
  
    
      THE VIXEN

      
        PUPPETS & PROPERTY

        BOOK II

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        NICOLE CYPHER

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Nicole Cypher

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Editor: Hannah Kelley

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        There was always the danger of people thinking you were what you pretended to be.

        TOM RIPLEY, THE TALENTED MR. RIPLEY
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            A NOTE BEFORE BEGINNING

          

        

      

    

    
      Since you’ve opened this, I trust you’ve read book one, The Puppet Master, and aren’t in need of a content warning.

      However, if you’re on the fence, let me just say:

      Luna is much worse than Sawyer.

      I think you’re gonna like this one.

      — Nicole
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      My mother used to say the greatest gift she ever gave me was a father born with blond hair, blue eyes, and skin made for the summer. Few qualities are guaranteed by the upbringing of a child—neither intelligence nor grit nor aptitude—but if one is lucky enough to glimmer in the sun, he has no need for sweat.

      Shallow, maybe. But for a woman born and raised in LA, it was the truest thing she’d ever known.

      Not a day has passed that I haven’t felt the pang of her death, but on occasion—when I catch my mangled reflection, or the eyes of a curious stranger—I’m grateful she never had to see the aftermath of the fire. Patches of mottled flesh marring my chest, my hands, my arms—pockets of pink leathery skin chronically inflamed from an itch impossible to scratch. A disfigurement harder to swallow than the nerve damage in my hands, where dull and sharp sensation clash at the edge of scar tissue.

      Vanity is a sin I’ll admit I’ve leaned on my entire life. But today, with my palms bloody, my face caked, and my hair slicked back with weeks’ worth of sweat, grease, and grime, I’m grateful for my scars. I wish the flames that ate my mansion had licked my body whole, dulling every fucking nerve on my exposed flesh until there was nothing left to damage. No pain left to feel.

      Dramatic.

      Untrue.

      But the thought is a nice distraction.

      As an electric hum draws close, my mind whips to the present, the pickaxe in my grasp growing heavier. I swing harder at the mine’s wall and dislodge a fat rock with a grunt as dust rains from the ceiling. Pain lights up my shoulder as I swing again, and again—each time harder than the last until I prove myself to the Keeper waiting behind me. Only when he passes, do I allow myself to breathe. Calm. Preserve my energy for the next watchful hound.

      Two stations down from me, a whip crackles over the back of a Dreg I’ve yet to hear speak. The slicing of flesh mixes with the rhythmic echo of tools on rock. He gasps but doesn’t scream—one of the tell-tale signs of a Dreg who’s been here long enough for the nerves on their backs to dull. Most of us don’t last more than a couple of months. Wilcox only made it a few weeks.

      As the Keeper moves farther down the tunnel, I rest the pickaxe on my shoulder. Dust filters into my lungs as I heave a breath through my mouth, my nostrils too caked for more than a whistle of air. At least it blocks the smell.

      I wipe grime from my nose and look down at my palm—a mistake I’ve managed to go two days without making. Lanterns light the tunnel with a low glow that flicks shadows on the mess of blisters and raw flesh, the once-hardened skin now vulnerable and oozing. Three blisters have morphed together to make one sickly, liquid-filled sac atop marred tissue.

      Disgusting.

      “Back to work,” the Dreg on my right growls—no favor to me. Instead of meeting his glare, I search for the Keeper he’s no doubt trying to avoid. Five work stations away with his back turned.

      Still…

      Facing forward, I swing the ax with a rhythm satisfying to my workmate.

      Workmate. Enemy. Competitor.

      With the common pain inflicted upon us, there should be camaraderie, some natural bond formed from mutual suffering. But there isn’t. The Ice Queen has found a way to edit that out of her design—manipulating every interaction without showing her face.

      It’s grotesquely cruel. And absurdly simple.

      Dominance is punished. Meekness is rewarded.

      Those who inform the guards of transgressions receive food. Occasional clothing.

      Those who disobey are humiliated and shunned. Sometimes forced to work naked, sometimes castrated—but never with their manhood intact. Because in her system, there can be no alpha males, no leaders, no inkling of bravery. Any who dare puff their chest to a Keeper end up curled on the floor wailing. Whatever spirits they lifted are thoroughly and predictably squashed.

      Simple.

      Outstandingly effective.

      A whistle slices through the air, the pitch like needles in my eardrums. All at once, thirty men drop their axes and turn toward the source of the piercing noise—a little metal pipe in the mouth of an ear-muffed, all too eager Keeper.

      She probably designed that too.

      “Water,” another ear-muffed Keeper announces, his baritone voice echoing through the tunnel.

      A collective gasp swells the tunnel as weakened bodies barrel toward the exit. They shove into one another like dogs nipping the heels of cattle. I untie my shirt-sleeves from my waist, but before I can put it on, a shoulder slams my back. The frayed cloth drops to the ground as I fall into the wall, my hand barely stopping my face from smashing rock. A red hand-print clings to the dark surface as I pull away.

      “Move,” a Keeper growls with a shove. I stumble forward and leave the shirt behind.

      My work station was center-tunnel, but I’m still one of the last to step into the frosted air. I squint against the sunlight even as it hides behind wintry clouds that pelt my face with snowflakes.

      I cup my hands over my mouth and take slow exhales while curling my toes in my tattered socks. Snow bites the soles of my exposed feet where two giant holes have formed.

      My parched throat nearly brings me to my knees, but I just watch the others at the water troughs as they fight to lap at the two solid bricks of ice like desperate pigs. The weak are thrown to the ground by the strong only to clamber their way back. Some give up and shovel snow into their mouths.

      The four Keepers on duty watch with disinterest, canteens slung over their shoulders.

      Cruel.

      Intentional.

      Potent.

      Her.

      Tipping my head back, I open my mouth and let snow collect on my tongue. My arms shake with stage five Parkinson’s, and for the first time since the first time—my first winter at Cambridge—I’m grateful for the icy flecks.

      My bunkmate, Angel, and I were in the courtyard arguing over the origin of toast when the first flake kissed my nose.

      A childish laugh rocked my chest as I’d held my hand up and marveled at the wintry miracle. Amazing. Magical. Until four hours later when my car wouldn’t start, and Angel and I had to trek three miles back to the dorm in a snowstorm.

      I spent four winters at Cambridge bitching about the cold. Since university, I’ve mostly avoided it.

      Until now.

      Until her.

      The sharp pitch of the whistle startles me from my thoughts. My hands slap over my ears while my brow furrows.

      Breaks last exactly fifteen minutes. It hasn’t been more than five.

      Dregs abandon the icy trough, but instead of going inside, I watch as one drops to the ground. Then another. Then four more, until all the dirty bodies are falling to the snow.

      My lungs pause as I dart my eyes to the troughs: poison?

      Closer look… No.

      They’re not dying. They’re bowing, knees sunk into snow as their arms stretch wide, all facing the same direction. Her direction, as the Ice Queen herself struts her black boots, black sweater, black heart toward the mine. As if the snow has summoned her—or she the snow.

      Collective fear as icy as the sky laces through the air like crystals latching to Dregs’ throats—blocking airways, chilling bones. All except the Keepers. All except me.

      I breathe like a bull and stand stock still while my blood heats, face flushing with sudden warmth. My trembling hands lower to my sides and ball into fists while she walks toward me like the ghost in the Dregs’ stories—an urban legend, a campfire tale. Daemonium, they sometimes call her. For the Keepers who mention her, it’s Her Grace or Head Keeper.

      Her Grace commands this.

      Head Keeper demands that.

      Not a soul has spoken the name Luna. In moments where my memory of our last kiss burns like a vicious taunt, I sometimes pretend Her Grace is someone else entirely. Like the girl I risked my life for is still a captive of the compound and waits in the Keep for me to save her.

      But the pale-faced creature walking toward me is no doubt the same one I pitied less than a month ago.

      No hard feelings, she’d said to me the night I tried to escape with her, her cold, needy kiss still fresh on my lips.

      Tell that to the lashes across my back, you fucking bitch.

      I hear the buzz too late. A strip of searing pain whips between my shoulder blades, sharp as the glowing end of a fire poker pressed into my skin. The jolt steals my breath, muscles locking tight, and for a moment, all I hear is the crackle of electricity and the echo of my own strangled gasp.

      I fall to my knees, and my blistered palms find relief in the snow. The Keeper doesn’t waste a second before shoving his boot against the fresh burn, forcing my cheek to numb against the frozen earth. I stretch my arms out with the silent command and take in hoarse, violent breaths while my body convulses.

      Luna’s black boots pause inches from my face. My jaw clenches to stop my chattering teeth, though my lip still trembles. Either with cold or with rage.

      Strange. For all the pain I’ve endured in the mines, this is the first time I’ve felt truly angry.

      “You’re still alive,” Luna says, emotionless. I shake uncontrollably while staring at snow collecting on a rock.

      I shouldn’t say anything.

      A smart person wouldn’t say anything.

      “Isn’t that why you gave me the knife?”

      I wish I would’ve beaten the shit out of you when I had the chance.

      “I wasn’t sure you’d know how to use it.”

      I close my eyes at the lack of feeling in her tone, so opposite the character she played for me. Her voice. Her expression. Even her breathing is silent where it once was a predictable melody of short bursts of fear—fake, everything fake.

      Bone-chilling.

      Amazing.

      She crouches and takes a fistful of my hair. Her long nails claw my scalp as she yanks my head back. Puffs of fogged air blow out my nostrils, my neck cramping at the odd angle.

      If she’s pissed about me mentioning the knife she slipped into my waistband on our last night together, she doesn’t show it. Though, I don’t think she meant for the Keepers to know. They weren’t aware of it when they put me in the cell with Wilcox.

      I wince at the memory that flashes—Wilcox startling me awake in the middle of the night. His hands around my neck. The weak grip I pried with too much ease, his muscles already turned to mush from weeks spent in hell.

      Rolling on top of him. Rearing back the knife. Plunging it into his chest.

      Tears in his eyes before he died. Relieved, not angry.

      The desperate savagely fighting over the knife while the hungry called to the Keepers, hoping to be the first to inform of the contraband.

      The numbness I felt while the Keepers searched me. The necklace Annie gave me ripped from my neck.

      Shock. Foolishness. Fear.

      Sorrow.

      For a moment, I feel it all as if it’s happening for the first time. My anger slips while Luna inspects me. Her prized pig.

      Or just her pig.

      Or pig shit.

      When her grip releases, my head falls and my nose stops an inch from snow. Nails rake my hair as she sighs. “You’re filthy.”

      Her fingers leave my hair as she stands and gestures to a Keeper who hauls me to my feet. With a glance at my curled toes, she frowns. Turns her head toward the other Dregs.

      Her hands clasped behind her back, she wanders to one and kicks his shoes. They aren’t mine, but they’re not his either. Shoes are a commodity meant for the strongest and most violent among us.

      Or the ones who kiss ass.

      “Give him these… It’s a long walk to the Keep. I’d hate for Mr. Hansley to lose his toes.”

      I press my forehead to the ground as a long, deep sigh billows out of me in a cloud of white—relief settling like a weight so heavy, I’m ashamed of it. Relief that’s quickly swallowed whole.

      Good news. Maybe.

      The Keep means less security.

      Less security means more opportunity.

      Opportunity equals freedom.

      But as I’m shoved forward so hard I fall at Luna’s feet, the tunnel has never had more appeal. The predictability of pain and death have never felt so tolerable.

      Things I know about “Luna”:

      She’s disturbingly cunning.

      Repulsively cruel.

      And whatever she has planned is not for my benefit.
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      A bath has already been drawn by the time Sawyer, Aiden, and I reach the washroom in my quarters.

      Steam rises from the tub and carries the scent of lavender petals floating atop the water, fanning its heat across the room until moisture warms both sides of my neck and tickles the backs of my ears. Along the walls of the room are vanilla scented candles that flicker and fight the lavender.

      Sawyer’s sour stench overpowers it all.

      Not only the reek of earth and sweat, but the metallic tang of infection—cheese left to spoil. Two gashes on his back seem to be the bulk of the source. Each slice of ripped tissue is red and angry, pus clinging to the edges. My nose wrinkles as I inspect each until he turns toward me with eyes as foreign as his smell. Expectant. Silent. Angry.

      “Undress,” I command, my hands clasped behind me as I slowly make my way toward the bath. Sawyer doesn’t move. Doesn’t flinch.

      Not even as my fellow Keeper, Aiden, steps forward with his electric baton. It crackles as Aiden jabs Sawyer’s side, the sound so sharp a tingle dances along my ribs. Sawyer merely grunts and hunches as he rubs the two-pronged burn. As if he might ease the ricochet throttling his nerves.

      Useless.

      I open my mouth … then close it.

      I would never repeat myself for another Dreg.

      Sawyer lengthens his spine and looks straight ahead with the most furious eyes even as his blue lips shudder. As he kicks off a shoe, his jaw ticks as if the maneuver is painful.

      A good sign. The nerves aren’t too damaged.

      He kicks off the other before moving to his shorts and boxers, unveiling the full extent of his suffering. Skin that’s freezing and blue, dirty and scraped, bruised and scarred. It’s only been a few weeks, but his body has already begun eating the fat around his sunken collarbone and cheeks. The necklace I once fingered while he spoke of its significance is missing.

      I stare too long, breath caught in my lungs. When I catch Aiden watching me, I release it.

      Bending over the tub, I drag the backs of my fingers across the warm water. Not hot enough to shock Sawyer’s body but warm enough to ease his trembling.

      “Get in the bath.”

      Without hesitation, Sawyer eases into the tub, cringing as sensation bites his skin back to life. When he’s seated, I tap the porcelain. “Hands on the sides. Do not move them.”

      His eyes point straight ahead as he curls his fingers over both sides of the tub and grips until his red knuckles go white. I watch until he releases—only a few seconds before the pain makes him relent. Unless a Dreg is a troublemaker, it’s usually the hands that receive the worst injury.

      Aiden drags a low stool over for me to sit and offers me a cloth one shade lighter than his long, ginger hair. A belonging of Zephyr’s. She was always trying to add color to my life.

      I close my eyes a moment before accepting the offering. “Thank you, Aiden.”

      He distances himself while I perch on the stool and dip the rag, a petal sticking to the cloth. I peel it off and wring water over Sawyer’s shoulder. He tenses but remains silent with his hands obediently grasping the sides of the tub.

      I repeat the maneuver and wring water onto Sawyer’s chest. The gentle lapping of the rag is both soothing and wrong. Every graze of his skin holds intimacy too inappropriate for the moment. Though they were only meant to be softer on Sawyer’s eyes, every flicker of candlelight feels like a taunt.

      Still, I keep my movements slow and delicate, careful not to irritate his wounds. Only when his shaking calms do I squeeze soap onto the cloth and slide it down his arm.

      I go about washing him while he stares at the wall, eyes glazed, mind drifting somewhere else. His island, maybe. Just not here. Not with me.

      At my prodding, Sawyer leans forward so I can clean the wound on his back. Infected—without question—but not quite as bad as I feared.

      “Have you felt chills?” I carefully dab.

      No answer.

      I pause. Aiden’s boot scuffs the tile as he shuffles, but I raise a hand to keep him still.

      Teeth sink into my inner lip while I lie the cloth on the edge of the tub. I run my hand up the back of Sawyer’s neck and over his scalp, fingers combing through thick, luscious hair. Greasy and dirty and somehow, still as pleasant as I’d imagined.

      My palm settles on his forehead. Ice cold.

      Water laps as his body shifts, and his hands lift off the porcelain only to lay back down.

      I remove my hand, pick up the cloth, and go back to tending to the wound.

      “How bad is it?” I nearly startle at his voice.

      “No fever means no sepsis. You’ll be fine.”

      He laughs. His hands leave the sides of the tub to scoop water onto his face. He scrubs at his eyes before laying his hands back on the porcelain. If he knows he’s just been disobedient, he doesn’t show it. There’s no smirk. No mocking glance.

      Aiden and I exchange a look. His brow raises.

      I shake my head.

      “Keep your hands on the sides of the tub, Dreg,” I calmly admonish.

      He scoffs.

      Brave… Very brave.

      When I’ve finished cleaning his wounds, I take a handful of his hair and slowly, gingerly drag him upright. I pour soap into my palm and work to keep my movements mechanical as I wash his scalp.

      Oddly challenging.

      My fingers collect dirty suds as I glide along blond strands, unusual energy buzzing in my fingertips. I pull back, flex my hands to release it. Only for it to return, then spread—the sensation jumps up my arms and settles deep in my belly.

      Shiver.

      I glance at Aiden, but his perpetual glare never leaves Sawyer. Even if he knew what was happening inside my body, he’d never acknowledge it. His loyalty lies with me. The mutilated stump where his ear used to be is forever a reminder of that.

      I rinse the rag in the bath—practically rusty mud at this point—before gently smoothing it across Sawyer’s cheekbone, up his temple, across the creases in his brow. Dark purple rings have formed in the sunken valleys beneath his eyes, but otherwise, his pretty boy face has been spared.

      “You don’t look so boyish with a beard.”

      His head jerks as if my hand has caught fire, sunken cheeks pinching with anger. “Fuck you.”

      Aiden snaps toward us but halts just as quickly when I hold up a hand. My eyes never leave Sawyer. “I’ll allow the Dreg a chance to apologize.”

      Sawyer glares at me. No trace of appreciation.

      I count to three before raising my brows.

      “Sorry,” he grinds out. So reluctant and bitter, it sags my lips. After all the times he’s perplexed me with his lies… He can’t bother to fake an apology.

      Not brave.

      Stupid.

      A sigh rushes out of me as I lower my hand. Aiden approaches with the baton and waits only long enough for me to rise and back away from Sawyer’s reach. He dips the baton into the water and lights it up.

      Sawyer’s eyes pop as his limbs straighten with tension, his body jolting with shock that reverberates every nerve. Far more agonizing than the concentrated shock of a whip.

      He gasps as Aiden pulls the baton away, but he’s only given a moment’s reprieve before Aiden torments his body with another round of skull-rattling electricity. He repeats this twice more. Sawyer’s body slips further after each round until his head dips beneath the water.

      I hold up a hand to signal its end.

      Wet gasps echo off the walls as Sawyer scrambles to sit up. He slams his hands on the side of the tub and squeezes tight. As if that could be enough to fend off the electric current.

      “Would you like to try that again, Mr. Hansley?”

      His wild eyes find mine, and I watch as his brain comes back on line. A moment of inverted déjà vu passes—-a belt around my neck, my body writhing, panicking at the lack of oxygen. A sort of static cupping my brain. So much static, it took at least ten seconds to remember what Sawyer wanted. For me to beg for his cock.

      All I want him to say is sorry.

      “I’m sorry, Your Grace,” he gasps. He tries to collect himself but sputters a breath. “I’m s-sorry, Your Grace. Please. Forgive me.”

      I can’t help myself. I smile—tight, my lips unused.

      It’s gone as quickly as it came.

      Aiden backs away as I step within Sawyer’s reach and perch myself back on the stool. My lips twitch as I push Sawyer’s hair back. He doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t move.

      “It’s all right, pet,” I whisper. Sawyer tenses beneath my touch. His jaw clenches, but he’s smart enough not to pull away. Again, I’m transported back to that dirty house and the words he said before fucking me for the first time. “You were overconfident… People do silly things when they’re overconfident.”

      He points his fiery eyes into mine like he remembers too.

      Good.

      He should be thankful I haven’t forgotten the mercy he showed.

      My hand caresses down his face until I’m lightly gripping his jaw. “Stand up.”

      For a moment, he just stares. Not long enough for Aiden to move but long enough to communicate his hatred. He must’ve witnessed this same look from me a hundred times. And he loved it.

      I understand him now. This part of him, at least.

      His knees bend as he drags his heels along the bottom of the tub. His eyes never leave mine as he stands and turns so his genitalia are in my face.

      Charming.

      “Aiden.” I turn toward my friend. There’s no gasp, but the air feels noticeably thin as Aiden starts my way. I hold out my hand. “Could I?”

      “Of course, Your Grace.” Water sloshes as Sawyer shifts. Aiden hands over the baton, but when I look up, Sawyer watches the wall. The trace of a smirk has disappeared so thoroughly, I can’t say it was ever there to begin with.

      “Thank you, friend.”

      I tap my index finger to the stick’s teeth—sharp—then gently prod Sawyer’s penis. He stiffens. Backs up an inch. More water sloshes. But his mouth stays shut, and he doesn’t attempt to escape.

      An admirable amount of self-control.

      The side of my lip curves as I shift the baton beneath his balls and gently lift, massaging the tight bundles, blue and wrinkled and noticeably hairy. For the briefest moment, my amusement slips, but it’s ridiculous. Thorne is not groomed. I am not groomed.

      This is natural.

      On him, it looks wrong.

      My head tilts as I survey his penis and push the ridiculous thought from my mind. I have to hand it to him, for as cold and turned off as he must be, he still has good length. Half a foot at least.

      “Very good.” Pulling the baton back, I nod as if satisfied. As if that served some other purpose than reminding myself how vulnerable Sawyer is. Reminding him. “Aiden, you may go.”  I lean the baton against the stool and bend to drain the tub.

      For a moment, the only sound is the drain chugging water, but one pointed look from me, and Aiden’s boots retreating add to the mix.

      When Sawyer and I are left alone, the tension seems to loosen. The air feels breathable. The candles no longer feel out of place. Every flicker is a subtle mockery of intimacy we don’t have—that we’ve never had, but that each of us seems to enjoy nonetheless.

      If lit by him, Sawyer would call it playful.

      I never knew I was capable of such a thing.

      Once the tub has drained, I turn the water on and go about rinsing Sawyer’s filth while he shivers and stares wantingly at the baton. He doesn't try to hide it, not in Aiden’s absence.

      I pull my hair off my shoulders before rinsing the cloth and applying more soap. “Would you like to hold it, pet?”

      He openly glares at me as I stand, and when I graze the cloth over his pec, he cinches my wrist. I lift my eyes to his without the slightest climb of my heart rate.

      “If you’re going to demean me, you should do it while your pitbull is in the room.”

      I tip my head to the side while a slight curve plays at my lips.

      I’m not one to smile this much.

      “Demean you? Sweetie pie.” I purse my lips as I drag the moniker out. “Honey caaakes. Come on. You of all people should appreciate endearment… Don’t you think, pet?”

      My teeth unveil as my smile widens. A rush of heat spreads across my flesh so intense, Sawyer is in danger of being burned. Still, he doesn’t let go. He stares with all the rage of the powerless, and every moment our eyes connect, the more power I seem to take.

      Then he spits in my face.

      My eyes close as saliva coats my cheek. Every muscle in my body tenses as thousands of microscopic insects attack all at once.

      Imaginary. It’s imaginary.

      Sawyer takes both my wrists in one palm and pins them against his chest while he digs his thumb into my lips to keep them pinched shut. As if I’d scream. As if I’d need to scream for my big, scary, male protector to come to my rescue.

      If he knew what I was capable of, he’d crumble at my feet.

      He puts his mouth to my ear. “Pet names are fine for lovers or friends. You and I are nothing but victim and victor.” His grip on my wrist tightens until my bones protest. “Enjoy your turn, you evil fucking cunt.”

      The way he speaks… Calm. Certain.

      Foolishly naive.

      And yet, my lungs lock.

      An impossibly long second passes before he pulls away. Impossibly long, but not long enough to recover.

      Sawyer releases my wrists to take my head in his hands. Without missing a beat, he licks his saliva off my cheek—slow, steady, thorough, his dehydrated tongue rough as sandpaper.

      When he pulls back, I’m stunned silent.

      His shoulders rise as he shakes his head in a pitiless, disgusted, maybe even bitterly amused way. “Forgive me… Your Grace.”

      A second passes.

      Another.

      We just stare at each other while we both wait for me to make my move. I can feel him ready to flinch for the baton, but I think if he planned to use it, he would have already. He’s only poised to knock it from my reach.

      So what then do you do when your captive has made a fuss? One you must control, but never break.

      A question I’ve spent hours debating, yet am no closer to the answer.

      “I forgive you.” I nod. Stepping from his reach, I wipe the back of my hand across the drying saliva.

      Sawyer stares at me with disarming rebellion that screams “problem,” but in the end, it’s a single question that makes up my mind.

      What would Sawyer do?

      I turn and leave the bathroom where Aiden patiently waits outside. Clearing my throat of any hesitation, I stand up straight and lift my chin. “I’m afraid our guest is not yet ready to cooperate. Please help him cure his willfulness before bringing him down for dinner. I’m sure he’s hungry.”

      Aiden is quick to nod. Eager. I could warn him that Sawyer has the baton, but it wouldn’t be necessary.

      I wait all of two minutes for Sawyer’s screams to begin before I head to the kitchen. By the time I’ve finished scrubbing myself clean, my skin is raw and inflamed and the oven beeps to signal it’s ready for the vegetables Sawyer will never eat.

      Of course, hunger has a way of breaking old habits. As with all forms of pain, it is as simple as it is effective. Usually.

      Always.

      My nail taps the countertop three times, each jab sharper than the last, puncturing the silence. My chin rises and falls with a slow nod.

      “Always.”
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      Collapse.

      I feel it coming as Aiden drags me by leash downstairs. My shoulders hunch inch by inch until there’s nowhere left to sink but the floor.

      The metal cuffs around my wrists and ankles are heavy as anchors, and it takes all my strength to keep up. I slog forward like an old mule plowing the field for its master. For Luna.

      A bitter taste fills my mouth—a metallic tinge teasing with Luna’s flesh. Not only the taste of her cheek mixing with my putrid spit, but the memory of her cum on my tongue weeks ago.

      I try to swallow the tinge but lose my footing as my knee caves. The leather collar clutches the back of my neck, and I’m jolted forward by a hard yank on the leash.

      I stumble. Catch myself on the wall. Cough water from my lungs.

      When Aiden jerks a second time, I force myself forward and fight the aches and pains weighing down my entire body.

      Until we turn one last corner, and Luna enters my line of sight.

      Perched on a long dining table, hands rested in her lap, her back perfectly straight as always. A steaming plate of food sits neglected at her side while she stares at crackling flames boxed inside brick.

      Heat crawls up my jaw and traces the shell of my ear, and for a moment I think it’s the fire’s doing. But the longer I stare at the black clothed witch, the hotter I get.

      Rule your emotions or they will rule you.

      Aiden’s throat clearing draws Luna’s eyes. When he slaps the back of my head, I lower my chin.

      “Has the Dreg’s attitude been addressed?”

      “Yes, Your Grace,” Aiden says without a moment’s pause. “He’s ready to behave.”

      Cold eyes fix on me. “Is that true, Dreg? Are you ready to behave?”

      That taste again—stronger.

      Aiden’s elbow jabs between my shoulder blades.

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      My teeth tap six times.

      “Very good… Come then.”

      Before I have a chance to lift my foot, Aiden barrels past with the leash woven around his fist. He drags me to Luna and shoves me into the chair directly in front of her. When I go to lift my head, he forces it back down.

      I stare at Luna’s thighs wrapped in black wool—an exact match to her sweater. Free of any design or ornament, but flattering with the way it lays over a poised body. Sophisticated. Timeless. High quality, yet practical. The same taste I saw before, when she was supposed to be a captive.

      Anyone can hide their name, their occupation, their upbringing. Almost no one can hide who they truly are.

      I may have gotten things wrong, but I wasn’t blind.

      My chin stays lowered while I look up through my lashes and meet irises as icy as tonight’s sky. Neither of us blink while Aiden loops rope through a ring in the metal cuffs to secure me to the chair. I must look angry, but Luna… She shows nothing at all—no humanity, no regret—as she watches me carefully, that little smirk she had before now gone.

      The smell of rosemary and butter drag at my stomach, but I don’t allow my eyes to shift first. A small victory, but painfully important.

      It isn’t until Luna’s throat clears that I realize Aiden has stood.

      “Thank you, friend.” She dips her head at him, giving him the signal to go stand at the end of the table and stare at us.

      “You must be hungry,” Luna says to me as she picks apart the chicken. A glossy coat of grease paints the pads of her finger and thumb.

      As drool collects in one corner of my mouth, I rub it on the shirt Aiden gave me. A black duplicate of the brand I wear—tag freshly ripped. The golf pants hugging my legs are the same material as the shorts I wore here. Even the shoes are pristine replicas of the tattered Nikes I lost in the mines.

      Luna brings a piece of chicken to my lips. Grease coats the chapped skin, but I don’t open my mouth.

      As if to remind me of my earlier punishment, my shoulder spasms. Sensitivity lingers in my nerves, an invisible current still whispering beneath the skin. My mind would rather die than eat from this woman’s hand while my body begs for reprieve. It’s confusing. And frustrating. And overstimulating.

      And I understand. For the very first time, I understand why some women on my island chose punishment or even death over assimilation.

      I told them they were senseless. Stubborn. Too stupid to survive.

      My eyes close. As I force my jaw open, my pride fractures, but pride is useless for survival.

      Luna wedges the chicken inside until rosemary starts to override the perpetual taste of blood. Turning my head away, I chew. Slowly. Painstakingly. It’s harder to eat now than it was yesterday when I filled my belly with cabbage slime.

      Luna brushes her hands together. “You may go now, Aiden. I can take it from here.”

      “Yes, Your Grace. I’ll wait out⁠—”

      “No.” Luna scrapes a helping of mashed potatoes onto the tip of her index finger. “Go home. Be with Sylvie… I said I can take it from here.”

      Hesitation, but then…

      “Yes, Your Grace. Have a good night.”

      Luna watches him leave before she turns back to me. White hair hangs in her face as she peers down. She drags several strands behind an ear, then hovers the mashed potato finger in front of my mouth.

      For a moment, she looks like a girl.

      Beautiful. Innocent.

      At a glance from afar, I would read her confidence and poise, but I would never imagine her capable of commanding the respect and admiration of multiple grown men. I would never guess her to be cruel.

      Even now, with her finger at my mouth so I can eat from her hand like an animal, there’s this odd sense of self-consciousness that flicks her eyes up and down like she can’t seem to decide whether she should be staring at my eyes or my lips. The slightest hint of pink kisses her porcelain cheeks.

      Embarrassment.

      Lust.

      Or is it just uncertainty? What kind of leader can afford to be so uncertain?

      My mouth opens easier as I settle into the chair, the twitching of my muscles easing. The food has cooled, but the butter is still rich and nutty as Luna pushes her finger past my lips. She goes to pull away when I suck off the food but stops when my teeth lightly clamp.

      She takes in the softest gasp while I trace my tongue along her nail bed. With little thought, I move over the pad of her finger in a back and forth rhythm she might remember.

      Her eyes divert as she rips her hand from my mouth. Her breaths come quicker than before.

      Just like a girl.

      “You should know… Your actions today will determine your tomorrow,” Luna begins like a fucking nineteenth-century war general, wiping her hand on my shirt instead of her own. “I provoked you before, with the pet names. I shouldn’t have done that. Your mind is obviously much too weak for such games, but uh…” She grips the edge of the table as she leans toward me. “If you choose not to cooperate, I’ll be forced to send you back to the mines. We both know you won’t last much longer there.”

      “So?”

      She blinks. Her spine straightens as she waits for me to go on.

      I don’t.

      “So if you wish to keep your life…” A surprised laugh pops from her mouth as she waves to the food, then the fire. The treasures my mistress has kindly offered. “If you want to be warm and fed, then you’ll do as you're told. You won’t disrespect me, especially in front of others. You won’t… Why are you smiling?” Her brows kiss. A blush creeps between both temples.

      “What is it you think you’re telling me to do, Luna? Am I supposed to be training sex slaves? luring sex slaves? Am I your sex slave? My head has gotten foggy with all the lies and false identity shit. Please, enlighten me.”

      “We have an inbreeding problem,” she doesn’t hesitate to say. Her glare softens, and the ice in her eyes thaws with importance she’s stupid not to hide. “We need new women added to our gene pool. But the Shadow Sanctum has had little use and little luck initiating women, and I’m afraid finding willing individuals to fill the necessary role of breeders is even less feasible…”

      She scoots to the edge of the table and takes a deep breath. “I don’t want the women to feel pain as much as I don’t want the situation to make my people uncomfortable. While the women’s purpose will primarily be to breed, my plan is to slowly replace the Seraph cast with the new initiates. They will be sacred, both to the Sanctum, and to me personally.”

      Her hands draw to her lap while her nose lifts in conviction. For such a talented, intelligent woman, she tells herself the most ridiculous lies.

      “They’ll be as cherished and content as the women on your island,” she goes on. “All I need is for you to get them here and open their minds. That’s it. I can handle everything from there.”

      My eyes narrow as I watch her face for a tell—in the twitch of a cheek or the break of her gaze. For her sake, she’d better be lying. Trafficking rings are disgustingly simple to establish, and mind-shatteringly difficult to live with. They have no place for the well-intentioned.

      But there’s no twitch. Luna’s face has hardened to stone, and her conviction is solid in her sloped jaw and crystal eyes.

      She’s serious.

      Already, she’s failed.

      “Take a good look at me,” I say, my face drooped with exhaustion while my lips find the energy to lift. “Do I look like the poster child for paradise?”

      “Not today.” She tips her head. “But in a week, after you’ve had plenty of rest and food… You’ll be fine.”

      “Unless of course, you throw me back in the mines.”

      She’s quiet for a moment. Then, a nod.

      “Luna…”

      She doesn’t respond to the whispered word. I’m not even sure it’s her real name—or if anything she told me was true.

      But my read on her… That was real.

      Abusive father.

      Obsessive compulsive disorder.

      Self consciousness that finally makes sense.

      Vulnerabilities and patterns of behavior that can be mapped, analyzed, and manipulated, just as thoroughly as anyone else.

      My wrists gently tug at the rope binding me to the chair. Eager to sit next to her. Make myself level.

      “Do you even know the type of man you’re dealing with?”

      She smiles; huffs a laugh. “I know exactly who you are, Sawyer Hansley.”

      “Yeah?”

      Her hands fan in confirmation.

      “Then how did I make my money?”

      “You mean other than your multi-million dollar⁠—”

      “How did I get the island in the first place, Luna? Who am I outside of that context?”

      Silence. Her lips thin as her fingers begin to drum her thigh.

      All the photos I saw in her safe room. All the notes she took about me.

      She knows as little about me as I do her.

      “You said you owned an investment firm with a talented business partner.”

      Correct.

      “A shark of a business partner. The kind of man who’d burn your house down because your lawn looked better than his.

      “One

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Epigraph
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        A Note Before Beginning
      


      		
        1. Sawyer
      


      		
        2. Luna
      


      		
        3. Sawyer
      


      		
        4. Luna
      


      		
        5. Sawyer
      


      		
        6. Luna
      


      		
        7. Luna
      


      		
        8. Luna
      


      		
        9. Sawyer
      


      		
        10. Sawyer
      


      		
        11. Luna
      


      		
        12. Sawyer
      


      		
        13. Luna
      


      		
        14. Sawyer
      


      		
        15. Luna
      


      		
        16. Luna
      


      		
        17. Luna
      


      		
        18. Sawyer
      


      		
        19. Luna
      


      		
        20. Sawyer
      


      		
        21. Sawyer
      


      		
        22. Luna
      


      		
        23. Luna
      


      		
        24. Luna
      


      		
        25. Sawyer
      


      		
        26. Sawyer
      


      		
        27. Luna
      


      		
        28. Sawyer
      


      		
        29. Luna
      


      		
        30. Sawyer
      


      		
        31. Luna
      


      		
        32. Sawyer
      


      		
        33. Luna
      


      		
        34. Sawyer
      


      		
        35. Luna
      


      		
        Free Newsletter Exclusive
      


      		
        Also by Nicole Cypher
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Nicole Cypher


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-fell-flower-abc-screen.png






OEBPS/images/chatgpt-image-may-24-2026-10_50_54-am.jpg





OEBPS/images/puppet-master-heading-images-for-vellum-1.jpg





