
  
    [image: Twisted Fates]
  


  
    
      TWISTED FATES

      
        THE PLEASURE HOUSE

        BOOK FIVE

      

    

    
      
        KITTY THOMAS

      

    

    
      BURLESQUE PRESS

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Publisher’s Note:

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Twisted Fates

        Kitty Thomas

      

        

      
        Digital Edition

      

      

      
        
        Copyright 2019 © Kitty Thomas

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        Cover Art by: Laura Hidalgo of Spellbinding Design

      

      

      

      
        
        Digital Edition License Notes

      

      

      This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be resold or shared. If you did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase your own copy. Respecting the hard work of this author makes new books possible.

      

      V. 3

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PUBLISHER’S NOTE:

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

      
        
        Neither the publisher nor the author endorses any behavior carried out by any character in this work of fiction or any other.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      A dark, twisted growl next to her ear: “You were a very bad girl.”

      “No!” Shannon struggled in the ropes, but they were too tight. How could this be happening? Only minutes ago she'd been playing in the pool. Happy. Not a care in the world. To go from the bright afternoon sun to the darkness of the dungeon so quickly made her head spin.

      Brian had made quick work of stripping off her bikini and tying her to the St. Andrew's cross. She cringed as he dragged the tip of the knife along the stone wall. Grating. Like fingernails on a chalkboard. Worse.

      Annette screamed incessantly outside the cell. Banging on the door. Yelling at Brian to stop. But he wouldn't. He'd locked them in, and he had the only keys.

      Nothing could stop him, except maybe God. And Shannon had given up that belief long before she'd come to the house. The only ridiculous belief she'd carried into adulthood, was the shockingly naïve idea that somehow she would get a happy ending.

      This ending was anything but happy.

      Brian made a full lap around the cell, dragging the knife blade against the stone like some demented horror movie villain. He finally stopped next to her and bent close to her ear again. “You shouldn't have embarrassed me up there,” he whispered. “Now I get to make you bleed. It's the rules.”

      “Please. Please, I'm sorry.” She made one final attempt to struggle free, knowing it was pointless but equally knowing if she didn't at least try she'd only blame herself more for the things he was about to do to her.

      “Too late.”

      Shannon jolted from sleep, her heart pounding in her chest so fast she was sure it would break free. She'd somehow gotten herself bound up in the blankets in her sleep. She kicked and struggled to free herself, then shoved them off the bed when she finally managed to untangle the sweat-soaked fabric from her body.

      A fine sheen of clammy sweat still clung to her skin, chilling her. She'd woken in time at least—before it got too bad. Before the cutting had started. But it wasn't enough because that night still lived in her mind, fresh and new as if it were yesterday. In reality, eight years had passed since that awful day, but the dreams kept her trapped in the past, in a place now definable only by her nightmares.

      Sometimes she could go days, even weeks at a time, without having the dreams. But they would never fully leave her. They were a part of her now—as physically real and solid as the scars.

      She swung her legs over the side of the bed until her feet touched the cold floor and dragged herself to her private bathroom. She had one of the nicer suites and a larger bathroom now. The men at the house upgraded her after that day. As if it could make up for anything. Like a room upgrade was an apology for the unforgivable.

      Shannon flipped the secondary low light on and splashed water on her face.

      Then she looked in the mirror. She always looked. Every time she had the dream she looked in the mirror as if by some magic the scars would be gone, and she could reassure herself it really had been only a bad dream after all.

      The worst of it was her back. She never looked at those. She just... couldn't. But she felt them. Every day when she showered, her fingertips brushed against those awful scars. They'd been made alternately by bullwhip and... that knife. She couldn't look at them.

      But she could never seem to stop herself from looking at the ones that had whipped around to touch the top of her chest. It looked to her as though the devil's claws were digging into her shoulders, the way the scars had whipped and curled around. It was as though she were always in the clutches of something evil.

      That evil thing still slept on the lower level of the house, free and untroubled by guilt for anything he did to anyone else. Brian hadn't touched her again after that day, but he didn't need to. He'd done his damage.

      There were a few on her neck, but they were mostly covered now by her long dark hair. A few grazed her upper arms, and there was one mark on her cheek. It was small and had faded some over the years. And with artful makeup she'd learned how to mostly cover it.

      Tears trailed down her cheeks. She wiped her face with the back of her hand because this was the point where she always thought about Mina. Mina had come to the house a few years ago. She was damaged and scarred—like Shannon—and yet Brian was kind to her. He loved her. Somehow that monster that had seen Shannon as some kind of garbage had the complete opposite reaction to Mina.

      Why? Why her and not me? What's wrong with me?

      How was it that the scars on Mina had guaranteed her happy ending, while the scars on Shannon made hers now impossible?

      On most days the house was a polite criminal enterprise. The guys that ran it sought out kinky women with deeper needs to bring back to the house and train to sell to wealthy men with similar and complimentary kinks. All the women were there more or less of their own free will and knew the rules and the outcome before climbing on board this demented train. They'd signed on to play this game. But even so, the house was illicit.

      Nobody left this place a free woman. You walked through those doors, and the next time you walked out was in a rich man's chains. There was no true out. There was no changing one's mind. There was no safeword.

      Because of the nature of the house, the choice was once, and it was forever.

      Choose wisely.

      When Shannon had become too damaged to sell, she'd been lucky they'd let her live. She'd become a kind of indentured servant, running the on-site spa. Brian had left her alone after that. The other guys had continued to play with her—for awhile.

      Except Lindsay, the doctor. He avoided her even more than Brian.

      Shannon hated Brian, but she loathed Lindsay. There was something broken inside Brian that made him dangerous like a wild animal. On some level you couldn't really blame the wolf for eating the lamb. But Lindsay was different. He wasn't broken or sick. All of this was his fault. He'd been the one who'd lured her to the house. He'd made all the promises that hadn't been kept.

      He'd saved her life that day, the day Brian broke everything. But it wasn't enough to make up for bringing her here. He'd made further attempts to help her, but the guilt shining out from his eyes every time he looked at her was too much to deal with on top of everything else. She didn't want his guilt. She wanted to be free.

      She wanted to reverse the foolish decision that had brought her here.

      But it wasn't just the house. There was no free. Even if they decided to let her go, Brian would follow her into her dreams. Even death might not free her mind from him entirely. That was how deeply he'd dug into her soul that day, tying the worst parts of himself to her indefinitely. A shadow, permanently attached.

      Her fingertips found the edge of the longest, most brutal scar, and traced it across her back until she could reach no further. When Brian had finished, he'd untied her and left the cell without a word. Just another day to him.

      She'd made it somehow to the ground before she'd lost consciousness. The next thing she knew, she was in bed, her entire torso bandaged with the doctor looking down at her.

      He should have let her bleed out on the dungeon floor. It would have been a far kinder fate.

      Shannon went back into the bedroom and slipped into a robe. The clock on the wall read 1:30. She hated when the dream came this early. It was impossible to get back to sleep. She couldn't stop seeing it. All that blood. All her blood. How had there been enough blood left inside her to keep going?

      How had there been enough of anything inside her to keep going?

      How long was she going to lie to herself and pretend anything would ever get better for her? It was only getting worse. The men at the house hardly played with her anymore. They'd adored her before that day. And after, for a few years they'd made a good show of not being bothered by the marks that marred her.

      But she wasn't in her twenties anymore. And the girls who came to the house just seemed younger and younger next to her. She kept getting older, and they kept being twenty. What charms she may have had in spite of Brian, were slowly but surely fading. And every day the lie that somehow things would work out... somehow she would be loved, died a little more.

      She was fading into the background. Nobody noticed or wanted her. There was no escape from any of this. Except one.

      She'd thought about it over the years, but it had always been a passing thought. Nothing more serious. Shannon wasn't sure what was different now except that she had hit a moment of absolute realization. Before she'd somehow always been able to convince herself that things could get better. She'd held out hope that maybe there was still someone out there for her. Somehow. In her mind, Mina had stood out like a beacon of what was possible. But unlike Mina, Shannon's rescue never came.

      The fantasy was getting harder to hold together. She'd known for years. Somehow she'd managed to put off dealing with the truth until now.

      But she'd decided. She was leaving this house. Tonight. No, she couldn't go out the normal way. Although she'd figured out the security codes long ago, a metal security bracelet was locked around her wrist. It kept her inside the perimeter and would deliver a nasty shock if she stepped outside it. And it wouldn't stop until she either stepped back inside the perimeter or passed out.

      But there was more than one way to leave this place.

      Shannon crept down the stairs to the main floor. She stopped inside the kitchen. Phyllis had made her famous chocolate cake. Every bit of the recipe, including the frosting, was from scratch.

      Shannon took a fat slice, poured a tall glass of milk, and sat on a stool at the counter and ate. When she was done, she left the plate and glass on the counter. She dragged her finger through the remaining frosting on her plate and smeared it on the shiny stainless steel.

      Her last act of defiance, and neither Brian nor anyone else in this house would be able to punish her for it.

      As she made her way down the hall to the spa, she passed the fitness room and heard the treadmill whirring away. Shannon tensed. Brian.

      Sometimes he ran in the middle of the night. Whatever demons haunted him, it wasn't about anything he'd done to anyone else. That part of him was dead inside. But there must have been a moment when he was innocent and someone had broken him. That moment, whatever it was, kept him running on the treadmill in a futile attempt to escape his own demons. Shannon couldn't be bothered to give the first beginnings of a damn about anything that haunted him.

      Whenever she thought of Brian's pain, all she could think was: Good.

      She scurried past the open door of the fitness room and continued on.

      When she reached the spa, she went into the room she'd set up as an office. She took a key from the bottom of a planter and unlocked the bottom desk drawer and pulled out a pill bottle.

      Lindsay gave out sedatives like candy—some he'd given to her. Instead of taking them, she'd slipped them into an empty pill bottle she'd found in Lindsay's office trash can one day. She'd been collecting them for a while. Sometimes if he left his office unlocked and she could get to them, she'd sneak one or two extra but not enough that he might notice. Sometimes she feigned an inability to sleep and got them from him that way.

      But even when the inability was real, she resisted the urge to take them. They were too important to squander.

      She wasn't sure how long they were potent, but in that bottle full of pills there had to be enough that still worked. She was finally ready to sleep—a dreamless peaceful sleep that Brian wouldn't intrude on.

      Wherever she woke—if there was an afterlife—she'd be free.

      She took the bottle to one of the massage rooms and turned on soothing spa music and a burbling fountain. She lit all the candles on the long counter running the length of the wall.

      Let the fucking house burn to the ground for all she cared. Not her problem.

      She took a water bottle from the mini fridge and started to swallow the pills one by one. When the bottle was empty, she lay on the massage table, pulled the blanket over herself, and went to sleep for the last time.
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        * * *

      

      It was well into the night when Lindsay got back to the house. He'd considered staying in the city, but he'd already bought more flowers for the spa. If he didn't get them into vases tonight, they wouldn't be as fresh or last as long.

      Plants had been his one lasting love affair. His commitment to their proper care and feeding had been absolute.

      He stopped in the kitchen for a cup of tea, but was distracted from that mission by the dirty plate and glass left sitting out. A long fat smear of chocolate frosting trailed halfway down the counter. It looked quite intentional.

      Strange.

      One of the new girls? Testing boundaries perhaps? None of them were allowed in the kitchen at all after it closed for the night, so that was already one rule broken—even before considering this one. He left the mess for someone else to discover and deal with, deciding against bothering with tea so late.

      When he reached the spa, he laid the two large bouquets of flowers on the counter. He was about to empty one of the vases and put in fresh water but was stopped by music coming from one of the spa rooms.

      Shannon never left the music on. She ran the spa like a pro and closed everything down in the evenings. As he got closer, he saw the door was open a few inches. A warm glow of light flickered inside.

      She wouldn't leave candles burning. Maybe someone else...

      But when he pushed the door open, he found her asleep on the massage table, a blanket pulled snugly over her lithe form. He'd always thought she looked like she could be a dancer. With those legs that seemed to go forever.

      He never got to see her like this—unguarded. He couldn't stand to be in the same room with her when she was conscious. She blamed him for everything. Every disgusted look she aimed his way said it. For years it had been this way between them to the point where he'd learned her schedule and avoided their paths crossing whenever he could. She would never forgive him, and that made two of them.

      She was only one of many mistakes he'd made in this house. But she was the first, the biggest, and possibly the most unforgivable. No, she wasn't the mistake. He'd made the mistake. He'd brought her into the house and failed to warn her about Brian. She'd been the one to pay for his mistake, almost with her life.

      Shannon looked so uncharacteristically peaceful in sleep. Lindsay's gaze drifted to her hand hanging off the edge, and then something orange on the ground caught his eye.

      He was sure for a moment his heart stopped.

      An empty pill bottle laid on its side at his feet.

      No. No no no no no no. NO. Not this way.

      He felt for a pulse. It was there, but just barely. Respiration had slowed.

      He scooped her off the table and raced up the stairs to his room. He put her in the giant tub, robe and all, and turned on cool water. He got in with her, not even bothering to take his shoes off. There was no time. He opened her mouth and shoved two fingers down her throat until she vomited up the pills. He aimed her over the rim, so she didn't get sick on the two of them.

      She coughed and spluttered. Already he was rearranging his schedule in his head. He had to stay up with her all night. All his appointments would have to be shifted. He couldn't sleep until someone else could take over watching her to make sure she was okay... and to ensure she wouldn't do it again.

      She started shivering—a good sign, all things considered. She was disoriented, those doe-brown eyes blinking innocently as if looking on the world for the first time.

      And then she saw him, realized it was him, and her face closed off.

      “You fucking bastard,” she muttered. “Always riding in to save me. Did you ever stop to think maybe I don't want to be saved?”

      It didn't matter to him what she wanted. He couldn't be responsible for her death on top of everything else. So as long as he was in this world, he was determined she would be as well.

      He stood and got out of the tub and kicked his ruined shoes off. Then he helped her out. He led her to the shower at the other end of the suite's bathroom.

      “Clean yourself.” It wasn't a request.

      She pulled the cotton robe more tightly around her body, her teeth chattering from the cold wet fabric clinging to her slight frame.

      Now that she was conscious, his gaze dropped to her erect nipples protruding through the fabric. He tried to focus on her face instead. She'd been moments away from death and this was what he was thinking about?

      Oh, yes.

      His mind was consumed suddenly with thoughts of ripping that robe off and shoving her against the tile wall and fucking her until she stopped seeing death as an old lover she wanted to go back to.

      He pushed the images away. “I said take a shower.” He said it with every ounce of firm command he could muster under the circumstances.

      “With you standing there staring at me like a big freak? I don't think so.”

      Lindsay's jaw clenched, and then his hands involuntarily did the same at his sides. Since she'd been damaged beyond the ability to sell only three days into her stay at the house, her training had abruptly stopped. She wasn't a nun, but she wasn't like the other girls, either. No discipline. No rules. She'd floated for years in a type of purgatory.

      She was beyond punishment. Who would dare after what she'd been through? And now? With her barely back inside the embrace of life? Could he start now?

      Lindsay took a slow steadying breath. No matter how much the guilt ate him up inside, he wouldn't let her play him.

      “I'm not going to watch you. I have a mess to clean.”

      She glanced at the floor where she'd vomited up the pills and looked suddenly embarrassed.

      “I'm a doctor, Shannon. This is nothing to me. Get in the shower.”

      “Turn around.” Despite her ordeal, her voice was firm and stronger than it should have been. A welcome relief.

      He bit back the urge to make further demands as well as the desire to take her and spank that attitude right out of her. Instead he turned away. It was the least he could give her after everything.

      Lindsay heard the robe hit the floor, the shower door open, and the water come on. When the door closed again, he turned around. He could barely make out her fuzzy outline through the mottled glass.

      He sighed and went to get a mop.
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      Shannon couldn't stop shaking. And then she couldn't stop sobbing. She just stood, pressing her forehead against the tile, letting the warm water run over her. How close had she been to death? She hadn't seen a bright light or a tunnel. What if there was nothing? What if she'd almost walked into an eternal dark nothing? On purpose.

      She cried because she'd almost died, and she cried because she was still here. She couldn't decide which fate was worse.

      And why did it have to be him? Why did it have to be Lindsay? Of all the assholes in the world to just happen along. Why was he always saving her? Why couldn't he just let her go?

      The first time she hadn't needed courage. She'd already lost consciousness... already bleeding out. All that had to be done was... nothing. If no one had interfered, it would have been over. And this time? This time she'd thought about it and tried to work up the courage to do it. And then in some crazy mad moment, drunk on fear and exhaustion, she'd somehow found the will. Once the pills were down it was too late.

      Before she could panic or regret, she'd started to feel calm and drowsy. It was so easy to just lie down and rest and not think about it. There was no time to second guess as peaceful oblivion had slowly wrapped its seductive fingers around her.

      And then everything was peace. Finally.

      Waking up in the tub with him was just as awful and jarring as it had been waking up eight years ago in bed wrapped like a mummy. She'd never thanked him. And she didn't plan to this time, either.

      It was with some effort that she managed to stop crying. She heard him come back into the room. She couldn't let herself cry in front of him. She tried not to think about what he was doing out there. It was so mortifying. But he was no doubt the one who'd made her throw up.

      To get those pills out of her stomach.

      She could smell the bleach like he was cleaning up a crime scene.

      “Are you going to tell anyone?” she asked, the water still pelting down on her.

      “It's no one else's business. Finish up. I left you some clothes on the counter. Come out when you're dressed.”

      Shannon waited until she heard the comforting click of the door before she turned off the water. He'd left a towel hanging on a peg. She wrapped it around herself and stepped out of the shower. She wiped the steam off the mirror and grimaced at her reflection.

      Yep. They were still there. She turned this time and looked at her back. She hadn't looked in years. She regretted it the second she did. They weren't red anymore. Now they were white just like the ones on the front. Somehow they looked angrier and even more unnatural this color.

      Lindsay had left her a pair of lightweight sweatpants and a T-shirt. She finished drying off and put them on, thankful to not have to look at the scars anymore.

      She looked around the bathroom again. It was spotless and pristine now. He must have taken the bleach with him. He was probably afraid she'd drink it.

      He didn't have to worry. It would no doubt be months or years before she worked up the courage to try again. She was sure he'd keep her on suicide watch. It didn't matter. She wasn't going to do anything. Not for a while. The next time she was sure it would be even harder. She might have to find another method. She knew she wouldn't get away with pills again.

      He'd keep everything locked up. And if she asked for a sleeping pill after tonight, she was sure he'd stand over her and watch her swallow it, then check to make sure she had.

      When Shannon opened the door, her mouth fell open. She'd never been in Lindsay's suite before. It was as if she'd been transported into a lush botanical garden. There were orchids of all types and sizes growing in pots around the room. A dizzying variety of lush, exotic tropical  flowers peaked out around the dense foliage that seemed to fill the room. Her feet sank into dark green carpet which was far enough away from the plants themselves that Lindsay's intricate watering system wouldn't get it wet.

      Small tubes protruded from the ceiling over this private jungle where water could fall like rain. After hitting the plants, it would swirl down drains in the concrete floor beneath the canopy of leaves.

      There were three bird cages. One held an African Grey parrot that looked far too intelligent for her liking. The other two had several happily chirping parakeets of different colors. They were bopping their heads up and down to music only they could hear as they sized Shannon up.

      It seemed weird now that she thought about it. Eight years and not once had she been in this room. She'd heard things, of course, but seeing it was a whole other experience. She'd never quite believed the descriptions. How could anybody maintain a room like this?

      And then there was the doctor himself. He'd changed into a pair of navy pajama pants and now casually lounged on a king-sized canopy bed with his back pressed against the wall. The duvet matched the dark green carpet. Light-colored mosquito netting hung around the outside of the bed as if they really were in a jungle with a dangerous insect threat. The netting had been pulled back and draped out of the way giving her a clear and unobstructed view of the doctor.

      Lindsay's chest and feet were bare. Shannon had never seen this much of him before, and it was doing a funny thing to her. He had a golden tan and... holy hell he worked out. She wanted to stop looking at him. Just stop staring. Look away!

      “Fuck me, harder, harder, harder.”

      Shannon startled and turned to find the African Gray parrot moving back and forth on the perch in his cage, chattering along.

      “Oh yes, Sir, fuck me!” It was no mystery what that bird had been exposed to in this room. Or maybe he was a mind-reading parrot.

      “Hush, Ralph.” Lindsay said, exasperated. “I now long for the days when he made commentary on psychotropic drugs and their side effects.” He opened the cage and the bird flew out and went to perch on one of the large tropical plants. One beady little eye watched them from behind a giant piece of foliage.

      Shannon stared at the bird, grateful for the distraction from darker thoughts and the even worse inappropriate thoughts about the doctor. The strangeness of a parrot that talked like a porn star was enough to derail anybody's mental train. She'd once watched a video of a raven proudly and clearly saying “You motherfucker”. But Ralph topped that.

      She turned back to find Lindsay watching her in that eerie shrink way he did—like he was reading the thoughts right out of her head and deciding how to diagnose her for the insurance company. What little numbered code would he put beside her name in his file? Except now, with him so... almost naked, that intense look took on so many other shades of meaning.

      “We're going to go downstairs and have some tea and a talk,” he said, rising slowly from the bed.

      Shannon crossed her arms over her chest, her resistance flaring back to life. “There's nothing to talk about.”

      “Like hell there isn't.” He pointed at the door. “Go.”

      “Or what? You'll kill me? Beat me? Cut me? There's nothing you can do worse than what he did. And nothing you would do because you feel too guilty.”

      He'd stopped looking guilty and had started looking pissed. Pissed and... dear God, stop looking at his abs!

      “Are you finished psychoanalyzing me?” he asked. Though they both knew she was analyzing more than just his behavior.

      “I haven't decided yet. Why? Do you not like how it feels when it's aimed at you?”

      “Out. Now.” His voice had gone to a scary place she'd only heard a few times from him and never directed her way.

      She attempted a nonchalant shrug like he wasn't getting to her and walked out the door and down the stairs back to the kitchen. She could feel him behind her the whole way, like he'd attached himself to her as her new shadow.

      When they got there, he stopped beside the counter. She'd forgotten the mess she'd made with the chocolate frosting. That felt like a lifetime ago.

      “I assume you did this?” he asked. But it was really more a statement than a question.

      “And?” she challenged, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Clean it up.”

      She wanted to keep arguing with him. A twisted part of her wanted to see just how far she could push before he snapped, but her stupid self-preservation instinct was kicking back in again, and the last of her courage was fading fast.

      Shannon took the plate and glass and put them in the sink. Then she wiped the counter down.

      “Good. Now sit.”

      “Did you bring me back just so you could bark orders at me? Is this supposed to make me want to keep living? You've got a shitty bedside manner, Doc.”

      “Sir,” he said.

      “You're out of your mind if you think I'd ever give you a title.”

      She gave Brian one, but that was just because he scared the shit out of her and she never wanted to give him a reason to hurt her again.

      Lindsay turned away and put the tea kettle on, then pulled up a stool on the other side of the bar. He sat and stared her down until she finally looked away.

      “You will give me whatever I demand. Congratulations. You've become my personal project. You've got my full attention now.”

      She fought to keep the pathetic fucking flutter of excitement out of her stomach. She would not react to him that way. Gabe? Sure. Anton? Absolutely. Any of the other trainers but Brian? Fine. But never this man.

      It had been easy not to feel anything for Lindsay. The guilt, the way he handled her with kid gloves. It repulsed her. She'd always known she was kinky. Until Brian, the house had seemed like a dream come true. She needed a man who was in control. Lindsay was too weak because of all that guilt.

      Sure, he should feel guilty. She was glad he felt guilty. But his guilt didn't improve any aspect of her life. She didn't benefit from it. And it surely didn't press on that tightly wound hot button of need inside her.

      But something had shifted in him tonight.

      Now that he'd finally dropped some of the guilt and avoidance, something about him was having an unwelcome effect on her.

      He was a lot older than her. She wasn't sure by how much, but it was significant. Still, he was in amazing shape. The gray in his hair looked distinguished and sophisticated.

      “I've had about enough of your shit. This is twice I've saved your life now,” he said.

      “Saved it for what?” Shannon felt the hot tears gathering, the tears she'd been holding back behind bravado and anger. Fuck. She would not let him see her cry.

      But she couldn't help it. The tears slipped past all her defenses and rolled down her cheeks. She looked down at the bright pink polish on her nails.

      The stool across from her scraped against the floor, then a moment later he was beside her.

      “Come here.”

      She wanted to resist him. She wanted to lash out again, but he was holding his arms open to her, and it had been so long since any man had done that.

      “Don't over think it,” he said.

      Shannon got off the stool and in a moment of weakness, she let him hold her. The tears came harder as she laid her head against his warm bare chest. He was too tall for her to reach his shoulder. She tensed when he started rubbing her back, not because he was touching her, but because of the scars—that loud screaming void between them.

      He shouldn't get to touch her in any way after that. Even though he saved her. Even though he hadn't directly made them. If he'd never brought her here...

      He was old enough to know better. She'd been a silly little twenty-three year old girl. He was a much older man and a psychiatrist, for God's sake. He knew better. And yet he'd brought her here. He'd exposed her to the monster who'd destroyed her and broken all her dreams and fantasies in a single afternoon.

      He'd taken any future of any kind she could have ever had. He'd taken her chance at freedom and a normal life in the real world. And he'd taken her chance of love or at the very least a real master. Yes, the house had been explained to her. She'd known—or thought she'd known—what she was signing on for.

      There was no guarantee of love in this package. And even so, it wouldn't be the kind the rest of the world fully understood or was used to. Shannon had been fine with that. She didn't do vanilla. She'd had one normal mainstream relationship long before the house. And even though the guy had been hot, she'd been so repulsed by his cloying efforts to please her that she'd ended the relationship before it had really begun.

      Even so, kinky relationships weren't cold and sterile. They were a closer bond than most realized. She'd hoped her kink would come packaged with love eventually. Unless the guy was made of stone it had to, right? Now she wasn't getting any of it, except suddenly Lindsay's arms around her, but just because he didn't want her to kill herself.

      She didn't want his pity.

      The kettle on the stove whistled and Lindsay stepped away to prepare their tea. Shannon sat back down at the bar stool and watched him set out the cups and saucers, the sugar and milk, and the tea. He scooped loose tea leaves into diffusers and set them inside the cups of hot water he'd just poured.

      He set the timer on the stove for four minutes and then turned back toward her, his arms crossed over the chest that looked like it belonged to a twenty-five year old underwear model.

      How old was he?

      “I made Earl Grey. Decaf so you'll be able to sleep,” he said.

      Like she'd be able to sleep. No doubt another Brian nightmare would be waiting for her to kickstart this whole horror show all over again the second her head touched the pillow.

      “That's fine,” she said. Though she was sure he wasn't really asking her opinion on the matter.

      “Do you take milk and sugar?”

      “Just milk.”

      He spent four agonizing minutes watching her while their tea steeped. She tried to pretend he was wearing a suit like normal. Thinking back to before the house, she remembered sitting in that lavender office of his in the city. Like everyone else, she'd thought Lindsay Smith was a woman. And gentle lavender walls, a fountain, and a row of orchids would seem to confirm that assumption—until he'd walked in and filled the entire room with such raw masculine energy that there could be no doubts.

      In that moment, the room had transformed and become utterly unapologetically male. She'd been attracted to him from the start. She'd been seeing him for months in therapy, talking about intimate details of her life, kink information slipping out at times because he was a “kink-friendly therapist” and that, combined with... well everything... it had been impossible to keep that aspect of her life under wraps. It just hadn't occurred to her that she needed to hide it or protect herself from him.

      She'd just been unceremoniously dumped by someone she'd been having a 24/7 power exchange relationship with. She'd really thought he was the one, and she hadn't been handling the breakup well at all—or the reintegration into normal life where she was in charge of everything again. She hated that feeling. It was too much to worry about. Life was too busy, too fast. Too stressful. She just wanted a place where she could hide away and not worry about all of it. To not have fifty thousand things on a never ending to-do list and never enough hours in a day to do them all. That would be heaven.

      Over months, Lindsay had gained her trust, and then... he'd dropped the bombshell. He could give her what she needed. At first she'd thought he meant he wanted to keep her as his pet. Such a thought had occurred to her during more than one masturbatory session alone in her apartment after one of their increasingly intense appointments.

      He'd never touched her in any inappropriate way. He'd never made any innuendo. He'd been perfectly professional. Despite the age difference, she'd been a bit disappointed when he'd explained the house.

      So he hadn't meant to keep her for himself.

      But then she'd become excited again by all the new possibilities, and she let her attraction to him cloud her vision. The doctor was the worst mistake she'd made in her life.

      The timer went off, jerking her back into the reality where she found, much to her dismay, she was still attracted. And even worse, he was even better half naked than he was in a suit. Even her imagination hadn't been able to do the reality of a shirtless Lindsay Smith justice.

      And still, the most he'd ever touched her was minutes ago, standing there holding her while the water had boiled. She didn't want to think about that—to think she could want that. Especially not from him. The betrayal was too deep. There was too much bad history. She'd gotten used to seeing him as a hated piece of background furniture in her life. It was the one comforting constant. She needed it to stay that way.

      Shannon took a long, slow breath. She just had to get through tonight. Within a day or two he'd forget about her again. They would go back to polite avoidance.

      Lindsay brought the tea over and placed one of the cups and saucers in front of her, then he sat across from her again and took a sip of his own tea.

      “Tell me what you need, Shannon.”

      Her mouth set stubbornly in a firm line. She wasn't going back to that doctor/patient place with him. She'd trusted him once all those years ago in his office. She could never be such a fool twice. She took a sip of her tea, placed the cup back on the saucer, and stared at the steam rising up off the cup.

      “I could beat it out of you.” The suggestion sounded almost casual.

      Her gaze snapped up to his. “I don't believe you. You feel too much guilt to ever lay a hand on me.”

      All at once his stubbornness seemed to mirror her own as he held her gaze trapped in his. “I'll work through it.”

      Another flutter. That deep gravel voice.

      She ignored it and drank her tea.

      “Why did you take the pills?”

      She shrugged.

      “We could go back to talking about your needs or we can talk about why you took the pills.”

      “Why the fuck do you think I took them? I have nothing. You know I have nothing. You robbed me of a life. You lied to me and...”

      He held up a hand. “Stop. I did not lie to you. Everything we promised you was on the menu. And it would have happened.”

      “But you knew about Brian!”

      This time it was Lindsay who looked away. “Yes. I've treated him. I knew about him. But it was the drugs he was on. Otherwise I don't think...”

      “The drugs you gave him. This just keeps being more and more your fault. And you have the nerve to try to bring me back to this world to try to appease your own sense of guilt? You should feel guilty every day for the rest of your life for this. You destroyed me, and now you think you can make it all better? You think you can save me and I'll be oh so grateful? You can fucking forget it. You stay the hell away from me.”

      Shannon got up off the stool and started to leave.

      But Lindsay was too fast for her, moving around the counter and to the door far more quickly than she could get there. His large frame blocked her exit. “Where do you think you're going?”

      “To my room. To bed.”

      “No,” he said slowly. “You are going to my room. To bed.”

      “I'm not fucking you.”

      “Not tonight you aren't.”

      “Not ever.”

      “We'll see.”

      He stared her down, and she stared back. “This house is full of twenty-year-olds,” Shannon said. “I'm thirty-one. Past my sell-by date. Pick a fresher product.”

      A shocked expression crossed the doctor's face. “Are you kidding me? I'm forty-nine. You're already too young for me!”

      “Bullshit. I'm sure you were that age when we met. Or older. Are you a vampire?”

      “Don't be absurd. I started going gray prematurely. It runs in my family. Everybody thinks I'm older than I am. It's been a boon in my profession but annoying everywhere else. Do you need to see a copy of my birth certificate?”

      Shannon rolled her eyes. So she'd thought he was a lot older. Still. His age wasn't why she wasn't going there with him.

      “Okay so big deal. Men get distinguished. Women just get old. Just focus on the new girls and leave me alone.”

      He gave her a long hard look. Finally he spoke, slowly and calmly. “I'm going to clean up the kitchen. When I get finished I expect to find you in my room, in my bed. If you are anywhere else, you're going to force me to have to take you downstairs to the dungeon and work past my guilt. Is that what you want?”

      Shannon looked down. “No.”

      “No, Sir. Say it.”

      She shook her head.

      “Is this really the hill you want to die on, Shannon?”

      “No. But you decided to rescue me from the hill I wanted to die on.”

      “You aren't leaving this kitchen until you say it. We can stand here all night.”

      “Fine. No, Sir. Was that everything you'd hoped it would be?”

      “We never should have let your training slip. Go upstairs.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lindsay watched her leave. He wasn't sure he should leave her alone even for five minutes right now, but he was certain she wouldn't try anything again tonight. And she didn't have access to pills right now. He doubted she'd attempt anything involving knives. And there were no other ready methods.

      Besides, despite her bravado, she was shaken. She probably wouldn't try it again for a while. He'd been watching her carefully since she'd regained consciousness.

      Most of the pills had come up fully intact. Most of them hadn't had time to break down. A few of them were probably expired and inert. Lucky.

      Still it had been a very close call, but she seemed fine. Physically at least.

      Lindsay thought back to that day. He'd been sitting in the conference room with the other three owners, Anton, Gabe, and Brian—deciding Shannon's fate.

      “I say we kill her,” Brian said as nonchalantly as if they were discussing some mundane thing like weather.

      “No,” Gabe said. He didn't shout or make a scene. It was just a quiet, firm vote against taking her life.

      “I already told her we wouldn't kill her,” Anton said. “And she has spa experience. We could use her for waxing the girls.”

      Brian rolled his eyes. “Please. It doesn't take a rocket scientist to wax a pussy. We can teach the girls how to wax each other. We don't need Shannon. She's a liability.”

      “I thought you said you went too far. You said it was the drugs,” Anton said. “Now you want to kill her?”

      “I'm not an idiot. I realize nearly killing her over a stupid argument was too much, but I still think it's better to get rid of her and start fresh,” Brian said, seeming more collected and rational but no less sociopathic than normal. “You all know this is the smartest decision. I'm just the only one with the balls to say it out loud.”

      When no one jumped in to reaffirm him, Brian sighed and said, “Look we don't have to tell her it's coming, just dose her with a sedative, and I'll take her out clean. Otherwise she's going to scar up bad. If we keep her, it'll cause problems with the other girls. You know I'm right.”

      Anton ran a hand through his hair. It seemed he was actually considering this. Finally he said, “Maybe we should kill her. This is a new operation. After Annette acting out today and the others starting a riot, Shannon's damage could be too much for
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