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	One

	 

	 

	An autumn-scented candle burns on the glass coffee table as I wait for my appointment with Dr. Beverly Randall to begin. It reminds me of falling leaves, crisp air, and pumpkins. The receptionist’s long nails click clack on the keyboard for her computer in a rapid pace, adding to the annoying music seeping from the lone speaker beside her. The soft glow of the floor lamp enhances the feeling that summer is officially over. Temperatures are starting to dip, but we’ll never get the freezing, blustery winds like those north of us. Our weather is a bit more temperamental than the rest of the country because of our southern location, but we have had an occasional snowflake or two if the atmosphere is just right. I’ve been looking forward to putting summer behind me. Spring wasn’t a picnic either, so I’m hoping my luck turns around this fall.

	Dean is just down the corridor at his therapy appointment. He’s been good about keeping them since they’re court mandated, along with his outpatient rehab. I’ve accompanied him to a few of those meetings, but I couldn’t stand sitting in a hard plastic chair for two hours while people recount how their lives went to hell and the drugs they chose to help them cope. Dean was upfront and honest with his group, telling them how he used cocaine to make him feel important and worthwhile because of the fear he could induce in me. How hitting and degrading me was arousing—though he still does the latter when he claims to the others it’s in the past. I’ve learned to keep my mouth shut and ignore the humiliation since, technically, it’s my job.

	There are a lot of things undercover detectives are forced to put up with, it simply took a few hard lessons for me to learn that. One of them being narrowly losing my life when an armor-piercing bullet called a striker sailed through a front window of a house I was staying in. However, I also had a gun pressed against the back of my head at the time … by another undercover detective. He has since moved on to other things while I’m still tethered to not only my husband, but to Luke Cobb, a man determined to make his mark on the world no matter the cost. His first casualty was Dean, which is why he’s now in therapy and rehab, though he continues to work for the man. He turned informant to avoid a lengthy prison sentence for almost killing me with his bare hands. I still shake whenever my husband becomes angry since he’s unpredictable even on his best days.

	I often wonder if it was the tragedies in my life which attracted me to him in the first place. My mother was murdered when I was six and I was raised by an alcoholic father—who I recently learned was also a possible pedophile. In addition to being demeaned by him, I was also told what a whore my mother was my entire life. It took a man who I look up to, to finally set me straight. Detective Frank Corro was in charge of my mother’s case and has been in my life ever since that horrible night. He’s a pseudo-father for me like I’m a daughter for him, since he never had any children of his own. He divorced his wife years ago and is currently dating a woman named Jane Crawford, who he met while working a case. I approve of the match as Jane and I have grown close over the last several months, ever since her daughter—my half-sister—was slain.

	Jane helped me go through my father’s personal effects after he ended his life, since I’d been putting it off, avoiding the need to deal with a painful past. Thankfully, she wasn’t around when I discovered a true nightmare that threw me into a tailspin and increased my thirst for alcohol, though it had already been at a steady incline by that point. That’s another reason I couldn’t go to the meetings with Dean anymore. I’m not ready to give up my vice, which I know will need to happen one day, just not today.

	I found photos of my sister, Melia, among our father’s possessions. They were casual at first, stemming from soccer games to her being on the playground when she was little before taking a sick turn into perversion and molestation. I asked Dean to throw them away for me since I was too sickened to do it myself, but I was warned they probably never made it into the trash and are, instead, somewhere in Luke’s house as he’s into that sort of thing. Melia did work for him and more than likely slept with the man, as he forces all the women in his employ to do—including me at one time, though Dean isn’t aware. However, my sister was only thirteen or fourteen in the photos, whereas she was eighteen when she began working for Luke, which is the legal age to be employed at the many strip clubs in the entertainment sector, Nok.

	It’s also one of the reasons the chief of CSB, the Civic Security Bureau, and the director of the major crimes division at the home office forced me into this position. They hadn’t been able to get anyone close to Luke, and I slid right into the fold without really knowing until it was too late to escape. Now I’m on an assignment I see no end to, and dark worlds that must be navigated very carefully so I don’t stumble and join the pack of deviants wanting to rule.

	“Olivia,” Bev’s soft voice calls, the door into her office propped open while she stands on the threshold. “Ready?”

	I set down the magazine I was looking through and enter the inviting space, taking a seat on a couch I’d love to one day steal because of how comfortable it is. After closing the door, she sits in the chair across from me, setting a notebook in her lap. I’ve known Bev not quite as long as Frank, but it’s still been many years. She’s in her forties, is of medium height and build with long, straight, brown hair, which is currently in a bun at the nape of her neck.

	“How are you doing?” She crosses her legs at the knee, leans back, and waits patiently for me to respond.

	“I’m fine.”

	“Has Dean been behaving himself?”

	“Yes. He hasn’t hit me since that awful night, and sees his therapist once a week instead of three times like he did initially. He still has his outpatient group twice a week, which is really the only time I’m left on my own. Otherwise, he has me glued to his side.”

	“Do you think that’s his way of remaining in control?” She poises her pen, ready to jot down my answer.

	“Of course it is, but like we discussed before, I’m willing to put up with it if it guarantees he won’t cheat on me again.”

	She furrows her brow. “Do you think what he’s asking of you is fair? Are you even sure he’s keeping his end of the arrangement?”

	“No, I don’t think it’s fair, but what other choice do I have? We need to make this work.” I feel tears coming on, so I do my best to stop them before they roll down my cheeks. “I’d like to believe he’s no longer seeing Crystal, or any of the women at Club Deviant. However, nothing is ever certain when trust isn’t there.”

	“I know in one of our previous sessions you brought up the possibility of divorce. Is there a reason you’re no longer considering it?”

	“To be honest, I’m afraid of the misery that will be generated by Dean if I take that step. I still have to continue working for Luke indefinitely, and the stress it’s causing will be compounded if I were to go through with a divorce, since I’ll need to deal with Dean in a work capacity. It’s just easier to keep the peace and not think about it.”

	“What is this doing to your alcohol consumption?”

	“I’ve been able to manage it, for the most part. On the nights we go to Club Deviant I’m working, so I don’t have time to drink, since I’m doing everything for Luke and Dean as they laze around the office.”

	“I know those two alone together is a lethal combination. How confident are you that Dean isn’t doing drugs while you’re not with them?”

	“I’m not confident at all,” I reply honestly. “If he is, they either clean up quickly or are keeping it somewhere in the office out of sight. The lights are dark enough that I can’t tell if Dean’s eyes are dilated, and by the time we leave the affects would’ve worn off.”

	“What about his temper?”

	“It’s still the same … the littlest things will set him off. He blames the cocaine withdrawal, but I’ve begun to realize he’s always been this way from the moment we started dating. It’s one of the reasons we could never make it past three months every time we were together. I’m not sure what more I can do. Since I quit working at Verdigris, he’s limited who I can contact, and he hardly leaves me alone.”

	“That isn’t a safe environment for you, Olivia.” Bev sets her notepad aside and takes a sip from the ceramic mug on the small table next to her. “In my opinion, I believe you should consider divorce. We can always work through the issues you’ll have to face while still needing to be around Dean. Or, you can quit the assignment altogether.”

	“You know I can’t do that,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest since I’m tired of being told the same thing over and over again … even though it’s true.

	“Yes, you can. You’re just selecting not to. Working at CSB isn’t the only career option you have. You always did very well for yourself taking on personal cases from those too arrogant to go to the authorities. Become a private investigator. You have the background, resources, and knowledge for it. What are you afraid of?”

	Staring into my lap, I fiddle with my fingers, not wanting to expose the truth, but knowing I have to. “Failing. I’m terrified of letting everyone down. None more so than myself.”

	“But how do you know it won’t be a success if you don’t try?”

	I lift my irritated gaze to meet hers. “Why should I put myself through that trial? My life has been difficult enough. I don’t want to add to it.”

	“Isn’t that what you’re doing by staying in a dysfunctional marriage with an abusive spouse?”

	“I guess.” A deep sigh escapes my lips from my growing frustration. “If I were to really think about the last several months, I’d have to say I lost who I was the moment I agreed to marry Dean. I used to be stronger than this, and I don’t know how to get it back.”

	“Sometimes you simply need to cut the cord. It’ll be difficult, but worth it.” She leans forward, resting her arms on her knees. “Nothing in life is ever easy, and the greatest rewards often come during our most trying challenges. You have friends who care about you and will be by your side as you rebuild your life. Don’t think you’ll be going through this alone, because you won’t. But only you can take the first step. It’s a leap of faith, Olivia. One I know you’re tough enough to handle.”

	“Ugh.” Leaning my head back, I stare at the ceiling. “I fucking hate this shit, but I can’t go on living with him. I want my life back. A former friend of mine did suggest a divorce lawyer. Maybe I’ll contact him for the information since Dean destroyed the man’s business card when he found it.”

	“I think that’s a smart idea. We still have a few minutes. Is there anything else you want to discuss?”

	I bring up what happened at Liutas Ranch, the photos of Melia, and my parents—even though these are topics we’ve discussed before. It’s going to take time for me to come to terms with it all, so I feel continuing to discuss them is one way to get past the trauma.

	“I’m out of town next week and I noticed we don’t have any more appointments scheduled. Did you want to secure a few today?” Bev asks, stepping over to her desk, bringing back her laptop, and placing it on her lap.

	“I want to wait and see how the week goes.” I stand, securing my purse over my shoulder.

	“Well, if you change your mind, you know how to find me.”

	I thank her, then leave. When I’m in the hallway outside of her waiting room I make my way to the elevator, taking it down to the lobby where I wait for Dean. He joins me a few minutes later, and we head out to the car. Before going home, we make a quick trip to the grocery store, stocking up on essentials since our cupboards are practically bare. After pulling into the garage, we carry our purchases to the kitchen and store them. As I head toward the bathroom, I notice several large boxes sitting on the dining room table that weren’t there when we left.

	“Was Luke in our house?”

	“Yeah,” Dean replies. “He texted me that some of the things we ordered for the cruise arrived. Since you’re assembling the gift bags, I told him to leave them on the table.”

	“How many more is he expecting?”

	“I think just one. Nikki will be here around eleven on Tuesday to help you.”

	I set down the toiletries in the bathroom, then return to the dining room where I pull back the tape sealing one of the boxes. Inside are dozens of small bottles of lubricant, silicone anal beads, and fur-covered handcuffs. I crack open the two remaining boxes, each containing either an assortment of colorful condoms already in their own boxes, or sleep masks in various patterns.

	I scrunch up my face. “What’s missing?”

	Joining me, Dean peeks inside before answering. “The lotions and oils. Monday we’ll buy the gift bags everything is to go into since Luke didn’t find any he liked online, except cheap ones. There’s a store on Trent along the waterfront which caters to upscale gifts and they have the type he’s looking for.”

	“He sure did buy a lot when we’re only creating thirty-five bundles.”

	“The rest we’ll bring along as I’m sure people will need them.” Dean winks at me, nudging me with his elbow. “On Thursday, you’ll be placing these into each cabin while I’m in my group. Has Captain Mercer called you?”

	“Yes. I’m meeting him at the dock Monday, and we’re taking a ferry over to the cruise ship platform where the boat will be kept until we leave.”

	“Good.”

	“Are we going to Deviant tonight?” I ask, though I already know the answer.

	“Of course.” Dean wraps his arms around my waist, pulling me against him. “It’s Friday, after all. Besides, Dallas is joining us before he leaves for the island.”

	I’ve only seen photos and read a few articles about the infamous rapper, since I don’t care for his type of music. He’s a friend of Luke’s, but I’ve never been able to figure out how the pair met. Dallas made it big at the young age of thirteen with his single “Everlast”, which also happens to be what he named his private island after purchasing it. He’s a year younger than I am, has a harem of women at his disposal, and easily earns millions with each new release, which is just about monthly. I’ve heard he can be arrogant, self-centered, and volatile. I guess that’s what comes from being an icon when you’re not mature enough to handle it. Thankfully, we’re only going to be spending one night at his estate.

	“Are we heading to the club early then?”

	“Luke and I are taking Dallas to dinner first, so we’ll meet you there.”

	I plaster a shocked expression on my face. “You mean I get to actually drive myself?” I quip.

	Dean playfully swats me on the ass as he nuzzles my neck. “You’re such a brat,” he teases, then looks at the clock resting on the buffet table. “I have to change and get going.” He kisses me passionately before going into the master suite.

	It’s a few minutes to six, so I make myself something to eat. Dean fondles me briefly before heading out the door dressed in black pants and a long-sleeved, gray, button-down shirt. I’m surprised he didn’t have me go with them, which causes me concern. I try not to think of the worst and eat the pasta I made. When it’s close to nine, I don the garish, black latex outfit I have to scamper around in while serving my husband and Luke, which is much different than what the rest of the women in the club wear while working—a gold and black glittering, checkered bikini. 

	My garment has a thin collar that goes around the neck, snapping at the back, and is attached to the shoulder straps. The tight, open bodice has just enough material to cover my tits, pushing my breasts firmly together, giving me ample cleavage, and is cut down to my navel. The dress is open along the sides with latex strings crisscrossing my exposed skin, and has a short hem that barely covers my ass when I sit. Because of this garment, and another one far worse, I’ve had to maintain a bare puss since I’m not permitted to wear panties when I have it on. Dean claims it’s so he can show off my hot body, when in reality he just wants easy access to the goods. I put on black, high-heeled shoes, toss my cell phone into my purse, and get into my car after raising the garage door. When I’m on the motor court, I make sure to close the door and arm the security system for the house using the controls programmed into the dashboard, then leave.

	I drive a streamlined sports car called a Nimbus. The body is black with lighted blue neon cords accentuating every curve. The doors swing up not out, and the front of the vehicle comes almost to a point while the rear sits a little higher. The tires are thick, heavy rubber that grip the road with ease. The interior is a soft, dark material with small blue and silver flecks. The onboard navigation system automatically turns on when I drop the keys into one of the cup holders, illuminating the entire dashboard, which is a flat panel. Dean’s car is identical to mine, only in red. My preferred method of transportation is my Rune, which is a motorcycle. Of course with the weather getting cooler I won’t be riding it as often because of the windchill affect that can occur at the speeds I like to travel.

	Once I’m over the bridge connecting the island of Waterside to the mainland, I head for the highways that surround the state of Asmor going north, then east, exiting at Devon. I cross over the Brimher River and enter Nok Sector—where all entertainment venues are housed and the majority of activities are legal, such as prostitution and drug use. It’s the only sector that permits that type of leisure and is patrolled by drones controlled by a CSB substation since the streets are often too crowded to get a vehicle down.

	I turn into the lot for Club Deviant, park in the employee section, and make sure the car is locked before stepping up to one of the emergency exits. When I knock on the door, a guard on the other side lets me in, and I proceed to the center of the floor and up the stairs to Luke’s office. He and Dean are sitting on one of the couches along the far wall while a short male with dark skin and dreadlocks is on the other, several women of varying ethnicity and dress flanking him.

	“Hey, babe,” Dean says, coming over to kiss me after I store my purse in the cabinet beside the door. “I want to introduce you.”

	“Your wife is hot,” Dallas comments, taking my hand and kissing the back of it. “Tell me, why did you ever settle for an asshole like him?” He laughs, exposing a golden front tooth as he nods toward my husband, who chuckles in response.

	“What do you want to drink?” Luke asks. “Liv will get it for you.”

	“I take it that’s short for Olivia. Nice nickname.” He flashes his gold smile again. “I’ll have a whiskey, and my ladies will each have wine.”

	“Red or white?” I ask to get clarification.

	“Surprise us, sweetheart.” Dallas leans back in his seat, draping his arms around the women’s shoulders as they talk quietly amongst themselves.

	I go down to the bar where the regular bartenders are preparing for the night since the club doesn’t officially open for another ten minutes. After pouring the whiskey and creating Luke and Dean’s usual cocktails, I take out a full bottle of white wine from the chill box at the back of the bar, making sure to bring several glasses. When I’m in the office, Dean takes the bottle from me, uncorks it, and pours the wine while I distribute the rest of the drinks. He then has me sit on his lap after he returns to the couch. I make sure to keep my legs straight out in front of me and crossed at the ankles so I don’t flash Dallas … though I’m sure he’d appreciate the show.

	“I can’t wait to have you all at my estate,” he says after sucking down his drink in one shot. “I’ve planned a luau with professional dancers and a pig roast. It’s going to be epic.”

	“Do you have accommodations to house all of us for the night?” I ask, hoping my question doesn’t sound stupid.

	“I have several guest bungalows, not to mention plenty of cabanas around the two pools and along the beaches where people can easily crash. No need to hike all the way back to the ship if you don’t have to.”

	Dean nudges me to refill Dallas’ glass, so instead of trekking downstairs I retrieve a bottle from Luke’s wet bar across the room. As the young man holds out his tumbler, I observe his hands trembling slightly while he continues to converse with Luke and Dean. I pretend not to notice, pour the liquid, and set the bottle down on the desk before retaking my seat.

	“How big is the island?”

	“It’s roughly two-hundred and twenty acres.” Again, Dallas downs his drink in one shot. “We use golf carts to travel around it. There’s a large garden where I keep peacocks, flamingos, and parrots, though they do have free reign of the entire place.” He laughs. “I have jet skis, snorkeling equipment, and scuba gear for anyone interested in exploring the reefs on the southern side. There’s also a stage where I hold private concerts, so this will be where the luau is going to be held. I have outdoor basketball and tennis courts next to the main house. I’ll give you all a tour when you arrive. You’re going to never want to leave.” He looks at his watch just as the lights for the main floor dim and the music begins to blare. “I hate to make this a short visit, but I have to be up early in the morning to do a photoshoot.”

	The women accompanying Dallas stand as if on cue and head out the door while we say our good-byes. The young man kisses me on the cheek before stepping out the door, and I catch a scowl on my husband’s face. After he’s gone, I take the dirty glasses and half-drunk wine bottle down to the bar, refill Luke and Dean’s drinks, then return to the office.

	“Thanks,” Luke utters, taking the glass from my hand, his hot flesh lingering on mine longer than necessary.

	I jerk my hand away and step back, giving Dean his drink before putting the whiskey bottle away. After carefully sitting on the couch opposite the pair, I cross my legs at the ankles like before.

	“That guy is something else,” Dean says, simmering. “Arrogant little fucker.”

	“He’s all right.” Luke stands and sits beside me, making me nervous. “Dallas is still young and naïve. I’m sure we can teach him a thing or two while we’re on the island. Liv, what do you think about the items that came in today?” He places a hand on the back of my neck and begins rubbing. I stare at Dean for guidance, noticing rage building on his face.

	“I think everyone will enjoy them.”

	“But I want to know if you like them.” He pops the snap for the collar, then slowly pulls down the zipper along my spine.

	“Luke,” Dean utters, rising to his feet. “We talked about this.”

	“You’re right, we did.” He smiles, flashing his pearly whites as if they’re fangs. “But you know my rules. Olivia’s body is mine when I want it to be. Now you have two options.” He sets down his glass and starts to peel the latex away from my skin until I’m partially naked. “You can either participate, watch, or leave. Your choice.”

	Dean finishes his drink, stares at me as if confused, then abruptly slams the door behind him. 

	I’m in shock as Luke forces me to stand, takes off my dress, then disrobes himself. He has me lie on the couch, spreads my legs wide, and thrusts himself hard inside of me. I groan as it hurts, but the pain subsides when I become wet. Luke places my tit in his mouth, gnawing on my breast. He takes his time with me, making sure to touch every inch of my body. He moves my legs so they’re over my head, reinserts himself, and fucks me as if the world is ending. I bite my lip to keep from making any sound while tears well in my eyes. The couch bangs against the window and the floor as he goes faster. He grunts loudly when he comes, then stands and dresses before heading out the door, leaving me alone and scared. I shake as I reach for the dress, but I don’t put it on right away since I need to clean myself off. There are small towels in the cabinet by the door, so I use one of those. I’m in the process of carefully stepping into the garment since I still have on my shoes when Dean returns.

	He closes and locks the door. “Come here,” he demands, pointing to a spot in front of him.

	I hold onto the dress as it clings to my moist skin since I don’t have it completely on and do as I’m told. My husband towers over me even when I’m in heels. He flexes, the muscles rippling under his shirt as his face reddens. He’s let his dark hair grow, so it now dusts the top of the collar with a slight wave.

	“Did you enjoy it?” He simmers, crossing his arms over his chest as he glares at me.

	“Of course not,” I reply, doing my best to hide the tension in my voice. “Why did you let him do that?”

	“Me?” Dean raves, shoving me. “You could’ve easily run out the door.”

	“You know that’s not true!” I shout back. “He’s three times my size in muscle mass alone. I’m your goddamn wife, Dean! Defend me instead of scurrying away like a coward!”

	He raises his hand to hit me, but it simply looms in the air above my head as I glower at him, my blood boiling. Eventually, he lowers his arm while continuing to maintain his gaze. “That’s the last time he does that to you.” Rage is still in Dean’s voice, but it sounds controlled. “The next time he tries, I’m shooting him in the head. Finish getting dressed so we can leave.”

	I secure the garment to my body, retrieve my purse from the cabinet, and we head out into the chilly night. Luke drove Dean to the club, so he gets into the passenger side of my car. When we’re back on Waterside, I make sure to drop him off at Luke’s to reclaim his car and head home. Once we’re inside, he locks the door to the garage and sets the alarm while I go into the bathroom to take a quick shower. After turning off the water, I wrap a towel around myself, securing it at my chest, then brush my teeth. I toss the dress on the floor of my walk-in closet, discard the towel, and get into bed while Dean undresses. He turns off the lights, using the switch by his side of the bed as I tuck the blankets under my chin, keeping my back to him while I quietly sob.

	 


Two

	 

	 

	Dean hardly says two words to me during breakfast. Bev’s right, I need to quit this assignment. It isn’t worth losing my dignity over. I’ll try to get Lloyd to speak to me so I can get the contact information for the lawyer he recommended. I can’t call or text him because Dean removed his name from my contacts, so I’ll have to get ahold of him another way. Maybe through Frank since my husband kept him on my phone.

	“Luke will be over in a little while so we can create the itinerary,” Dean finally says, placing his dirty dishes into the dishwasher. “We don’t need you for that, so do whatever you want today.”

	“I have the pool cleaners coming over this afternoon to winterize it, so I’ll keep to either the study or our bedroom while you two are working.”

	He doesn’t respond, just simply walks toward the master suite. I put my dishes in the washer, clean up the rest of the kitchen, and go into the study where I left my purse. I wait until I hear the water running in the bathroom before sending Frank a text message, telling him to email me the information. After it goes through, I delete it in case Dean wants to go looking through my phone later as he does sometimes. I can easily explain away the email if he should see it, but not a text.

	I grab my towel off the floor in the bedroom and head into the bathroom to hang it up as I don’t plan on showering just yet. When I open the door to leave, Dean stops me.

	“Aren’t you going to join me?” he asks, sounding disheartened.

	“I wasn’t sure if you wanted me to or not.”

	“Why wouldn’t I?” He holds open the stall door while I hang my robe on the hook by the towel rack.

	I get in and stand under the water as it rains down from the ceiling. Dean pulls me into his arms and kisses the top of my head.

	“I’m sorry. I should’ve done more to protect you.”

	“I don’t know how much longer I can do this,” I confess, leaning against his chest. My comment has a double meaning. One I’m not willing to voice in his presence until the time comes.

	“We’ll figure it out.”

	He lathers my body with soap, taking his time when he finds areas he likes. Our lips meet as he pushes me against the rough amber tile and fucks me. I let my sighs escape as loudly as possible. The moment doesn’t last, and he’s done before I’m even close, disappointing me. After drying off, we dress and he gets things setup in the family room for when Luke arrives while I check my phone, which I left in the study. I have one new text message, but from Luke, and it’s a video.

	I hit play, the small screen filling with the sounds of moans as I watch Dean fuck one of the girls from the club last night in a private room. He has her pinned against the wall; her bikini discarded onto the floor. She’s petite with short, blonde hair. I’ve seen her before, but can’t recall her name. Her moans of gratification are loud as my husband pummels her hard. I grow sickened at the sight. The recording was taken from one of the security cameras, which are all over those areas, as well as the club. I become enraged since he left me to the wolf while going off to play with the sheep. Deleting the message, I work on getting the image out of my head. My instincts tell me to confront him, but it would be pointless because of what Luke did to me. I decide to leave it alone for now and use it against him later if I have to.

	Luke arrives early afternoon. The two begin working while I take to the bedroom, making sure to bring my laptop with me, and watch movies on the large television screen adhered to the wall above the dresser. Occasionally, I check my emails, but nothing has come through.

	As the doorbell rings, an alert pops up on the screen showing me the pool cleaners. I meet them at the front door, take them to the gate, and unlock it so they can get into the backyard. I enter the house through the sliding glass doors for the master bedroom, but I don’t get a chance to sit when the doorbell rings again. This time the visitor is Dr. Clayton Goff, the owner of the ship we’ll be using for the cruise. His arrival is very unexpected.

	“Hi, Olivia,” he answers after I’ve opened the door. He’s a little over six feet with short, gray hair, a handsome face, and healthy physique. In his hand is a thick, manila envelope. “I wanted to drop these off.” He hands it to me. “They’re the card keys for each of the cabins on The Chelsea. I’ve also included a master, which will allow you access to every room. I won’t need it back until after the voyage. Each key is in a small envelope labeled with the number of the cabin.”

	“Thanks, Clayton. You didn’t have to bring them to the house. I could’ve gotten them from the captain on Monday.”

	“I know, but it gives me an excuse to get out and away from the soon-to-be ex-wife.” His smile is nice and contagious.

	“Hi, Clayton,” Dean says, startling me since I hadn’t heard him approach.

	“I wanted to drop off the card keys so you can assign them to your guests. I’ve kept the one for my suite, and there’s a master in the envelope for Olivia to use.”

	“Great. We’re just going over the itinerary. Did you want to see what we’ve come up with so far?”

	I hold the door open, allowing the older man to enter. We go to the family room where papers and pens are scattered on the floor, and a laptop on the coffee table. Dean rifles through some of the papers, pulling out the list of guests and a layout of the ship, handing them to me.

	“Here, why don’t you assign the rooms?”

	I glance down the list and am shocked by one of the names. “You invited Lloyd?”

	“Don’t sound so surprised, Liv.” Dean grins. “He’s always been a big contributor at Luke’s fundraisers, which this is, in case you forgot. Why wouldn’t we offer him an invitation?” My husband leans closer, placing his mouth near my ear. “Unless you’re worried he’ll fuck someone better than he fucked you.” He kisses my cheek as I shake. “Didn’t think I knew that, did you? While you’re hiding in the bedroom, take a look around. Maybe you’ll finally notice the camera I had Luke mount when they were installing the security system in the house back in July.” He hits me on the ass and rejoins the others.

	As I make my way back to the bedroom, I try not to show my fright. I close the door, set down the papers and envelope on the bed, then begin hunting. It takes me quite a bit of time to locate the camera, which is hidden just above the curtain rod for the patio door, its lens aimed right at the bed.

	I slept with Lloyd only the one time, after I was released from the hospital following Dean’s near-fatal choking. I needed a friend, and he found his way into my bed. It was the same day I took off to Liutas Ranch to get away from Dean since he was stalking me through a tracker he’d planted on my car months earlier. I should’ve known there was more to his behavior at that time. I just never put it together. It also explains why he let last night happen. He would’ve seen it as apt punishment. I grab my phone and laptop, returning them to the study since I no longer feel comfortable in my own bedroom. I take a pen, sit at the island in the kitchen to go through the guest list, and decide where each person will be staying.

	There are twelve cabins on decks two and four, but thirteen on deck three since that has the owner’s suite. Not including Dean, Luke, or myself there will be eleven men and twenty-four women. Clayton already has his room, so I jot down the number beside his name. I place Luke in the first cabin on deck four, Dean and I in the next one, then go down the line of guests while making sure to keep Lloyd at the far end of the hallway since I don’t want to hear him enjoying some woman’s company. Next, I review the names of the women, giving my friend, Nikki Burris, a nice suite on deck three, while placing the whore, Crystal Grace, in one of the smaller cabins on deck two. I’d prefer to put her in the engine room, or better yet not have her come along at all. Once I’m done, I hand the pages containing the ship’s layout back to Dean, then fold and place the guest list into the manila envelope, which I set in the study so it doesn’t get misplaced.

	“I like what you have,” Clayton comments as I step into the kitchen to get something to drink. “Who are you having DJ the dance party?”

	“One of the girls,” Luke responds. “I plan on going with Olivia Thursday to help the crew decorate while she handles setting up the cabins. Gift bags with assorted goods will be in each room.”

	“You don’t need to leave one in mine.” Clayton glances at me, then back at Luke. “I’m sure I won’t have any use for whatever trinkets you’ll be providing. The only reason I’m coming along, besides the fact you’re using my ship, is I want to sail one last time before the harpy gets her claws into it. Which, it now seems, will be in a matter of weeks. I’ll let you get back to work. See you Wednesday night.”

	I escort Clayton to the door, then go outside to check on the pool cleaners, who are about done. As they’re stowing their equipment, I pay the lead worker in cash and go back to the master bedroom to finish the movie I started. Another one begins when Dean enters, sitting on the bed beside me.

	“Luke just left. Did you find it?”

	“Yes,” I reply, my gaze never wavering from the television. “I’m sure it’s recorded you more than it has me. Not unlike the security camera last night.” The words escape my mouth without a second thought.

	Dean wraps my hair in his hands, then pulls my head down at an awkward angle. “How the hell do you know about that?” he asks, seething.

	“Luke sent me the video. You know he records everything.”

	My husband lets go.

	“You’re a fucking asshole, Dean. I want a divorce.”

	He shoves me down, lays his bulky body over mine, and pins my arms to my sides, generating an instant anxiety attack because of a past trauma from when I was a teenager. My heart races as a headache develops behind my eyes and all I can hear is the blood rushing through my veins.

	“Say that to me again and you won’t live to see tomorrow,” he growls through clenched teeth. “You’re mine, Olivia. There’s not a damn thing in this world that will ever separate us again, do you hear me? Hell will have to freeze over before I ever let you out of my life. Now, I’ve got something for you.” He reaches into the back pocket of his pants and removes a pair of fur-covered handcuffs. “We need to test the things Luke bought to make sure people will enjoy them.”

	He sits up, pulls off my shirt and bra, then hoists my hands above my head, slipping the chain link connecting the cuffs around a spindle in the headboard before securing them to my wrists. The fur is soft, but the metal underneath still digs into my skin. I’m stripped the rest of the way, then he exits the room, coming back a few minutes later with a small bottle of lubricant, a zebra print sleep mask, and one of the silicone anal beads. He places the mask over my head, resting it on my eyes, cutting me off from the world.

	The mattress creaks with each movement as my legs are spread open and something cold is applied to my anus. I groan as the beads penetrate, Dean pushing them in as far as possible. I feel him get off the bed and hear the sound of a drawer opening. When he’s back beside me, he bends my knees so my legs are in the air. A whirring sound overtakes the mumbled voices from the television, and I know immediately it’s the personal massager he bought several months ago. I cry out with pleasure as it pulsates against my clitoris. I grow wetter with each passing second, coming with ease, soaking the blankets that cover the bed. The torture is magnificent, and I beg for more. He slips a couple of fingers inside of me and I orgasm. I can no longer think since the blood has abandoned my brain for better regions. I’m in complete ecstasy.

	After several long minutes, Dean stops the massager and inserts himself. He rides me hard, and I holler for him to never stop. He suckles my breasts as his thumb teases me, my muscles tightening, threatening to orgasm, remaining on the verge but not fully coming.

	“Say it,” he whispers. “Do for me what you did for Ronan.” He lifts up my waist to get deeper inside.

	“I want to come hard for you,” I answer.

	He smacks me on the ass as his thumb resumes goading my clitoris into culminating. I come as an orgasm seizes me, taking hold of Dean, who groans loudly, his pleasure joining mine. He collapses beside me after pushing the mask off my face.

	“Next week you’re going to see your gynecologist and schedule an appointment to have your tubal ligation reversed. I want us to start trying to have a family.”

	Dean knows full well that when I’m in such a euphoric state I’ll agree to anything, but I can’t this time. I don’t want children, especially not with him, so I remain silent, which he takes as a sign of compliance. He removes the beads, bringing them and the massager into the bathroom to clean, leaving me anchored to the bed. When he returns, he’s carrying my robe, handing it to me once I’m free, but he leaves the cuffs in place. We eventually eat a small dinner, curl up on the couch in the family room, and watch television for a few hours before reenacting my gratifying torment well into the night.

	Sunday is spent cleaning the house and doing laundry, in addition to setting things aside that we want to pack for the cruise. Periodically I check my email using my cell phone, but Frank hasn’t replied to the text I sent. Dean can threaten me all he wants, but I’m done with this marriage. Wednesday, while everyone is getting to know each other at Luke’s pre-voyage party, I plan on taking the time to search his house and garages for my guns since Dean took them away while I was at the ranch. There’s one weapon in the house, but I don’t know where he has it hidden and I haven’t gotten the opportunity to look for it. I’m sure he intends on taking it along on the trip since he’s hardly without it … except Friday, which surprised me. I want my guns back so I have something to properly defend myself against the bastard I’m married to. The knives we have in the kitchen could work, but I’d have to be up close to him, giving him the advantage over me.

	Monday morning Dean leaves for his outpatient rehab meeting right after breakfast. I hop into the shower, dry off, and dress in jeans and a light green sweater. The weather today is nice and warm, but the air will be chillier on the water. Taking my purse, I head out to the car, and make my way along Forest, which eventually turns into Lyons. I turn left onto Trent, and at the end of the road is the parking lot for the marina. Dozens of speedboats, sailing vessels, and smaller yachts are tethered to the numerous docks expanding out into the deep sapphire water. Larger vessels are kept a hundred or so meters further out. 

	I spot The Chelsea in the distance, its dark blue hull rising out of the water. There are a total of six decks with the stern of the ship extending outward beyond deck four to accommodate a decent size pool and hot tub. The only other significant feature I can discern from this distance are spheres containing the weather and positional radars on the roof of the topmost deck. Leaning against the wooden railing for the wharf, I wait for Captain Mercer to arrive.

	“Ms. Darrow?” an older man asks in a crisp accent, tapping me on the shoulder. “I’m Kevin Mercer.” He holds out his hand for me to shake. The gentleman is somewhere in his sixties with a thick, ruddy build, a worn face, short, white hair, and tan skin. He’s roughly the same height as Clayton. I’m assuming because today is a casual encounter he normally forgoes his uniform since he’s currently wearing jeans, a sweatshirt, and heavy boots.

	“It’s nice to meet you.”

	“If you’ll follow me, we’ll ferry over to the cruise ship platform.” He sweeps his hand to the side, allowing me to proceed first down the pier.

	At the end is the ferry with people lining up to board, luggage piled at their feet since a cruise ship has docked at one of six points around the immense platform. We join the passengers, taking a seat wherever we can find one, which is on the top deck in the open air.

	“How long have you been a captain?” I ask once we’re underway.

	“Over thirty years,” he replies, scratching his head as if it’ll help him remember. “I’ve worked for Dr. Goff a little over ten. He inherited me when he purchased the ship from its previous owner.”

	“Then The Chelsea must really feel like home to you.”

	“Oh my, yes. I know every bolt and seam on her, though I’ll miss her once Mrs. Goff becomes the owner.” He leans over to keep his next comment private. “I plan on retiring since I have no intentions of serving that wicked woman.”

	“She’s really that horrible?” I ask, squinting when the sun hits me square in the face as it reflects off the water.

	“Spoiled is what she is. Of course, Dr. Goff and her have only been married a short time. Maybe a year or two. She forced him to change the name of the vessel the minute he said I do. What a nightmare that was given all the paperwork which had to be done. I’m surprised the doctor has any hair left as I’m sure he would’ve pulled all of it out.”

	“If you don’t mind me asking, how old is she?”

	“Thirty, I think. Clayton was going through a mid-life crisis when he met her, so of course she used her womanly charms to seduce him after learning his net worth. She’s kept her claws in him ever since.”

	“What made him finally decide on divorce?”

	“That I’m not sure. You’d have to ask him yourself. I’m just glad he’s doing it, but at a heavy cost to the both of us.” Kevin gestures toward the ship as it looms closer.

	I catch sight of another ferry docking with the tall, wide, metallic and concrete platform. It looks to have left from the marina on the mainland, which is several miles west of the bridge for Waterside. It
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