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Paige
They told me he was dead. That Oliver was never coming back to me. It wasn't a lie.
The boy who had given me all of himself no longer existed. In his place, stood a man who didn't even leave tiny cracks in his heart which could be filled with love.
He could destroy me all he wanted with his hatred. But this time, I was going to make sure that someone saved him. Someone who would remind him that life was so much more than the darkness he had buried himself in.
..
Oliver
They took everything from me. Ripped into my soul like savages until all I was left with were shattered dreams of a life that could have been.
But I found something to replace the loss.
Something that kept me alive when I wanted to give up. Something that tasted bitter but was more faithful than anything else I had ever known.
The fire of retribution. It burned through me every second.
And now...they were all going to burn with me.
...
'The Tyrant Prince' is Book 2 of the Dreamhaven Duet and cannot be read as a standalone. Contains graphic sex and violence along with sensitive themes which could be triggering for some. Reader discretion is advised.
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Dear Reader,

Thank you for choosing to continue this journey with me. It makes me feel better knowing that I’m not alone in my suffering. ‘The Tyrant Prince’ is not just a story of revenge. It is also a story of how people cope with deep, intense trauma. There are so many nuances to the plot and personalities of the main characters that it almost delves into the psychological. I wouldn’t say this book is all about romance because it’s not. It has more to do with individual struggles, growth and healing, and a love story that is riddled with difficulties. The book does have a HEA, but it is debatable, though so I wouldn’t advise looking at spoilers. However, I do respect that it is ultimately up to the reader.

It is a dark story, and the understanding is there that it contains heavy topics which may be triggering but if something in the story affects you mentally and emotionally in a negative way, please do seek support through the proper means. 

Trigger warnings: Rape, child abuse, graphic murder, mental health issues and trauma, toxic relationship situations, drug abuse, self-harm, suicidal idealizations and inclinations, and pain and difficulties experienced by a disabled person and their partner.


-  Mr. Storm
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A SCREAM TORE FROM my lungs late in the night, my body drenched in sweat and tangled up in sheets which felt like restraints, holding me down, locking me in place. It was happening again. There was no escape, no freedom, no peace. I was trapped in this grief forever.

The agony clawed at my insides. It made my head hurt and I clutched it with my hands while screaming over and over.

And in the end, his name was the one that fell from my lips.

“Oliver!”

There was movement next to me, then the lights switched on, and my husband’s voice interrupted my screaming.

“Jesus, Paige.” He shook my shoulder slightly. “Wake up. God, did you take your meds today?”

I wanted to strangle him for asking me that in the middle of an emotional crisis. Pushing his hand away, I climbed out of bed and walked over to the window where the curtains fluttered in the breeze. Placing my hands on the windowsill, I gulped in mouthfuls of air and sniffled, wiping my nose on my sleeve. My shoulders shook as I cried, whimpering his name still, even though I tried to stop it.

I wanted to die. I wanted to end this pain somehow, but I couldn’t do it. He needed me. I had to be there for him. I had to-

“Here.”

An open palm appeared in front of me in which lay two small, white pills. I stared at them incomprehensively for a few seconds before my brain caught up with reality and I snatched up the pills, popping them down my throat. He handed me a glass of water which I sipped from until my breathing became slightly less chaotic.

Absently, I handed the glass back to him and wiped my face, pushing my hair back and letting out a heavy sigh. It hurt. It hurt so bad and never stopped. How much more was I supposed to take? How much more could I take before I finally gave up? Before my strength gave out.

“You really should remember to take your meds.”

“It’s not always about the meds, Rhys,” I snapped, aggravated and itching for a fight to distract myself from the nightmare I had just experienced. “I’m hurting,” I emphasized, pressing a hand to my chest. “I hurt every minute and pills don’t make it go away. You know that!”

“Yeah well, I still think you sleep better when you take them,” he snapped back and walked away from me to get back in bed.

He pulled the sheets up to his shoulders and turned on his side, showing me his back, shutting me out. Hot tears ran down my cheeks and I looked up at the full moon through lace curtains and a blurred vision, biting down hard on my bottom lip to keep myself from whimpering again.

Weak. I was so weak.

“We have to attend the gala at the Barren James’ manor tomorrow,” my husband spoke up quietly. “You remember, right? You have things planned?”

I took in a deep breath and made myself turn away from the window and return to the bed, climbing in slowly before reclining against the headboard.

“I remember. I’ll take care of it when I get back from Dreamhaven.”

There was a pause and then he asked, “Do you want me to come with you?”

Yes. “No. It’s okay. He gets scared if he sees I’m not by myself nowadays.” My voice broke on the last couple of words, and I started sobbing again, burying my face in my hands.

Rhys shifted next to me, and I felt his hand on my knee, rubbing slowly, awkwardly. “Paige. It’s going to be fine.”

No. It wasn’t. I hated him for saying that when he knew it was a lie.

“How long?” I whispered brokenly as I lowered my hands and stared at them. “How long is this going to go on? It’s been eight years, Rhys. I feel like I’m losing my mind these days. He gets worse with time. They won’t even let me take him out of there.”

Rhys sat up and ran a hand through his hair, looking exhausted. “At least he’s safe.”

I pinned him with a glare, and he exhaled roughly and said, “What, Paige? What do you want me to say? You know I can’t help you. They’ll kill him if we try. Fuck, you keep looking at me like I’m going to be able to save you from all of this, but I can’t, okay! I don’t know how.”

I turned my face away and closed my eyes, beginning to feel the sedative effects of the pills.

“God, Paige, sometimes I wish you’d start having an affair so I wouldn’t have to deal with this every day,” he grumbled and moved to lie down again. “Find someone already. Your father doesn’t have to know. We’ll keep it between the three of us. You need a man in your life.”

I shook my head at his thoughtless and careless remarks. I knew he didn’t mean to cause me pain. That was just how he was. Silent seconds passed by and slowly, I felt my eyes drifting close.

“Do you have someone Rhys?” I questioned drowsily.

He took a moment to answer. “Yeah.”

It came as a surprise to me. Eight years we had been married and he never gave me an inkling that he was having an affair.

“Do I know her?” I asked, unable to keep the envy from my tone. Not because I was jealous of him but because I wished it could be that easy for me.

Again, he was quiet. I wondered why he hesitated. It wasn’t like there was anything more than friendship between us and I would never blame him for it, anyway. He deserved some happiness for putting up with me.

“It’s...someone you know, yeah,” he finally replied. “But I don’t want to talk about it.”

I frowned at the hint of pain in his voice. I could recognize it now, after living with it for so many years. Wiping away the remainder of my tears, I rested my head against the headboard and allowed the medication to lull me back to sleep, hoping I didn’t wake up screaming again.

Oliver.

It was always an echo in my mind, even in the depths of slumber. Always a reminder of what I had done, what I had lost.

A reminder that I didn’t have to die in order to know what hell was like.
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“WHOA, DUDE. THAT’S sick. Brownie points for not wincing while you did that.”

Dark red blood beaded along the cut on my inner forearm. I watched it happen for a while before using my thumb to wipe it off absently. And then I examined the knife in my hand, where some of the stain glistened on the sharp blade.

“I’ll say you’re a real savage when I see you licking that off without hesitation.”

I lifted my gaze from the knife to glance at the stranger, and then, with slow deliberation, I brought the blade up to my mouth and tasted the blood on it.

The stranger let out a laugh and shook his head at me, appearing impressed. “Okay. I’m convinced. Way to go. Now please hide that before anyone sees because I don’t want to get in trouble my first day here.”

I wiped the blood on my clothes and pocketed my knife because I didn’t want him to get in trouble either. This place was the very definition of depravity. He had only arrived a couple of hours ago, so he didn’t know that yet. But he would. I had no wish to speed up the learning process for him.

Gravely, I studied the scars on my skin along with the fresh cut beside them. Eight in total, for the eight years I had spent here. I had many more, but these were the only ones which served a real purpose, each slice of the blade on my skin contributing to my anger and determination year after year.

The first time I’d cut myself, I had thrown up, unable to stand the sight of my own blood. The second time, I had barely managed to hold back the vomit. The third time, I had gritted my teeth and borne it. And then after that...nothing. It didn’t hurt anymore.

“Do we get food here or not?” the guy’s soft voice spoke up after a minute. “I didn’t eat much yesterday.”

I clenched my jaw at his question and stared blankly at the wall over his head, dank and dark. The same walls I’d been staring at for so long that they had become my companions. Witnesses to my pain and deterioration. And then, silent allies for my fueling rage and purpose.

“I should probably be afraid of you,” my cell mate said cautiously. “You just cut yourself and licked your own blood. Plus, the way you look.” He hesitated. “I mean, not that you’re ugly or anything but...well, that beard is scary, dude.”

An expression of vulnerability crossed his young features. He seemed to be around eighteen or nineteen, trying to remain optimistic in this godforsaken place. He offered me a smile which I did not return. Could not return.

“I didn’t do anything,” he added after a moment of silence and then looked down at his feet where he sat on the floor opposite me. “I don’t know why I’m here but I’m guessing my uncle had something to do with it. We were rich and I was the only thing standing in his path after my parents died.”

I frowned at the sadness in his tone. Everyone here had the same story but they all dealt with it in different ways. Some became like the men who put them here. Some gave up hope and killed themselves. And some...spent every single day plotting their revenge, biding their time, waiting for the day when this impenetrable fortress which was nameless to its prisoners would reveal one weak spot.

The things they had done to me, continued to do to me, should have put me firmly in the first or second category. But it only hardened me over time. I cried, I screamed, I fought against them as best as I could during those first few months. But then I just stood there and endured.

I didn’t even close my eyes anymore when the other prisoners stripped me naked occasionally, tied my wrists to bars attached to the ceiling and took turns raping me. I didn’t fight back when they were done and the jailer came back to whip me, his leather belt splitting the skin on my back. I didn’t shed a single tear when the one man who had been my cell companion for six years of my time here was killed in front of my eyes.

He had been older than me, a friend with whose help I was able to improve my speech coordination skills, and someone who didn’t even realize he was teaching me things when he spoke words of wisdom and then brushed them away as though they meant nothing. But I absorbed them all until the day I watched his throat being slit open in front of my eyes, watched him choke on his own blood, watched as the jailer looked at me with meaning.

You’ll be next if you ever think of rebelling.

I stifled back a snort as I remembered that unspoken threat. Think was an understatement.

I was already halfway out of this hellhole, and he didn’t even know it.

I caught the boy staring at me after a while and he quickly lowered his gaze and went red in the face when he realized I had seen him.

That gut instinct that came from being leered at by the men here came and went as I bit down on my disgust. He wasn’t one of them and I wished he wouldn’t turn into one of them either but in a place like this, it was hard to tell.

“I feel so cold,” he said faintly, not sounding as confident as he had earlier when the minutes dragged on and no food came, nor any water or blankets.

They only gave you those once they took what they wanted from you.

“How did you get the knife, by the way?” he asked cautiously. “You steal it from the guards?”

No. I made it myself. It took me two years of chiseling away to get the metal blade carved to perfection with materials I had gathered and hidden underneath loose stone slabs in my cell. The handle was made from wood and strips of canvas I’d gathered on my trips to the storeroom. I was very proud of it. I had great plans for it as well.

“You don’t say much, huh?” the guy mumbled upon my silence and let out a sigh. “I’m just naturally a talker so... My name is Leo, by the way. What about you?”

I looked at him for some time before finally replying. “Oliver.”

His eyebrows went up in surprise and he licked his lips before nodding. “Okay. Wow. That’s...um...you do speak.”

I frowned at him slightly and he let out a nervous laugh. “That’s actually a relief.” There was a pause before he voiced his next question. “So...how long have you been here?”

This time, I kept my lips closed and flicked my gaze towards my arm in response. I saw him glance at it, his expression a little awed as he counted the cuts under his breath.

“Eight years,” he squeaked out, the wind seeming to blow out of his sails. His thin shoulders slumped, and he blinked back sudden tears in his eyes. “But they don’t punish you or anything, right? If you follow the rules and stuff.”

My expression remained blank, and he studied it for a long time before he realized I was not going to answer. He didn’t need my answer. It took him about a minute to figure it out for himself and he drew up his knees, wrapped his arms around them and appeared absolutely gutted.

“But I’m innocent,” he shared weakly, and I narrowed my eyes at him, starting to feel a little disturbed at how familiar it sounded. 

Leo rubbed his eyes slowly and rested his chin on his knees, fixing his gaze on the bars of the cell. He dozed off after a while and I went to sleep as well, on the thin mattress I’d been allowed to lie on after my first few months here, when I had finally stopped protesting. He will get one too. It depended on how long it took for him to start playing by their rules.

Sometime during the night, I heard his screams and squinted in the dim light coming from the corridor outside to find him with his pants down and pressed against the wall as one of the guards fucked him.

“Shut the fuck up,” the man growled, his hips jerking violently as he raped my cellmate.

“No, please. Please, don’t,” Leo whimpered and sniffled. “I’ll do anything. Please let me go.”

The guard grunted and finished off with a low moan before shoving Leo away and adjusting his pants. “This is all you’re good for now,” he said and threw the boy a tattered blanket before he left the cell, his gaze skimming over me briefly.

Leo was on his hands and knees sobbing softly and trying to pull up his pants to cover himself. Something stirred inside my chest as I watched him. I turned my back on it, on him and closed my eyes, telling myself not to care. Not to grow attached like I had to others in my life.

Nothing lasted. Everything hurt in the end. Everything got taken away.

His sobbing didn’t stop, and I was reminded of the first time when one of the men here did that to me. Out of nowhere, in the middle of the night, barging into my cell and holding me down. Without warning or preparing me for it. It had hurt so much for days after.

Against my better judgment, I rose and went over to him. I helped him with his clothes, ignoring his slightly panicked expression, which was a result of shock, and covered him with the blanket. He trembled slightly, his nose running and eyes bloodshot.

Taking in a deep breath, I returned to my spot and pulled the mattress over to his side of the cell. Moving him was out of the question. He would most likely remain frozen for quite a long time before finally giving in to sleep.

“Lie down,” I told him, my words stilted and voice smoky from lack of use. “It gets cold during the early hours.”

He didn’t move, so I positioned one end of the mattress as close to him as possible before lying down on my side on the other end. I didn’t look at him or speak to him again. He wasn’t really my problem. I had to remain in their good books until I could exploit that elusive weak link. It wouldn’t be long now. Every day brought me a little closer to it. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to cut myself again next year.
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I LOOKED AT MY SURROUNDINGS vacantly as I entered Dreamhaven farm and parked the car right outside the house I had grown up in. The place flourished even more over the years. My father was now the sole owner and Simon, still his right hand, exploiting all the benefits that came with owning properties like these. They had managed to acquire more land towards Cedarfield and expand their dirty, blood-stained empire until they became the kings of Dreamhaven.

People had not dared to question my father before. But now, they bowed to him, knowing how powerful he was and how capable of ruining them if they questioned his authority. Him, Simon and the mayor, Rayne’s father.

I walked inside the living room and breathed deeply a few times, assaulted by memories of the night which had changed my life eight years ago. I never got over it. Being in Dreamhaven was a stark reminder and a constant source of torture.

“Paige, good morning,” my father greeted from his perch on the sofa when he noticed my presence.

He’d renovated this place until it looked more like a manor than a normal farmhouse. Everything was bathed in luxury and reeking of ill-acquired wealth. All built on an innocent boy’s sweat and blood. A boy who longer existed.

Hugging my tummy, I told myself not to think about that right now. I had to put on a brave face, a smile, for what I was about to ask. It was a good thing I had taken my pills this morning.

“I want to see him, please,” I spoke up. “It’s been two days. He must be missing me.”

My father narrowed his eyes at me dangerously, one foot resting on a knee as he relaxed in the face of my torment.

“Who am I to you, Paige?” he asked me.

I let out a small sigh and replied, “Dad.” The word felt rusty and fake. No father who deserved the title would ever do to his own child what this man had done to me. “Please, can I see him?”

He nodded curtly and gestured to the sofa. “In a minute. Come and sit with me. Have some coffee. Myra? Get us two cups.”

Myra was the live-in housemaid he had hired a few years ago, after my mum passed away. It was beneath him to be seen with her in public, but he had no problems sleeping with her. Him and Simon both. Everyone in town knew about it, talked about them. About how the three kings of Dreamhaven acted like they could get away with anything because they could. It wasn’t just one cop in their pockets now. It was all of them.

And for what? Money and power?

I’d had the misfortune to be born as this man’s only daughter. The one he was using like a pawn in his game now. He said it had all been for me. He still said it. That coercing me into marrying Rhys Walton was for my own good. That I would have the best life and future if I married into the Walton family. That as long as I remained loyal to him and did as he asked, he wouldn’t hurt the only person in this world I loved, the only person who made waking up every day worth all the pain.

“How have you been?” he asked me conversationally. “You didn’t answer my call yesterday. I was going to ask you and Rhys over for dinner.”

Bile rose in my throat at having to sit with him and his partners in crime in my former home, sharing a meal and pretending that we were all friends and family. He did that every month and sometimes, I managed to get out of it. 

“I wasn’t feeling well,” I answered, staring at the carpet.

“You’ve been taking your meds, right? Everything your doctor prescribed?” he demanded with a scowl.

I nodded numbly and he seemed satisfied with it. Myra came back with the coffee and cast me an unfriendly look. I wished I could slap her face. She knew what he was like and everything that was going on and yet, she never tried to sympathize with me. Swayed by the money and security he provided. I hated to remember how I’d been so similar to her years ago. The way I had given others who were not in my circle the same sort of look.

I made myself finish the coffee and clasped my hands in my lap to prevent them from shaking with anxiety. Enough already, I wanted to scream. TAKE ME TO HIM.

I schooled my expression until it was calm and collected while keeping my gaze averted as my father took his sweet time sipping his own coffee.

“Do you have your blindfold with you?” he asked me after what seemed like an eternity and I nodded again, a little too eagerly.

I should have been angry but the need to see Ollie was so overpowering that I was ready to agree to anything.

“Good.” My father stood up and gestured for me to walk out ahead of him, to his SUV outside, the one he used for these trips. “You only get an hour with him today. I know you have to prepare for the gala.”

I didn’t argue with him. Not when it meant he could take this one hour away from me as well. Despite all the bleakness around me, I couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across my face at the thought of seeing him again.

My eyes were starved, my heart so barren and arms empty. He would make everything better for a while.
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“DO WE HAVE ENOUGH SUPPLIES for the week? You checked the inventory?”

Kevin, the guard responsible for my section, nodded at his superior and gestured to a clipboard. “Yeah, boss. Rechecked and double-checked. All set for the week.”

The older man, Reeve, glanced briefly at the clipboard and then looked over at me where I was leaning against the wall.

“What’s he doing here?”

I kept my expression neutral and submissive while they discussed me, Reeve voicing his displeasure at the fact that I was out of my cell and Kevin reassuring him that I was no trouble, and he needed me for some labor. Reeve finally left with a frown and a warning for Kevin to put me back as soon as I was done.

Kevin turned to me at last after locking the door to the storeroom. “So, where were we?”

For one split second, I considered killing him right then and there. But then, what would that accomplish? They would know, they would punish me for it even worse than before and I would never escape. This was the only way. He was my only way out.

Slowly, I turned to face the wall, undid the strings holding my worn-out pants together and pushed them down. I stood there silently as he approached me, his footsteps heavy and determined. He was a large man in his forties, gayer than anyone else over here and I was his favorite prisoner. His pet. He told me it was because I was more beautiful than any man he had ever seen. I hadn’t looked in a mirror in eight years, so I simply shrugged it off.

My body was just a tool for me now to get to where I wanted. I had no fears, no regrets. All I had was my hate. Just a burning need to execute revenge. To make all of them pay. I sat in my cell for hours at a time imagining all the ways I would delight in my vengeance. The look on their faces, their screams and pleas. My satisfaction. It was the only time I felt any spark of life in me, any heat in my blood.

Kevin’s hands were on my ass, palming them, and I felt his fingers poking my butthole, lubed up because nowadays, he actually bothered to prep me. He took so much pleasure in it, saying things like he owned me and was going to make sure I had more comforts here as time passed if I did as he asked. I didn’t give a fuck about all that. I just wanted to use him.

His cock began sliding in and out of my ass a minute later, humping me like some dog. I stood there and took it, emptying my mind of all thoughts, my hands braced on the wall. I’d shed all my tears those first few months when I’d been subjected to this. Who even cared? It was just flesh and skin. Biology playing out.

They’d taken everything from me already. There was nothing worth saving anymore. Nothing left to salvage.

“This would feel so much better if you responded to me,” he rasped in my ear, his breath hot and stale, his body rocking urgently as one hand snaked in front to fist my cock. “This is what I really want. I know you can get hard for me if you give it a try.”

He said the same thing every time, playing with my soft cock as if it would magically become erect for him one of these days and I’d make all his dreams come true.

“Ungh, I fucking love this,” he groaned and drove his hips harder against me. “You’re incredible. My beautiful boy. Jesus.”

The seconds passed in a blur and then he was done and zipping up his pants, handing me some tissues to wipe myself with. Where once I had felt dirty, I felt numb. Nonchalant.

“You enjoyed that, didn’t you?” he asked, coming closer to me and grabbing my cock through my pants. “I could feel you getting hard this time. Didn’t it feel good?”

I forced myself to look him in the eye and nod, like I always did, because if I didn’t, he would push me to that wall again and brutally rape me just to teach me a lesson. I’d learned that the hard way as well.

Kevin smiled, his broad face lined with wrinkles. “Good boy. Now, I’m going to take you to your cell. And I’ll come visit you on Friday. It’s my birthday. I want to spend it with my favorite prison whore. I’ll be taking you for the whole night.”

Again, I nodded, appearing interested and he clamped a hand on my shoulder and leaned in to kiss me. “You’ve learned so much. You’ve been so loyal and pleased me. I’ll have a special treat for you on Friday. Keep it between us, yeah?”

I didn’t dare hope as I noticed the lust and excitement brewing in his eyes while he rubbed my shoulder. I’d heard the stories floating around and it had taken me years of talking myself into it to finally start submitting to what he wanted. If I planned to gain something out of this, I needed to be prepared to lose a lot.

And so I did. I shed my dignity and buried my shame. Anything to get out of here. I would do anything.

Before me, he had had another favorite. He stayed loyal to the one he chose as his whore. He treated his choice very well too. The last guy, after sleeping with Kevin for ten years, had finally been allowed to set foot outside these prison walls. Ten fucking years.

It had wrecked me when I realized how long I would have to suck up to him, allow him to use me like this. But it was either that or die in this rotten place and I had so many things to accomplish before that happened.

So I did it all. I let him fuck me. I let him tie me up and touch me in ways that brought his depraved mind the utmost pleasure. I sucked his dick when he asked me to. I became his favorite prison whore.

And now he was saying he had a special treat for me. He had never said that before. I didn’t believe in God anymore but if I did, I would pray that this meant what I thought it meant.

“Thank you,” I said quietly and smiled at him. “I’d like that so much.”

He licked his lips while staring at me and nodded in satisfaction.
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IT WAS STIFLING. THE atmosphere at the gala. I threw back a strong drink and belatedly remembered that I wasn’t supposed to mix alcohol with my medication. But it was too late now. The fake people and shallow laughter at this party sucked all the joy out of me. Joy which I had gathered so carefully today during my time with Ollie. 

It was so limited, so precious and rare for me; the ability to feel love and happiness. I had wanted to cherish it and had hoped it would help keep the nightmares at bay for tonight but no such luck. My eyes darted around, looking for a way to escape this crowd.

The gala was held at the huge residence of another wealthy family in Cedarfield. The Barren James’ household. They were known for their resort business here in this town as well as managing the Cedarfield Daily News. The town was thriving so much more than it already had been, with Rhys’ father, Alexander Walton, ruling over them all. Powerful men with evil intentions. There was no escaping them no matter how much I wanted to. Not if it meant leaving him behind.

I retreated to a corner of the hall the James’ household used for such functions and leaned my head against a marble pillar, staring into the distance. It took me a moment to realize that someone was calling my name.

“Paige. Hey, Paige.”

I straightened abruptly and turned to look at the girl who was standing next to me, holding a glass of water in her hands. Daria.

“Here. It’s pretty warm out here. Drink this.”

With a trembling hand, I took the water from her and gratefully gulped it down. “Thank you,” I croaked out, refusing to meet her gaze.

She was Barren James’ daughter, the ex-girlfriend of Rhys’ older brother, Ethan. And now, she was secretly dating a man who was never going to be hers. The old Paige might have turned her nose up at this girl, judging her for being a married man’s side piece. But I wouldn’t do that to anyone now.

The pain in her eyes was evident to me. She didn’t enjoy the role and she was at heart, such a kind person. This wasn’t the first time she had reached out to me this way but there was nothing of significance I could say to her. If I spoke one word to another soul about what I was being forced to endure, it would cost someone their life. And I couldn’t be responsible for another life being snuffed out because of me. I wouldn’t survive that.

“You want to take a walk outside?” Daria asked me with a smile, tucking her chestnut hair behind her ear.

I noticed that it was cut short now, way shorter than the luxurious fall of tresses which I had often admired. “That’s okay. Daria, what happened to your hair?” Shit. I shouldn’t have phrased it like that. “I mean, you look amazing, as usual. It’s just...I thought you loved it the way it was before.”

Her eyes glistened with tears at my words, and she shrugged and turned away from me. “Um...it’s a long story. It’s much better this way.”

I felt sad for her then. Being a woman in her mid-twenties, knowing what it was like to hide your pain and let it eat away at you for so long, I strongly empathized with her. But I wasn’t even brave enough to fight my own battles. How would I ever be able to help her fight hers?

“I’m just going to go home,” I told her with a sigh. “I’m really tired. Can you do me a favor? Can you tell anyone who asks that I just went to the bathroom or something?”

According to my father, I was supposed to stay here till the gala ended and mingle with everyone, so he could feel proud of his daughter being a Walton now. So I could establish my importance in this community over and over again until one day, Alexander Walton himself would deem Rhys and I worthy of taking over his business instead of giving it to his eldest son. It was so ridiculous. Rhys and I wanted no part of it but we played along.

I was so grateful to my husband for being a friend to me when I hadn’t expected him to agree to marry me all those years ago. But shockingly, he had come through for me after I told him what happened to Oliver, what my father had done to him. After he saw that I wasn’t given a choice and would have so much more to lose than he would if he simply said ‘yes’ to a wedding. I hadn’t expected that from my ex-boyfriend at all but then, life had made me realize how some people could surprise you.

Once I reached the Walton manor, I headed straight to my room and looked for more pills. I needed to sleep, to stop thinking and feeling. To stop remembering.

Tossing back the pills, I changed into a t-shirt and shorts and got in bed, drawing the blankets over myself.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered as hot tears slid down my nose and spilled onto the pillow. “I’m so sorry, Oliver.”

The pain tore through me again and I gritted my teeth while praying for sleep. He was never coming back. He was never coming back to me.

Those animal-like screams. To this day, they resounded in my ears like echoes which never faded away. His tears. His silent pleas for understanding. His unquestionable devotion. They all haunted me.

I deserved this. I deserved this existence after what I had done to him.

Curling into a ball under the sheets, I screwed my eyes shut and tried to tell myself that at least he wasn’t suffering anymore. At least he had found his peace in some way. No one was ever going to be able to hurt him now.

I was grateful when I finally blacked out, knowing I would have my own brief period of sleep for a few hours until I had to get ready to face another grueling day.

~~~
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​Chapter 6
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OLIVER
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“HEY, OLLIE. CAN I BORROW your knife?”

I frowned at Leo where he stood clutching the bars of our cell two nights later with his back to me, his voice curt and lacking any kind of feeling.

“Don’t call me Ollie,” I told him and ignored his request.

His third day here and already he was willing to kill someone and risk getting killed himself.

“All right, man, I’m sorry. Oliver. Can I please borrow your knife?” he demanded, whirling around to face me, appearing ragged and desperate. “Fuck, man. I can’t endure one more night in this place. Just let me die already. Fucking kill me yourself if you don’t want to give the damned thing to me.”

I stared at him, realizing that he wanted a weapon because he was desperate to end his own life instead of someone else’s.

“Please, Oliver.” Leo slid down to the ground and buried his face in the crook of his arms, bursting into tears. “I can’t take it. It hurts so much. My uncle sending me here was painful but...but this? And you just lie there and do nothing to help me. I would help you. I would stab those motherfuckers in the back if they did that to someone in front of me.”

For the second time that week, something awakened inside my deadened heart as I listened to him. He wasn’t kidding. He really would stab them if our positions were reversed. He barely knew me and had already pledged his loyalty to me just like that.

“Save your tears for another day, Leo,” I said dryly and cocked my head to one side when I heard footsteps approaching. Familiar footsteps. “Get away from the bars.”

He sniffled and looked at me accusingly before shifting away to huddle up in a corner. I sucked on my bottom lip for a moment, peering at the corridor outside, knowing that I shouldn’t say what I was about to say next.

I had to look out for myself. I had to be selfish and ruthless. Caring for even one person was detrimental to my plans.

“Don’t give up, Leo,” I muttered in the dreary desolation of the cell which had been my home for eight years. “If this works, if I’m able to get out of here, I’ll take you with me.”

He blinked at me with wide, hopeful eyes then, swallowing visibly. I still couldn’t bring myself to smile at someone, but I gave him a nod and then stood up quickly when Kevin’s large form appeared in front of the cell.

“I need you for something,” he said loudly and firmly, so that anyone within hearing distance would think that it was strictly business. “Come with me.”

Leo regarded me cautiously as I left, his young face so scared and helpless. Just like mine had been when I had been his age. No one had saved me then. But maybe I could save him. It was nothing sentimental. Just one last good thing I ever did for someone because him telling me he would stand up for me was the only sincere thing anyone had said to me in all my life.

“I’m so excited about tonight,” Kevin told me in a whisper, his hand touching my back as we walked down the dimly lit corridor. “You will love it. One of my ex-boyfriends is paying me a visit, you see and...we had a little fun for old times’ sake last night.” There was a pause during which I felt so much of my hope drain away at his admission but then he added, “He likes beautiful boys too.”

I dragged in a long breath, trying not to show my disgust at what I knew he was implying. I was not a boy anymore at twenty-six but to men like him, I guess it would seem so.

“I’m really excited about it too,” I responded in a pleasant voice, and he grinned at me lasciviously.

“I knew you would be.”

I tried not to roll my eyes, something which I’d never done before in my life and was questioning myself on why I hadn’t. A lot of statements deserved that response when it came to dealing with such people.

I walked with him all the way to the end of the corridor, cells on either side of us where some men were sleeping and others staring at us. Insanely, I wanted to wave at them as we passed by and shook my head swiftly to discard the notion. What the hell was happening to my mind?

“Okay, between the two of us, you remember that, right?” Kevin came to a stop at a large door beyond which I had only ventured once since coming here.

The day they had brought me to this wretched prison, and I’d been told I was to be a plaything for the bored men within its walls. My footsteps halted when he tried to tug me along as he opened the door. Kevin turned to give me a frown.

“What’s the matter, boy? Why are you stopping?”

He wouldn’t get it if I explained. Eight years of imprisonment and never seeing the sunshine except through a lone window in the storeroom Kevin always took me to when he wanted to fuck. And now he was taking me outside. Yeah, it was nighttime but still...

I didn’t think I was ready for this.

“Oliver, we don’t have all night.” He sounded angry now. “Shift changes at midnight and the warden is going to make a few rounds. Come on.”

Lust was driving him to say such things, but I didn’t even care in that moment. I nodded absently and he pushed open the door and led me to the other side into a large room. Sort of like a waiting
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