shoulder hit it first, and jarring pain shot down my arm.

Hands spun me around, forcing my back against the wall. I opened my mouth to yell “Fueco!” again, but a hand clapped over my mouth, pinning my head to the wall. The man snarled something in Italian I couldn’t comprehend. He paused, his head tilting slightly. I used his pause to gather my strength again to try to thrash out of his grip, but he doubled the force of his hand on my mouth, covering my nostrils. I couldn’t breathe.

“It’s useless, silly child. No one can hear you.” He spoke in English now, his voice a low growl.

I kicked out at where I thought his feet were, and he laughed again. His hand slipped on my mouth as he avoided my kick, and I bit down hard. He hissed, and the hand pulled back. But before I could dash away, something struck the side of my head.

Stars speckled my vision, and I struggled to stay upright. No longer sure which way was freedom, I chose a direction and darted for it. I was knocked to the ground before I made it three feet. My elbow splashed into a puddle, sending water into my eyes.

Before I could scramble onto all fours, a hand grabbed my ankle and yanked, dragging me down the alley. I cried out as my tank top pulled up along the ground and my exposed stomach scraped over pebbles and broken glass.

Someone flipped me onto my back. A figure crouched over me.

“Well done, pet,” a deep voice cooed. A hand stroked my now-tangled hair. “I love your fight.”

A dozen places on my body were screaming with pain and shaking with terror. But still, my instinct was to fight. My pain-racked arms struck out, pushing his hand away in a wild flurry of limbs. He took hold of the front flaps of my jacket and lifted my shoulders off the ground, then he dropped me.

My head smacked into the unforgiving pavement. I moaned and tasted blood in my mouth from biting my tongue on impact. My muscles weren’t responding anymore. At last, I couldn’t fight.

“This one’s going to be fun,” the deep voice growled.
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I woke with a terrible crick in my neck. Which was odd, because the last thing I remembered was being thrown around, dragged, and clobbered. A stiff neck should have been the least of my worries.

Eyes still closed, I moved my head to one side, then the other, and the crick slowly lessened. I tried to reach up to massage it, but my arm was bound to a chair.

How about the other one? I tried moving my other arm but failed. I tested my legs. Yup. Those too. Crap.

I was still groggy, but the seriousness of my situation was slowly sinking in. Not ready to face my surroundings, I kept my eyes glued shut and focused on my other senses. There wasn’t much by way of scent besides a vague musty smell. And I heard nothing but silence. I was semi-reclined in something like a dentist’s chair. My arms were bound by straps to armrests, and my legs were bound together to the footrest.

This is not how you get me to go to a dentist! I almost laughed that I was cracking wise at a time like this.

I had been kidnapped—no, abducted. And I was a young, decent-looking American female. No doubt, if I wasn’t being ransomed, I was being trafficked.

My parents were great, but they could never pay any ransom with their credit. And I wouldn’t have media appeal to back my case. I wasn’t an affluent young girl with a bright, promising future, like Alexis. I was nobody. I was dead to the world. I was fucked. Plain and simple.

A tremor went through both my hands, and the roar of rushing water filled my ears as it always did when I started to panic.

One thing at a time, idiot. Focus on one thing at a time, the distant, rational part of my brain chirped.

With a slow, ragged breath, I made my hands relax. I hadn’t realized they had clenched against their restraints. Slowly, the imagined sound of water quieted. I made myself take one more deep breath before I opened my eyes.

Based on the fact I was strapped to a dentist’s chair—which usually did not have straps—my surroundings weren’t surprising. What was surprising was that instead of panicking, I just stared around me.

It was a cell with dark, rough-cut stone walls and no windows. I sat in the center of the room, facing an intimidating, featureless metal door, which was slightly ajar. To my right was a rusty cot with a sad-looking bloodstained mattress. Farther to my right were chains. Two chains hung from the ceiling with shackles attached, and two more chains were fastened into the floor, right below them.

“Oh, fuck me,” I said aloud.

“We’re going to do far worse than that,” a deep voice to my left said.

I jumped a foot in the air, or I would have, if I weren’t tied down.

“Jesus!” My head whipped around, sending a jolt of pain through my sore neck.

The man let out a derisive chuckle. “You couldn’t be more wrong there.”

He leaned against the left wall with his hands behind his back. I vaguely remembered him from the night before, but I’d only seen a brief side profile at the time. He was average height, with shoulder-length wavy brown hair, wearing jeans and a black T-shirt. He was outwardly attractive, but I found something unnerving about him—something I couldn’t place immediately.

“Satan?” I asked, unconsciously masking the terror spreading through my veins with sarcasm as my brain caught up with the situation.

He snorted again but didn’t reply. Instead, he pushed off from the stone wall and came closer. My arms pulled at the restraints as he approached. His eyes were jet black, with startlingly large irises. The whites were far off to the sides—like a horse’s eyes. That’s what made his otherwise attractive face unsettling. I couldn’t look at his eyes for longer than a second without my stomach twisting.

He stopped a few feet from the chair and stood still for a long moment, silently observing me. “What’s your name?”

“Bridget.” I didn’t know why I lied, but it seemed like the thing to do.

He laughed again, the derisive laugh that simultaneously angered and terrified me. And then he slapped me, a quick, sharp slap across my cheekbone. I gasped at the sudden pain.

“Nice try. But we already know your name is Danielle,” he mocked. “Endearingly, you prefer to be called Dani, because Danielle sounds too grown-up.”

Then why did you ask?

“Because I wanted to see what you would say,” he purred. He slowly circled around the chair.

My arms tensed again and pulled at the restraints as my heart pounded. I was certain I hadn’t said that aloud. The idea that he could read my mind spread a new kind of horror through me.

“It doesn’t matter what your name is anyway.” He paused, placing his hands on my shaking shoulders from behind. “In here, you don’t have a name. You are only a number.” His hand moved to the back of my neck, turning my head to look at him as he came around my right side. He tilted his head, as if curious. “In here, you are just Prisoner Nineteen. Or I might just call you pet.”

“It has a nice ring to it, I suppose,” I said. The sarcasm dripping from my voice surprised both of us, it seemed. “And what do I call you? Jailer number twelve? I’ll tell you right now that I won’t call you master.”

“No, my name is Alaric.” He tilted his head even farther. One eye narrowed, then his lip curled upward. “And ‘jailer’ isn’t the right word for us. Torturer is more fitting.”

Yeah, I am definitely fucked. My leg muscles were cramping from unconsciously pressing my knees together. The restraints dug farther into my wrists as I pulled again on them.

He smirked like he’d heard me and continued around the chair, pausing at the footrest.

“I assure you, though, my brethren and I are not going to rape you.” He leaned toward my feet and unfastened the belt across my ankles. He stood back up, and his black, impossible eyes bore into me again. I had to look away. “Hurt you? Yes. A lot, and in many ways. But we are sexless beings. So relax, Nineteen. No point straining yourself there.”

He placed his hand on my thigh, gripping just above my knee, and gave it a tug to emphasize what he meant. My thigh muscles strained against his tug, trying to keep my legs pressed together despite his assurances. When he touched me, a whimper sprang to my lips, but instead what came out was a soft chuckle.

“Ah, I see what we have here. Little dick syndrome, right?” I had never said those words before in my life. “You can’t have sex, so you need to torture. But if it’s meant to be torture, why tell me this part? Thinking it was an option would add to my horror, wouldn’t it?”

He’d paused when I first started talking. His eyes flashed, and he lunged toward me. He yanked my hair so my head snapped back and I was staring up at the ceiling. The whimper from earlier finally escaped in a low wail.

“I tell you this because it’s the first thing you captives think of. Men and women, but especially the women. As if that’s the worst thing that can happen to you. And I simply don’t understand.” He snarled. His breath was hot against my ear as I stared into the recessed lights high up in the ceiling. “How is this—” He grabbed the V between my thighs with his iron grip, making me shriek in terror. I bucked and arched my back to try to retreat from his grip, but he held tighter, his fingers digging painfully into the fabric of my jeans. “How is this more precious—more sacred—than this?”

His other hand went to my throat, gripping so hard his fingers dug into the muscle surrounding the bones. I gasped to let out another cry of pain but couldn’t get any air.

“How is penetrating here worse than here?” He released my neck and put his hand to my arm, gripping hard until his clawed nails broke my skin, and he dug deeper.

I let out a cry that was half screech. My feet kicked out reflexively, and I dug my heels into the leg rest, trying to turn out of his grip, but it was no use. My fingers tightened painfully around the armrest where my wrists were still bound, but I felt nothing above the searing pain of his stabbing fingers in my arm.

“See what I mean now?” he whispered, his hands finally stilling. “I can do so much worse. Understand?”

I clenched my jaw when I realized his question wasn’t rhetorical. I turned my head from him but managed to nod. He removed both his hands, and I shuddered at the relief, even though my arm still throbbed. I focused on my breathing. It was all I could do to keep from whimpering more.

He stood back and regarded me, almost admiringly, but then his face moved near mine again. He inhaled slowly, as if savoring my scent, and he put his hand to my chin and turned my face toward his. I kept my gaze down to avoid his sickening eyes.

“No weeping? No begging for me to let you go?” he asked, but even if it wasn’t rhetorical, I wasn’t going to answer. “You are refreshing. And pretty. We took you for your fire—for your spunk—but it’s a bonus that you’re nice to look at too.” He traced his index finger along my jawline, down to my chin. “We’ll have to try our best to keep from damaging your pretty face. For now.”

“I thought you said this wasn’t sexual.” My eyes were level with his mouth, which broke into a wide grin.

“I never said that,” he whispered, and he stepped back again so he was next to the armrests. “I don’t need a dick to truly fuck with anyone. And I enjoy fucking with people. I really enjoy it.”

I’m not one to kink shame, but I have my limits, I nearly said but managed to bite it back. His mouth twitched like he heard me anyway.

“We are going to hurt you. And then you are going to heal—heal impossibly fast. And then we are going to hurt you again.” He leaned across the chair and unfastened the strap anchoring my left wrist to the armrest. I tried to keep my arms from trembling as he stood up straight again. His hands went to the other restraint. “Then when you heal, we go again. Over and over.”

Once the buckle on the last strap was undone, I jerked my arm upward, striking my elbow against the side of his face. He staggered back, and I shot to my feet. I was a sprinter, out of shape but still fast enough. I had no plan for what I would do if I even made it out of the cell, but I had to try. The door was open, after all. I would hate myself if I never tried.

Before I made it two steps, he grabbed me around my waist and slammed me back down against the chair. The armrest caught me above my right kidney, and the breath left my lungs in a wheeze at the impact.

“Yes, girl,” he hissed in amusement as he pinned me awkwardly over the armrest. “I love that fighting spirit.”

He released me and stepped back. I let out a low groan and slipped from the chair to my knees. My back was throbbing, but my breath was returning. I tried to take a deep inhale to steady myself, but pain lanced through my back as I did. He might have broken one of my ribs.

I wanted to curl up on the ground in pain, hoping that when I opened my eyes again, I’d be safe in bed, either at home or back in the hotel room. There’s no place like home, I thought mockingly. There’s no place like home...

He grabbed a fistful of my hair and wrenched me to my feet. He pulled my right arm behind me, twisting hard. My shoulder exploded in burning, drawn-out pain. I cried out and he pulled harder. The more he pulled, the more shrill my cry became.

“Just scream already,” he snarled in my ear, continuing with the same amount of force. I could hear my tendons tearing as my shoulder separated from its socket. Tears fell freely from my eyes, but my mouth clamped defiantly shut on more shrieks.

He gave one more yank on my hair, snapping my head back, then he released me with a shove. I stumbled but couldn’t catch my footing and toppled forward. I nearly blacked out from the pain of crashing directly onto my torn shoulder and broken rib, but I remained conscious. Everything was searing pain.

“Scream!” he yelled. Through the haze of pain, I felt a little satisfaction at the annoyance in his voice.

“Awe, I got you to beg for it on the first date. Imagine that!” I snarled between small gasps of pain. I had no grounds to be snarky, yet dark humor seemed to be dripping from my pores. It was something I hadn’t learned about myself until waking up in this cell. When I was scared—terrified, really—and backed into a corner, my quiet, passive nature became ornery. The more you know.

Alaric delivered a rough kick to my abdomen, and the breath burst from my lungs in a grunt. I curled up around my stomach.

He pulled me to my feet again, this time by my neck, preventing me from refilling my spent lungs.

“You will scream eventually,” he snarled quietly into my ear as he kept my windpipe from opening. “We have plenty of time for that. This was just a warm-up.”

Spots danced in front of my vision, and the pain in my battered side dulled. He thrust me roughly away, and the back of my head cracked against the wall.

* * *
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If it weren’t for the hard stony surface beneath me, I’d have thought the beating was a dream. Because surprisingly, I wasn’t in nearly the amount of pain I expected. But the stone floor and the ache in my previously dislocated shoulder confirmed I was still in the same dark cell, with no hope of escape.

Slowly, I uncurled and tested my previous injuries. My shoulder was sore—very sore—but that was all. My rib didn’t hurt anymore.

What the hell is happening? I silently asked the empty cell—my brain finally straying from its pragmatic reasoning now that I was alone and not terrified. Terror made me rational and sarcastic, but now I was leaning toward despair, and despair made me ask the pointless questions.

What are they? How did I heal? Why me? Where is Alexis? Did she get taken too? Have my parents noticed I’m gone yet?

The questions kept coming so fast I forgot how to exhale. I dropped my head into my hands and pressed them to my eyes to stop what I knew was coming, but it was no use. My mind brought me to my familiar panic dream where I was in a deep empty pool with no ladders, and it filled with water. But this panic pool was different. Instead, it was this dark cell, and instead of the pool filing from below, the water—disguised as questions—crashed over me, threatening my footing and trying to drag me below the rising tide.

I clasped my hands over my mouth to stifle the scream of despair that ripped through my throat. But screaming was good: it meant I was finally able to exhale.

Ain’t it funny, though? I found myself thinking with wry amusement. That asshole couldn’t get you to scream, but your own panic thoughts got you there.

Just as quickly as the scream ripped through me, a giggle bubbled up behind my teeth. But I clamped my mouth shut against it and leaned my head back against the stone wall behind me.

I can’t be cracking up yet. It’s barely been a day.

Oddly enough, my sardonic humor from a moment earlier sobered me. I dropped my hands from my face, and they came away smeared with last night’s makeup.

Again a laugh rose in my chest, but it was a hollow, pessimistic laugh rather than giddy.

I am trapped in a cell, where I will die. And I am wearing makeup.

I lifted the hem of my shirt to my face and rubbed off as much of the makeup as I could without a mirror. As I lowered my shirt again, something shiny caught my eye. I slipped the pendant from around my neck.

My little Icarus had survived two clobberings, just as I had. It had been a gift from a friend who had left me behind for college but brought me to Rome. It was now my last tether to my old life. It hurt to look at it, but at the same time, I couldn’t stop.

I stared across the cell at the large handleless door and ran my fingers rhythmically over the gentle curves of the simple winged pendant. The cool metal warmed to my touch as I continued, and the feel of the metal and repetitious tracing of the shape calmed me enough that the questions swirling in my head didn’t overwhelm me. Rather than a ten foot deep pool of despair, it had receded to a mere lap pool.

We—my brethren and I... Alaric’s words replayed in my head. No one talks like that, I realized. Then I remembered his eyes and their huge horse-like irises and the automatic unease I felt any time I caught those unhuman eyes glancing my way.

I was trapped by monsters. Not metaphorical monsters but real ones. Maybe they were demons, but that word sounded too gentle for beings that abducted people to torture for...for what reason? Was it an energy thing for them or just a kink?

I rolled my shoulders as if to relieve the tension in them, but I winced as my sore shoulder protested. I remembered the searing, ripping pain as Alaric pulled and pulled on it. Why wasn’t it healing like my rib had?

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE FALLET L 74





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image032.png
CHAPTER 2





OEBPS/d2d_images/image011.png
CHAPTER 3





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image036.png
DAN!EL%





OEBPS/d2d_images/image015.png
CHAPTER 1





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





