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Tahlia

Age 13

“Rome, come in here, boy,” the big man called. His booming voice rattled through my bones. I gripped my arms around my body tighter. I didn’t know why I was here. I’d been pulled out of sleep in the middle of the night. I could hear the screams of my mother, smoke filled the air and the crackle of the flames that followed behind us as the man who now sat behind the large desk carried me through the halls of my home. The fire had licked at our feet like a monster reaching out its hot hands to grip us. My voice had been stolen years ago, so I could never ask the big man who he was. But despite his size, he was gentle. The way he’d laid me on the back leather seat of the car had been almost like what I would have thought a father might do. But the big man wasn’t my father. 

I glanced at the door at a boy who appeared to be the same age as me. He was tall like the big man, and looking into his eyes, I could see the resemblance between the two. They both had dark eyes almost as black as night that glared with such seriousness that it was jarring. 

“Rome, this is Ruby.”

I winced at the sound of my name. I’d never liked it. I knew what turned me off it. The way then, men had said my name for years.

“Hi, Ruby,” Rome said as he turned to face me. I quickly glanced up at the boy. With a sigh, I nodded and stood. The big man and Rome watched me as I stood from my chair. Slowly, I started to strip myself of my nightdress.

“Woah,” the big man called as he abruptly stood from the chair, knocking it back and causing me to jolt with fear. I glanced up at him as he shook his head. His eyes were stern, but there was something else in them as he approached me. Something I’d never seen before. “Not here, Ruby. You are safe here. There is no more need for that.”

“Papa?” Rome questioned.

The big man sighed. I was confused. He didn’t want me? Part of me was thrilled at this. I hated having to perform for the men. It made me feel dirty and sick. But I did it because that is what I was bred for. That was what my parents trained me to do. I was to be obedient and do everything asked of me. I shook my head with confusion. The man ambled down to his knees, gently pulling my nightdress back over my shoulders.

“Ruby, you are not here to be used like that. Never again do you have to do that, do you understand me?”

I frowned and shook my head. The big man sighed again and nodded as he glanced up at his son, who was watching me with curiosity and concern. “Son, Ruby is or was Douglas O’Toole’s daughter. Douglas had, shall we say, an accident tonight and is no longer. Ruby will live with us from now on.”

“And Douglas did this to her?” Rome asked.

“Yes,” the man growled through grit teeth.

Rome stood looking down at me, a small crease in his brow pulled at his face. “Ruby, do you want to be called Ruby anymore?”

My eyes widened in shock. How did he know? I gasped and shook my head. “Can you talk?” he asked.

I sighed and shook my head. I was lying. I could talk. I just chose not to; it was the one thing I had control over and could hold back from giving my father. It infuriated him, and it often made the abuse worse, as some of the men loved to hear me scream. But I held it back all the same. Rome nodded and went to his father’s desk. The big man watched his son with curiosity. Rome brought back a pad and pen and thrust them toward me. “What do you want me to call you?”

I trembled as I took the pad and pen from his hands. The possibilities were endless. I was still baffled, and I wasn’t sure I could trust Rome and his father, even though my gut told me I was safe with them. I couldn’t explain it, but I knew. Something in the way they looked at me said to me that I was safe. And what of my father? Was it Rome’s father that had set the fire? Was he the reason that my mother was screaming? I knew I should be sad; that’s what people in the books I read were when they lost someone. They were sad. But I didn’t feel that. What I felt was nothing but happiness at the thought that they might be dead.

I glanced down at the pad and pen that I held in my hands. Sucking in a deep breath, I lifted the pad and moved the pen over the page.

Tahlia

That would be my name. Tahlia was the heroine in one of the books that I loved. She killed all the monsters. She was brave and never backed down from a fight. She was the complete opposite of me. She killed the people that I wanted to kill. I wasn’t sure where the book came from or if it was even really a book. Maybe I had made Tahlia up in my mind. I wasn’t sure. My mind was sometimes so broken. My favourite place was under my bed. That was where the monsters that Tahlia had befriended lived. I would spend hours hidden in the darkness, and they would talk and tell me about their adventures. But was it all in my head?

“That will be your new name. Tahlia.”

I smiled up at Rome and nodded my head. I glanced down at the paper and licked over my bottom lip before I quickly began to scrawl across the paper. 

Is he dead?

The big man looked down at the paper and then into my eyes. I could see the universe in those eyes. It was looking into Tahlia’s world. The man frowned slightly, the same frown that Rome wore. He slowly nodded his head. “Yes, Tahlia, he is dead.”

I moved the pen to my other hand and reached out. Slowly, I moved my fingers to the corner of the man’s mouth. I pushed the corners up to force his smile. Instantly, his eyes softened further, and the frown pulled at his brows and smoothed.

When the man was wearing a smile, I nodded my head. “Good,” I whispered.

The man’s eyes widened slightly, but his smile grew. “Rome, can you please take her to the room beside yours? We will decorate it any way you want, Tahlia, but for now, why don’t you go and get some rest.”

I smiled and nodded before turning to face Rome, who was watching me with more curiosity than before. He reached out to me, and I slipped my fingers across his warm palm. The strength in his handhold filled me with hope. Here, I was going to be protected. I glanced up at the doorway as Rome led me toward the stairs. Lining the stairs were my friends. They hadn’t left me. They hadn’t died. 

Salvatore glanced down at me, the black holes where his eyes should have been watching me. His rotting lips curled into a smile.

“You are safe here, Tahlia,” he growled. “You are finally safe.”

I smiled and nodded my head. Rome looked down at me and frowned slightly. “Safe,” I whispered.

Rome smiled and nodded. “Yeah, girl, you’re safe.”
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Tahlia

Age 13

“They said you were safe,” Calonia said as she danced across my sheets. I nodded my head and smiled. I had been in this new place for three days, and no man had entered my room. I hadn’t been touched. No one had put their thing inside me. 

“But you don’t believe them, Tahlia?” Salvatore asked as he brushed his tail along my upper arm, cupping my bicep comfortingly. 

I sighed. “A few more days,” I whispered.

Calonia sighed. “But no one has touched you. I’ve been watching. No one has come in here to touch you. You are safe.”

Calonia was always positive. Even when I lived with my mother and father, she tried to see the positive. She would tell me funny things about the men coming to my room. I would laugh at her jokes but didn’t see the positivity. 

"That’s not true,” Seisuke said as he slid from beneath the bed. His sparkling blue eyes lit up the room. I frowned down at him. Calonia rolled her eyes and sighed with frustration. 

“He doesn’t count. He checks on her.”

“Who?” I whispered.

“Rome,” Calonia sighed with adoration. “Every night, he comes in here and looks in on you. And when your nightmares start, he pats your hair until you settle again.”

My eyes widened, and I gasped; instinctively, I reached up to touch my hair. I thought I’d dreamt he came to me when I was scared. He really was there. 

“He loves you,” Calonia sang, making me giggle.

Seisuke growled. He’d always been my protector. He was jealous and didn’t like that someone else wanted to protect me. A knock on my door shook me out of the fantasy world I’d constructed. I blinked, and my friends disappeared, fading into the shadows. The door creaked open, and I saw Rome’s head poke around the corner. I was slowly getting to know him over the last few days. I liked him. He was always careful not to touch me. He would talk about many things and never expected me to talk back. I loved listening to him talk. He was interesting. He’d been able to do so much that I hadn’t.

“Who were you talking to?” he asked with an amused smile on his lips and his head cocked to the side. I liked when he looked at me like that. It always made me feel we had a joke that was just ours.

“Calonia, Seisuke and Salvatore,” I whispered.

“Ah, I see,” Rome said as he stepped into the room and sat on the floor at the foot of my bed. He was always careful not to sit on the bed. “How are they?”

I’d told Rome about my friends the morning after I was brought here. He’d heard me speaking to them during the night and had come in worried that someone was in the room. I trusted Rome. He didn’t laugh at me. He didn’t try to hurt me; I always found it funny that he liked hearing about my friends. I knew they weren’t real. I knew they were in my head. I wasn’t crazy. 

I giggled and shook my head, making Rome chuckle. He had a deep laugh that did funny things to my belly when I heard it. I’d never met anyone like Rome before. Since I’d been here, I hadn’t seen the big man again. 

I moved off the bed and sat beside Rome on the floor. He sat completely still until I was situated with my legs crossed like he had his. He smiled at me in a way that made my belly feel like butterflies were in it. 

“Did you go to school today?” I asked.

Rome sighed and nodded his head. “Yeah. I would rather stay here with you and your friends. I hate school.”

“Why?” I asked. It sounded like the most beautiful place ever. He told me about all the things that he was learning. I was never allowed to attend school. The only way I’d learned to read was by one of the men who had visited me. He would read to me and teach me. Calonia thought it was because he felt guilty for what he did to me. But if he felt guilty, I wondered why he would continue to do it. I sighed, and my smile slipped as I remembered what he would do to me. He was one of the more sadistic men. He liked it when I cried. He would make me look into his eyes as he slammed his fist inside me. He didn’t care that I begged. He liked it when I did. If I didn’t give him what he wanted, then the pain would get worse. I ran my fingers over the scars that dotted my thigh through my pants. That was another weird thing to me. Pants. I was allowed to wear them here. I was even given underwear. 

“Hey?” Rome whispered, drawing my attention to him. “Your mind went somewhere.”

I sighed and tried to force a smile on my lips, but I knew Rome could see through it. He seemed to be able to see through everything. 

“You’re safe here,” he whispered.

I believed him. I just wished I could get rid of the horrible feelings inside me. The nightmares I had. The images that constantly walked around me. I couldn’t bear to speak out about my desires. I was sure that would scare anyone who heard them. I believed I was safe, but it wasn’t enough to be safe anymore. I wanted revenge. 

“Soon, Tahlia, soon,” Seisuke called into my mind. 
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Tahlia

Age 16

“Hey Tahlia, can I ask you something?” Rome asked as he curled up behind me in the bed. His arm draped around my waist, and his chest's warmth comforted me as I drifted in and out of sleep.

Every night, Rome had come to my room, and over the years, it became that he would sleep in my bed. We never did more than him holding me. He was always careful to move his hips as soon as he was awake, but secretly, I liked the feeling of his hard-on pressed against my back before he fully woke up. I never told him that. I didn’t want him to think that he had to stop. I wondered if my mind was more broken than I thought. Every day I spent with Rome, I fell in love with him more. It wasn’t the love I should have for a protector. It was a dirty love. My fantasies were nothing but impure.

“Yes,” I whispered.

“Why was it so important for you to change your name?” 

I wiggled my hips, causing him to hiss over his teeth and swivel his hips. A slight smirk pulled at my lips. I loved that this boy was so easy to get. I’d asked him once if he had a girlfriend, but he told me he wasn’t interested in any girls he went to school with. It made me happier than he could ever imagine to hear that. I just wished sometimes that he would look at me as a girlfriend. And maybe he did. I wasn’t sure. I didn’t know how a boy was supposed to look at a girlfriend.

“My father used to say it over and over when he was cumming,” I said quietly.

Rome groaned. “I hate that.”

I shrugged one shoulder. “I did, too. The name always reminded me of that time. But since I’ve been here with you, it’s different. I don’t feel the same pain I did about it.”

Rome reached up and lightly ran his fingers through my hair. “How do you feel about it?”

“I’m angry. Even murderous. I’m scared to tell you because I don’t want you to hate me.”

Rome’s fingers stopped moving, and he slowly reached down to my shoulder and pushed to roll me onto my back. I could see his dark eyes dull into mine in the dim light of the moon that washed through the window. I loved those eyes. They showed every emotion, and the world swirled around them. It was looking into the universe.

“I will never hate you. Tahlia, you can tell me anything. You could tell me you want to gut every man; I’d still love you.”

My eyes flared, and my mouth dropped open. “You love me?” I whispered.

Rome licked over his bottom lip and nodded his head. “I thought you knew that.”

“I love you too, Rome.”

Rome’s smile pulled at his lips, and his eyes seemed to flicker with a passion I’d only ever seen in his eyes. I reached out my hand and ran my fingertips along his jaw. He lay still, looking down into my eyes. I caressed over his face, his lips, and eyebrows. Rome’s breath shuddered and became choppy. I licked over my bottom lip as I wondered what it would be like to bridge the gap between us. What would his cock feel like inside me? I knew he was big; I knew that it was thick. I’d felt it before he woke up. 

Slowly, as if two magnets were pulling us together, Rome lowered his face and brushed his lips across mine in a sweet peck. A small moan fell from my lips, and I pressed my thighs together. I’d never thought I could ever want anything sexual with anyone. But Rome had healed that part of me. 

I kissed him in response. Our lips moved together. Rome was careful not to crowd me as he kissed gently over my lips. I licked over his bottom lip, and a gravelly groan fell from Rome’s throat. He opened his lips and tangled his tongue with mine. I’d never been kissed like this. It was everything. Every sense was firing. I felt my nerves zapping with lust as our tongues tangled in an erotic dance.

I thrust my hand up through Rome’s hair and circled my leg around his as I pressed my body tighter against him. Rome groaned and slid his hand down over my hip and to my ass. He pulled me tight against him, and I felt his dick throb in the sweatpants he wore.

Eventually, he pulled back and looked down at me. “How did that not trigger you?”

“Because it’s you, Rome. You’re not them. I love you.”

Rome pressed his head against mine as he continued to skim his hands up and down my body. We didn’t take it any further than that during the night. But I knew that he was mine. I now had Rome.
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Rome

Age 17

“The girl is fucking crazy, Sol,” I overheard Estanio say to my father.

“Enough. I won’t listen to you anymore about it. Tahlia is no different to what you would have been if you’d not been rescued by my father at a younger age than her.”

I smirked as I heard Estanio go silent. It was true. All the men my father had working for him had been rescued as children by my grandfather or great-uncles. This family was made up of misfits. We were the lost ones. I was fortunate. I’d been born to a fantastic father. But it didn’t come as rainbows and sprinkles. My mother had died when I was only an infant; she’d had cancer. I didn’t even know what her face looked like anymore. The only images I had of her were my father's photos. He was in love with her more than I’d ever seen any man in love. My father never did, unlike other men who might have chosen to remarry and move on. He stayed faithful to my mother even after her death.

“What is happening?” My cousin Ryker whispered beside me, causing me to leap out of my skin.

“Don’t fucking sneak up on me like that. Estanio was bitching about Tahlia, and Papa shut him down.”

Ryker grinned and nodded his head. “Good.”

Ryker and I were the same age and had spent just about every waking minute together within the house; on the outside of the house, it was a different story. Our family was hated by many other crime families. If they knew they could take out two sons of the family, they wouldn’t hesitate. So, it was better that Ryker and I didn’t associate outside the walls. But here in the house, it was me, Ryker, his sister Charlotte and now Tahlia. I told everyone that Charlotte was my sister, so she was more protected. But she was Estanio’s daughter and Ryker’s twin sister.

I sighed. “You love her so much,” Ryker chuckled as he looked into my face.

I shrugged. There was no point in denying it. I was in love. She was beautiful, that was for sure. But it wasn’t just her beauty that attracted me. It was her broken imperfections, it was her crazy, it was her deepest desires. She didn’t know I knew her desires. But I’d heard her talking to her imaginary friends. I knew what was in her heart. I hadn’t told anyone. But I wanted to help her live out those fantasies. Many might say that meant I was sociopathic, and I guess it could make me as crazy as her. But I didn’t care. That girl had me hook, line and sinker.

“You boys might as well come in here,” Papa called to me.

When I pushed open the door, Papa wore an amused smile on his lips, while Estanio looked frustrated.

“What have you two been told about eavesdropping,” Estanio growled.

“Leave them be, E; we were no different at their age,” Papa chuckled. “Besides, it won’t be long before Rome runs this family.”

I frowned and cocked my head to the side. I always knew that my day would come to take over the family's running, just as Papa had done for Granddad. But we had never spoken about it.

“Don’t look so confused. You will be eighteen next week. That means you will become a man.”

“I know, but I don’t think I could take over running the family yet.”

Papa smiled lovingly at me. “Don’t worry about that, son; you have a little to learn before that time comes. How is Tahlia doing?”

I licked over my bottom lip. Papa asked me about her every day. He’d purposely stayed away while they still interacted; he recognised that he potentially reminded Tahlia of where she had come from.

“She is doing good.”

“Has she told you more about her dreams?”

I sighed and nodded. “A little. Papa, she is so angry. She wants their blood.”

“Then I think we should give it to her.”

I gasped, and my eyes widened. “Seriously?”

Papa’s smile was dark as he nodded his head. “Yes. She deserves her revenge.”
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