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      Unease slithers down my spine and into my gut as I stare at the faces in front of me. All of them are expectant. All of them are on edge, just like me. I detest the feelings that swirl inside my gut. They are beneath me, something that I should be able to control but can’t.

      Groaning inside, I look down at my notes and shake my head. He doesn’t belong here. There’s no way I can, in good conscience, allow him into The Society. To do so would be to open us up to a level of psychopathy that even I can’t overlook. It’s not that the other members are the best people with good intentions. It’s that their core is at least a little skewed toward control.

      Luke Lannister has none. I could see it in every vibratory motion of his body when I talked with him. I heard the malice lacing his voice, as if some demon was deep inside his core, wearing him as a meat suit. Nothing scares me. Nothing frightens me. But Luke…. Luke is the worst kind of monster.

      He’s the walking red flag that haunts your dreams. He’s the type of predator you want to keep submissives away from. And yet, here we are, deciding whether or not to let him into our fold. It’s laughable, like inviting Satan himself to have a tea party with you. You just say no.

      What’s worse is that he’s not even trying to hide it. I could have at least gotten behind him if he had control of himself enough to keep his anger at bay, but with each question, it just spewed out of him like an uncorked barrel. The problem is, I can’t exactly see where the bottom is. I don’t have the time or the patience. His anger seems so deep that I’m sure even he can’t get to the end.

      If I could have daily sessions with him, perhaps in a few months, I’d be comfortable bringing him into The Society. But as it is, I can’t in good conscience allow him entrance. Hell. I’m not even comfortable with him here as a coach. There are just too many variables. Too many things that can go wrong in places we can’t see them.

      Once more, I look over the small crowd and frown as a late arrival steps into view. Irritation replaces the unease, filling my gut with it until I’m sure it will spill from my lips.

      Glancing down at Dean Anderson, I jerk my head in Doctor Bradley’s direction. “What’s he doing here?”

      As far as I know, he’s never taken part in an initiation before. He always had the ability, just like any of us, but he never came. Part of me thought he was far too good to dirty his hands with something like this. Either way, the fact that he’s here for this one is not only odd but suspicious.

      Looking up, I pin Doctor Bradley with a pointed glare. “You don’t have to be here for this. I’m sure you have other… pressing matters. Perhaps there’s a barely legal girl you need to molest?”

      He puffs up, my low blow jabbing him where it hurts - his professionalism. As if to personally irritate me, he takes his time walking over to the chairs, making sure to greet everyone he passes over before finding his seat. Resisting the urge to tap my foot, I just stare at his antics, not allowing him the satisfaction of seeing my annoyance.

      Once he finds his seat and noisily adjusts his chair, he looks up at me, a smirk lifting his lips. “I’m here because, unlike you, I practice practical medicine. You can talk to the boy until you’re blue in the face, but it will be me that has to stitch up any injuries he causes. Unless you want that blood on your hands, doctor.”

      Ignoring his obvious attempt to get under my skin, I turn to the others, noting their smothered laughs and smirks. Let them laugh. Once I tell them my findings, I’m sure they won’t think it’s funny anymore.

      “I cannot allow Luke to enter our fold.” Grigori and Dean Anderson sit up in their chairs and look at each other, a flit of unease crossing their faces. “After giving him my customary session, as I’ve done with everyone who’s entered The Society, I find that he’s just far too much of a risk.”

      Dean Anderson clears his throat and leans forward. “Are you telling me there’s no leeway here? I know almost every member personally, and I can tell you that they’re not all as stable or as ‘suitable’ as we would prefer. And yet, you’ve let them in.”

      Next to him, Grigori bristles. “I hope you’re not referring to me.”

      “No. Not at all,” Dean Anderson assures him, soothing Grigori’s feathers before they can get ruffled. “There are a few others I have in mind; Doctor Andrew knows, which ones. We’ve had extensive conversations.” He turns back to me before he continues. “I don’t see how Luke is any different.”

      Combing my brain, my mind settles on a few names that we’ve discussed, but even then, they weren’t at all like Luke. “The main difference is, they all were able to control themselves. Luke punched the wall as he was speaking. His rage is completely out of control.”

      “Yes,” he presses, leaning forward to rest his lips on his fingertips. “But he’s still so young. Surely, he can outgrow this.”

      “But at what price? I can’t in good conscience allow for him to be around the submissives. What if he snaps? What if he kills someone? Do you want that on your soul, John?”

      Grigori stands up, his eyes glittering in the dim lighting. “I don’t give a fuck what you’re saying. He has to join. I promised Nikolai that we’d take Luke off his hands. The lives of our girls depend on that.”

      A shock of fear slides down my spine, but I force it away. It won’t help me to face this with a sense of fear. “You don’t think I know that?” My words spill out in harsh, hissed tones, not the smooth, collected show of force I wanted to present. “That’s how important this is to me. I stand so firmly in my belief that he shouldn’t be here that I’m willing to take that risk.”

      “But I’m not,” he argues back, crossing his arms as he stares me down. “I will never put Chelsea in danger, and the fact that you’re willing to put Chastity there is shocking. I thought you cared about the girl.”

      I close my eyes and take several deep breaths, forcing my mind and body back into control. I can’t lose it. Not when I tell the others not to allow Luke in because he can’t control himself. I have to be unmovable, implacable. Letting my mind drift to Chastity, I fill my brain with her image.

      She came so prettily for me this morning while trussed up in my ropes. Her body swayed as I struck her ass with my belt. The way her moans filled the room still plays in my mind on repeat. They ground me, center me, and allow me to focus past my anger. It’s the trust I see shining through those depths that fill me with unimaginable peace.

      “She is my world. My life. And if I have to pay for guards to keep her safe, I will. But you cannot ask me to change my assessment.”

      “I’m not asking you to do anything, quack. I’m telling you that he will be allowed entrance. It’s not up to you. It’s a vote.”

      “A vote, yes, but usually predicated on my assessment. Not once has anyone stood in opposition when I deemed a prospective applicant unworthy.”

      Grigori sits and crosses his arms, glaring up at me. “Seems very gatekeepery to me. Who’s to say that you don’t turn people away just because you don’t like them.”

      Dean Anderson rubs the bridge of his nose and stands. All eyes turn to him, their breaths held in anticipation. “I trust Andrew. He’s always been fair and honest. We have several members here that he didn’t like, yet he still gave them a glowing report. This isn’t personal, and we don’t need to start a witch hunt.”

      After pausing for a few moments, John looks up at me. “I understand what you’re saying, but his father came to me personally. If we don’t take him in, his half-brother will kill him. It’s as simple as that. We’re this boy’s only refuge. A safe haven. What can be done to get your voice of approval?”

      A sigh escapes my lips as I stare over the crowd. None of them really cares who comes in and who doesn’t. Not in a malicious way, but more in an apathetic way. People that come into our society don’t really affect them or what they do. The only time it becomes their problem is if it puts a submissive out of commission.

      It just doesn’t seem to cross their mind. They’re already a part of this elite club, so why would they even bother with who else is there? They’re just content to take my word for it and go along.

      It’s a power I never asked for. I do my job and present the facts, but the others need to make their informed decisions too. Ask questions, ask me to clarify things. Hell, I’d be fine with them arguing with me. It would make it feel like they’re more engaged. James Bradley doesn't count. He’s only arguing with me to get under my skin. It’s the narcissistic drive to be the best, to be right.

      In all honesty, when it comes to new members, Dean Anderson and I are the only ones that really give a damn. We are the ones that have to pick up the pieces. Not them. James would be affected if the submissive was hurt, but that’s it. But then, anyone can fix an injury. I would be the one repairing their mind. That’s the main reason why I don’t want Luke here. The amount of mental damage he could cause is astronomical.

      Though I can’t make a diagnosis based on just one session, what little information Louis has told me, has me pegging Luke as having a narcissistic personality disorder and borderline personality disorder, with a potential dash of sociopathic behavior thrown in because why the hell not. And that’s just scratching the surface.

      Louis never revealed the things that have happened to Luke, but who knows what trauma lurks in his brain. When will it come to the surface, and when will he snap? I wouldn’t be surprised if his trauma caused him to develop an antisocial personality disorder, making him capable of extreme violence. The main thing that makes me hesitate with this diagnosis is his ability to keep and maintain a job. However, that could have been trained in him. There’s just so much that’s unknown, and that’s what scares me.

      In our sessions, Luke talked at length about Ashen Springs and his “pissant half-brother,” but he never mentioned his life being in danger or any past trauma. And the way that Louis alluded to it, it was massive. It’s as if neither of those things crossed his mind. That, or he really didn’t give a damn.

      It could be just his way of dealing with the trauma - shoving it so far out of his brain that he just forgets. But that’s not healthy either. One day, it will all come surging up to the surface in a way that he can’t ignore, and that’s when things will get bad.

      On the other hand, despite my feelings for Luke, I can’t just throw him out to the wolves. He’d be far safer here where I can keep an eye on him instead of inflicting him onto some unsuspecting person. Allowing him to use our submissives might be just enough to keep his monsters at bay. We have several that can handle extreme forms of BDSM, so there’s bound to be someone who fits.

      “I’ll concede on two conditions.” The pain of actually having to give any concession where Luke is concerned stabs me to my core. I’m never wrong, and I never backtrack. Though technically I’m still correct, they’re forcing me to recant. It burns in my gut like acid sliding down my throat. “He has to withstand the initiation. If he cannot hold himself together, he cannot be here with us. He has to have weekly sessions with me. I will not budge on either of these. It’s a take it or leave it compromise.”

      Nodding his head, Dean Anderson looks over to the others. “I feel that those terms are agreeable. Any opposed?”

      Doctor Bradley raises his hand and levels a grin at me. Of course, he’d be the one. As if I had the time and patience for his buffoonery. Standing, he slides his hands into his pockets and rocks back and forth, a mock frown furrowing his brows. It’s all for show, and I can see right through him. The pompous bastard.

      “It’s all well and good, but how do we know his breaking point? Suppose some of the Dominants here go a bit too far. Do we blame Luke? Or do we blame the Dominant?”

      “If it’s you you’re worried about, you don’t have to participate. As stated earlier, this isn’t really your thing.”

      “Oh, but there’s always a first, is there not? I would love to sink my scalpel into him and see if he bleeds green as the monster you insist he is.”

      “You. Will. Not. Mark. Him,” I grind out, my anger rising to the point where I’m worried I won’t be able to rein it in. “You will not mar him in any way. You will only do to him what you’d do to another submissive.”

      James studies his nails for a moment. “But you see, since I’m an actual doctor, I do mar my submissives. They enjoy the release the knife brings to them. Just because you’re unable to wield such tools -.”

      “Enough!” Dean Anderson stands and points to James’s chair. “Sit, you imbecile. I will not stand by while you two have your pissing contest. You can measure dicks later. This is a serious meeting to discuss a serious issue. If you cannot participate in a mature manner, James, then you are free to leave.”

      We all stare at him, and I, for one, am in shock. I’ve never seen John lose his temper like that. This meeting must be more serious than I thought.

      “Sorry, James,” Dean Anderson continues, his voice taking on a haggard tone. “That was harsh of me. You are a highly intelligent man. This is just far more important than this vendetta you two seem to have against each other. So much more is at stake here than comparing brainpans.”

      Vendetta, as if it is that simple. It’s not that we’ve wounded each other somehow. I don’t hold him in some chamber of my mind, recounting all the hurts he’s done to me. It’s far simpler and more insidious than that. We are both doctors, and we are both highly competitive.

      On my end, I feel that he’s just one step above a glorified nurse. He did nothing to stand out in the medical field. Once he was through with general practice, he stayed there. I, on the other hand, pursued a specialized form of study. I deal in matters of the mind where he’s content cleaning up boo-boos.

      Granted, to hear it from him, psychiatry is a pseudo-science and one not worthy of attention, but that’s only because he doesn't have the temperament or disposition to do what I do. He’s all bluster and no substance. I exude patience from my very core, where he wants everything instantly.

      James sits down in a huff and crosses his arms, looking every inch the petulant child. Let him. It will only add more credence to my words and drown out his.

      “If there aren’t any other issues,” I continue, my eyes drifting over the small gathering. “Let’s put it to a vote. Given my stipulations, do we allow Luke Lannister to enter The Society?”

      All hands rise, and my stomach flops about for a moment. Dear God. What have I done?
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      Anger flits through my gut as I sit in the bedroom of my new house. It’s lush, I’ll give it that, but everything is too clean, too pristine. Nothing about this space looks lived-in. Granted, it’s not the sterile white cage they had me in before. I can move here, breathe here.

      Glancing about, I eye the bed and opt to lay back down and stare at the ceiling. When John took me out of that dorm room, I thought I would have the initiation right then. I had no clue they would sit me down with a shrink and have him interrogate me.

      It wasn’t right. He had no business knowing about my personal life. And the things he asked me? They were far too invasive to just be small talk. No. He was looking for something. What it was, I’ll never know. Nothing I said satisfied him.

      When I was calm, nothing. When I allowed my anger out, then he took notice. What did the quack want me to do? Did he want me to regale him with the fact that I was abandoned as a kid, put into foster care, and then found my way into the clutches of a madman?

      Violent images pass before me as I close my eyes and take a deep breath. Fragmented memories that I shoved into the darkest recesses of my soul that should have never seen the light of day. I can feel them like phantom touches as they brush over my body.

      It’s the sensation of hands, his hands, as they stroke my body, demanding a reaction. The first time he touched me, I thought it was a fluke. It was an accident. But then, it became so much more than that. His insistent words still echo in my brain, right alongside the visceral memories of his hands fumbling for my belt.

      The memory of his smile as he forced my head down, shoving his cock down my throat. It was a first for me. Until that time, I had only touched girls in secret; at least once they didn’t have cooties. Their hands were so soft as they caressed my face, so unlike the rough handling from Ryker.

      It was a shock to the system. That first time he shoved my face down there, filling my nose with the musky, dank scent of sweaty balls and his aggression. I didn’t want to do it. I had no desire to touch, never mind place my mouth on, another guy's dick. That just wasn’t what I was into. But Ryker didn’t care. He pried my mouth open, ignoring my struggling as he shoved himself in.

      He told me I’d never be good enough to take all of it. He taunted me, humiliated me, and gave me scores on how poorly I did. But there’s something to be said about hard work and training. Eventually, I didn’t even gag. He slid right in and sighed as the heat of my mouth encompassed his thick cock.

      I never did get a score of ten out of ten, however. Granted, I never even wanted to be in the position of getting a one out of ten either. However, the higher the score, the better things went for me. If he was actually pleased with my performance, I got a respite from the pain.

      I never wanted it. I never wanted him, but it was far better to be willing to please him than to take the bite of his fist or the buckle of his belt. I learned that early on. It was the most valuable lesson he taught me.

      I skim my hands down my body, shuddering as the pain breaks through my resolve - old wounds that never healed. Oh, sure, they’d find nothing wrong with me on x-rays or ultrasounds, but that doesn’t mean that the wounds aren’t still there. I can still point out every mark that was left on me.

      Some are visible scars, but most are mental, a phantom pain that wakes me up in the middle of the night or a breath of a memory as my muscles seize up. I run my hand along my arm, feeling the pockmarks of cigarette burns, so faint that you have to look closely or touch them.

      Next are my chest and abs. My muscles ripple under my touch as the pain comes flooding back. There are no visible marks here, but there don’t have to be. I remember every blow, the smack of the phonebook against my skin as he slammed it against me and held it firmly to my body.

      He punched the book over and over, and each blow surged deep inside me, jarring me, ripping through me until I was breathless and sobbing. I never bruised, however. I thought I would, but they never showed up.

      Apparently, it was a trick he learned somewhere. The thick phonebook absorbed the force he applied to me, keeping it from leaving a mark. But I still carry the invisible bruises. It catches my breath on occasion when I move just wrong. My muscles will lock up on me out of the blue, reminding me of what happened.

      I shoved all those things out, forcing them into an inaccessible part of my mind, but the damned shrink pulled them back out. He made me relive things, remember things, things I couldn’t tell him. It was bad enough to go through it, but my secret shame wouldn’t be my undoing. No matter what, that shrink would never know.

      Reaching down between my thighs, I grip my cock through my pants. It presses up against the zipper, and I long to just unzip and whack off. As disgusting as those memories are, it’s almost like my body still responds. No matter what, I can’t escape the training that forces me to be hard when I’d rather just run away.

      The pressure continues to build in my body, needing an outlet, but I refuse to give in right now. I don’t know when they’re coming back, and I don’t want to be caught with my pants down in any sense of the word. The damned shrink already exposed me enough.

      No doubt he’s already told them about me, revealing every salacious detail he could pull out of me. I wonder what he would have told them if I admitted that I longed for Ryker’s cock?

      When he was fucking me, he wasn’t hurting me. For him to actually slide his dick into any available orifice meant that he wasn’t beating me. I had done well. According to him, I had earned the right to be his receptacle.

      Just the memory of his touch is enough to still get me hard, and it disgusts me. It twists in my gut like a living thing, flopping about until I’m about to hurl. It’s only one fraction of the rage that simmers just below the surface.

      Ryker was the lowest common denominator, an evil monster of a man that preyed on the young and innocent, robbing them of their childhoods. The only regret I had when it came to his death was that I didn’t do it myself. I wasn’t strong enough.

      The bastard wrapped me around his fucking finger in a way that I couldn’t escape. I wanted to. God. How many times did I dream of taking him out? There were so many ways. I wanted to bathe in his blood, to smear it over every place he touched, to remind myself that he was no longer in control of me.

      Honestly, the best way would have been to hold him over the tub and slit his throat, draining him dry. Then, I could have slid beneath the vermillion. I would have closed my eyes, held my breath, and dipped down below, letting it cover me. And if it wasn’t enough blood, I’d mix it with the bathwater.

      Hell, it would still be the same principle. Red tinges my vision as my darkest desires come floating to the surface. Many thought I did his dirty work because I wanted to. But nothing could be further from the truth. Being beholden to that psychopath made me do things I detested.

      The one good thing was getting rid of Finn’s parents. Ryker was almost tender that night. Granted, it hurt every time his dick slid up my ass, but this time, he actually used lube. He rubbed me afterward and told me I did a good job. And dammit, I did. Killing them was a rush I’d never forget.

      It was a low blow to the Kings, a hit, a palpable hit, as Shakespeare would say. And Finn and Junior? Just one more way to hit at the stupid Raven society. Anything that brought them down was worth it. Ryker didn’t even have to be nice to me afterward. That one was all for me. The terror on their faces mimicked my own when Ryker got his hands on me, and it felt nice being in power for once.

      Still…. My stomach churns just a little when I think about what Ryker probably did to them. There’s no way he didn’t put them through the same hellacious ordeal as he did me. The fact that no one even thought about rescuing me yet searched the world over for those two…. It just wasn’t fair.

      What made Finn and Junior so special that people actually cared about what happened to them and not to me. By turning them over, it was my way of taking power over the situation. I hurt them because I hurt. And yet, even when Ryker gave me his signature, “I’m proud of you, boy,” smile, it didn’t ease the guilt that ricocheted through my brain. It still doesn’t.

      The only thing that actually makes it lessen is that they were rescued. They got out. No doubt they probably don’t even remember half of what went on. But I remember. I can trace every single memory on my body as if it was tattooed on me in a special ink that only I could see. My main goal was to bring down the Ravens. Finn and Junior just happened to be collateral damage that I used to ease my own ravaged soul.

      How ironic it is that I did everything in my power to help bring down the Order of Ravens and Wolves, and yet, here I am, about to go through my own initiation to join a damned secret society. It was sickening. I wanted nothing to do with this school or their protection. I could protect myself.

      The moment Micha ever tries to come after me will be the last day he lives. I don’t care if I die in the process; he will go down with me, and with it, all the other sycophants of his goddamn society will crumble. An organization is only as good as its head, and Micha is an asshole that thinks he knows how to control people.

      But he’s wrong. He didn’t have a mentor like Ryker. He may be a jackass that deals in pain and humiliation, but I was trained at the feet of someone that didn’t give a damn about anything. Micha doesn’t scare me because there’s nothing he can do to me that hasn’t already been done.

      I haven’t had things cut off or broken, so Micha could try to get to me that way, but it still won’t matter. I’m dead inside. I have very little to live for. Most everyone that knows me hates me, and that’s just fine.

      Granted, a part of me wants to think that my half-sisters Shelby and Maggie would miss me if something happened. But I’m sure lovers Lana and Parker would be just fine. A good bout of sex doesn’t automatically equal kinship, and I’m not naive enough to think otherwise.

      God knows my mother, Cheyenne, would miss me. She was one of the few that actually visited me in jail. Deep down, I know she cares about me, but it’s still hard to accept her love. It’s far too little too late.

      I don’t blame her for my fate, not exactly. It’s true that she gave me up, but I’d like to think if she knew how my life would have turned out, that she would have either aborted me or figured something else out. But how can I be mad at her for wanting to not kill me in her womb? I mean, if she had, all this pain would have never happened, but it’s not like I can yell at her for that.

      And honestly, that’s probably what guts me the most. I don’t have a clear channel for my anger. Just like, I can’t blame my father, Louis, for not finding me earlier. If what he says is true, he never even knew about me. I need someone to hate, someone to blame. In the absence of that, I’ll just lash out at anyone that gets in my way.

      I don’t need friends; I don’t need a mother; I don’t need a father. I don’t need anything but my wits, fists, and knife. Honestly, as long as I can teach track and plot my revenge, I’ll be just fine.

      Sliding my hand off of my cock, I wedge it deep inside my pocket and pull out my knife, holding it up in front of my face for a moment before sighing and dropping it back on the bed.

      The quack was right through. I hold so much anger. The problem is, he doesn’t even know the half of it. What he saw in that pristine office was a blip, a mere shadow of the rage that consumes me. If only he left well enough alone. All he managed to do was bring things to the surface that I tried so desperately to forget.

      He’s the one that’s making me a risk, a liability. If he just allowed me to do my thing, go through the initiation, then live on the track field, I wouldn’t be an issue for anyone. Even though Ryker controlled that too, it was where I was most free. I ran because I felt like I could leave everything behind for just those few precious moments. Dust in the wind.

      Plus, there was always the added bonus of getting extra rewards when I did well. When I didn’t get first place, he took my ass - “Getting the lead out,” as he put it. But when I won, when I brought home those ribbons and trophies, he hugged me, patted me on the back, and allowed me to sleep unmolested.

      Granted, even without his praise and accolades, I still would have run. It was my out, my escape. Whenever I needed to breathe, I lied to Ryker, convincing him that I needed to practice. I didn’t, at least not every time, but it was a few hours where nothing and no one would touch me. I was unbreakable, unstoppable.

      That stupid shrink wouldn’t understand it. There is no way his pompous ass ever had to deal with anything like what I went through. All he does is sit there and pass judgment, acting as if he cares. But he doesn’t. All he did was kick over the hornets’ nest and then backed away, hoping he wouldn't get stung.
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      Shaking my head, I take in a deep breath and hold it. I can’t get to Micha, not anytime soon. I need to get myself back under control. I need to fit in long enough to take advantage of this haven while I plot my next move. Though it’s begrudgingly, I do have to acknowledge the safety of this plan. The truce between the societies will keep me safe until I’m ready to leave.

      It will give me time to brush myself off, lick my wounds, fuck a few freshmen, then be on my way. At least that’s something better than Ashen Springs. Lana and Parker were a good fuck, but even they can’t take the edge off right now.

      Everything in me is amped up, running so hot that not even the both of them can quench my need to conquer and command. The few girls I managed to see on my way to my new place were soft, supple, and more than able to satisfy the urges thrumming through me.

      The fact that this society grants me access to submissives that are trained and willing to take me is a step up from anything that Louis’s club, Malum, can offer. Sometimes they’d take in women off the street and pass them as trained, but they weren’t. They were scared little children that cried out, begging for things to stop.

      Stop is not a word in my vocabulary. Never has been and never will be. It still rankles me that the submissives here are allowed to have things like safewords and limits. At least in Malum, I had free reign to do whatever I wanted, and no one would bat an eye.

      I trained myself there. I taught myself how to make both women and men cry out in pleasure. When they took the pain I gave them without a fuss, I rewarded them with pleasure beyond their comprehension. But when they didn’t…. I knew exactly how to hurt them. That knowledge was like a second skin, coating me, consuming me, turning me into Ryker.

      It was such a rush. Until then, I never truly understood what it was like to have such power and wield it over a person. At times, I wanted them to fight back. I wanted them to say no, to deny me. It allowed the freedom to unleash the same hell that was poured into my body. I wanted to consume the submissives there, to leave them broken and raw, their sanity bleeding out, staining the interiors until even their deaths wouldn’t make them free of the place.

      But I refrained, held back. I didn’t want to do anything that put my membership at risk. Ryker paid good money for me to be a spy, and if I destroyed the submissives like I longed to do, then they probably would have shoved me out. Dead bodies are rarely good for business.

      Outside of the club, however, I could do whatever the hell I wanted. Any woman I fucked didn’t have a say in what I did to them. They just took it, just like I took it. I unleashed onto them a fraction of what Ryker did to me. They should have been grateful. I allowed him to fuck my ass raw while I fucked them, saving them from the torment of Ryker’s dick.

      But did they ever thank me? No. They ran off screaming, only to be yet another casualty of Ryker. The number of bodies buried would rival a cemetery, and it was needless. All they had to do was submit, keep their mouths shut, act like they enjoyed it, and all would have been fine.

      So many women are dead because of hysterics. It was stupid. I was content to let them just leave, but Ryker was right. Any one of them could have gone to the police and identified us, making it harder to work. They had to be dealt with.

      I sampled almost every “submissive” in and around Ashen Springs and found each of them lacking. Only one managed to flee before I had a chance to take her, to break her. Even now, her blue eyes haunt my dreams. I saw her for a brief moment at Malum and craved her. She had just that right mix of fear and resolve. There was something in those crystalline depths that called to me, and I cursed whatever God put me in this hellhole that I never managed to find out what it was.

      When I went to claim her, she was gone. No one said anything, but I know a fuck up when I see it. Somehow, this wraith managed to escape, fleeing into the night where no one could find her.

      Perhaps she’s dead. Perhaps all of this was a pipe dream. Maybe she never even existed at all. Countless women danced in front of me and shook their asses in my face, hoping that I’d take them back to their room and help them forget why they were there.

      I’m just psychotic enough to have made her up. Even now, the image of her face trips about my skull like a phantom, a ghost. I never got her name, but any name she would have given me would have been made up. Her body was made for me. Her pristine skin just begged for my knife. I craved her more than I craved anything since being with Ryker. I even craved her more than my freedom.

      To have her, to possess her, I would have offered up my ass willingly, taken whatever beatings he wanted to give me. She was my grail, my salvation. I didn’t know how I knew this, but it danced along my skin as she moved back and forth in an untrained manner. It was in every shaky smile she forced my way. She was supposed to be mine.

      But then she was gone. As if she never existed.

      It had to be my brain going crazy. There was no other explanation. Even the other girls seemed to have no clue who I was talking about. It was maddening, infuriating. The fact that she dared to be a figment in my imagination, a girl that never existed. It was all too much.

      Normally, I could shove her out, keep her back in the deep recesses where she belonged, but as with all the other shit the shrink stirred up, she came roaring back to life, taunting me with her perfection.

      Shaking my head, I sit up on the bed and force the thoughts back into their box. To survive here, I have to play by their rules. I fucking hate it, but I have no choice. If I want to face Micha, I have to lay low for now.

      A sharp rap on my door sparks my attention, and I reach down for my knife and curl my fingers around it. Perhaps it’s finally time. I just want to get this over with, so I can get on with my new life. Crossing one foot in front of the other, I ease my way toward the door, just like I was taught.

      I listen out for anything that might give away who is on the other side. Though there’s a peephole, I don’t dare use it. Ryker made it clear that anything I could see out of was something the other person could see into. Resting my back on the door, I listen for sounds outside, but it’s deathly quiet.

      “Luke. It’s me. Open up.”

      Fucking hell. Why is Louis here? Throwing the door open wide, I let him in, grimacing when he ducks through the frame and looks around. He’s too close to my stuff, too close to the few things I hold dear to me.

      “Decided to make up for lost time, Dad? You always were a bit late to the party.”

      The look he gives me, that stupid mixture of sadness and pity, rankles my nerves. He was never there. He never saved me from the clutches of Ryker. He never allowed me the childhood I could have had. I never dreamed of the typical stuff like throwing a baseball back and forth in the front yard, but having him for a dad would have been far better than having Ryker.

      Fuck. A dog would have made a better dad than Ryker, but that’s beside the point. Louis still thinks he has the right to waltz in and make everything “better,” which is infuriating.

      Where was he when I was bouncing around foster homes? Where was he when I was forced to cater to the whims of strangers that claimed to love me and want to be my parents, only to lock me up in a closet when they didn’t want to deal with me?

      Where was he when Ryker picked me up from yet another boy's home, promising me love and affection, everything I ever wanted and needed, craved even? I guess I should have clarified and asked him what love really meant to him because we shared far different opinions.

      Ryker must have seen me there, languishing in that boy’s home, just wishing someone would take a chance on me, to love me. Hell, if I was being honest with myself, I kept thinking maybe my dad would find me and take me home. But it wasn’t my dad that eventually adopted me. It was Ryker. He saw the worn, broken boy and decided to take him home to mold him into his perfect monster.

      Where was he when Ryker had me in his clutches, training me to take his fat cock up my ass when I should have been outside tossing a football with my classmates? Where the fuck was Louis when I cried out in pain as he beat me? The fact that Louis had far more love and concern for Mason, a kid that wasn’t even fucking his, was far too much to bear.

      Why now? Why, when I absolutely do not need him, is he here?

      I stare Louis down, demanding him to answer me in the silence, but all I get is a sigh and a shake of his head. Fucking coward. Shoving his way in, Louis sits on the couch near the door and stares up at me, his hands hanging in between his splayed legs, limp, just like him.

      It’s a shock to see him like this. Whenever I stalked out the Ravens, Louis held himself with such arrogance, as if he owned the world. Seeing him like this, seemingly a shell of a man wracked with guilt, fills my brain with an incessant buzz of fury.

      Where the fuck was he when I needed him the most? And how fucking dare he sit there trying to act like a father when he’s practically a stranger to me. The fact that he gave a damn about Mason, the psychotic freak that wasn’t even his own son, and spared no thought about getting me out of Ryker’s clutches, tinges my vision with red.

      “What do you want?” I grind out, needing him out of my space so I can mentally prepare for what’s about to happen at the initiation.

      “I just wanted to make sure you were okay. I know this isn’t ideal, but -.”

      “No,” I shout back, the anger rising to the surface again. “You’ve tied my hands. If I go through with this, I can’t hunt down Micha and the rest of those fucking Ravens.”

      He stands, his lips turned down into a fierce frown. I can imagine that a different person would cower beneath the fury of his gaze, but Louis doesn’t scare me. He’d have to do a whole hell of a lot more than frown at me like I’m some errant child.

      “You have to put Micha out of your head. Leave it alone. I’ll never even hope for you two to reconcile, but for now, you need to at least abide by the truce set in place by your joining this society.”

      “I’ll never rest until he’s dead and the other Ravens flit about in despair at their leader being deposed.”

      “Luke,” he thunders, stalking toward me. “Enough. I get that you’re angry. I get that you want everyone in Ashen Springs to suffer, but at some point, you have to fucking let it go.”

      I stand there for a moment, tapping my lips with my finger as if deep in thought. “You know what. You’re right. I’ll just let it go. Why didn’t I think of that? It's just so easy. I’ll let all the memories of the last twenty or so years just poof. As if they never happened. Thank you. Thank you so much for that insight.”

      “You know what I mean. You’re just being difficult.”

      “No,” I correct him, standing up to my full height. “I’m just being pragmatic. If you think I’ll just forget everything, you're living in a fantasy land. You may want to put your past sins aside, but it’s not that easy for me.”

      “I know, son,” he sighs, his face sagging for a moment.

      The word rankles across my skin, almost as if it’s a living thing. Son. A word that should carry a weight of emotion, but it’s just one more three-letter word for me. A curse, a thing spat out because it doesn’t feel good in the mouth. It’s the parasite that burrows into your body that you don’t realize is there until it’s far too late.

      In that brief time, he looks so old and worn down. It’s evident that he carries the weight of the world on his shoulders, but it doesn’t stir me. It doesn’t make me want to hold hands with him and sing kumbaya as we start to make up for lost time.

      Sneering, I lean back against the wall. “I’m not your fucking son. I’m just a cum trophy mom decided to not abort, and you’re just the seed dealer.”

      “I know I can’t make up for everything that happened -.”

      “Then stop trying. I don’t know why you want to be my dad all of a sudden. I’m a grown-ass man. According to the law, I can partake in just about any legal vice I want. I don’t need you to come behind me and wipe my ass or kiss my boo-boos.”

      Pain lances through my chest as I stare at the man that’s supposed to be my father. Anger, betrayal, and worthlessness all swarm until it nearly chokes me. How much pain could I have avoided if I was never put into the system? True, since Louis is King of Kings, I would have still been fucked up, but probably not quite in the same way.

      There’s a chunk of my soul that’s missing, a piece of humanity that was ripped out and stomped on by Ryker. Pretty much every bad thing that happened to me could have been avoided if Louis had just claimed me as his son. I couldn’t give two shits that he “didn’t know.” He knew. Deep down, he had to know. It’s the only thing that kept me going.

      If he didn’t know, then all this anger and blustering would have been for nothing. Just because he wasn’t told didn’t mean some part of him didn’t know. The silent agony that poured out of me, crying out to a God that didn’t exist, should have fallen on him as well. There should have been some part of him that felt like things weren’t right and would drive him to tear the earth apart trying to find it, find me.

      Yes. It’s irrational. I know myself well enough to know that, but knowing it doesn’t stop the pain. It has to have a conduit, an exit, and right now, Louis is the perfect scapegoat. Rational or not, if he was able to search for Finn and Junior, if he was able to show love and affection to Mason, a bastard that didn’t even sprout from his seed, then he should have known that there was a piece missing. He should have known about me.

      It wasn’t about the Order. It wasn’t about being the next heir.

      I didn’t give a damn what those Ravens did. Micha could have his sycophants with no interference from me. But maybe, just maybe, I wouldn’t want to destroy everything around me just to make it hurt as badly as I do. I might have had a normal-ish life. But no. That was never in the cards for me.

      The fact that Louis wants to make things right is just too little too late. The damage is already done. I’m a hollowed-out shell of a man with nothing going for me except my love of track and field. It’s the one thing Ryker managed to help cultivate, the one thing that isn’t dead inside of me.

      Tears threaten to prick my eyes, but I force them back. To cry would be to have emotion, a weakness, something that could get me killed. Even in this society where Micha can’t get to me, emotions would still be my downfall.

      “If you’re not here to take me to the initiation, then just get the fuck out. Thank you for busting me out of jail and handing me over to Nikolai, by the way. The bastard is just as cold-hearted as Ryker. I felt right at home.”

      “I never intended for any of this.”

      “Save it. Pour out your false humanity on someone that gives a damn.”

      With another shake of his head, he steps back through the door frame. I don’t even wait to watch him walk away. The moment his body clears the door, I slam it behind him.

      I don’t need his pity; I don’t need his regret. What I need is to get my head on straight and gear up for this initiation. Though the Order was pretty harsh in their initiations, they were still hampered by rudimentary means. The dean pretty much summed it up when he talked about them throwing sticks and stones.

      These Dominants are something else. They’ve trained for this for years. These aren’t high school kids trying to scare new members into submission. These are grown men with weapons of sexual torture.

      A shudder wracks my body as I try to picture what they might do. Doubtless, they’d be able to match Ryker in his creativity. If I could withstand him, then I can withstand these guys. It’s just a matter of going to that secret place deep inside that no one can touch.

      As long as I can find my haven, I’ll be fine.
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      The atrium is quiet, nearly silent, leaving me with my ever-present thoughts. I want to shut them up, to drown them out, but I can’t. I’m too distracted by what’s to come. Even the place they’re holding it, this small castle out in the middle of a hedge maze, can’t keep my heart from pounding in my chest whenever I let those memories get too close to the surface.

      Even now, I can hear Ryker’s voice echoing around the empty space, as if he’s right here next to me. His breath skims the side of my face, drowning me in the reeking scent of alcohol. I know that smell, and I know what it means. Though he’s always hurtful, the alcohol makes it worse.

      Looking over my shoulder, a sigh eases past my lips when I note the empty space. He’s not here. He’s dead. Then again, he’s been dead before. There’s still a chance that he’s out there waiting to pounce. A boogeyman of my own making. But no. He’s not alive.

      I stood off in the shadows, watching as they left the casket there for the showing. With trembling fingers, I poked at his body and tugged at his face. It wasn’t a mask; it was him. Dead. No longer able to hurt me. But even when they lowered him down into the earth, I knew I’d never be free.

      This moment proves just that. He’s burning in hell, and yet, I can still smell him. I can still feel his fingers running through my hair. Fuck. I can still hear his groaning voice as he murmurs, “good boy,” to me as I work him over. He’s a part of me, a fragmented monster that’s embedded deep inside my soul.

      The only way I’ll ever be free is to no longer exist. But then, he would like that. No doubt, he has his own section of hell and waits for me to join him; that way, he can torture me over and over for all eternity. It’s not for loving life that I’m still alive; it’s to delay the inevitable of meeting back up with him once I’m dead.

      This isn’t going to work. I need to fucking get Ryker out of my head if I want any hope of making it through the initiation without losing my shit and killing everyone in there. It’s not fear keeping me poised on this precipice; it’s rage - pure and unbridled.

      Everything that’s happened in my life converged to this moment. The childhood abandonment led me to this place where they would beat me, torture me, and force me to demean myself to prove my worth. What makes this worse than Ryker is that I’m allowing them to do it.

      With Ryker, I didn’t have a choice. It was either submit or pay with pain. With these guys, I’m submitting to the pain to earn the right to walk about their campus unmolested. It’s the height of privilege, and the thought alone makes my teeth grind.

      Ryker’s motives were simple. He was a bastard that got off on hurting others. But these guys? I have no clue what drives them. I know the shrink likes to torment people mentally, at least that’s what I gathered from our session, but how he does it is still a mystery. Will he just talk to me until I give up?

      Staring at the brickwork in front of me, I slide my fingers down the rough texture and force my brain onto other things. I need to get myself under control. The heavy doors remain closed, shutting me off from whatever is happening inside. Several robed figures slip past me, shuffle through the door, then leave me out here alone.

      Muffled shouts reach my ears, and for a moment, I wonder if it’s me they’re yelling about. I wouldn’t be surprised. I’m not like the rest of them. I don’t drip with wealth and affluence. I’m a simple guy with simple tastes. Give me blood, screams, and fucking.

      After several minutes, the doors open back up, and the dean motions for me to come forward. The robed figures stand around a small dais in the middle of the room with a large pole and rings sticking up out of it. Unease slides into my gut as we walk closer.

      Ryker didn’t need all this pomp and circumstance. He didn’t need fancy equipment. His hands, belt, and cock were more than enough to get the job done. If he had stepped one foot into this room, he probably would have laughed and pissed on the walls, showing the others what he thought of their fancy little castle.

      Part of me wants to do the same. To show them that I don’t need them. I don’t need their ivory towers to keep me safe, but deep inside, I know that’s incorrect. Without their protection, Micha would come for me, catching me unawares, almost like he did with the jail.

      If Louis hadn’t busted me out, I would have probably been dead. I never thanked him for it, but then, it was the least he could do after all my years of suffering from his neglect.

      The dean’s hand is warm on my arm as he leads me forward. Too warm. It should be cold and unfeeling, not beckoning and welcoming. I don’t trust it. Nothing about this is sane. You can’t convince me that Micha would have a setup like this, yet he keeps his stupid flock in line.

      Once we reach the dais, he stands back as another man steps from the shadows, his mouth open in a wide grin. As if this cat has just
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      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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