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        CROW

        Before the Lock

      

      

      There’s something off in Oz. The air smells of prophesy, as if great events are right around the corner and no one seems the wiser. The souls are restless, their moans and cries echoing through the four quadrants rather than only Munchkin Forest. My domain never grows excited—the dead don’t have reason to celebrate—but today, they act as if they are close to being free.

      Wondering through Munchkin Forest, in between the tombstones and dried out husks of what was once a cornfield that fed our world, I come upon the reason for their excitement. It isn’t what I expect, not by a long shot.

      “Dorothy?” I murmur, tilting my head at the young woman.

      When Dorothy first came to Oz, I saw her as Tin sees her; innocent, young, needing to be protected. Now, as she stands beside a beast far larger than any I’ve seen in our world, I can see what Tin doesn’t. Dorothy is not naïve. There’s too much evil in her eyes for that. Despite that knowledge, I don’t think Dorothy means to be so. She can’t help it. Sometimes, our nature is cultivated by life until we’re shaped into what we become. Though Dorothy is a threat, on her own, she’s harmless. With no power and no army, she might as well be a spiteful kitten. With the beast beside her, however. . .

      Dorothy curls her lip up at me in a sneer, her eyes fierce. “What’s the matter, Scarecrow? Did you forget how to speak?”

      I slide my mask in place, ignoring her taunting. I’m above such things. Besides, I don’t really care about Dorothy. Only Tin does. The poor fool thinks her a friend.

      “Who’s your companion?” I ask, studying the beast beside her. He can’t kill me in any way that will matter; I’ll survive anything he attempts. However, I can’t deny the power buzzing along his skin and crackling in the air around him. Whoever Dorothy has found is powerful, a threat, and she walks beside him as if he won’t kill her the moment she’s no longer useful.

      “This is Toto.” Dorothy smiles fondly up at the wolf-like creature and pats him on the furry shoulder. The beast growls low in its throat at the condescending action. “He’s a lobo, and he’s going to help with some things.”

      “And what about Tin?” The Tin Man, I know without a doubt, cares for Dorothy in some way. He wants her to be as innocent as he perceives, but that isn’t the woman he’s invited into his quadrant. And now, she’s loose in Oz.

      Dorothy shrugged. “What about him? He’s a fool, one who can’t help me. It’s best if you stay out of my way, too.”

      The air tastes like magic when Toto moves, when he turns glowing eyes toward me and looks me over as if I threaten his role. Something tells me the creature is intelligent, far too intelligent to be following the likes of Dorothy. She’s nothing more than a vessel, a means to an end. Dorothy will die. This I know in my soul. The feeling of prophesy intensifies at my realization.

      “Your thirst for power will destroy you,” I say, focusing back on the young woman too deep to understand her weakness. Dorothy is no villain, despite her desire to be one. She will never be on the same level as the Heirs are. She’ll never make it far enough with Toto to see her vision realized. He’ll dispose of her before then.

      “Mind your business,” she sneers, gesturing for Toto to follow. “When I rule Oz, I’ll happily remind you which of us has power.”

      My brows raise of their own accord. If Dorothy honestly believes she’ll ever hold dominion over me, she’s far denser than I give her credit for. My eyes trail to the lobo again, studying him, and I see the threat he is that Dorothy wants to be. The most dangerous thing here isn’t a young girl with aspirations of being bad; it’s the silent creature carefully cataloguing every piece of information before him.

      “I see.” I gesture toward the center of Oz. “By all means, carry on then.”

      And then I allow Dorothy to wander off with the lobo, despite knowing how it could harm Tin. It’ll do the Tin Man good anyways. He needs to stop such foolish connections before he dooms us all.

      I don’t know where the lobo came from, but I can’t imagine more won’t come to cause trouble. After all, those who wander into Oz can’t all be as great of a friend as the Flamingo who once found his way here.

      For a moment, I consider going after Dorothy, forcing her away from the lobo long enough to save her life, but my instincts tell me to step away, to allow prophesy to move. And so, I slip away, back into Munchkin Forest, away from the woman who will be her own downfall.

      Besides, my domain is death, not life. And Dorothy will not be in my domain until she breathes her absolute last.
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        CINDER

      

      

      Standing on a pedestal in the center of the room, I hold achingly still. My limbs go numb from standing so long, the muscles spasming after the long day. The mirrors wrapping around me show off the extravagant wedding dress I wear, the thousands of tiny crystals and jewels sewn into the fabric catching the light and nearly blinding me. I can’t breathe. The bodice is too tight. I try to tell the older woman fussing around the hemline, but she waves away my concern.

      “If you can breathe, it doesn’t fit correctly,” she says, and I frown even as I take slow, shallow breaths.

      Is this to be my life? Too tight dresses and having my words dismissed like they’re not important?

      With a morbid realization, I know that’s exactly what it will be. Princesses aren’t meant to be heard; they’re only meant to be seen, to be an accessory on the prince’s arm, a toy for him to play with.

      I would have never picked out this dress for my wedding, had I had any choice at all. The wedding is being rushed by the prince, his eagerness to own me a twisted thing. I’d attempted to rebuff him, had earned a threat because of it while being reminded any woman would be thrilled to take my position.

      “Then let them take it,” I’d spat back at the prince at his words.

      The bruises hidden beneath the makeup on my cheek live as the evidence of my temper. I have no doubt there will be more, but my father did not raise a weak woman. Despite his death at a young age, before he left me with my stepmother and stepsisters, he taught me how to move, how to fight. We never finished those lessons, but at least I have some knowledge under my belt. Even after his death, I practiced in the darkness of my cold room. My stepmother would have punished me if she’d ever found out, but it’s far too easy to play the meek woman when you’re surrounded by meek women. My stepsisters would never survive a man like Prince Charming and my stepmother knows it. It’s why she was pushing me so hard to do my duty, to marry him despite the monster she pushes me toward. At least it isn’t her daughters. At least it’s only me.

      The old woman nods her head and stands after pining another hem up, so I won’t step on the front of the gown. I resist telling her it’s pointless when there’s a mile-long train on the back of the dress. I’m going to step on the edges like the uncultured country bumpkin the royalty will think I am.

      “I should run,” I whisper, looking upon my reflection in the mirror. My face is there, and my frame, but in this dress, I look different. I’m no princess despite soon being gifted that title, but the dress could fool anyone into thinking I am. It’s an attempt at dressing up a pig meant for slaughter, nothing more.

      “You’ll do no such thing,” my stepmother chastises, and though her tone says she cares, it’s only because she worries what the guard will do to her and her daughters if I disappear. She worries the prince will replace me with one of my stepsisters, or worse, take them all. “It’s the only way to break your curse.”

      “We don’t know that,” I argue.

      “Nonsense. True love’s kiss always breaks curses.”

      I grit my teeth before meeting her eyes in the mirror. “And you think me capable of loving that monster?”

      She scoffs, as if I annoy her, but I’m used to that expression from her. I’ve spent my life annoying my stepmother with my very existence. This is nothing new. “Marry the prince, Cinder. Fall in love. Break your curse before he finds out what you really are.”

      “I’d rather die.”

      Her stepmother gasps. “You know better than to put such prophesies in the air. What do you think will happen? What’s the worst that can happen? You’ll be a princess, have all the money at your disposal you could ever want—”

      “And yet, I could die any day if the prince goes too far while he’s beating me,” I interrupt. “What good is money and a title if I’m dead?”

      She falls silent, as if afraid someone could be listening in. They probably are. I will be the prince’s property now, soon to be so in title and all, and he will never allow me to wander off or run. I’m not afraid of the monster, but my stepmother is. The whole kingdom is. I know I will not sit pretty as his wife. I will never cower to a man who gets off on abuse. My father raised me to be strong, and I will do his soul dishonor if I allow a man to hit me when he never had.

      My stepmother, however, happily pushes me toward Prince Charming like a lamb being sent to slaughter.

      I meet her eyes in the mirror, let all of my emotion shine. If she allows it, I’ll run. I won’t ever have to walk down the aisle. I’ll slip into the forest, make sure no one can follow, and leave Prince Charming and his dangerous fists behind, but my stepmother shakes her head, and I know she’ll alert the prince that I’m a flight risk. They’ll be watching.

      “Don’t make me do this,” I beg, one last desperate attempt. “What if it were Gisella or Collet in my position? Would you make them do this?”

      “I’m doing this for that reason, to keep my babies from that man’s grasp. You saw what he did to Gisella when he was looking for you—”

      “So, you understand what you’re sending me to?” I murmur, my heart falling that she won’t help me.

      “Gisella and Collet are not strong. Bless their hearts, they’re kind, but they’re not strong, not capable of surviving, but you,” she says, curling weathering fingers around my shoulders. “You’re stronger than I’ve ever given you credit for. You’ll do this to save them from the same fate. Your heart is too kind not to.”

      “You give me too much credit.”

      “There’s no escaping your fate, Cinder. You’ll be a princess in a tower. You’ll continue the royal line. And you’ll eventually be free from your curse when you grow to love Prince Charming. It’ll be fine, and everyone will be safe.”

      Everyone except me, I think, staring at her pleading eyes. My stepmother is desperate, doesn’t want her daughters to suffer the same fate, and she thinks to pull my heartstrings. But she truly gives me too much credit. I’m not the good woman she thinks I am. My father taught me to be kind, to do no harm, but to take no shit. And now, I’m being sent to walk into Hell, and they expect me to do so willingly.

      Gisella and Collet are as kind as she says. They’re pretty enough, will probably marry nice merchant sons one day, but they are not my responsibility, and it isn’t proper for my stepmother to shovel it on me. I’m an adult now. I can make my own choices. And I refuse to be a punching bag and incubator for the likes of Prince Charming.

      I can’t allow my stepmother to know my thoughts, however, or she’ll alert the prince and then I’ll be sequestered away inside a palace room to await my wedding.

      “And what if he discovers it all?” I ask. “What if he realizes what I am?”

      She looks at me, truly studies me, and though she says she cares, there’s little care in her gaze, just as there never was before. I’m only the burden she never wanted, a third mouth to feed. “Then may your fairy godmother have mercy on your soul, Cinder.” She folds her hands in front of her and takes a step back as the older woman returns to do more work on the extravagant dress. An illusion of beauty, nothing more. “And may you live to regret ever venturing out of the house for a single night of fun.”
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      I stand outside the double doors that will lead me down the aisle. There’s no one to walk with me. Even if my father were still alive, he’d never be allowed to walk me down the aisle and deliver me to the prince. He would have been seen as common, and no one wants a reminder that I don’t come from the wealth that royalty is expected to come from. As if my father would have ever allowed me to marry Charming to begin with. If he were here, he would have already swiped me away in the middle of the night so I’d never be faced with what I must do.

      My stepmother, however, sits in the pews with my stepsisters. I know she is, because she reminded me of my duty before she slipped through the doors to take her seat. A final warning. A final plea for me to be what she cannot be. Brave.

      Somewhere behind the double doors, there’s the sound of music being played. It’s all very regal and stale. No doubt there is a six-string orchestra out there, waiting for the double doors to open so they can play the doom march that will be my wedding song. I’ll never love Charming. I can’t. If I cannot steel my spine for what I must do, I will die at his hands the moment midnight strikes.

      The small boy comes forward a moment later. He’s dressed in the finest garb even if his clothing is that of a court worker. He has to be seen as an ornament, but they don’t want the help actually looking like help in the public eye. His duty will be to help me with the long train of my dress, and he looks as nervous as I do. He’s small enough, I’m not sure he’ll even be able to perform the task, though I’ll never tell him that. His wide smile at being chosen for the task, however, tugs at my heart strings.

      Kneeling down despite the massive dress I wear, I reach out my hand for the small boy to take. He does so eagerly, beaming under my attention, as if I’m important and not just an ornament like him. We are both trapped in a prison. The only difference is I plan to escape mine.

      “Hello. . .”

      “Danny,” he answers, offering a name without fear. “My name is Danny, Princess Cinder.”

      I ignore the title, one I haven’t even been given yet, not until the papers are signed. “Hello, Danny. Thank you for helping me walk in this monstrosity.” He giggles at my clear disdain of the dress. “Would you like to know a secret?”

      He leans closer, as if we’re going to share a great conspiracy together. “What is it?”

      I whisper to keep the atmosphere between us. “There’s so much dress, I’m not sure I even need legs to stand.”

      He giggles, careful not to tread on the edges of the massive dress. “Do you think it could stand by itself?”

      “Oh, I have no doubt,” I agree. “A dress without a person. How whimsical.”

      More giggles, and the sound makes me smile despite the situation I’m in. Danny deserves more than what he’s been given, but I can’t be the one to give it to him. I have my own demon to face.

      The door opens behind me, not the double doors, but a single smaller one where I’d been pushed through despite my volume earlier. When Charming storms inside, the smile drops away from my lips. Disdain for the man fills me and it takes everything I have to keep that emotion from my face. His own mouth is curled into a sneer, as if he can’t be bothered to look pleasant unless he’s in front of his people. He only cares that they fear him and think him beautiful. Passed that, he’d pave his home with their bones.

      “What is taking so bloody long? Can we not even move a wedding on time?” he spits toward the guards circling me. His eyes search the miles of dress and find me where I kneel with the child. “Get up off the floor, woman. What do you think you are? The help? There’s only one reason for you to be kneeling and now isn’t the time.”

      My face twists into a hateful scowl under a violent blush even as I struggle to stand under the weight of the dress. When one of the guards offers an arm, I take it gratefully, careful not to bump into Danny. “There’s no reason to be vulgar,” I mumble, and he shoots sharp eyes at me. I can see the violence waiting just on the other side of that gaze, a promise for pain.

      “Get rid of the child,” he tells one of the guards.

      “He’s helping me with my train,” I object, pushing Danny behind me. “He’s not hurting anything.”

      Charming moves fast, faster than I’d given him credit for, but I’m also not surprised. One moment, he’s staring at me for speaking—I shouldn’t be speaking at all—and the next, he’s grabbing Danny around the arm and jerking him out from behind me. I reach for Danny with a soft cry, attempting to protect him, but Charming shoves me backward and I stumble over the train. He tosses Danny out the door before I can catch my balance, as if he’s no more than trash, ignoring the tears suddenly spilling over the boy’s lashes.

      I’m prepared to fight him, to argue for the boy’s sake, when large fingers wrap around my throat and squeeze until I start to claw at them. Only then does Charming ease his hold, just barely, to allow me to breathe. He pins me against the wall, pressing in against the dress, and I know where his fingertips rest, there will be bruises marring my pale flesh. It’s okay, though. They’ll match the other ones hidden beneath the bodice.

      “You belong to me, Cinder,” he spits in my face, his breath fowl despite ample money to provide it doesn’t. My fingernails dig into the skin of his hands, but he doesn’t even flinch. “Don’t disobey me and I won’t have to hurt you.”

      It’s a lie. Charming gets off on hurting me. It’s only a matter of a time before he resorts to harsher weapons than his hands.

      He releases my neck and I take great drags of air into my oxygen deprived lungs. I touch my neck, feel the tell-tale warmth where bruises will form before I will be married, and glare at the prince before me. It only seems to amuse him even more, as if I’m a stubborn horse refusing to be broken.

      “Someone cover the marks on her neck,” he orders toward the women waiting on the side, their eyes focused on anything but my abuse. They rush forward at his command and begin to cover my neck with powder. “We can’t have the kingdom see signs of her disobedience. She’ll be a princess, and a queen one day. She must look the part.”

      Of my disobedience, not his abuse. Those words settle home in me and rest, a signifier of what my life will be like should I shut my mouth and cooperate. But I’m not that woman. I am not a trophy to be beaten into submission. I will not be grateful to the prince for throwing money at me to dress up his prize. I am not a doll.

      I straighten my spine and allow the women to cover the marks on my neck, my chin tilted up high, but my fingers brush against the shape of the knife strapped to my thigh beneath the dress.

      I will not be his doll. I will use my namesake as my father intended, ignite the kingdom, and burn it to the ground. But first, I must escape.

      The tiniest smile curls my lips, but Charming doesn’t see. He’s already strutting down the aisle, alone, like a peacock, to the cheers of people too afraid not to applaud.

      They’ll be applauding for something else soon.
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        THE SCARECROW

      

      

      I sit in Munchkin Forest, listening to the dead speak. Sometimes, they’re quiet, barely a whisper on the wind unless addressed. Sometimes, they’re restless, as if they foretell something coming, something big. Today, they’re of the restless variety, and their whispers might as well be screams.

      “Should we be worried?” Riker, the mottled crow on my shoulder, asks, ruffling his sparse wings carefully. He long ago suffered his own death, but my power and that which I gave up to protect Oz lives in him. He cannot die, not while I will him to live. Our relationship is one of give and take, in which Riker often takes my patience.

      “What is there for me to worry about?” I ask, watching the souls above us swirl in agitation. “Toto is locked in his prison, and the only way he can be free is if I destroy you and King grows weak.”

      “There are other threats besides the lobo locked in the center of Oz,” Riker reminds me. His words are logical and well-intentioned, but I don’t have the capacity to care today. Most days, I don’t have that capacity.

      As if his words summon it, the sky cracks wide and violent, bolts of white-hot heat darting through the sky. It strikes the ground somewhere in Oz, and the ground begins to shake and rumble.

      “There it is,” Riker caws and then repeats it. Despite his intelligence gifted by me, he’s still a crow at heart, still a bird. Sometimes, he falls into a pattern in his nature he can’t escape from.

      The dead grow more restless, their souls swirling around us even as the ground buckles and rolls. Whatever is coming, it’s big, and I don’t know if it’s prophesy or something else. Something tells me it’s a little bit of both.

      A scream echoes from somewhere in the distance and I frown in its direction. It was close enough to be in my quadrant, but whoever screamed sounds far more alive than anything in my quadrant should be. This isn’t a place for the living. It’s a place for the damned.

      “Riker—”

      “I heard,” he reassures me. “I heard. We should check it out. It could be a threat.”

      But something tells me it’s far bigger a threat than I’m prepared for. Still, despite the world shaking with new merges, I move into the trees of Munchkin Forest in search of the source of that feminine scream.

      “It could be a threat. It could be a threat. Beware the threat,” Riker repeats over and over until it’s all I hear.

      It could be a threat.
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      I stand before the large double doors that stand between me and my future. On the other side, the sounds of the wedding march begin, letting everyone know I’m about to walk to my doom. They’ll see exactly what Charming wants them to see, a pretty young woman marrying above her station. They’ll see me dressed in white opulence, assume I’m lucky for marrying the prince, but beneath it, they know it for what it is.

      An illusion. This is all an illusion hiding grandiose horror.

      The doors open and I barely breathe, wishing I could be anywhere else but here. My eyes immediately focus on those who came to see me walk the aisle alone. Most of them, I don’t recognize at all. They’ve been precisely chosen to fill the pews, as if only those deemed pretty enough can stand witness. And then there’s my stepmother and stepsisters closer to the front. My stepmother nods her head minutely, encouragement, but my stepsisters look worried. They haven’t learned how to wear their masks fully yet, despite my stepmother’s best attempts. They’ll learn soon enough how cruel the world is. Gisella has already gotten a taste of it when the prince came looking for me. The bandage around her foot hides the horror, but I know she still feels it. Yet somehow, despite me waiting to come out, she’d forgiven me, her worry far more real than anyone else’s.

      The guard holding the door clears his throat when I don’t immediately begin to walk down the aisle, my feet frozen, but the moment he makes the noise, I begin to play my part. And that’s what this is: a part, a role. I’m just as much an illusion as this extravagant ceremony is. They’ve dressed me up like the perfect fairy tale, a beautiful peasant girl off to marry her prince, as if he’s the one we should aspire to. It’s nothing but propaganda, a way to hide the fact that I’m being forced to marry. Charming thinks me a pretty trinket, but I’m far more than that. He just doesn’t know it yet.

      There are veiled threats hidden behind pretty smiles and faces with too much makeup as I walk down the aisle at a snail’s pace. Most will see it as being dramatic. They won’t realize I’m just holding off as long as possible. The women in the crowd look upon me in envy. Any one of them would be happy to take my place, happy to birth babies, happy to sit quietly in exchange for riches beyond compare. Pity the prince didn’t want them. No, instead, he found one of the women who would rather die than bear his monstrous children. The men look at me like the prize Charming sees me as. Every single one of them wears a threat on their face, that if I were caught alone for long enough, I might find a knife in my back, but I don’t plan on staying to find out the truth in that thought.

      Charming stands at the front, barely concealing his agitation at my slow gait. He’s the master of masks, but he’s also filled with perpetual anger barely restrained. I know he wants to teach me a lesson, to make me hurt for making him wait so long. My eyes meet his, and I let the knowledge of what I think of him shine there before I wipe it away so the kingdom can’t see. I know the disaster that will happen if anyone suspects my plan. My disdain only serves to make Charming smile, though. I’m a challenge, nothing more, nothing less. I’m no different than the stallions the royal family is prized for when they’re ready to be broken.

      When I reach the front and Charming takes my hand like every Prince should, his grasp is just a little too tight, a little too bone crushing. I just barely hide my wince behind a demur tilt of my chin, as if I’m bashful before him. I’ve spent my life pretending to be soft, so it comes easy. If they only knew how hard I truly am.

      The man officiating starts to speak but I hardly listen, not until he asks me to repeat vows I have no say in. The words are written for me, a lock, a dead end. I can’t argue them; I certainly wouldn’t have been allowed to write them on my own.

      “Do you, Cinder of the Ella Clan, promise to settle at the feet of Charming and offer warmth as he needs? Do you offer yourself completely, wholly, for as long as you live? Do you swear that you will bear him children, including an heir to one day rule as he will? Will you bear the chains of the royal seal, and do what is best for the bloodline, no matter the cost to you or your life?”

      I blink at the words, so blatantly a prison threading through them. Certainly, most must realize what those words mean? They’re asking for my freedom, putting me subservient to Charming until the day I die. I hesitate and Charming’s fingers around mine tighten to the point of pain. It’s a threat, a promise that if I embarrass him in front of the kingdom, I’ll have Hell to pay.

      My eyes search over the crowd and find my stepmother. She’ll know what the words mean, but she’s stoic, her face devoid of emotion. Gisella looks distraught and when our eyes meet, I can tell she wants me to say no, but Gisella still believes in fairy tales despite what Charming did to her. She hasn’t figured out yet that the fairy tales are only propaganda meant to keep women meek and favorable toward the men who would abuse them. My face hardens. One day, Gisella will learn a hard lesson, but that’s not my responsibility. I can’t think of my stepsisters being harmed, not when I have my own monster to face.

      I meet Charming’s eyes again after having him wait for long seconds he’ll resent me for. Finally, I answer, “I do,” and his grip loosens just a little, just enough that I can flex some of the stiffness out of my fingers.

      “Your Majesty, do you promise to cushion Cinder in all her faults and bring her to new heights? Do you take what she offers completely, wholly, for as long as she lives? Do you swear to give her children until you have an heir worthy to follow in your footsteps? Will you offer the chains of the royal seal, do what is best for your bloodline no matter the cost to her or her life?”

      My face twists before I can control it. What absolute and utter horse shit! The grip tightens on my hand again to the point of breaking. Something pops and I gasp at the sudden pain even as Charming lifts that hand to his lips and kisses the back of it, hiding the punishment he gave me for my mask slipping.

      “I do,” he says as his eyes meet mine, the promise of pain swirling in them. I’m looking in a monster’s eyes, not a man’s, and I know, if I don’t escape tonight, I will die at his hands.

      I will not wait to die. I will not wait to be discovered. I am a wolf in the midst of sheep, and they don’t even know it yet. All they see is the meek costume I wear and believe it.

      The ring Charming pulls out is large, fit for any princess, but if I had any choice, I’d never wear it. It’s gaudy, heavy, and when Charming slides it on my finger, the magic of the vows seals us into place. We’re married, until death separates us. In life, I belong to Charming. In death, I belong to no one.

      But it won’t be my death.

      As the trumpets sound and the pomp and circumstance plays in celebration, I smile. It should have been my mask, but instead, it’s only my thoughts slipping through. The crowd cheers as I turn to them. They see a happy woman who’s just married up in station. They see the next in the royal line before I’m locked away in a tower and expected to birth child after child until I have a boy. That won’t be my fate. I refuse.

      “Come along, wife,” Charming purrs, dragging me toward the door to the right. “We must consummate our marriage immediately.” He pushes me, roughly, toward the waiting ladies. “See to it she’s prepared for me in my chamber.” And then he turns to the waiting crowd to accept the congratulations they offer, as if he’s captured a rare bird, as if he deserves a prize for attempting to chain me.

      “This way, dear,” an older woman. “We don’t want to leave the prince waiting.”

      I wonder what she would do if I suddenly took off running. My train is a hindrance, as are the shoes on my feet, but the temptation is strong. Yet, I know what I must do. While we both live, we’re tied to each other. I cannot stay here. I cannot run yet. I’m in limbo.

      When we enter the prince’s chambers, the smell of musk and sex fill the air, as if he’s still been partaking of the flesh even while we were to be married. I have no doubt, should I stay, he will still be sleeping with other women, maids and vulnerable women disillusioned enough to believe whatever pretty words he offers. He’s a collector, and I just so happen to have been collected at the highest title.

      “Let’s get you out of that dress,” the woman murmurs and I whirl, holding out my hand.

      “No,” I order, and then when she looks at me in confusion, I say, “I mean, no, please. I’ve always envisioned my first time with my husband to be wearing my wedding dress still.”

      She grins. “Oh, you young kids have strange desires
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