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And the ocean of sorrow is you

- “Burden” by Opeth
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CONTENT WARNING

Dear reader

This book deals with heavy subject matter such as ongoing trauma, abuse, heavy non-con, and suicidal ideations. The writing is explicit and will pull you into the FMC's mind and let you experience the angst and abuse right alongside her. It gets very uncomfortable, and if any of these things are triggers for you, I urge you to turn around.

But if you dare to dive in, go ahead and join me on this dark journey and be prepared to have your emotions torn to shreds.

This story is too dark for a warm and fuzzy HEA. You’ll find no hearts and roses on this path. But I will offer a little light at the end of this long, dark tunnel. You’ve been warned.

On the next page, you’ll find a list of trigger warnings. I can’t guarantee it’s exhaustive, but I’ve done my best to make it so.

Love
Ella



Triggers:

Abuse

Corruption

Bondage

Degradation

Dissociation

Drowning games

Face slapping

Facilitation of rape/abuse/assault

Forced sodomy

Knife play/cutting

Heavy non-con

Illegal caretaking

Jealous/possessive behavior

Light prostitution

Manipulation

Mental captivity

Mentions of attempted and actual murder

Mentions of drugs (selling and forced use)

MfM

Off-page dismemberment (finger)

Ongoing trauma

Rape

Self-harm

Spitting

Stalking

Stockholm syndrome

Suicidal ideations

Verbal humiliation

Violence

Voyeurism


PLAYLIST

A lot of thought has gone into this playlist. I wanted to capture the angst and the bleak atmosphere of the book—the desperation and the yearning—in music, and I've spent a lot of time finding the right songs to express these emotions and pairing one with each chapter. 

I hope this playlist will create a more immersive experience and maybe even introduce you to some amazing bands.

Listen on Spotify

Burden – Opeth 

	1 	Atlantic – Sleep Token
	2 	Celestial Violence – Ihsahn
	3 	Isolation Years – Opeth
	4 	Crawling – Linkin Park
	5 	Slave – Leprous
	6 	Windowpane – Opeth
	7 	Rule of Nines – Spiritbox
	8 	Take Aim – Sleep Token
	9 	Sámr – Ihsahn
	10 	Pain With an Anchor – Mastodon
	11 	Numb – Linkin Park
	12 	Give – Sleep Token
	13 	Beautiful Lie – 30 Seconds to Mars
	14 
	Leashes – Leprous
	15 	Novocaine – Too Close To Much & Bad Omens
	16 	Levitate – Sleep Token
	17 	Borders – Kalandra
	18 	Just Pretend – Bad Omens
	19 	Blood Trails to Love – Ihsahn
	20 	Soulless Existence – Lorna Shore
	21 	Bring Me Back to Life – Evanescence
	22 	Waiting Game – Kalandra
	23 	Elysian Woes – Opeth
	24 	Death of Peace of Mind – Bad Omens
	25 	Eyes of Serpent – Mastodon
	26 	Had it All – Mastodon
	27 	The Flood – Leprous
	28 	High Water – Sleep Token
	29 	In my Time of Need – Opeth
	30 	Vore – Sleep Token
	31 	Take This Life – In Flames
	32 	Last Resort – Falling in Reverse
	33 	L’Enfant Sauvage – Gojira
	34 	Oblivion – Mastodon
	35 	Bonneville – Leprous
	36 	My Immortal – Evanescence
	37 	Coil – Opeth
	38 	After – Ihsahn
	39 	Take Me Back to Eden – Sleep Token
	40 
	Fear is the Weakness – In Flames
	41 	It Never Ends - Bring Me the Horizon
	42 	Riptide – Will Ramos & The Gnarly Neighbor
	43 	Blessed Be – Spiritbox
	44 	While We Sleep - Insomnium
	45 	The Offering – Sleep Token
	46 	And I Return to Nothingness – Lorna Shore





PROLOGUE

“Burden”

by Opeth

Janos

Six months later

I stare at the unconscious woman in the bed. Her torso is a cruel canvas of bloody patches of gauze and swollen tissue. Even with her body hidden beneath the comforter, the vision remains vivid in my brain. So do her glittery green eyes and the terror, the longing, and the lust I’ve seen within them.

Those eyes are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, and I want to see them watch me with that special combination of fear and a plea for protection that has drawn me to her since the first night I had her helpless in my hands. Lately, all I’ve seen in them is pain, if anything at all. Her milky skin is even paler than usual—like a ghost—and I know she’ll forever haunt me once she’s gone. This tiny woman has imprinted herself on me in ways nothing ever has.

I can’t let her go. I just can’t.

Grabbing my phone, I type out a text, delete the words, and type out a new message. Gabor has been crystal clear about me not getting her a doctor, so I have to be very careful about my choice of words. He can’t know I’ve fallen for this girl. He can’t know about my disloyalty. So I take my time, consider the best way to spin this, and compose a message in a sober, rational tone.

If I don’t get the girl a doctor, you’ll have another body on your hands, and this one won’t be as easy to get rid of as the last one. Her family will ask questions, the embassy too, and bribing the police might be a risky, difficult affair.

After hitting send, I wait ten minutes, rotating the phone in my hand, clenching it in my fist, and hoping to God that Gabor will take my advice. He usually does, but this time, his sadistic urges seem to have gotten the better of him, and I’m afraid no rationale will get through to him.

For ten more minutes, I stare at the ghostlike girl in front of me. She looks dead. Maybe she already is or is about to be. It would be the merciful thing to do—let her drift off like this.

Fuck mercy. I’m not letting her go.

I dart up from the chair and press two fingers to her neck. Her pulse is weak, but it’s still there.

I want to shake her shoulders and slap her face to make her wake up—make her bright green eyes open and stare up at me. But I don’t. I can’t bear the screams when she’s awake. They tear at my soul, cutting me like the knife that cut her. I should have stopped Gabor. I should have ripped the knife from his hands the moment he drew blood. I should have dug it into his gut and made sure he could never hurt her again.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I force the bloody mental image of his intestines spilling from his stomach out of my mind and go to the living room, where I shut the door to keep the sound of my agitated pacing from waking up Rebecca. Another ten minutes pass before my phone vibrates with an incoming call.

“She needs a doctor, now, or she’ll die,” I say, raising my voice.

“Are you deaf, Janos? I told you to get rid of her. Slice her throat, bury her alive, or dump her in some drug den and pump her full of fentanyl. I don’t care how. Just do it. No doctor for the whore.”

With that, he hangs up, and the edges of my phone dig into my hand as I clench it so hard I think I’ll crush it. My mind rages with ideas of how I could end Gabor, maybe even use his own suggestions against him—slice his throat in his sleep or drug him just enough to incapacitate him, then bury him alive.

I can’t, though.

I simply can’t betray the man who brought me out of the gutter, gave me a life worth living, and taught me everything I know—not like that. 

But I can’t let her die either.


CHAPTER 1

“Atlantic”

by Sleep Token

Rebecca

Present time

I gather the dishes on my tray and gaze up at the sunset over Donau. To my right, the Chain Bridge connects the old Pest-side to the Buda-side, and to my left, the Citadella watches over the city from its place upon the hill. Both are mesmerizing sights, but neither can compete with my favorite—the castle that towers above the water across the river.

I smile to myself. Not even Izsák’s derisive voice and the repugnant garlic odor that always comes with it can ruin the peace.

“I don’t pay you to stand around like a fucking mannequin, Rebecca.”

Ignoring him, I cast a final glance at the castle. The sunset forms a golden halo around the old building, and wispy, purple clouds lend the sky a fairytale-like hue. It’s almost a replica of the postcard I’ve been dreaming myself away into since I was thirteen.

Fifteen years later, and I’m finally here—away from the nauseatingly yellow rapeseed fields of Southern Denmark. Even after three months here, I can’t seem to get enough of this beautiful view.

I make my way inside the restaurant, push through the swinging door to the kitchen, and inhale the delicious scent of chicken and paprika. I know what I’ll be having for dinner on my break tonight.

“Chicken Paprikash again today?” Elek asks, probably reading my thoughts on my sniffing nose. Glancing up from the frying pan, he gives me a lingering look, and his eyes light up with something beyond friendly politeness.

“Yes, please,” I say with a quick smile that can’t be interpreted as the flirty one he seems to be hoping for.

He’s a great cook, and his Hungarian chicken dish alone could almost make me consider dating him. Plus, he’s attentive and helpful. The moment I prop my tray on my hip to make room on the cluttered table, he’s at my side, holding the tray while shoving things aside.

“Thanks,” I say, catching a glimpse of the golden cross around his neck.

My mom would love this man. And that’s more than enough reason not to date him.

“Have you ever had chicken fresh from a farm, Rebecca?” he asks as he returns to the stove.

“No.” Shaking my head, I glance behind him to see the chubby female cook, whose name I can never remember, roll her eyes. Here we go again.

And sure enough, Elek launches into a long monologue about his parents’ chickens—something about a feral dog breaking the neck of one and two roosters getting into a fight.

I listen with half an ear, adding a few polite smiles and nods as I fill the dishwasher. Then I mouth a furtive sorry to the female cook as I push through the swinging door, leaving her to deal with his incessant chatter.

A strange sensation prickles at my awareness as I enter the dining area. I’m not sure what it is, but the hairs at my nape stand on end as if someone’s watching me. But when I glance around, no one’s looking my way. Something does catch my attention, though.

A sleek, middle-aged man at the round corner table stands out like a sore thumb.

I’m not sure what it is that makes him stand out. Maybe his clothes. His sand-colored suit fits his body to a tee, and the Windsor knot on the dark blue tie looks like it’s bound by an English butler. His dark hair is neatly trimmed and combed back in a seemingly windproof hairdo, and his clean-shaven jaw sports the same control-freakish perfection.

He seems vaguely familiar, but I can’t think of where I might have seen him. I’d remember if he had been here or I had talked to him. He’s too significant to forget.

I cock my head as I keep staring, fascination and worry warring to win the upper hand.

His hand rests on the table, fingers holding the handle on the coffee cup as he gazes out over the water without a care in the world. He looks like a man who knows he doesn’t need large hand gestures and harsh words to make the world bow down to him. His sheer air of authority will do the job.

A chill rolls down my spine. This man exudes danger. My brain knows it, but my body refuses to acknowledge it when I try to break away. There’s some faulty connection between my brain and body because authority like this has always been a magnetic force to me. My core hums whenever I stare into the eyes of a tiger; my instincts urge me to bow down when my head screams for me to run for my life.

I startle as the man turns his head, and before I can look away, the warm hazel hue of his eyes ensnares me. But it’s only the color that is warm. Underneath the surface lies a coldness so stark and frigid it has goosebumps skittering down my arms.

Stop looking. Stop looking. I try to force my gaze away, but it doesn’t work. Terror thrums in my veins as he seems to take in every little nuance of my fear, eyes honing in on me with fascination.

His lips pull up into a dimpled smile that slowly spreads across his face, forming delicate crinkles at the corners of his eyes and drawing fine lines at the edges of his mouth. It comes so naturally I have to blink to see if I’m imagining it. But I’m not. Even the hazel notes seem warmer. But deep within his eyes, there’s a small place the smile can’t reach—a frozen place that will never thaw. Something so cold that it’s lodged in the very essence of his soul.

My reaction is as instinctive as my irrational curiosity. My eyes flicker to the ground, my cheeks heat, and my shoulders draw inward. A submissive response. An urge to accept his power. But I know how dangerous it is to submit to the wrong man. I’ve heard the stories. That’s why I never submit outside the safe spaces of BDSM clubs. So I square my shoulders, let my eyes glide back up, and focus straight ahead. I’m good at controlling myself like this.

But it’s too late. The warmth in the eyes has receded, leaving a cold, dead stare. The charming smile still shines in his features, but those eyes hold no trace of kindness. They’re icicles covered in dirt. The coldness is almost palpable, swirling around me, making me shiver even though it’s eighty-five degrees outside.

I only have myself to blame. No matter how fleeting my hint of submission was, it was enough to awaken some primal urge within him—a need for power and control.

With my heart pounding and my hands shaking, I set off toward the kitchen. A secluded nook in the back lends me the privacy I badly need, and I brace my clammy hands on the counter as I heave ragged breaths.

As if on cue, Elek appears. “Are you okay?”

Turning my head, I meet a friendly set of eyes on a harmless face. I should fall for a man like him instead of a dangerous predator like the one in the restaurant. But I have never managed to acquire a normal, sane taste in men. Even the ones I’ve been with at BDSM clubs have often been too benign for me to truly feel the pull. It’s not that I haven’t tried. I’ve been on so many dates with normal, nice men that I have lost count. I’ve even gone home with some of them in the hopes they would awaken something dormant inside me. But it never happens. My body is barren land when explored by friendly hands and warm eyes—as frigid as the eyes on that man out there.

“Just a migraine,” I lie. “It’ll pass in a minute.”

The rapt sound of a clap bounces against the tiled walls as my boss enters the kitchen. “Back to work.”

I straighten and pick up my tray, too shaken by the small yet very consequential encounter to let Izsák get to me. His stance is demonstrative as I pass him—arms crossed and eyes glaring, telling me in no uncertain terms that I’m a lowly waitress who serves the single purpose of being at his beck and call.

I don’t need to look at him to know how his eyes glide up and down my curves with an animalistic hunger. I feel it all too clearly. But he’s far from the majestic lion that rules the savannah. He’s the frothing hyena that has to settle for other’s scraps—harmless, as long as you don’t tread into its den and provoke it. He’s not the one I’m afraid of as I leave the kitchen with my heart pounding in my throat.

My lungs expand with an audible sigh of relief when I find the table by the panoramic windows empty. Never has someone scared me so much so quickly. Actually, I don’t think anyone has ever scared me like that. Something about that man set off all my alarms, and I’m pretty sure it’s not just paranoia.

My heart keeps pounding as I make my way around the restaurant, collecting dirty dishes. It’s only when I’ve made a whole round, inside and outside, and I’m back in the kitchen without having seen the man that my heart regains a steady rhythm.

“Did you see that Istvan Gabor was here?” The small, chubby chef is practically bouncing on her feet while stirring the pot in front of her.

“Istvan Gabor? You mean, the politician?” I say.

She bobs her head up and down, her stirring picking up speed. “The Minister of Foreign Affairs.”

Suddenly, the pieces fall into place. I thought I had seen him before. But why the hell would a man like him come here? We might be only a few blocks from the parliament, but there are surely plenty more upscale cafés closer by where a man like him can get his coffee.

As Hungary’s Minister of Foreign Affairs and right hand to the Prime Minister, Istvan Gabor is one of the most prominent faces of Hungarian politics—and Hungary in general. He’s part of the reason for the corruption that bleeds deep into the system of this country. As with many dictators, the people neither can nor want to see it even though it’s glaringly clear. I didn’t have to know who he was to sense the danger. A single shared glance was enough. And knowing who he is only adds to my wariness because he’s not just a dangerous man anymore. He’s a dangerous man with money and people in his pockets.

But he’s gone now, so I try to forget about him—write it off as the chance meeting I’m sure it was. But as the evening wears on, the anxiety keeps gnawing at my stomach, and I can’t shake the feeling that he wanted something from me. The way he watched me wasn’t an accidental glance or a man lingering on a pretty waitress. There was more to it. As if he was sizing me up.

I remember the way he noticed my fleeting submission, and a bone-deep shiver shoots through my body. He ignited something in me, and my reaction ignited something in him. Something wild and dangerous aimed directly at me.

* * *

It’s long past midnight when Izsák finally lets me go, and I find myself on the small detour that takes me past the parliament a little farther down the river.

I never go here during the day. Only when darkness has swept its heavy cloak over the city, leaving every nook and corner shrouded in shadows, do I venture here to see the beast. I’m not sure why. The enormous white building has me shivering as I stand at the foot of its mighty façade.

It must be some kind of masochistic desire that brings me here. I’ve always had this reckless gravitation toward danger even though I’m both jumpy and scared of the dark.

I rub my arms as I watch the spotlights on the ground, casting their lights upon the monster like a fearful crowd bowing down in forced reverence. It’s a terrible symbol of everything this building houses. Tyranny and oppression. And it all just gets to stand here, out in the open, lit up for everyone to see. Lights should soothe my nerves, but these are only here to intimidate.

An icy shiver runs down my arms, and I turn my head to look behind me. No one’s there. It’s just my paranoia.

Fuck. Why did I come here?

I pull my jacket tight and hurry on.

Even as the parliament disappears behind several blocks of buildings, it keeps breathing down my neck. The sensation is worse than usual, and as I walk through the streets, my mind conjures fears of people stalking me, eyes lurking in dark corners, and a predator ready to jump.

When I’m finally home in bed, I toss and turn for hours before I fall into a restless sleep. Then I startle awake to a metallic clank. With a hand to my chest, I reach for the lamp on my nightstand and breathe a ragged sigh as the soft glow lights up the room, assuring me I’m alone.

It must have been a sound from the courtyard. Some drunken idiot coming home and feeling the need to bang something against the iron bars on the ground-floor windows.

Nevertheless, I wrap a blanket around myself and pad through my studio apartment to check the front door in the small hall. It’s locked. And the door chain is still connected to the doorframe. I put my eye to the peephole and see pitch-black darkness. No one’s there.

Feeling somewhat reassured, I move on to check my small kitchen and bathroom before I go back to bed.


CHAPTER 2

“Celestial Violence”

by Ihsahn

Rebecca

The unease keeps prickling for the next few days, and whatever little sleep I get is restless. Checking the apartment and peering through the peephole becomes a nightly routine. 

After a week, I decide enough is enough and refuse to succumb to my anxiety anymore. Who would break in here anyway? I’m on the fourth floor in a shitty apartment building in a calm neighborhood where the worst passers-by are drunk people headed home.

So when I once more wake up from some strange sound, tense and ready to jump out of bed, I try to keep calm and remind myself how crazy this is. No one is here. There’s nothing to worry about.

I’m dozing off again when a scratchy, metallic sound breaches the silence. Suddenly, I’m wide awake, lying dead still as I listen. The sound is too close, like it’s coming from the hall, right outside my door—maybe at my door? And it keeps going.

Click.

The front door slides open and catches on the chain.

My heart pounds like it’s trying to punch a hole in my chest as I scramble to the floor and slide into the pitch-black darkness under the bed.

Something rattles. The door chain. Maybe it will stop them. Surely they won’t enter knowing someone’s home.

There’s a metallic snap, and terror is like a punch to my gut as the door slides open. A streak of light moves across the floor and disappears as quickly as it came as the door shuts.

Panic pulses through my system, so hard I can barely breathe—I don’t dare to breathe. Footsteps move across the floor, clicking the way fancy men’s shoes do. Two sets. The sound echoes through the night. It’s like they’re not even trying to be quiet—like they don’t care if they wake someone.

Maybe they’re here for someone and not something. Me.

Pressing a hand to my mouth, I suppress the urge to scream. It’s a well-known fact that Eastern Europe has huge problems with human trafficking.

Click, click, click.

The sound of shoes approaches. I picture polished leather and fancy oxfords. Shoes that are in no way appropriate for a break-in. The realization chills my blood, and I stop breathing as a pair of shoes just like the ones I imagined appear before me.

The sheets on my bed rustle as if the intruder is looking for something. Me, probably. I squeeze my eyes shut, praying it will all go away. Maybe this is all just a vivid nightmare.

But it’s not. I know it when I feel a strong presence right in front of me. I look again and stare straight into a set of hard eyes. I can’t see anything else. Only the terrifying orbs. All facial features remain concealed in the shadows.

“She’s in here,” the man in front of me calls out with a deep, resonant voice that seems to vibrate with the kind of power that would set my nerves humming at a BDSM club, but chills my blood here in the dead of night.

I yelp as he snatches my arm and tugs. I grab the edge of the bed as I slide across the floor, but his grip is impossibly strong, and all I manage is to drag the bed with me before I lose my grip.

I open my mouth to scream, but the sound dies in a gasp as he yanks me off the floor. With a hand over my mouth, he slams me into his body—a massive plane of solid muscle. The scream finally rips from my lungs, loud and forceful, only to die in his palm.

Sheer horror descends upon my mind, sending me into a frenzied bout of struggling. I writhe in his grip, dig my heels into the floor, and push and pull at the arms locked around me. But it’s no use. He’s enormous and I’m tiny. He doesn’t even budge when I drop my weight to hang heavily in his arms.

My heart contracts and slams against my chest as a lanky man in a loosely fitted suit appears like a ghastly monster in the shadows before me. His nostrils flare as he seems to take me in, eyes widening like a hungry beast. The thought that this guy might be about to force himself upon me has bile rising in my throat.

I dig my heels in again, this time to push back, away from the frothing beast and into the mountain of a man behind me. When it doesn’t work, I go frantic, kicking at the man restraining me and clawing at his arms. But it’s useless. His legs are like rods of steel, his arm an unbreakable vise.

My only weapon is my voice, and when he releases my mouth, I scream with the full force of my lungs. But only a shrill squeak leaks into the room. The rest dies in a thick piece of cloth that the scrawny man stuffs into my mouth. Pushing my tongue against the fabric, I try to spit it out, but he keeps shoving until my mouth is so full I have to focus just to breathe. Then he slaps a piece of duct tape over my mouth to keep it in place.

I have been gagged before. Red and black plastic balls, spider gags, and even rope. But I have never had my mouth stuffed so fully, and never by two strangers forcing themselves on me.

Tears leak from my eyes as helplessness sets in. I’m like a small bird trapped in large hands, my thrashing no better than the flapping of feeble wings as they rip my clothes off. One man takes my shorts, the other my camisole, and next goes my bra and my panties. Fabric burns across my skin, and all I can do is try to keep my feet steady on the ground as I jostle back and forth between the brutal hands that have no care whether I stand or fall.

I cry out into the gag when the gigantic man twists my arms behind my back, but it’s more out of shock than pain. He doesn’t need to pull tight; he has enough strength and control to immobilize me without hurting me. Yet, I feel the ruthlessness in his motions—in the very air. Both men go about this sordid affair in a mechanical, detached sort of way, and I think that’s about the only similarity between the two.

And the attire, I realize with dread.

These men aren’t simple thieves who happened upon a woman that needed to be subdued. These men are rich and competent and have clearly done this before. There’s nothing haphazard or impulsive. It’s cold and calculated, like they’re working on routine. And worst of all, they’re here for me.

I double over as horror has my stomach seizing in an excruciating cramp. The man behind me adjusts his grip, so I don’t hang by the sockets of my arms. But the relief is short-lived as he throws me onto the bed and my knee slams into the edge. I squeeze my eyes shut, groaning at the sharp pain that stabs into my joint. I scramble across the mattress, away from the hard edges, but I don’t get far before the same man grabs me and flips me onto my back.

He gathers my wrists in an unbreakable grip, but despite his strength, I’m convinced I can free myself—it’s just one hand—and I launch into another burst of useless struggling. When the scrawny man hands him a bundle of rope, he easily replaces his hand with the rough material.

Once again, he proves his competence as an attacker. Tying up someone isn’t as easy as it looks in the movies. Only people who have either tied someone up or been tied up know how easy it is to wriggle out of a few circles of rope. This man knows it too. He finishes off by dragging the rope between my wrists and around itself, creating two separate rope cuffs that I’ll never escape.

The other man ties my legs the same way, though with him, I manage to slow the process with a few kicks. But it only makes him go rougher, and the ropes are cutting into my skin by the time he ties the knot.

The massive man hops onto the bed, pinning me with his weight as he straddles me.

As he leans over to reach for one of my pillows, the lights in the courtyard come on, filtering through the thin curtains and revealing a cold set of gray eyes beneath thick eyebrows. A diagonal scar intersects one brow, lending him a menacing look—or rather, enhances the danger that permeates every single feature from his detached gaze to the sharp angles of his jaw and thick bone structure.

I’m not sure how or why, but somehow, I stop thrashing, shocked and mesmerized by the unabashed danger this man exudes.

He yanks the casing off the pillow, and when he places it over my head, about to pull it down, his eyes meet mine. He stops as if something has caught his attention.

I should look away—break the contact instead of staring the tiger straight in the eye—but I can’t help myself. Confusion, fear, and a strange urge to give in become a whirlwind of emotion inside me. My breaths come in heavy drags as I blink, look away, and look back at him.

He should resemble pure evil. And maybe he does to others. But to me, there’s something potent and worthy about him that robs me of air and hits straight into that instinctive place where my submission resides.

His head tilts a bit—only the slightest of motions—as he seems to study me. Then his eyes soften. Again, not much, but enough to make them seem less cold. A trace of something... human?

Without breaking eye contact, he gently slides a hand under my head to lift it, and in that moment, I can’t help feeling grateful. Grateful for the small sliver of tenderness. Tears gather at the corners of my eyes, and I blink to contain them, not wanting to display my vulnerability to this dangerous man.

But as he cradles my head, the pools grow bigger and spill over. It’s only a single tear, but it feels no better than a full-on crying fit when his gaze shifts to follow the tear on its way down my cheek. Suddenly, it’s not fear that has me in a chokehold. It’s the vulnerability I can’t handle. Lying here with my mouth stuffed and distended, my hands bound, and my body naked and exposed. Now also with a pleading need for comfort shining in my eyes when I should only feel fear and hatred.

It’s when he reaches up to trail a finger down the wet stripe that I break. I cry, whimpering into the fabric in my mouth as tears run in streams down my temples.

When he pulls the pillowcase over my head, enclosing me in blinding darkness, I succumb to a despair that has me jerking and shaking my head. Claustrophobia closes in on me. Choking loneliness. I’ve always felt alone, but this loneliness is starker than any I’ve ever known, searing deep into my soul.

My chest heaves as air rushes in and out of my nostrils, sucking the fabric close and blocking my only airway. When he drags rope over my neck, panic fully descends like it had been accumulating during the moment of reprieve. I writhe, kick my bound legs, and scream into the gag.

This time, though, there’s no violence in his movements. He seems almost careful as he lifts my head and winds the rope around my neck. Once. Twice. But his carefulness is not enough to counterbalance the threat of the rope. Not even when I realize it’s only a practical precaution to keep the pillowcase in place can I calm down.

My struggling becomes ever more crazed, and I whip my head from side to side and up and down as I jerk and twist on the mattress. My neck hurts from the thrashing, my throat from the screaming, but I can’t control any of it. All I can do is pant in a frantic rhythm. In and out through my nose, over and over again. But no oxygen reaches my lungs, and foggy spots dance in my mind as I grow dizzy.

A large hand presses down on my forehead, forcing my head into the mattress. I try to fight it but quickly realize the futility of it and go still. Stiff and tense, but still nonetheless. It’s enough to slow my breathing to a steady tempo that pulls me back from the ledge of unconsciousness.

As I give up the fight, he eases the pressure on my forehead. His hand just lies there, and somehow I’m almost grateful for it—grateful that it shoves back the panic and prevents me from hurting my already strained neck further.

At some point, I realize the room has gone quiet. Eerily so. Nothing else happens. We just wait. And I have no idea what for.

The ticking of my clock becomes an obtrusive sound that seems to grow louder by the second until it’s almost deafening. The wind in the big tree in the courtyard cuts through the silence like a storm is rustling its branches.

But I don’t hear the slightest sounds from the men. Barely a breath. I have lost awareness of the thin one. It’s only because I haven’t heard the front door slam that I know he must still be here. The man straddling me just sits there, his hand an unwelcome, yet appreciated weight on my forehead. We’re all suspended in a strange limbo.

My mind goes through all kinds of horrid scenarios as I lie there waiting. What I find most terrifying is the way they seem to work on routine, as if this is just another night on the job. The way they seem to be here for me.

But if they’re human traffickers, wouldn’t they be hauling me out of here by now?

I rack my brain to find a plausible explanation for this strange scenario, but come up blank.

I don’t know how much time passes like this. At first, I try to count the seconds, but my brain loses focus at around five minutes, and after what seems like ten, I give up.

Tick tock, tick tock. Time keeps ticking, darkness keeps pervading, and a slow haze creeps over my senses.

More than half an hour must have passed when the sound of my front door finally breaks me out of the dazed inertia.

Click, click, click, click. The same sound of fancy men’s shoes as before approaches, and my mind conjures images of polished leather, square heels, and perforations. It’s an image I used to love—an image that now instills fear in me. Squeaky sneakers would somehow seem less ominous. Less dangerous.

When the new man stops beside the bed, the massive one hops off to sit beside me. He’s still gentle when he lifts my bound hands over my head and places his other hand flat on my chest. The hand is surely meant to keep me in place, but like when he held my forehead, the intent seems more soothing than restrictive, and my mind struggles to remember this man is my perpetrator.

The warped pull I feel toward him only grows when what must be the scrawny man moves through the room to grab my legs cruelly. I remember how the massive man handled me the same way earlier, and it’s only now that I truly realize the change in him. At first, both men were cold and indifferent; now one is calm and gentle, one cruel and cold. The contrast messes with my head, making the hand on my chest seem protective even though I know it’s anything but.

I startle at the feeling of a third set of hands—the new man. Fingertips graze my thighs almost reverently. Slowly, they make their way down my legs, then back to the junction between my thighs, raising goosebumps along my skin as they go. They find their way to my hip bone and travel up along the sensitive skin on my stomach, ending their journey at my breasts, where they draw small circles around my nipples.

I tense at the intimate touch, expecting the hands to suddenly grab on hard. But they don’t. Instead, the long, slender fingers travel back to my stomach, continuing the circling motions there.

Barely daring to breathe, I lie completely still. The only motion is my stomach muscles that contract when the fingers graze a sensitive spot. They keep exploring my body with startling patience, as if curious to discover every curve and line. I become acutely sensitive, tingling all over while shivers shoot through me in all directions.

At some point, I even start trusting the digits as they show no signs of the untamed violence I expected.

When the hands have explored every little nook and cranny of my stomach, thighs, legs, and arms—even my palms—they find their way back to my chest to knead my breasts. Slowly and carefully. I squirm as I fight the urge to give in to the tempting sensations. The massive man, who still has a hand on my chest, presses down in response, and when I writhe more, he pushes harder, forcing me to give up the struggle again as the weight constricts my lungs.

The fingers move down to caress the sides of my mound, slipping between my thighs, just barely grazing my folds. I whimper and squeeze my thighs together, trying to deny the fingers entrance. But that’s not their intention. They don't even try to push inside. They just continue the light stroking that I could easily mistake for a lover’s touch.

But that’s not what this is. I know that. The fabric in my mouth and the ropes around my neck constantly remind me what this is. But my body doesn’t care. My breathing deepens and heat pools between my legs as the fingers keep touching. I hold my breath, hoping it will help me control the heat rising in me, but it’s no use. Instead of concealing my reactions, I end up sucking in abrupt gulps of air through my nose when the air in my lungs grows scarce.

A chuckle sounds above me—probably from the man exploring my body—and a single finger slides up through my lips. Shame burns white-hot within me when he drags it down my thigh, leaving a trail of moisture in its wake.

Tears leak from my eyes, and I shake my head. How can this happen? I truly thought my depraved urges remained within the bounds of consent—fake, negotiated violations with men that I had chosen. Not in my wildest dreams did I think my body would respond like this to a real violation. I wish the man would fuck me brutally instead of toying with my body, stirring this reaction in me.

Shame constricts my chest, and sobs stutter in my throat, making me cough as I almost choke on the fabric in my mouth.

“Enough for today,” the man exploring my body says and abruptly removes his hands. I don’t know if he says it to me or the men, but as he leaves the room, the two men holding me down start to untie the ropes.

The man at my feet keeps up the cold brutality, but the one beside my head proceeds with an almost tender touch. He takes his time untying my wrists and the rope around my neck, gently lifting my head and placing my hands at my sides as he goes.

He pulls up the pillowcase, just enough to remove the gag, and proceeds with a strange carefulness as he removes the tape in increments, as if trying to reduce the pain. The irony throbs in my knee as I remember how he caused that pain earlier.

All the fight seems to have drained from me, leaving only paralyzation. Even as my limbs are free, I just lie there, letting the massive man pull the pillowcase back down over my mouth and tuck the comforter around my naked body, like he’s putting a child back to bed after a nightmare. I don’t even move a muscle as the men leave and I hear the finality of the front door clicking shut, leaving a quietness as eerie as the nightmare I just endured.

I can’t seem to break out of the shock, and I have no idea how long I lie there before I finally pull my hands out from the comforter to remove the pillowcase. Then another long stretch of time passes while I stare unmoving into the darkness.


CHAPTER 3

“Isolation Years”

by Opeth

Rebecca

The pale shades of the early morning light infiltrate the darkness, leaving the room in murky shades of gray when I finally break free from the paralysis. I still haven’t moved a finger except to remove the pillowcase after the intruders left. I haven’t even turned my head to check the clock.

Pushing up to sit on the edge of the bed, I place my feet flat on the cool floor and fumble for the switch on the nightstand. The lamp flickers on, and I blink against the soft light like it’s a wall full of fluorescents.

As I scan the room, I find no signs of someone having been here. For a moment, I think it was all a figment of my imagination. Maybe I’m going crazy. Maybe it was an unusually lifelike dream.

But then I gaze down at my body, and the evidence is everywhere on me. Rope marks on my ankles and wrists, an angry bruise that throbs on my right knee, and burn marks scattered across my hips and thighs from when they ripped my clothes off. My eyes flicker between my ankles and wrists, and I notice how different the rope marks are. My ankles itch from the sloppy red marks, while elegant, twisted patterns adorn my wrists with marks that might as well have been the result of a night with a skilled rigger at a BDSM club.

Shuddering at the thought, I dart up from the bed to rid myself of it and pull on an oversized T-shirt. I’m not sick for liking those things, I remind myself as I often do. But this time, the words do little to appease me as I remember how wet I was when those long fingers slid between my folds.

My stomach churns at the thought, and I try to convince myself it was just a defense mechanism. Getting wet can be a way for the body to protect itself. But deep down, I know that’s not what this is.

I make my way to the hall and come to an abrupt stop when I find the most disturbing evidence of all. The door chain hangs in two vertical lines. Cut in the middle. Mocking me for thinking such a brittle thing could ever protect me.

With shaky hands, I grab the two pieces of chain and stare at them. Then I open the door, and shivers burst through my body when I see the scratches around the lock.

I’m not insane. Someone did break in and assault me.

With my head frozen in numbness, I move back into the main room. Not knowing what to do with myself, I stop in the middle of the room and stare straight ahead without seeing anything. Once again, time drags on in a frozen stillness until thoughts begin to filter back in.

What now? What is the normal thing to do in this kind of situation? Go to the hospital? Call a friend? Reach out to family?

I don’t have any injuries that need medical attention, and a vaginal swab is pointless since I haven’t been raped. My family and friends are over six-hundred miles away, and even if they were here, it wouldn’t make a difference. They’d all say it was my own fault for being so perverted, knowing the things I’m into.

Maybe my big sister would lend a little support?

I gulp past a growing knot in my throat. No. Not even her. She might think she’s nothing like our parents, having left our oppressive hometown years ago, but she, too, would think I was partly to blame. I remember all too clearly how she tried, but failed to play the supportive sister after the incident that drove me away at long last and made me come to get a fresh start. I could see the judgment tightening her expression, and I’d surely hear it in her voice now too.

Racking my brain, I try to think of a friend I could call instead. Or maybe someone I know from the BDSM clubs I used to attend back in Denmark. But no. Whatever friends I had turned their backs on me like the rest of the town when I refused to accept their oh-so well-meaning “help.” And I always kept the men I met at the clubs at an arm’s distance, unable to let anyone in.

I drop onto my bed with a defeated sigh, then punch in the Hungarian emergency number on my phone. I’m not sure this classifies as an emergency anymore, but I don’t know what else to do. A Hungarian woman with rusty English picks up, and it’s not without difficulty that I explain to her that I’ve had a break-in.

Half an hour later, the police show up, snapping pictures of my door, wrists, and legs and dusting surfaces for fingerprints. They pick up a couple, which they seem confident will be a help.

When it’s time to give my statement, I tell them everything—not in detail, but enough to give them the whole picture. When one of the officers asks if the men raped me and I shake my head, he raises an eyebrow. I’m not sure if he doesn’t believe me or he’s just mystified by my most unusual story.

“Any other kind of penetration? Fingers, toys… glass bottle?”

I shudder at the question and shake my head once more while staring at my wringing hands in my lap.

“So, you say they tied you up, touched you a little, then left?” The officer glances at his partner with disbelief edged into his features.

“Yes,” I murmur in a barely audible voice and slump my shoulders. This is almost as humiliating as the attack.

The officers leave me with an assurance that they’ll get back to me in a few days.

Despite my statement being bizarre, they at least have enough evidence to know that a crime, indeed, was committed, and I didn’t make up the whole thing. So I allow myself to hope they’ll at least attempt to catch my perpetrators.

***

The following days, I’m constantly on edge, fighting an unwinnable battle against crushing anxiety.

When I get off work in the middle of the night, I take the fastest route home and half-run most of the two miles. I constantly glance over my shoulder as I clutch my phone, and adrenaline pumps through my system as my muscles tighten, preparing to flee.

Once I’m finally back inside my apartment, where I should feel safe, the anxiety builds to new heights that almost have me running back to the streets to be among people. But instead, I drag a dresser into the hall to barricade the door. It’s a hassle and probably as effective as the door chain, but it gives me a sense of security that I desperately need, so I keep doing it every night.

After having secured the door, I curl up under the comforter and lie stiffly in bed with the night light on for hours, unable to find a moment’s rest.

Several nights go by like this, and I’m more than embarrassed by my appearance when I show up at work in the afternoons.

I look wrecked—tired to the bone. Dark lines circle my otherwise clear, green eyes, my round cheeks have lost their glow, and my usually rosy, plump lips are colorless and drawn into a straight line.

When Elek asks if I’m okay, I write him off, saying there’s been a lot of noise from the streets at night.

In an attempt to cover up the weariness, I become more generous with my makeup, spending half an hour in front of the mirror until I look like many of the Hungarian women I see working the restaurants along the river.

The makeup only seems to make everything worse, though. When I enter the kitchen, I get a shrill whistle and a smack on my ass. “Someone has gotten dick all night.” Izsák’s sleazy voice makes my skin crawl like I’m covered in a thousand bugs.

He keeps going like this for the next couple of days until he shifts to a different kind of scorn. “Get some fucking sleep, will you? I can’t have my employees looking like hookers that have been working all night.” He doesn’t need to put the underlying threat into words. I’m well aware that he’s implicitly threatening to fire me if I don’t get my shit together.

I can’t do anything about the horrible anxiety that sneaks up on me in the darkness of the night and robs me of any and all rest, so I attempt to sleep during the day instead. Curtains open and window ajar so people in the street will hear if I scream for help. It’s difficult to sleep with all the noise and light, but I manage to get a few hours a day—which is more than I get at night. It gives me just enough energy to get me through my shifts, but I’m still tired and slow. I try to compensate by putting on a wide, soulless smile every time Izsák is near. He clearly doesn’t care that my smile is as fake as a Chinese Gucci bag because my strategy seems to work.

A week after the break-in, the police call as promised.

“Unfortunately, we don’t have enough evidence to make a case,” the man on the line tells me.

“What about the fingerprints and the scratched-up lock?” I ask, my voice tense with shock and outrage.

“I’m sorry, but we’re unable to make a case,” is all I get.

My voice gets shriller as I explain that they were here, taking pictures of both the lock and the marks on my body and picked up fingerprints, and it doesn’t make sense that they don’t have enough.

The officer doesn’t even try to argue. He only repeats the phrase, saying they’re unable to make a case, then apologizes and hangs up. I’m left with a feeling that it’s a bad excuse, covering up something else. What happened to me clearly isn’t severe enough for them to spend their precious time investigating it.

The rejection hurts and hits a little too close to home. My family wasn’t much different when they wrote me off after I refused to follow their advice and seek help for “my perversions,” like my mother so nicely put it.

The police’s odd explanation is like a shot of adrenaline to my paranoia. Suddenly, I see danger lurking everywhere. The people in the street all seem to be watching me with some hidden agenda, the noises outside my apartment all sound like someone trying to break in, and whenever I see a man in a black suit, I’m sure it’s one of my attackers.

The latter becomes particularly bad when a bulky, suit-clad man starts frequenting the restaurant. He always sits at a table in a corner in the back as if keeping to the shadows, and he never removes his black sunglasses despite the sun being unable to reach him through the room. Never seeing his eyes racks up my fear to an unbearable pounding. Actually, his mere presence does the same. There’s a certain commanding energy to him that has me heaving for air even as my body unintentionally clenches in sick anticipation whenever I’m close to him. So I try to keep my distance and let my coworkers handle the tables near him.

But keeping my distance doesn’t quell the prickling sensation of being watched whenever he’s here. I have to remind myself constantly that I can’t keep seeing my attacker every time I see a man in a suit. If I keep going like this, I’ll end up having a full-on panic attack just walking the streets. So I do my best to shove the anxiety aside and save my energy for things I truly need to worry about. Like getting the lock on my door fixed or consider moving.

The former is easy enough. Getting a new, safer lock that the next best thief can’t just pick costs more than I can afford to spend, but it’s worth it. It gives me a sense of safety that’s better than the dresser, and I’ll survive eating oatmeal for the next few weeks. The new lock isn’t enough to stop me from barricading the door every night, though, or sleeping with my phone in my hand, 112 on speed dial.

I even manage to get my hands on a can of pepper spray. It takes a trip to one of the shady parts of district nine with a reference from one of my coworker’s friends. I put on a large hoodie and a loose pair of jogging pants and stuff my hair up under a cap, and then I set off to go meet my coworker’s friend’s acquaintance on Szabadkai út. It’s one of those streets I promised myself I’d never be stupid enough to step foot in. Dirt and garbage pile up at the sides of the deteriorated road. Abandoned houses that are probably drug dens loom around me. And men drive by at a slow speed, checking out the women in six-inch heels, tiny skirts, and overdone makeup.

My entire body trembles as I walk down the road with my head held low and hands tucked into the hoodie pocket. It doesn’t get better when I find the man in a red Adidas hoodie and a tattoo above his left brow. He doesn’t utter a word, just sizes me up and discreetly hands me the can as I procure a wad of cash.

It’s only when I step off the tram in the city center, as sure as I can be that no one has followed me, that I can breathe normally again. I slip my hand into the hoodie pocket and wrap my fingers around the can, and I keep it there until I’m back in my apartment, having turned the new lock and pushed the dresser against the door.

But despite all these safety measures, nothing can quite alleviate the feeling of being a walking target. I have a persistent, sickening feeling that someone’s watching me, but even as I keep looking over my shoulder like a maniac, I never see anything suspicious.

Either I’m going mad with anxiety, or a frighteningly competent person is watching me.


CHAPTER 4

“Crawling”

by Linkin Park

Rebecca

A few days after the police called, my paranoia goes through the roof when I come out from the restaurant kitchen in the afternoon. I halt so abruptly the beer glasses rattle on my tray. It’s pure luck that I don’t drop them.

There, at the corner table, he sits again. Istvan Gabor. A cup of coffee in hand, looking out over the river as if the view here is better than at the parliament towering above the water.

“What the hell are you doing?” Izsák snarls when he almost bumps into me on his way through the swinging door. “Get those fucking glasses to the bar, or I’ll cut the damage from your paycheck when you drop them.”

Not sparing him a glance, I head to the bar.

“You’re lucky I’m keeping you on at all. I might as well…”

Izsák’s condescending growl fades behind me, but I don’t need to hear him to know the rest. It’s always the same, complaining about my lack of Hungarian. He often mentions it to point out my uselessness—a poor excuse to limit my responsibilities to menial tasks. But I don’t let it get to me. It’s his loss, really. Being fluent in both English and German, I’m more than capable of serving the tourists that fill the restaurant at this time of year. And right now, I’m decidedly relieved about the restriction. I don’t think I could meet the man by the windows with more than a quivery voice and downcast eyes. The mere thought of facing him has my heart pounding against my rib cage as my clammy hands clutch the tray.

The next hour passes in a nervous blur as I try not to glance in Gabor’s direction. Paranoia crackles along the edges of my mind, making me feel like eyes are on me everywhere. But whenever I glance toward the corner table, Gabor is gazing out over the water and all the other customers are deep in conversation.

The nerves keep building to the point where I almost double over from relief when I come out from the kitchen to find him gone. Here I was, making up ridiculous ideas of him being the third man, thinking I’d awoken something feral within him at our first encounter, but the man didn’t even spare me a glance today.

I almost want to laugh at myself as I stare at the empty table. Gabor is probably just one of those weird rich men who like to come down from his mighty castle to get a glimpse of regular life.

I wipe the sweat from my brow and allow my breathing to settle as I cross the room to clear his table. But my breathing stops altogether as I look down at the tablecloth.

There, on the white fabric, next to the coffee cup, is a note. Nothing more. Just a small piece of white paper. Three innocent words written in neat penmanship—symmetrical and flawless. They are the most frightening words I’ve ever read.

Until next time.


CHAPTER 5

“Slave”

by Leprous

Rebecca

When I leave the restaurant before midnight with the excuse that I have a migraine—which isn’t far from the truth—I keep my hand in my bag, clutching the pepper spray.

Eyes seem to be lurking in all the dark corners of the city. The bulky men in front of bars and clubs all seem like they’re about to jump me. It’s pure luck I make it home without spraying one of them and getting arrested. Then my rape fantasy could come true in a Hungarian detention cell. Shame twists in my stomach. Having rape fantasies isn’t the same as wanting to be raped in real life. I know that, but my logical mind holds no ground when my mother’s voice invades my head.

When I’m finally in the hall, slamming the door shut, I’m on the verge of tears. With shaky hands, I turn the lock, attach the new door chain, and shove the dresser against the door. Then I sink to the floor and cry.

Tears stream down my cheeks as I bury my head against my knees, shaking with quiet sobs. I’m not sure what has broken me—the fear, the shame, or the memory of my mother’s scorn the day I found her snooping on my laptop. I’ve had much derision from her throughout my life, but the look in her eyes as she called me a ‘vile, filthy creature of Satan’ hurt more than any other.

It doesn’t matter, I try to tell myself. I’m here now, free from her and the stifling town I grew up in.

The memory evaporates as another, more present horror intrudes upon my senses. A sound from within the apartment. I freeze in place, leaning forward, ready to jump up as I listen.

Click, click, click.

Footsteps approach.

The lights come on.

Shooting up from the floor, I shove my hand into my bag. I find the pepper spray just in time to see a massive, suit-clad man appear at the door.

For a second, I’m paralyzed, just staring at him—his steely gray eyes. They stare back, uncaring and cold. The same eyes that watched me through the darkness ten days ago. They’re even more striking in the light, enhanced by the severe, angular lines of his face. Sharp like a razor’s blade and just as dangerous.

My heart pounds with a force that has black spots dancing in my vision as I take in his size. He’s as wide as he’s tall. Muscles bulge beneath his black suit, making him look like a professional bodybuilder. Only, he doesn’t have the unnatural bulges of overly large muscles. He’s just massive, as if that’s the way he’s meant to be.

Fuck. I gulp and blink, and the motion breaks the trance. Instinct kicks in. I aim the can at his head and press.

But I’m too slow. Or he’s too fast.

Diving down, he tackles me. I crash into the dresser behind me, groaning as the air shoots out of my lungs. Then I’m off the floor, the air knocked out of me for a second time as he throws me over his shoulder.

“Let me go,” I choke out as I try to fill my lungs.

Before I can recover, he has me stomach-down on the bed, straddling my ass as he locks my arms together in a tight grip on my back.

“No,” I whimper as I writhe beneath him, but he has me locked in place. All I can do is kick my legs into the mattress. My breaths grow more frantic by the second, making me drag in the hair over my face and blocking the air from reaching my lungs.

A hand brushes my hair away, and I gasp as I finally access air. But it keeps hovering at the top of my throat, refusing to go deeper as panic squeezes around my chest.

“No, stop.” I put extra effort into my struggles as a large palm splays over my cheek. But it just lies there, calm and warm. He makes a single stroke of his thumb along my jaw, and I realize the hand is not a threat. It’s meant to soothe me.

I go still. Confusion becomes a haze over my brain, but the blinding panic loosens its grip on me. My chest moves as the air finally reaches my lungs. Everything else fades as breathing becomes my only motive, and soon my lungs expand with deep breaths as I inhale precious oxygen deep into my belly. It’s the only thing that exists—breathing. And the hand on my cheek.

Slowly, the haze lifts, and I drift back to the world around me.

There’s a commotion of scraping sounds and bustling noises coming from the hall. Someone moving the dresser. Then steps sound through the apartment, a mix of clicks of fancy shoes and dragged feet. I shudder at the memory of the scrawny man who handled me like a piece of meat, and the panic crackles along the edges of my mind, but fades again when the steps stop at the other end of the room.

Then we’re waiting again. For a third man? For someone new? I don’t know, and I don’t dare go there, afraid what horrible scenarios my mind will conjure. So I stay still, breathing in and out. In and out. The clock is an eerie omen in the dead stillness, but as time drags on, it becomes a gentle rhythm that lulls me into some kind of warped peace.

But peace never lasts in nightmares. The sound of the front door breaks the silence, and firm steps announce that the waiting is over as a third man enters my nightmare.

When the hand on my cheek disappears, my breathing immediately picks up speed, and I realize it was the only thing keeping me off the verge of panic. Cold dread slithers around my lungs, and I yelp as a new hand touches my face. But it’s even more gentle than the first, fingertips caressing with feather-light softness, and the panic recedes like a wave pulling off the shore—not gone, but not quite there.

There’s no mistaking the touch. It’s the same fingers that explored my body a week ago. They are uncharacteristically soft for a man’s hand. Maybe even manicured, I think as the back of the hand slides down my wet cheek. Their owner must be rich and vain—a control freak of the worst kind.

“It’s good to see you again,” the new man says in a voice that resonates through the room with the kind of commanding authority as rare as a white tiger. It spurs an instinctive need to bow down and obey. A need that scares me as much as it thrills me.

Chills erupt down my spine when he speaks again, this time in Hungarian. His words prompt the man on top of me to lift up and flip me onto my back. Before I can react, he settles on me again, pinning me in place with his weight.

I pull at my hand to wipe the hair out of my face and clear my vision, but another hand comes ahead of me. Recognition sparks in my skin the moment long fingers touch me to brush my hair aside. They move slowly, brushing several times to get all the hairs. I close my eyes, almost sinking into a trance under the soft touch.

When I look again, my eyes clash with a pair of hazel ones that glimmer with deceptive warmth. Fear clogs in my throat, making me swallow hard.

I shouldn’t be surprised. The first time I saw Istvan Gabor, I knew something was off, and when I found the note on the table, I knew he was the third man. I just couldn’t come to terms with it.

Pressing his index finger to my lower lip, he coaxes me to release the air I’m holding in, and I let out a long, ragged exhale as I stare helplessly up at him.

“Such a pretty new toy.” He traces the same finger across my face, admiring the forms and contours. “I’ve been looking forward to seeing you again,” he whispers, as if the words are meant for my ears alone.

He waves the man on top of me off, who moves to sit beside me on the bed. I don’t dare to move a finger as Gabor roams his gaze over my body with eyes so sharp they seem to penetrate my clothes, caressing my every curve.

“Strip her,” Gabor orders, summoning the man behind him with a motion of his hand.

Grabbing me under the arms, the man beside me pulls me up to sit between his legs and starts removing my jacket. I don’t protest. I just keep staring into the dangerous depths of Gabor’s eyes as he takes a step back to enjoy the show.

A few buttons on my waitress’s shirt pop over my chest, and I still don’t move.

It’s not until a scrawny man with eyes like a hungry hyena and a repulsive sneer steps in front of me and grabs my feet that the trance snaps.

Suddenly, my eyes are no longer on Gabor. They’re everywhere. I try to pull my legs to me, but the scrawny man digs his fingers into my calves as he yanks at my shoe.

I cry out and try to kick him as I shove at the hands working on my shirt. But it’s useless. The scrawny man digs his fingers deeper into my skin, and a thick arm bands around me like a piece of steel welding me to the ridged wall of muscle behind me.

“No, stop,” I squeal, shoving at the arm, but it’s no use. Using his other hand, he grabs the white fabric and rips. Buttons fly over the bed, and I stop flailing to hug the fabric in place. But I’m like a kitten in the claws of a mighty lion. Massive hands simply pull my arms loose and rip the shirt off in a matter of seconds.

I stare down and see my pants disappear down my thighs. I kick my legs, but all I achieve is receiving more brutality and fabric burning across my skin. Even so, I keep struggling, wearing myself down as I lose all my clothes.

My T-shirt. My panties. My bra.

“No!” I cry, but no one answers, and I whip my head back and forth until I stare down and see my naked body. Defeat slams into me, and when the men release me, I just hug my knees to my chest as tears pool in my eyes.

The man behind me rustles with his own clothes as Gabor climbs up on the mattress, grabs my ankles, and straightens my legs on each side of him.

I catch a glimpse of an olive-toned arm covered in black tattoos before I slap my hands to my face, needing to hide my distraught expression since I can’t hide anything else.

A defeated whimper slips past my lips as Gabor slides his fingers over my pussy and positions them at my opening. I feel the brutality rolling off him in waves just before he slams straight in.

I buck against the man behind me and scream, but the sound dies in a massive hand as the man behind me predicts my reaction. He pulls my head back into his shoulder as he clamps his hand tight over my mouth, and I go absolutely frantic. I push and pull at his arms, and when nothing happens, I dig my nails in until I can’t stand the feeling of breaking skin anymore.

Gabor drags his fingers in and out, slowly but forcefully, scratching at my dry walls. When a bit of moisture gathers down there, he adds a third digit and picks up speed. I jerk my hips against the painful intrusion, but he pins me with a hand on my mound.

I scratch at that hand instead, and the man behind me is about to grab it when Gabor says something that makes him stop. I don’t get it, but I don’t think as I keep flailing, scratching, and shoving.

With his fingers seated deep inside me, Gabor leans forward and fists my hair to grab my attention. “What can you do about it?”

“Mmh, mmh,” I protest behind the hand as I stare into Gabor’s cruel eyes.

“Huh?” he goads.

I shove my palms into his chest as he leans closer, but he remains right in front of me, and that’s when I get it. He wants me to feel the hopelessness of it all. He wants to taunt me with my weakness as he bores his hard eyes into me, chipping away at my will little by little.

“Nothing,” he sneers and slaps my jaw before leaning back.

My hands lose strength, and my fight is weak and more symbolic than anything from there on. I wish they would have tied my hands. That way, I wouldn’t feel this devastating weakness of being able to fight and not achieving a thing.

Gabor returns to fingerfucking me. He is merciless as he rams his fingers deep into me, over and over. When one hand tires, he just uses the other. My only consolation is that my inner walls grow more wet as he goes. I try to convince myself that the moisture is a defense mechanism, but when Gabor rubs his thumb around my clit, my nerves spark to life, shooting bolts of sensation through my pelvis. I squeeze my eyes shut and try to force my focus away from my pussy, but sensations keep exploding in my nerve endings, and I become so wet there’s a constant slippery sound coming from between my legs.

“You like this?” Gabor mocks.

When my eyes land on his, the triumph I find there extinguishes the last remnants of my fight. I slump in the arms holding me, becoming as useless and weak as I feel.

My screams morph into quiet sobs, and the man behind me releases my mouth to curve his hand around my cheek. He touches me with the gentleness of a lover. But that’s not what’s happening here. I know it, yet I can’t resist the illusion. I desperately need it. So I turn to my side and bury my face against the warm shoulder, not caring who it belongs to.

As my inner muscles contract, a sob wrenches from my throat as I realize my body is about to betray me. I’m so exhausted I can’t control it, and with a couple of sharp spasms, the orgasm rolls through me, turning my whimpers into a sick mix of despair and lust.

I can’t take it—the violation, the betrayal, the shame. It all swirls in a nauseating whirlwind in my mind. I don’t want my body anymore. It’s vile and wrong—no longer mine—yet all I want to do is disappear into it. It’s the only way to escape the scornful taunt of my mind. So that’s exactly what I do. For a while, I let the feelings in my body consume me and allow myself to feel utterly shattered. I’m so broken I cling to the man behind me as I weep into his shoulder.

I vaguely notice Gabor pulling his fingers out and getting off the mattress. “Clean her up and get her to bed,” he orders as the clicking of his shoes announces his departure. The slam of the door becomes the last sound I hear before my world sinks into numb stillness.

***

I don’t know how long I sit there in the arms of the man who has just enabled my abuse. He doesn’t say a word—doesn’t move a muscle except for the strange strokes of his thumb along my hairline, hidden beneath my dark locks like it’s our little secret.

At some point, I drift off. When I come to again, I’m sprawled over him, hands flat on his chest and my ear resting above his heart. Thud, thud, thud. The rhythm is steady and slow, reflecting the innate strength I feel in his huge hand and strong body. It’s strangely reassuring. At least for a short while.

As the self-deprecating thoughts filter back in and my mind works through what just happened, the safety fades, and nausea roils in my belly. There’s nothing reassuring about this man.

Pressing my hands into the mattress, I push off him but instantly regret it. The moment I lose his hand on my neck and the steady beat of his heart, a petrifying sort of fear washes over me.

He only lets me spiral for a minute as he loosens his tie and rolls his sleeves farther up to reveal a full sleeve of tattoos on his left arm.

When he hoists me into his arms, I can’t find the will to protest. What’s the point anyway? My strength is gone, and I don’t think any more is going to happen tonight. Gabor is gone, and the lanky man goes to work on the bed, ripping off the sheets the moment the massive one carries me away. Clean-up duty, it seems.

The massive man carries me to the bathroom and gives me a few minutes of privacy as he lets me use the toilet.

“Don’t lock,” he says, pointing at the key in the door on his way out. “I’ll break the door in.”

I hadn’t even thought about it, and I’m not going to test him. I don’t doubt for a second that he’ll do it.

The moment I flush, he comes back in. He untangles the hairbands from my messy tresses as I wash my hands, then herds me into the shower stall.

I close my eyes as the hot water beats down on me, soothing the brokenness and nervousness that makes my skin jittery like I have a fever.

Thinking he’s about to leave, I startle when his hands are suddenly on me.

“Shh, I’m just cleaning you up,” he says with a reassuring squeeze on my arm. When I gaze up, up, up, to meet his steel-gray eyes, it’s like I’m seeing him for the first time. His eyes are cold and hard, but something warmer seems to reside deep within them. Something that matches his reassuring hand rather than the detached indifference of his actions.

Or maybe I’m just seeing what I need to see.

Or maybe not.

As he roams his hands across my skin, cleaning every crevice of my body, it’s like he’s trying to wash away the degradations. He slides his large hands across my skin with a firm, yet gentle touch, never lingering even though he touches all the private parts of my body.

“On your knees,” he says, turning me around and supporting me by the arms as I sink to the floor on shaky legs.

A rush of something familiar billows through me as I settle in the position. Kneeling has always been a potent act of submission to me—something that required a strong presence and steady dominance. Even at BDSM clubs, most Doms can’t muster that sort of natural authority, but as I sit here, I find that this man exudes it even stronger than the best Doms I’ve played with.

It scares me, but part of me wants to sink into that thoughtless, submissive headspace as his fingers work against my scalp and the scent of roses fills the air. He washes my hair with such care that I can almost believe I’m submitting to him of my own free will. For a moment, I let myself sink into the illusion, but when he helps me back up and out of the shower, the dream shatters. Cold, harsh reality hits me like a fist in the gut.

I’m disoriented and confused when he carries me back to bed and sets me down on the edge. There are barely any traces of what happened here. The other man is gone, and the room is back in its usual order, the dresser back in its place under the TV. The only things witnessing that this is not a normal night are the black duffel bag on the dining table and the black suit jacket at the back of my crimson armchair.

And the clean sheets. I run my hands over them. It’s the same type of crisp white sheets you’d find in expensive hotels. Luxurious and so, so wrong. They don’t belong in a meager apartment like mine. And that’s because it’s no longer mine. Just like my body isn’t.

My captor—or maybe babysitter—retrieves some kind of medical equipment from the duffle bag and brings a chair with him to sit in front of me.

Too lost in the shock and shame of it all, I barely realize what he’s doing as he disinfects the crook of my elbow and wraps a rubber band around my arm. It’s only when he punctures my skin with a needle that my brain kicks in.

“What are you doing?” I say in a high-pitched voice as I reach for the needle, but he simply swats my hand away and gathers both in one massive grip in my lap. “No,” I whimper as my chest constricts. “Please don’t drug me. Don’t sell me.” Red panic descends over my mind as I’m convinced he’s going to pump me full of drugs and sell me into prostitution.

Grabbing my jaw, he pins me with a look so forceful it knocks the fear back. “It’s just a little blood.” He holds up a vial full of my blood. “See.”

I glance back and forth between the vial, the needle, and his eyes. “Why?”

“To check for STDs.” He takes two more vials of my blood, then pushes me down to lie on the bed, spreads my legs open, and swabs the inside of my pussy.

When he finally lets me move up to lie with my head on the pillow and pull the comforter over me, I feel empty and lost. Tired to the bone. I just want to close my eyes and drift away. So I do that. I close my eyes, shutting everything out as I feel sleep creep in to claim me.

But this nightmare has no end. I’m yanked out of the empty darkness by a massive hand that wraps around my upper arm. My eyes fly open and widen at the sight of a needle coming straight for my arm.

I try to jerk free, but the needle is already stuck in my arm, and a tightening sensation aches in my muscle as he shoots the contents of the syringe into me. Tears pool in my eyes as I stare up at him, shaking my head as I plead with him silently.

He doesn’t say a word, just takes out the needle, packs up the blood and the swab, and clears everything away. I keep staring at him with round eyes, expecting the drug to kick in any minute.

“Are you selling me?” I ask, biting down on my lips to hide the quivering.

“No.” He turns my crimson wingback chair to face the bed and sits in it.

“Why the drugs, then?”

“So you won’t get pregnant.”

I close my eyes tight. There’s no relief in those words. He might not sell me, but that shot means the abuse has only just begun. This night was just the beginning, and next time, fingers won’t be the only thing Gabor forces inside me.

“Go to sleep,” he says, breaking me out of my thoughts.

I open my eyes and stare into sharp gray ones, uncaring and cold. He’s watching me with blunt directness, and I allow myself to do the same with him, studying this gigantic man who comes at night and seems to have no qualms about the horrible things he does. But despite the apparent cruelty, there’s something powerful and worthy about him that incites respect. He looks like a king on a throne. A mighty man who people would bow down to in deference.

An unwelcome inclination to do just that pops into my mind. I blink with the urge to break eye contact—pull myself out of the disconcerting thought—but he gives a slow shake of his head. My throat bobs as I swallow hard. If I met this man at a BDSM club, I would fall to my knees and submit from that sheer look alone. There’d be no protecting myself. There is no protecting myself under those eyes.

His eyes narrow slightly. I think he knows exactly what I’m thinking, and he seems to revel in it as he keeps watching me with brazen directness, spearing straight through my broken barriers, into the place where my submission resides. It hurts—God it hurts. Yet I let him insert himself there and ensnare me into his silent will, and I relish the pain, feeling more alive than I have for a long time.

I want to give in and let him have it all because I know without a doubt that this man is strong enough to carry it. But I also know it will break me. This man is sent by the devil to do his dirty deeds. What little care he seems to hold for me is false—maybe even an order from above to make sure the new toy doesn’t break.

Still, I can’t stop watching. Even knowing how dangerous it is, I also know this man is the only thing I can cling to in this storm that’s about to wreak havoc on my life.

I should have listened to my family—sought help instead of insisting nothing’s wrong with my needs. Because they were right. I am sick. No healthy person would orgasm at the hands of their perpetrator, and no healthy person would be drawn to the man who has brought on the violation.

I should have listened when I could. Now I’m paying dearly for that mistake.


CHAPTER 6

“Windowpane”

by Opeth

Janos

I stay at Rebecca’s side until dawn breaks, casting a soft light through the curtains and making her chestnut hair glow. Usually, I’d leave the moment I had finished the job—washed the girl, collected the samples needed for the STD tests, and administered the contraceptive shot—but something about this girl compels me to remain in place. A strange urge to look after her has been nagging at me since that first night when our eyes locked.

I’ve seen a plethora of different reactions in the many girls I’ve processed for Gabor over the years. Hatred, fury, panic, despair, and grief. They always look at me like I’m the monster under their bed, and I usually enjoy it, relishing the surge of power as I force them into submission. But this one is different. Sure, she fought and cried, but when I caught her watching me, she went still. Her eyes were wide and vulnerable, and where most girls’ brows would be knitted in fear, hers were soft with a plea for protection.

Holding her down while we waited hadn’t been part of the order. My instructions had been to tie her up on the bed and cover her head. On any other night, I’d step aside once I had carried out the order, only stepping back in if the girl was about to hurl herself over the edge of the bed in a fit of blind panic. But I couldn’t resist the plea in her eyes—I couldn’t resist the urge to watch her soak up the comfort of my hand even as she fell deeper into helplessness beneath my weight. So I stayed with her as we waited for Gabor to show up.

Gabor doesn’t mind me improvising from time to time as long as he gets what he wants and I don’t use the girls for my own pleasure—unless invited. He looked outright pleased when he found me on top of her, and I think that’s why he asked me to not tie her, but just hold her down myself tonight.

I glance at my phone and see that it’s time to leave. We have a shipment coming in this morning that I need to oversee.

Getting up, I take a final look at the sleeping girl. If it wasn’t for the slight puffiness of her eyelids, there’d be no telling what kind of night she has had. Come to think of it, she has been calm since she drifted off—no tossing and turning, as if troubled by nightmares.

I take a step closer and run my knuckles over her cheek, then flatten my palm over the rosy skin. Her lips part, and the softest of moans slips past them as she leans into my touch.

I make a silent huff. Curious girl, this one. Even in her sleep, she reacts to me.


CHAPTER 7

“Rule of Nines”

by Spiritbox

Rebecca

I wake up feeling more rested than I have in a week. It’s a terrible feeling. Who sleeps well after such a night?

My red armchair is empty, and I stare at it as I listen for sounds in the apartment. All I hear is the humming of the fridge and faint noises from the street.

I’m alone again.

A voice at the back of my head urges me to get up—take action—but I don’t want to leave the illusory safety of the bed. I want to slip into a void. An emptiness where I can’t feel or remember.

If I lie here long enough, it might happen.

But something else will happen too if I stay here. Gabor has just begun. The STD tests, the contraceptive shot, and not least the words ‘new toy’ are more than enough proof of that.

Fuck. I sit up in bed and look around. How did this even happen?

I’ve always been careful with my submissive proclivities, only hooking up with men I’ve met at clubs and always playing there, yet somehow, I’ve ended up in the clutches of the worst kind of sadist. A cold, calculated one with more power and money than I can even imagine.

I need to get out of here, fast, or I probably never will.

I stumble out of bed and rush to my closet where I keep my suitcase. It pains me that I have to go back home to the hell of my stifling hometown, but it’s my only option, and that’s a nightmare I have a shot at escaping again. If I stay here too long, I have a feeling there’ll be no out.

It only takes me half an hour to get packed and ready. But as I’m in the hall with my suitcase, about to stick a foot in my shoes, I halt.

What the hell am I doing? I can’t just leave like this. Gabor is smart, and I’ll have to be the same if I want any shot at escape. He might well have someone following me. God knows I’ve felt that prickling sensation at the back of my neck too many times lately. If I just waltz out of here with my suitcase in hand, chances are I won’t even make it to the bus before a suited man grabs me and hauls me back—or off to someplace even worse.

Adrenaline pumps through my veins as I slam my suitcase to the floor, open the zipper, and rummage through my things to find the most important ones and stuff them in my shoulder bag.

Then I halt again as I have my foot halfway into my shoe. I need to make this look natural, and the only way to do that is to leave when it’s time to go to work. Keep this inconspicuous.

I slip my foot back out and glance at the clock. Three hours until my shift starts.

Time drags on at a dreadfully slow speed as I pace the space, biting my nails and panting through onsetting panic. I try to keep the anxiety at bay by making a cup of tea, but my hands are so shaky that I spill scalding tea over my skin.

“Fuck,” I hiss as I drop the mug and watch the ceramic shatter into pieces in a pool of tea.

I might as well leave it since I won’t return, but ignoring the mess proves difficult as restlessness refuses to let me sit still. So I end up on my knees, picking up the pieces. Stupid, stupid idea. My hands are no calmer than before, and a shard slips between my fingers and cuts my right palm.

The gash keeps bleeding, and I think I might have to forget about the airport and visit the ER instead. Ten minutes before I have to leave, the bleeding finally subsides, and I wrap a quick, messy bandage around my hand. Then I stagger down the four flights of stairs and thank my unsteady legs for bringing me to solid ground in one piece.

Instead of going to the nearest bus stop, I head toward the river—the same way that brings me to work—and get on a bus two blocks from the restaurant after scanning my surroundings for fishy characters. An hour later, I’m at the airport, still paranoid as hell. My eyes flit around, finding suspicious eyes everywhere I turn. People give me strange looks, but that’s because I act like a schizophrenic. If only that were the case. But I’m afraid I can’t blame my paranoia on insanity anymore.

I haven’t checked the flight schedule or done any sort of planning. I just need to get out of this country. I don’t care where I end up. Well, mostly. I’d prefer to leave Eastern Europe so I don’t risk getting caught in an even more corrupt city where Gabor has reach.

I press the heel of my hand to my head as I step into the line to get a ticket. I might not be schizophrenic, but I am going crazy. Why would Gabor go to such lengths for a mere waitress? I’m nothing. He can easily find his next prey among the many beautiful women in this city. Even so, I’m not taking any chances, so when the lady at the counter tells me there’s a flight for London leaving in forty-five minutes, I nod a bit too eagerly. It’s a considerable detour, and it drains my meager savings, but it’s the quickest way out of here.

I swipe my credit card, grab the ticket, and hurry on to the security checkpoint, praying I’ll make the flight.

I hold my breath as I scan the ticket. The air swooshes out in a relieved sigh when the machine beeps me through, and I feel a bit lighter as I walk through the labyrinth of stanchions and end in a line of six people. Maybe luck has finally decided to smile upon me.

Not wanting to risk a manual search of my bag or arouse suspicion with my fidgety hands, I take slow, deep breaths as I place my electronic devices in a plastic tray and check my pockets twice. Then I push my two trays down the conveyor belt and walk through the metal detector. My frantic heart beats a bit calmer when the guard gives me a clear, and yet a little calmer when my first tray appears. I put on my jacket and return my keys and lip gloss to my pocket, and when the tray with my bag and electronics slides toward me, I can finally breathe freely.

Everything will work out now. I still have half an hour to go—enough time to find the gate while keeping calm. Then I’ll be out of this god-awful country for good.

I reach for my bag, but stop mid-air as someone grabs my arm. Glancing down, I see pudgy fingers wrapped around my jacket. Fear shoots through me, cranking up my heart to a deadly speed. Lifting my eyes, I find a chubby middle-aged man in a blue uniform at my side.

“You have to come with us,” another voice says, and I turn my head in time to see another guard grab my other arm.

“What’s the problem?” I try to remain calm, but my voice is already thin and shaky.

Neither man answers as they drag me away. I stare over my shoulder at my bag. It came through without a hitch. Panic rises in my chest, and I tug at my arms, but the guards don’t budge.

“You can’t just take me away. I have a right to know what this is about.” I yank a little harder. Still no give. So I put in more effort. I’m about to scream, but stop myself when I look up and see people in the crowded terminal staring.

My head falls. I want to die of shame. I’m a law-abiding citizen. I’ve never even gotten a ticket, and now I’m being dragged away like some criminal in an airport full of people. The worst thing, though, is I haven’t done anything wrong.

The guards lead me down a long, secluded hall and shove me into a closed-off room. A stale smell of sweat and urine hits my nose as I stagger across the floor. The door slams behind me, and I stare into the empty room. A table, three metal chairs, and a clock on the wall. That’s all there is. It looks like one of those dingy interrogation rooms in movies, short of the one-way mirror.

I just stand there, staring at the barren room. Slowly, the shock gives way to outrage, and I turn to try the door. Locked. What the hell? They can’t just lock me in here without an explanation.

I try the handle harder. Nothing gives. So I pound my good palm against the door. “Hello. Is someone there?”

Silence.

I fist my hand to bang harder. “Hello?”

Still nothing.

My frustration builds with each second of silence, and soon I’m banging the door with both fists and shouting.

“Let me out! You can’t just keep me in here! I’ve got rights, dammit!” I pound away until the pain in my wounded hand becomes so loud I can’t ignore it. Uncurling my fist, I see a large red spot slowly spreading over the white gauze.

Defeat burns my insides, and my eyes sting with tears. I drop onto a chair and stare at the clock on the wall. In fifteen minutes, my plane leaves. Unless I’m really lucky and someone comes to let me out in a few minutes, I won’t make it.

This is all just some big misunderstanding, I try to tell myself.

Ten minutes pass, and my hope dwindles, but I refuse to accept defeat. If someone comes at this very moment, they might be able to call the gate and hold the flight for me. I rush to the door and pound with my good hand.

“Please, I need to get out of here.”

Still nothing happens. There’s no help—no kind soul to come and get me out.

Ten more minutes pass. Tick, tock, tick, tock. Time moves unbearably slow, second by second, and the clock keeps mocking me with the knowledge that my flight has left.

Another two minutes. Five more. Fifteen more.

Eventually, I stop counting and just sit there, slouched over the table.

Tick, tock, tick, tock.

The sound keeps intruding upon my consciousness, incessant and loud, and when I look up, the walls keep closing in until it’s hard to breathe. I press my hand to my chest and get up, heaving through the constriction around my lungs as I pace the room like a trapped animal, trying the door every time I pass it. Exhaustion soon has me back at the table, head hanging over my folded arms. Then I’m up, pacing again, then slumping at the table. Time drags on like this in endless circles.

Tick, tock, tick, tock.

When the door finally opens, it’s long past dinnertime. I’ve been here for three hours. All alone. Not a single person has had the decency to tell me why I’m here or even come check on me. I feel downright sick with anxiety, my stomach churning, my head pounding.

I turn to see who’s there, and my heart slams to a halt.

Gray eyes stare straight at me. The room shrinks as the man who is my nightmare and my shelter steps inside, commanding the very air with his size and authority. A short, chubby guard walks in on his heels, and he looks like a teacup pig compared to the majestic warrior of a man approaching me.

For the first time, I truly take in his full appearance. Majestic is definitely a good word. His deep brown hair has an undercut, leaving his cold yet somehow beautiful face on full display. There’s a certain hardness to him that witnesses the horrible things he does. It’s in the severe angular lines of his face, the scar that dissects his left brow, and the tattoos snaking out from beneath his suit and bleeding onto his left hand and his neck. Somehow, he carries the terrifying danger with elegance. There’s no hint of anger or violence to prove his power. It lies in the very way he moves—like he’s the apex predator of the open savannah, not bothering to look around for possible dangers. Because he’s the biggest threat of them all.

He stops at my side, and even as I want to shrink beneath him, I feel a bit calmer in his steady presence.

I chance a quick look at his eyes, but they’re too direct to linger on, so I let my gaze fall back down. I pause at the sight of the sunglasses in his breast pocket. Those are the same ones the man at the back of the restaurant wears. The man of the same build, with the same haircut.

“It’s you,” I blurt and run my tongue over my dry lips. I think I’ve known all along, but didn’t dare to acknowledge it.

I’m not paranoid. This man has been watching me, and now here he is, to thrust me back into the nightmare I was just about to escape.

The weight of it all slams into me, and defeat wipes out whatever little strength I have left. I drop my head and stare at my quivering hands in my lap.

I jump when a large hand closes around my jaw. But the touch is gentle as my jailor lifts my head and captures my gaze.

I expect him to shove the defeat deeper into my heart, but there’s no gloating or belittlement. As I stare into those gray orbs, I find that I feel something beyond the tearing hopelessness that has pulled me down for hours. Because what I find in them is not the cold detachment that others might see. It’s stability and strength. Something to lean on as my world crashes.

My eyes go wide and vulnerable as I stare up at him. It’s irrational and reckless, but all I want is to beg this man to take me home—to protect me.

His eyes fall to the bandaged hand in my lap, and for the first time since he came, there’s a crack in his stiff expression. It’s only a tick in his jaw, but it’s there, and it’s menacing.

He shoots a cold look at the guard. “What happened to her hand?” His deep voice rumbles through the room, sending icy shivers down my spine, but a slight stroke on my cheek melts them away as soon as they come. His anger is not directed at me.

The guard replies in a flustered string of words, probably trying to abdicate all responsibility.

The gray eyes soften somewhat as the massive man beside me returns his attention to me. “Did this happen here?”

I shake my head and hear the guard’s relieved breath behind me.

The enormous man shoots off a long string of Hungarian phrases that has the guard responding with a profusely apologetic tone.

With a final warning glance in the guard’s direction, the gray-eyed man moves his hand to my arm and helps me to my feet. Unlike the guards, there’s no force in his touch as he leads me through the long halls. Rather, he seems oddly protective as he presses his hand to the small of my back and guides me along. But again, I’m surely just imagining it. He’s only being nice about it because we both know I’d barely get three feet away if I tried to run.

We end up in a private parking garage, where the massive man guides me to a black SUV with tinted windows. I get in without a word when he opens the back door. I don’t care where he’s taking me as long as it’s out of this airport.

Silence stretches between us before the shock of everything fades enough for me to say something.

“Where are you taking me?” I finally ask, watching him in the rearview mirror. His elegant features and straight nose could belong to a nobleman, but the scar in his eyebrow and the cool gray of his eyes might as well belong to a hardened criminal. Which, I suppose he is.

“Home.”

“Why?”

“Why?” he repeats, meeting my eyes in the rearview mirror for the first time.

“Why not lock me up?” I mutter, not really wanting him to hear the question, but also needing an answer.

“Gabor likes to keep things separate.”

“How so?”

“Politics at day, play at night. No toys at home.”

A shuddery breath billows past my lips at the word ‘toy.’ The thing I’m now reduced to. “What’s going to happen to me?”

He doesn’t reply. It’s like he doesn’t even hear the question as he keeps driving without glancing up at the rearview mirror. But I know he did. He heard my muttered words. I guess this is his way of saying ‘No more questions.’


CHAPTER 8

“Take Aim”

by Sleep Token

Janos

Rebecca can barely stand on her own two legs when we get to her apartment building. It’s a struggle for her to get up the four flights of stairs, and she looks like she’s about to pass out when I unlock the door with the key I had made.

“How much have you eaten today?” I ask as I grab the lapels of her jacket from behind to take it off.

The small shake of her head tells me she probably hasn’t had anything. She’s been going on adrenaline, and with that having faded now, there’s nothing left to hold her up. Her whole system is probably in shock, and she doesn’t have any kind of fuel to run on. No wonder she’s about to collapse.

Before that happens, I take off her clothes, leaving her bra and panties, then lead her to bed.

“Please don’t hurt me,” she says in a voice so small it’s barely audible. “I—I’m sorry I tried to leave.”

She’s probably expecting some kind of punishment, but my only order is to make sure she stays put. Gabor will make sure she won’t get the inclination to leave again. He’s quite effective about such things.

I’ve offered different methods, but those usually risk breaking the girls, and he prefers to do that slowly, little by little.

I flip the comforter aside and gesture to the mattress. “Get some rest.”

She looks up at me, confusion swimming in those big doe eyes of hers. She still doesn’t believe I’m not here to hurt her. So I lean down and scoop her up, enjoying the small yelp that escapes her lips. She’s about to push against my chest when I place her on the mattress.

“Rest,” I say, and her eyes drift shut the moment I flip the comforter over her and tuck it around her slender body.

I go to her kitchen and find the shattered mug that must have caused the cut on her hand. After cleaning up the mess, I scour her cupboards and fridge for food—or clues as to what she likes so I can get her some. But all I find is a brown banana, a few cold cuts, oatmeal, and some dry bread. It doesn’t tell me much more than the poor state of her finances—which I already knew, having hacked my way to all the information I could possibly get about her online.

Opening the freezer, I find a tub of Ben and Jerry’s Caramel Chew Chew. One clue. I huff a small laugh. That’s my go-to flavor too. I pull off the lid and find a meagre inch of ice cream covered in a layer of ice. I wonder if she has been saving it for a special occasion.

With a shake of my head, I put it back in the empty freezer. Someone needs to take care of this girl because she surely doesn’t know how to do it herself.

I leave her apartment to go get something for her to eat. When I return half an hour later, Rebecca is fast asleep. I move quietly to avoid waking her as I go to the kitchen. To make sure there’s something she likes, I’ve gotten a little bit of everything. Fruit, meat, rösti, cheese, and fresh langos with sour crème and cheese. I fill a plate with a bit of everything, then stock the rest of the food in her kitchen.

I pour a large glass of orange juice, pop a straw in, and head to the main room. She doesn’t even stir as I place the items on the nightstand and bring a chair up to the bed, and I’m of half a mind not to wake her. But this girl needs to eat. I take a seat in front of her and reach out to stroke the edges of her hair. It’s silky and soft—good genes rather than good care, I’m sure.

A soft moan slips from her lips, and I keep touching her silky tresses as she slowly drifts back to consciousness. But she doesn’t quite seem willing to return. After blinking weakly a few times and moving her head just enough to see me, her eyelids fall shut again and her head falls limp on the pillow.

“You need to eat,” I say, but she only responds with a tiny whimper. So I take the glass and press the straw to her lips. A parched cat will drink when presented with water no matter how weak. “Drink,” I say, and her lips move slightly against the straw as she takes a tiny sip. Like I figured, she’s parched, going on instinct, and soon her lips are rounding around the straw as she greedily sucks up the sweet juice.

Halfway through, she seems to regain some awareness and pauses, staring up at me. Her eyes blink as worry and confusion seem to swirl around her green irises, and she slowly pushes the straw out, although reluctantly.

“It’s just orange juice,” I say.

She glances suspiciously down at the glass, then back up at me, and her head seems to whir with a million different questions and uncertainties.

“If I wanted to drug you, I’d simply use a needle.” I poke my finger into her arm, the same place where I stabbed her with a needle when administering the contraceptive shot.

Her eyes become distant for a moment, and then she seems to resign herself, and they drift shut as she pulls the straw back between her lips and sucks anew. In barely half a minute, the rest of the glass is empty.

When I prod a piece of fruit between her lips, her eyes stay closed. This time, she doesn’t hesitate to take what I offer, but her lips move slowly, her jaw the same as if so weakened it takes more effort to chew.

Slowly, she regains some vigor, chewing faster, opening her eyes to follow my fingers as I break off pieces of food and bring it to her lips, and widening her eyes as I lick my fingers then bring them back to her lips with a new piece of food. My cock stirs at the sight of those eyes, but what has it straining against my pants is when her tongue darts out to lick her now rosy lips.

I realize my jaw has gone hard when I move my eyes from her lips and find her pausing, watching me wearily.

“Eat,” I say and shove another piece of food to her lips.

She opens up, and her obedience damn near has the same effect as her tongue, and I struggle to rein in the hunger that threatens to harden my entire face.

Once the plate is empty, I take it away along with the glass and retrieve the first aid kit I’ve brought from my car. Pushing the cover aside, I find her wounded hand and bring it into the open. She’s hesitant about letting me have it, and when I begin to peel off the bandages, she tries to pull it away.

I give her a direct glare and a shake of my head, and her lips press together in worry as her hand goes limp in mine.

“Did you do this to yourself?” I ask as I slowly take off the creased roller gauze.

I see her shake her head from the corner of my eye before she says in a weak voice, “My mug broke.”

I cast a glance up from the bandage to see if she’s lying, but there’s no trace of deceit on her face, and the broken mug did look like an accident. All I find in her face is defeat. Good. Otherwise, I’d have to punish her, and I’m not keen on hurting her when she’s this weak.

Inspecting the cut, I find a long, angry gash. It’s deep enough that I consider stitching it up, but since it’s not bleeding, I decide not to. I don’t have the drugs to sedate the area, and stitching up an open wound is enough to have me worried she’d pass out from the pain alone. The disinfecting wipe is bad enough as is. She hisses and whimpers, clenching her jaw and pressing her eyes shut as I clean the wound.

“Look at me,” I demand when her breathing turns into shallow panting and panic seems to hover at the fringes.

Her eyes shoot open, staring up at me with pain and hurt. But as always with this girl, there’s no blame or hatred directed at me. Only a plea to protect.

“You’re doing good,” I say. “Just focus on breathing and keep watching me.”

Her breath staggers past her lips as she tries to inhale deeply.

“Good girl. One more.” She repeats a few times on my command, but when I turn my attention back to her hand, she immediately draws back toward the panic she was headed straight toward moments ago. “Uh, uh,” I reprimand, looking back at her to find her eyes closed again. “Eyes on me. All the time.”

She whimpers but obeys, and I manage to keep her afloat with reassuring words and continuous reminders to keep watching me as I finish cleaning the wound. Then I patch it up with new gauze and place her hand on her stomach on top of the comforter. “All done.”

She stares at the pristine, white bandage with a strange combination of awe and wonder. “Thank you,” she whispers.

“Why?” I ask.

“No one’s ever taken care of me like this,” she says without lifting her gaze.

I cock my brow in question when she finally peers up.

“My mom would always reprimand me when I got hurt,” she says in a low voice and squeezes her eyes shut like the memory is painful. “‘That’s what happens when you don’t pay attention,’ she’d say and haul me back up whenever I fell and scraped my knees.”

“Boyfriends?” I inquire. A sweet girl like her must have attracted some benign boys—or assholes who’d take advantage. My voice holds the hint of an angry rasp when I add the next part, already knowing the answer. “They didn’t take care of you?”

She gives a small shake of her head. “They were the same—at least the ones I dared to date were.”

My jaw ticks, and I want to grab a piece of paper and demand that she jot down every name of every person who’s ever hurt her, so I can repay the favor tenfold. But then I remember that my name would be at the very top and bite back the urge.

I’m about to get up and tell her to go to sleep when she continues, still keeping her eyes shut like the words are too shameful to face openly. “The only place I ever found comfort was at BDSM clubs.” Her eyes open, and she directs them straight up at me, full of meaning. “Where men beat me, then held me and put me back together.”

I stare back at her, but don’t reply. I know exactly what she’s thinking. The men at the club provided her with comfort after having mistreated her body, and now I’m doing the exact same thing. Though I’m not sure her broken self-worth is capable of recognizing the important difference: at the club, she consented and submitted willingly; I don’t care about her consent.

“Go to sleep,” I finally say and get up. But instead of leaving like I’d originally planned, I sink into the crimson chair and aim my gaze at her. “Sleep.”

She doesn’t close her eyes immediately. Instead, she stares back at me with those wide and vulnerable eyes that make me want to stay all night and watch over her.

“What’s your name?” she finally asks.

“Janos.”

“Janos,” she repeats as if tasting the word, emphasizing the open ‘a’ as in after. Then she lets her eyes drift shut, and within minutes, I hear her breathing slow down as her head falls to the side on the pillow.


CHAPTER 9

“Sámr”

by Ihsahn

Rebecca

The next morning, Janos is gone and so is every trace of him. I’m tempted to think the last couple of weeks have been a bad dream as I pad through the apartment and find everything in its usual order. The only proof that something happened is the white gauze around my hand, which has curled slightly along the edges, no longer perfectly white.

Anger boils inside me as I watch the competent handiwork. I want to rip it off and destroy it just to spite Janos. Or even better, feel the shard of glass I used to cut myself as a teenager in my hands again. The edge was so sharp it would slide right into my skin. I barely had to press, and every pent-up emotion and feeling of powerlessness would dissipate. But then I found the BDSM clubs and let random men beat the hurt out of me instead.

I felt free when they tied me up and whipped me until I screamed. But I never allowed it to go further than loose, impersonal connections confined to the clubs. I simply couldn’t risk my family finding out the nature of such a relationship if I were to bring such a man home. Hell would break loose.

It did anyway when my mother decided to snoop around on my laptop and found an open tab with a porn video of a staged rape. Two days later, the entire town knew how sick I was. First, my mom told my dad, who dragged me—a twenty-eight-year-old woman—to the local priest. Then she told her bible study group—an act she justified by saying she needed their support in such a difficult time.

Thus, my life became swamped in ridicule, disgust, and pitying looks.

I thought those last few weeks before I left would be the most humiliating time of my life.

How wrong was I?

Now, I dearly regret leaving, and I hate myself for that.

I want to reach my hand into the back of my childhood closet and take out my music box—feel the soft, purple velvet as I unwrap the glittering piece of glass that used to be a mirror in the lid. I would slide my finger from the smooth center to the unforgiving edge. I pull in a sharp breath as I remember the searing burn as I pressed it to my arm. Deep red blood would trickle forth around the glass and slide down my milky skin. It was beautiful, really—freeing.

But no matter how much I miss the feeling, I can’t make myself bang my hand on the counter or take out a knife. The recklessness, or maybe the courage, has faded over time. All I can do is return to bed and pull the comforter over my head, hoping everything will fade away.

***

Nothing fades away as I lie there, curled up under the silky soft covers.

Images and sensations come rushing in a frontal assault of deafening sounds and blinding neon colors. I can’t escape it. I cover my ears, squeeze my eyes shut, open my eyes, and scream into the pillow. Nothing helps.

The echo of my wails rings through my head, and the vision of Gabor forcing himself upon me is as vivid as if he was here. Shame burns in my chest when I remember my body betraying me, and I scream again, trying to expel the horrid memory.

Then I pace back and forth. Take a cold bath. A warm bath. Still no change. I feel like I’m about to lose my mind in this small place that keeps throwing horrible memories at me. So I slip into some clothes and hurry out the door, headed for the river.

Budapest has never failed to live up to the romantic dream of the postcard. At least not when I walk along the river. The people here can be cold and indifferent, the inner city dirty and hostile, but here by the water, I have always found the same sort of peace I felt when staring at the postcard picture after one of my mother’s cruel verbal castigations.

I stop a few hundred feet from the Chain Bridge to admire the construction. Long, sloping lines of iron chains connect the stone gates that rise tall and proud above the water.

A rush of excitement fills me as I step past the stone lions guarding the bridge and sense the blue depth beneath me. My breaths come a little faster and my hands quiver with anticipation as I stop in the middle of the bridge and lean over the rail to get a better look. The water is dark. It could easily swallow me up—drag me into its emptiness and let me flow around, calm and weightless.

I need to get closer, so I step onto the rail and lean out. My lips tip up in a hint of a smile for the first time in days as I stare into the enticing darkness. I’m so close. Just a little farther and I’ll trip and merge with the water.

A hand grabs my arm, pulling me onto solid concrete, and I realize I was leaning half my weight over the rail. I turn my head to stare into the outraged face of a middle-aged man.

“Do you have a death wish?” he says with an angry shake of his head.

I yank my arm free even though I should probably thank him, then continue down the bridge and back again.

I spend an hour trotting back and forth between Buda and Pest—the new and the old part of the capital, which combined give name to the city—until I have to go home and get ready for work. Though I’m not sure I still have a job. My absence yesterday might be reason enough for Izsák to fire me. He’d love to give me the boot. But then again, he’d hate to lose the opportunity of ridiculing me every day.

I’m at the restaurant fifteen minutes early, hoping showing up before time might do a bit of damage control, but Izsák’s angry scowl tells me nothing can make up for my absence. He’s at the bar, his dingy cap backward, crooking an angry finger at me.

“Where the hell were you last night?” he snarls as he backs me into a secluded corner.

“I’m sorry. I was sick.” I try to keep my voice even, but I can’t hide the slight tremor.

“So sick you couldn’t pick up your phone and fucking call?”

“I lost my phone.” It’s not even a lie. My phone was in the plastic tray with my laptop, passport, and money, and I’m sure I’ll never see any of it again.

“You Westerners have so many goddamn excuses.” He looks me up and down with scornful eyes. “You better be on your absolute best, or you’re done here.” He practically spits the words into my face as he points at the exit.

I’m far from at my best during the day. My limbs are weak, my mind the same, and when my stomach starts growling, I realize I haven’t eaten all day. It takes everything to hold myself up until my break five hours later. Whenever I walk past a mirror, I shudder at my reflection. I look as hollow as I feel—pale and tired, lifeless eyes and slumped shoulders.

As if my weary state isn’t bad enough, my injured hand gives me trouble. I try to do the dishes with one hand, but it takes twice as long, and Elek steps in, asking me to stir the food while he washes the pans. I give him a grateful yet discouraged smile.

“What’s going on with you, Rebecca?” he asks. “You’ve been looking tired for days. And what’s about that pepper spray?”

The guy who helped me find a pepper spray must have blabbered. “It’s just… anxiety. It has flared lately.”

“And your hand? Is that anxiety too?” he asks in a skeptical tone.

Tightening my jaw, I stare at the food I’m stirring. “Broken mug,” I say. At least that’s not a lie—and I guess the part about my anxiety isn’t really either.

Elek comes to my side and takes the spoon. “If you won’t talk to me, at least let me help you with that.” He nods at my bandaged hand, and I look down to find that the gauze is turning red again.

“Goddamnmit,” I say under my breath. It’s the third time during my shift the wound has broken open. I consider accepting his help. God knows I could use it—it’s a hassle changing the bandage myself—and I could use the comfort I’m sure he’d provide. But I end up shaking my head and hurrying toward the restroom to do it myself. Because it’s not his comfort I want.

I try to suppress the thought of whose comfort I’m truly craving, but as the gauze pads keep slipping and I can’t get the bandage tight enough, I can’t help going there in my mind.

I wish Janos were here.

I want to hit myself over the head for even thinking it. I shouldn’t want that man anywhere near me, and I’m truly relieved the customer with the suit and sunglasses has stopped coming. There’s no guessing why he came in the first place. Maybe to keep an eye on me. That would have become unnecessary now that we’ve established I can’t flee the country or find an authority who’s on my side.

No matter the reason, I’m happy he isn’t here to ruin the one place where my mind isn’t constantly flooded by images of the assault my body has endured.

Despite not being at my best—far from it—Izsák doesn’t mention my appearance again. He doesn’t even complain about my useless hand, and I realize that “best behavior” doesn’t have anything to do with my work performance. Rather, it’s a matter of being tolerant. Or silent. Because Izsák keeps sending sleazy remarks my way all night, and they’re not just the usual ignorable comments. He gets downright personal.

“Maybe you should take more shifts, so you could pay for some real boobs,” he says, staring openly at my small bosom. “You can’t even stick a dick between them; that’s how small they are.”

Later in the evening, when I take a short break in the back of the kitchen, he continues. “Who the fuck would want to shove his dick in a dead fish. Get your lazy ass back to work.”

When I come in the next day, it gets worse. He starts creeping up on me, touching me inappropriately. At first, he has the decency to pretend it’s accidental, like when I pass him and his hand grazes my ass. But during the night, he gets bolder, squeezing my ass behind the bar where no one can see.

I’m not the type of person who’d usually accept this. His ridiculous comments I can take, but the physical harassment is much more than I’m willing to overlook. But I’m not in the lucky position that I can afford to lose my job. All the useless security measures and the plane ticket have depleted my savings, and I surely won’t find a new job in my current state. The employer would take one look at me and decide I’m good for nothing. I’m too worn out.

If I lose this job, I’m on the street next month. Iszák knows that too. So he keeps taking advantage and harassing me, knowing I can't do shit about it.


CHAPTER 10

“Pain With an Anchor”

by Mastodon

Rebecca

Three days after I was detained at the airport, my heart slams against my chest as I come home at night and see a bright splash of red color in the living room. There, in the middle of it all, is a huge bouquet of red roses. It’s so big it barely fits in the large vase.

It’s every woman’s dream. And my nightmare.

I rush to the kitchen and grab the biggest knife, clutching it in my hand as I check every nook and corner of my tiny apartment. When I’ve ascertained that no one is here twice, I return to the roses and snatch the white envelope. It’s thick in the middle as if it contains a stack of cards, and the cursive line scribbled across the paper is as neat as the roses.

I look forward to next time.

Nausea rises in my throat, and I nearly expel what little I’ve had to eat today.

With trembling hands, I fumble to open the seal.

“Argh!” I drop the knife and the envelope. My mind teeters on the edge of insanity as I pick up the latter and tear at the paper. A stack of pictures falls out, spreading over the floor.

Horror twists in my gut as I lean over to pick one up. And one more. And one more. They all depict the same thing—my sister’s four-year-old daughter with blonde locks and blue eyes. In some photos, she’s in a sandbox with a bucket between her legs, waving a shovel, her lips pulled into the cutest smile. Others show her sitting on her mother’s arm, looking over her shoulder in the direction of the camera. And finally, there are a few of her sleeping peacefully in her bed at my sister’s house.

I drop the pictures like they’re burning coals and watch them scatter over the floor anew in a horrifying collage.

There’s no note to explain, and there’s no need. The message is loud and clear. If I make another escape attempt, little Sophie won’t get to play in the sand or sit on her mother’s arm again.

I bolt to the bathroom and slam the toilet seat up just in time to throw up the meager contents of my stomach. I heave continuously, and even when there’s nothing left to expel, I keep gagging, my stomach spasming painfully. Tears stream from my eyes, and when my stomach finally gives up, I fall back against the cold tile. There, I sit for a long time, rocking myself as I sob into my knees.

How could this happen? Little Sophie is the most innocent creature on this earth. She can’t get dragged into this. She just can’t.

My sister managed to break free from our family at eighteen. She found a good man, got an education, and had Sophie a few years later. I used to visit them monthly, and even though we have never been particularly close, they were my only refuge from the meaningless life I lived.

What if something happens to them because of me? I could never live with that. The shame and self-loathing alone would kill me.

At this very moment, one thing becomes crystal clear. There’s no way out of this. No more attempts at running or trying to outsmart Gabor. The steel door has slammed shut, and I’m trapped behind it.

***

My eyes are red and swollen the next day, surrounded by dark circles. Makeup does little to cover it up even though I go with the Hungarian standards, and when I walk into the restaurant, I’m sure everyone can see I’ve cried long and hard.

It’s a warm day, the sun shining high in the sky, and with all the customers being outside, Izsák can easily throw some nasty comments my way. Like any other day, he doesn’t let a good opportunity pass.

“What’s the matter, princess? Haven’t you gotten enough dick?” He delivers the crude words with mocking pity. “I’ll be happy to give it to you good and hard when we’re done here tonight.”

The blood surges through my veins, boiling with red-hot anger. Something snaps inside me—something that has been hanging by a thread for a long time.

Grabbing the first glass I see, I throw it to the ground. “Enough!” I shout as glass shatters all around me. “Don’t you get that other people have problems too?”

Izsák’s eyes go wide with fury. He slams me up against the wall, and my head jerks back into the concrete with a jarring jolt of pain.

Smacking his hand up between my legs, he grabs my pussy and growls, “You fucking cunt, if you don’t control that Western tongue of yours, I’ll fuck your filthy mouth so hard I’ll never hear a fucking word from you again.”

I shove him back with all my might, and even though he’s undoubtedly stronger than me, he crashes into the table behind him, glass crunching under his shoes. I’ve known all along. This man doesn’t have it in him to truly harm a woman. His threats are empty—all bark and no bite.

I simply stride past him and leave the restaurant.

***

Early the next evening, there’s a knock on my door. The only people ever coming here are the suit-clad men, and I doubt they have suddenly started respecting the boundaries of my home, so I have no idea what to expect when I go to look through the peephole.

I’m surprised to see one of the waitresses from the restaurant.

“I’m sorry to come by your home and disturb you like this,” she says when I open the door. “We have tried to get a hold of you several times. Izsák said you might have lost your phone, so he sent me here.”

Confusion has my brows furrowing. Why would he need to get a hold of me if I don’t work at the restaurant anymore? “I didn’t think Izsák would want me to show up again.”

It’s her turn to look confused.

Can it be that she hasn’t heard about my fight with Izsák? I thought he would have boasted openly about how he finally got rid of the dirty Westerner.

“He would like for you to come in when you can.” Without further question or explanation, she’s off again.

I hurry to change into my waitress uniform and put on some makeup. Then I head to the restaurant with a huge question mark turning over my head.

Izsák isn’t the forgiving type. On the contrary. After hurting his pride, I thought I’d never hear from him again. I didn’t even expect to see this month’s paycheck.

It’s not like I want to go back, but I really need the money. I can’t ask my family for help. They won’t help me unless I come back and fall in line with their warped control—and going back is not even an option anymore. And asking my sister would require me to explain what’s going on, and I simply can’t do that.

I have two choices. Crawl back to Izsák and beg for my job back, or end up on the street when rent is due next week.

My jaw drops when I enter the restaurant and see Izsák. His right arm is in a cast, one of his eyes is swollen and blue, and when he opens his mouth, there’s a dark hole where his left front tooth is supposed to be.

It takes me a full minute to get my staring under control, but he doesn’t say a word. He barely even looks at me.

A prickling sensation makes me turn and look toward the back of the restaurant. The air lodges in my throat when I see the suit-clad man in sunglasses sitting there in the shadows where he hasn’t been for days. I’m about to bolt back out of the restaurant, but then he takes off his sunglasses and my gaze collides with the sharp gray of Janos’s eyes.

Everything around me fades as time stops for a breathless moment. He gives me a small nod as if to reassure me that everything’s okay—that Izsák won’t bother me again. Then puts his sunglasses back on.

I blink my eyes and shake my head as if waking up from a strange dream. Reality returns to my awareness as I glance around my surroundings. The tables, the customers, the beaten-up Izsák, and the suit-clad man. My breathing flows calmly, I realize as I linger on him, and as I go about work, I find that I can breathe a little freer with Janos close by, watching over me.


CHAPTER 11

“Numb”

by Linkin Park

Rebecca

Having the next day off is as much a burden as a relief.

I badly need time to relax, but I’m so anxious I can’t find peace in anything. My entire system is in fight-or-flight mode. I constantly feel like danger is lurking right around the corner, and my head keeps conjuring terrifying images of yet another nightly visit. Because I am convinced it will happen at night. Like Janos said, play at night. Gabor seems to keep up his proper politician façade during the day and lets the beast loose after dark.

Knowing this, it’s easier to keep the worries down during the day, but come night, the anxiety rages through me with a tearing force. I trot back and forth in my small apartment, jumping at the tiniest sound and checking the peephole every five minutes.

After two hours, I’m exhausted and realize I can’t keep doing this. Refusing to stay victim to this fear, I slip into bed and turn on the TV. It’s a poor distraction. I keep scanning the room every other minute, and it’s a struggle to keep from darting to the hall to check the peephole. It takes another two hours before I’m so depleted that I drift off.

***

A hand touches my shoulder gently and rolls me onto my back. I hum at the soothing feeling as I reach for the comforter. I can’t find it though, and when two warm hands slide up my stomach, I stop searching. I don’t need the comforter when these hands are on me.

A new pair of hands grabs my ankles. These are cold and rough, and when they yank at my legs, I realize something is off—very off.

Snapping my eyes open, I stare straight into Janos’s eyes. They shimmer coldly, like the blade of a knife. Not even the soft glow from my nightlight can ease the startling severity. It’s not just his eyes, though. Everything from his blank expression and sharp features to his tailored suit and broad shoulders makes him look callous. But when he pushes up my T-shirt, his hands are gentle. It makes me forget I should be scared, and I find myself so mesmerized by his ruthless beauty that I willingly lift my arms.

A forceful jerk on my pants snaps me out of the trance, and the urge to fight kicks in with a shot of adrenaline through my veins. I throw myself across the bed, but Janos is just as quick as he jumps onto the mattress, grabbing me by the waist and hauling me into the restrictive band of his arms. I writhe against him, yet it only takes him seconds to tug my T-shirt off.

When he presses me back down on the bed, I send him a plea through my eyes as I beg, “No, not again.” But there’s no help. He’s as uncompromising as he’s gentle as he presses his palm to my chest, and the dichotomy is a cruel mind-fuck that has me drawn to him even as I push at his arm.

His partner, on the other hand, is mechanical aggression incarnate. He’s in such a hurry to get me naked that he gets in his own way. When my pants lodge around my ankles, he keeps yanking, getting nowhere.

“Get off her,” Janos orders with an irritated edge as he moves to the foot of the bed to shove the scrawny man away.

Taking advantage of the short reprieve, I scramble toward the headboard. Once again, Janos makes me feel like a clumsy puppy as he grabs my ankle and hauls me back with a single tug. He’s not even annoyed. He’s pure, calm control, and it scares the shit out of me.

I push up to sit and lash out at him, even knowing it’s useless. I need to fight or I won’t be able to live with myself tomorrow. Flailing my hands wildly, I go into full attack mode, but Janos freezes me with a feral growl as he jumps onto the bed. In the blink of an eye, I go into defense mode, scooting back as he crawls over me like a hungry lion.

“I’m sorry,” I blurt as he settles his large body over mine, rendering any movement impossible. My arms go slack on either side of my head as he pins me with his sharp stare. There’s no resistance left in the face of his mighty dominance.

He scoffs. “You’re too submissive for your own good.”

I squeeze my eyes shut as shame crashes over me. His words are like a cut to an already deep gash. My chest tightens, and all I want is to draw in on myself and disappear from the world, everyone in it, and myself.

But a swipe of his thumb across my cheek pulls me back. It holds a startling gentleness, and I open my eyes to find something like curiosity flickering in his gaze as he studies me.

“Pretty and vulnerable,” he whispers, as if mesmerized by my helplessness.

I part my lips, stunned by his words, and close them again, gulping when I can’t find any words of my own.

I don’t move when he crawls off me; I barely even breathe when he grabs the hem of my panties. I just keep staring at him as fear and desire pound through my system, crashing against each other. He stares back, keeping my body loose and pliant with the sheer force of his gaze as he removes my last scraps of protective fabric.

His expression is cold again, bordering on cruel with the scar slicing through his brow. But as he stands up and takes in the full length of my body, something I didn’t expect flickers in his eyes. Concern.

I glance down my torso where his eyes linger, and there’s the source of his reaction. Protruding ribs and small breasts have me squeezing my eyes shut and pushing air through rounded lips. I know I have lost weight, but I haven’t been able to face the full brunt of it by studying my body. Now, the tiny flicker of concern in this hard man’s expression throws the ugly truth right back in my face.

A couple of fingers nudge my chin, coaxing me to open my eyes. Hesitantly, I do so and look up at Janos.

“We’ll fix this,” he says, or rather, promises as he shrugs out of his suit jacket.

Curiosity makes me glance down as he rolls up his sleeves to reveal a canvas of intricate tattoos on his left arm. But despite wanting to inspect the patterns and shapes on his arm, I keep looking back up. When he turns to rummage in his duffle bag, I realize it’s because his eyes are my anchor. Without them, I start to drift, and a black fog creeps around my brain as I watch him procure a vibrator egg and two bundles of rope.

I badly want his eyes back on me when he starts tying coarse jute ropes around my ankles. But the ropes tug me back to reality, sending cold truth slithering down my spine. I shouldn’t want anything from this man. This is not an intimate moment between the two of us. No matter how skilled or gentle his hands are as they coil the rope into perfectly aligned rows, this is not a rope scene meant to titillate and excite. This is a ruthless criminal preparing me to be used by a corrupt politician who has me trapped in this city as a convenient target for his sadistic whims.

Silent tears trickle down my temples, and a desperate whimper escapes my mouth when the first rope tugs at my foot as Janos ties it to a corner of the bed. I burrow my face into the pillow, trying to shut everything out. But Janos won’t allow me to forget. He rubs the pad of his thumb in circles on the small indentation above my heel. The movement is slow and gentle as if it’s meant to soothe, but nothing will ease the chilling fear constricting my chest.

I remain still as Janos ties both my legs to the corners of the bed, spreading them apart to force my pussy on full display. I hate myself for not resisting more, but all the fight is gone. I’m so paralyzed I can’t even reach for the sheets to cover myself.

When he has tied my legs, he leans over the foot of the bed to push the vibrator egg inside me. He wastes no time teasing or touching—just shoves it straight in without even lingering at my opening. And there’s no need for more. My fucked-up body has provided enough lubrication to allow the intrusion.

Once the toy is in place, it’s easy enough to ignore it if I don’t clench my inner muscles. But when it comes alive with buzzing vibrations, I shoot my horrified eyes up to Janos. He doesn’t see me anymore, though. His eyes are fixed between my legs as he presses a button on the small remote in his hand. The vibrations intensify, more and more, until my entire body twitches with the need for release.

I kick against the ropes, refusing to give him this, but I can’t control anything. An involuntary moan slips past my lips, and I shove my hand down to rip the toy out and stop this degrading pleasure. But Janos slaps my hand away before I can even reach the toy, and then the vibrations stop.

Pressing my head into the pillow, I let out a pained wail. I’m not sure if I hate him more for cutting off the orgasm or forcing this need upon me in the first place. I’m not sure who I hate more—him or myself. I should know for sure when he drags a finger through my slit and dries it off on the sheets like I’m some dirty thing he doesn’t want on his hands. But my brain and emotions don’t cooperate. Instead of directing my anger at my perpetrator, it shoots straight back at myself, filling me with a feeling of being stupid and naïve for having thought there could ever be more to this man. Whatever connection I’ve felt between us is a hoax.

The hoax continues as Janos lifts me up to sit and scoots in behind me. It takes all I have to resist the illusion of comfort when he wraps an arm around my waist and holds me close. It’s only a means to restrain me.

“Please, just tie me up instead,” I beg. “I can’t take this.”

“Gabor wants it like this,” Janos whispers, nudging my hair off my shoulder. “I do too.”

“Please,” I repeat, but my words fade into the silence as a new warped intermission begins.

Needing to escape the feigned intimacy, I lean forward against his arm, but there’s no escaping the warmth of his strong body. It seeps into my back even as I strain to create distance, and when the front door at long last opens, I’m quivering with the effort and weeping quietly into my hands.

I don’t have to lift my head to see who enters. I know it’s Gabor who starts taking off his clothes—folding them neatly. He takes his time, and the shaking in my body grows as I struggle to reel in the tears.

“Is she ready?” Gabor asks.

Sometimes, he speaks Hungarian to Janos, other times English. It seems random, but I have a feeling it’s as calculated as everything else. He wants me to hear him speak of me like an object—poke at my fear by hinting at what’s to come.

I feel Janos nod behind me.

“Great.” Gabor crawls up between my legs. His eyes are almost palpable on my pussy, and I jerk, trying to close my legs.

“Be still,” Janos orders, tightening his grip around my waist. He clearly thinks I’m about to burst into another fit of struggling. But that’s not what it is. Jerking my legs is simply an automatic reaction. There’s no fight left. Only hopelessness.

The need to succumb to his deceptive embrace grows stronger by the second, but I keep leaning forward, hiding my face in my palms, refusing to take his false comfort.

Long fingers slip between my dripping folds. “Look,” Gabor demands.

Before I realize the order is meant for me, Janos wraps his large hands around my wrists, pulling them aside to uncover my eyes.

“Nooo,” I whimper at the sight of Gabor’s fingers dragging a string of moisture from my pussy. I glue my eyes shut, refusing to face my body’s betrayal.

“Look at me!” Gabor’s booming command makes my eyes fly open. “You’re begging for my cock.” His eyes go wide with scornful arrogance, but the vile expression does nothing to lessen the magnificent power radiating off him as he looms over me.

My submissive soul holds no logic or self-respect. My inner muscles contract around the egg in response to his dominance. An involuntary whimper falls over my lips as the vibrations begin anew, shooting into my sensitive nerve endings.

I hate myself. I hate myself so, so much for being this sick. I shouldn’t want any of this. I shouldn’t be wet. I shouldn’t want the vibrations to keep going.

Yet part of me does.

Gabor’s brown eyes narrow as his mouth pulls up into a wide smile, as cruel as it is charming. “You like this.”

My eyes fall in lowly submission, landing on his cock that rises merrily into the air, glistening with precum at the tip. A cold shudder runs through me, and more tears fall from my eyes. Tonight, it won’t just be his fingers. Tonight, he’ll consummate the violation—mark his ownership over my body and tarnish my soul.

And there’s nothing I can do about it.

The realization hits me like a fist in the gut. I can’t accept it. I can’t sit by and watch as he degrades me in the worst possible way and makes my body turn on me. So I start to thrash anew. Furiously and mindlessly. Fueled by adrenaline and driven by instinct.

I throw my head to the side and sink my teeth into Janos’s arm. A rusty taste of blood trickles onto my tongue just before he digs his hand into my hair and wrenches my head back. Ignoring the explosion of pain in my scalp, I writhe and yank at my head, straining the muscles in my neck.

I kick my legs into the mattress with a fury unlike anything I’ve ever felt and jerk my body from side to side like I’m undergoing an exorcism. I pull with all my strength, but the ropes and Janos’s arm offer little leeway. So I throw my arms back, grab a fistful of Janos’s thick hair, and feel a tuft loosen at the roots.

An angry groan rumbles in his throat as he grips my wrist, squeezing until the strength drains from my fingers. They pop open, and I whimper as I lose my grip on his hair.

But I also have two hands, and I grab a new fistful with my free hand.

I barely notice Gabor’s chuckle. I don’t care about him. I only care about getting some small sliver of revenge on this man, who delivers me straight into the claws of the devil.

We fight like this for a minute, and a small sense of pride stirs in me at managing some fruitful resistance.

But my fight only delays the inevitable. After a few minutes—or maybe just one—Janos traps both my wrists in one hand while fisting my hair in the other. Thus, the battle is lost.

“Get to it already,” Janos hisses at Gabor.

Gabor laughs and directs his cold smirk at me. “Am I not allowed to enjoy the entertainment that presents itself before me?”

I seethe and try to yank at my head, but Janos has twisted it back at an awkward angle that allows no movement. All I can do is pant into his neck as Gabor starts slapping his cock against my pussy.

I give a final feeble jerk when Gabor pulls out the egg. But it’s useless. Everything is. Horror constricts my chest as I helplessly watch Gabor shove my hips into the mattress and adjust his hard length at my opening.

When he slips the tip between my slick lips, I deflate. Every last ounce of resistance fades, leaving a hollow void.

I’ve never given much thought to how I’d react if someone forced himself upon me, but I’ve always thought of myself as someone who’d fight until the end—scream at the top of my lungs and cry for help. But now, as Gabor breaches my opening with the head of his cock, all I can do is cry. Tears seep from my eyes in unstoppable streams, and loud sobs escape my mouth, broken and wretched. Just like I feel.

Janos releases my hair and pulls me closer with both arms. His movements are slow and gentle, like he’s trying to comfort me. But I know he’s not. So I block out the feeling, just like I try to block out the intrusion between my legs. I succeed for a minute, but then Janos starts rocking me—his upper body going in tiny movements from side to side—and I’m done for.

I can’t resist anymore. I need this fucked-up sense of comfort. So I press my cheek against his chest and drape my arm over my head to shut everything else out as I weep into the fabric of his white shirt.

Gabor pushes deeper, stretching my inner walls, refusing to let me forget, and I grab onto Janos’s arm for dear life. It’s all I can do to hold the final pieces of myself together. But even that becomes impossible when Gabor suddenly slams inside, all the way to the hilt. I wail into Janos’s chest as burning pain flares through my abdomen, spreading like poison into my soul where it festers and multiplies.

Gabor pulls out to repeat the devastating thrust. Again and again. With each thrust, a little part of me dies, leaving me hollow and empty—worthless and meaningless.

I sag in the arms holding me, thinking this can’t get any worse.

But then something vibrates against my clit. The egg, I realize. I jerk as the silicone dances over my sensitive bundle of nerves, and when Gabor pushes in again, my system goes into overdrive. I writhe in Janos’s arms and kick against the ropes. But it’s no longer despair that has me in this feral state. It’s overstimulation. Something is about to explode inside me, and I can’t control it.

“That’s it. Make her squeeze that pussy around me like the little whore she is,” Gabor growls as he picks up speed, and I realize he’s not the one holding the egg. It’s Janos.

Betrayal burns hot inside me, but somewhere in there, there’s also a small sense of relief. It’s not Gabor who’s making me come. Not truly. So I give up the fight and let the pleasure tear through me with a force that shatters everything in its way.

Janos clamps his hand down over my mouth as I scream, trapping the sound inside me.

The vibrations continue, and the orgasm keeps rolling, almost painfully.

Gabor’s cock makes a few telltale twitches as he comes inside me. And then everything ends. I collapse, lifeless and broken, my erratic breathing the only sign of life.

Janos scoots down to half lie against the headboard, taking me with him to rest against his chest. He holds me like he has just made sweet love to me, and I badly want to believe that’s what has transpired. But the illusion shatters when something wide presses against my opening. It’s bigger than the cock that was inside me minutes ago, stretching me painfully. I try to jerk up to see what’s going on, but strong arms keep me down, and I only catch a glimpse of the massive dildo breaching my opening.

I can’t take it. My mind is wrought with overstimulation and panic, teetering on the edge of insanity, and my body trembles from sensory overload and exhaustion. I don’t know how I muster the energy, but I scream into the hand that has predicted my reaction, clamping down over my mouth once again.

Gabor leans down and slides his tongue over my overly sensitive clit, and my screams morph into hysteria as he keeps licking.

When I’m right at the edge of another orgasm, Gabor draws back, leaving me a needy, whimpering, and screaming mess. I look into his hazel eyes, which shine triumphantly, taunting me with the power he holds over me.

“Beg me for permission to come,” he entices with a cruel smirk.

Janos releases my mouth, giving me the opportunity to oblige, but I just stare like an idiot. The orgasm may have ruined my ability to think, but my instincts still work well enough to know I’ll never ask this man to use my body.

Gabor gives Janos a nod, spurring him to clamp his massive palm back on my mouth. I stare into the ceiling as I try to block out the heat flaring at my core as Gabor continues licking me and pumping the dildo in and out. But I can’t ignore the stimulation for long, and when an orgasm brews deep within my belly once again, he stops and repeats his cruel demand.

“Beg me for an orgasm.”

My answer remains the same. I shake my head, and Gabor continues licking and pumping, dragging me into an endless spiral of needy frustration and utter humiliation.

Finally, my mind caves in, reduced to a useless mush of demented desperation. I try to scream—hurl profanities—but the only things coming out are pathetic whimpers and garbled pleas. My body is so taut with the need for release that it hurts, and I buck with violent jerks that cripple my limbs and spasm in my muscles.

“Give in. Be a good girl and let go for me.” Janos’s words are a low whisper against my ear. They seep straight into me with a startling gentleness more effective than the sternest of commands. I want to expel them, but Janos’s voice keeps swirling in my mind, almost loud enough to block out Gabor’s cruel mockery.

“Are you ready?” Gabor asks.

I stare up at him like an idiot. When my brain finally makes sense of his words, I think I’m going to refuse once more, but Janos’s gentle urge echoes in my ear like a spell wrapped around my brain.

It’s not a conscious choice when I nod.

“Say it,” Gabor demands.

Janos releases my mouth, and I stutter the crushing plea with a hoarse sound. “C—can I come?”

Gabor’s eyes narrow like it’s not good enough, so I force out one more word, breaking the promise I made myself.

“Please.”

“Alright then.” Gabor leans down to lap at my clip with renewed vigor, slamming the toy back in with a force that rings through my pelvis. But the pain morphs into something else—a warm throbbing that sends me straight onto the edge.

“Good girl,” a warm voice whispers, only for me to hear. And it’s those words that throw me over, shattering me in the most painful, violent, and wonderful orgasm I’ve ever had.


CHAPTER 12

“Give”

by Sleep Token

Janos

Rebecca shudders a few times with the last ripples of her orgasm before she goes limp against me.

“Well, that was fun,” Gabor says as he climbs off the bed. He shifts to Hungarian, no longer caring whether Rebecca or Kadri understands. Or maybe not wanting them to hear what he’s saying. “Quite the feisty little one. More fun than my last toy. She was too cheap. This one is more…”

“Innocent?” I offer, glancing down at the girl, who seems to have drifted off, nestled against my chest.

“Exactly. Like a little kitten baring her tiny claws and hissing.” He makes a clawing motion with his hand, and I huff a quiet laugh.

“How do you want to go about this? Keep her here, lock her up somewhere, or get her a new place?” I ask as he starts getting dressed.

He turns and scans the place as he considers. “Did the roses help? Is there any chance she’ll try to run off again?”

I shake my head. “She’ll stay put. I’ve monitored her calls and movements. Still no signs of any friends or close family. She’s the perfect target, really.”

“Except she’s Danish.” Gabor twists his lips with disgust. “Those Scandinavian fuckers will make a big fuss over nothing. A single slut gone and they’ll act like someone has assassinated their queen. It’s ridiculous.”

“I could always lock her up somewhere?”

Gabor huffs. “I thought you were done with that, Janos?”

The last girl I kept locked up for him was a pain in the ass. It was like having a pig in a small pen even though I kept her in a nice place. She’d scream and scream and trash everything, and when I tied her to the bed, she’d yank at the ropes until her skin bled, scratch herself, and pull at her own hair. Gabor hates any marks he doesn’t make himself. It was a hassle to keep both her and the place clean and tidy for Gabor. I ended up having to use softer methods on her, making her fall in love with me and acting the part of her protector. I absolutely hated it.

I’d much rather beat the spoiled princess-attitude out of her, but that would have broken her too fast. She was the daughter of some Albanian mafia boss, who had fucked Gabor over. Gabor didn’t even care that much for her, but he insisted on breaking her slowly to draw out the revenge. When he sent her back to her father six months later, she could barely speak. She just stared into thin air, like she’d had a lobotomy. No one has fucked with Gabor since.

“I don’t think this one will act as crazy as that brat.” And I don’t think I’d mind going easy on her. The idea of locking this girl up—maybe even keeping her in a cage—has my cock stirring against her back. I imagine her big, green eyes staring helplessly up at me from behind the bars. She would bark a bit when I came to feed her from my hand through the bars, but a few strokes on her cheek and she would go all pliant, like putty in my hands.

Gabor studies her for a while. “Nah, I like having her roam free. It fucks with her head more. Makes it more fun breaking her. Draws it out more.”

“New place, then?”

“Yes. Get her something nice and clean. Closer to the parliament, so I have easy access. Soundproof, of course. And maybe something pretty and pink to match her innocence.”

“You’re a sick fucker, you know that?”

“Well, thank you,” he says as he tightens his tie and smooths the silky fabric over his chest. He glances back down at Rebecca, who is stirring a bit like she’s waking up. “But don’t let her get too comfortable. Maybe start training her ass or something to remind her of who she belongs to.”

We both watch her as she makes a soft moan and her eyes flutter open.

“There we go,” Gabor drawls, shifting to English. “Back to the world of the living.”

She stiffens against me, and I instinctively stroke my hand against her stomach. I don’t know what it is about this girl. She makes me want to comfort her for more than just the sake of practicality.

Gabor slips his suit jacket on and closes the buttons while watching Rebecca. “Unfortunately, it will be a while before I can see you again, but Janos here will take good care of you in the meantime. Make sure to thank him when he starts training you. You’ll be grateful for it in the end.”

With that, he leaves, snarling to Kadri on his way out. “Clean this mess. I don’t want to fuck in a pigsty.” He halts and turns in the door to the hall. “Oh, and Janos, make sure to get her eating.” He turns his attention to Rebecca as he keeps speaking to me. “I don’t want to break my new toy this soon.”

“Sure thing.” I lift Rebecca into my arms as the door slams and carry her through the room and the small hallway. She doesn’t protest, just hangs in my arms as I take her to the bathroom and set her on the open toilet.

“You have one minute,” I say, leaving the room to allow her a modicum of privacy. I’m tempted to stay and watch the humiliation taint her cheeks a lovely pink as she pees in front of me, but right now, my job is to mend her as much as possible, not break her further.

Once I hear her flush, I go back in and start stripping out of my clothes. I need a shower too, and I enjoy the idea of getting inside that small stall with her more than I probably should.

I can almost see her pulse beating in her neck as she watches me. She tries not to, but her eyes keep coming back, taking in the wide size of my arms and my well-defined abs. Her throat bobs as she lingers on the long scar across my chest, and her brows furrow with something like concern as she takes in the smaller ones. I’m sure she would get even more horrified if I told her I got all those when I was just a kid.

But what has her eyes going round like saucers is when I shove my pants and boxers down in one go. My cock springs free, rock hard, long, and thick. She immediately averts her gaze, then looks back and away again.

“Like what you see?” I say with a chuckle, smiling at the rosy hue spreading over her face. Her eyes remain downcast as I offer her my hand, but she gingerly takes it, nonetheless, letting me guide her into the shower stall.

I take my time, soaping up Rebecca, relishing the feeling of her soft skin and gentle curves as I roam my hands over her body. It will feel even better once I get her eating again and she regains the weight she’s lost.

She seems to enjoy it almost as much as I do, her eyes falling shut and tiny hums forming in her throat as I go. I don’t think she even realizes how she’s reacting. She would struggle more if she did. Like when I sat behind her as we waited for Gabor and she kept leaning forward, avoiding too much physical contact. I wanted to pull her back and force her into me, but what I wanted even more was to feel her give in on her own. Eventually, she did. I just had to wait for the powerlessness to sink deep enough, and then all it took was a few soothing motions.

I wanted to fuck her myself at that moment, but holding her while she wept was almost as good. That sweet combination of seeing her suffer at the hands of Gabor and getting to comfort her is like a drug I’m already becoming addicted to.

I turn her around and go to work on her hair, massaging her rose-scented shampoo into her dark brown tresses and rubbing her scalp as I go. She’s like putty in my hands, and when I turn her back around, her eyes are glazed as if she’s deep in subspace.

I haven’t played too much with BDSM, preferring the rougher type of sex that this line of work offers. But I have been to a few clubs and had a few women submit to me of their own free will. Gabor has always encouraged me to find knowledge in different places, and the clubs offered a new perspective on how to manipulate people and bend Gabor’s toys to my will. But none of it has ever been as satisfying as seeing this girl submit to me—this girl who is by no means here of her own free will and should hate me, yet gives in as if she wants to.

I’m baffled every time it happens, and she keeps surprising me. When her eyes fall to the bite mark on my arm—the one she made—her eyes go round and regretful.

“I’m sor—” she says, catching herself as if remembering she shouldn’t apologize to me. She bites her bottom lip as she keeps watching, and her fingers twitch as if she wants to reach up and trace the bluish bruise and the imprint of her teeth.

“You may touch it,” I say.

She hesitates for a moment before slowly lifting her fingers to trail them over the bruise with a featherlight touch, as if afraid to hurt me. The feeling of her slender hand running across my skin goes straight to my dick. They look so breakable close to my big arms. So innocent against my tattoos.

Before I get too caught up in the sensation, I push the glass door open and usher her out. But my dick remains semi-hard as I pad her dry and bring her back to bed, where I tuck her in.

She rubs her hands over the sheets and makes this half-disgusted expression. “Why?” she asks.

“Why what?”

“Why the fresh sheets?”

“Gabor likes things clean.” I procure a clean pair of slacks and new boxers from my duffle bag and put them on.

“So, he’s a neat freak?”

I shrug. I guess he is.

“Where is the other man?” she asks.

“He left. No need for him to stay once the cleanup is done.”

“So, he gets to clean the room—you clean the girl?” she asks in a poor attempt at brightening the mood, but her smile doesn’t reach her eyes.

I nod. Once, I used to do it myself. I’m the only one smart and controlled enough to form them like he wants them. But things go more smoothly with two sets of hands, and Gabor prefers things to be quick and efficient. So I bring Kadri along. Like a puppet on a leash. He’s not very competent at anything, but you don’t need much brain to change a few sheets and tie up a kicking woman.

“Do you ever switch?” Rebecca asks, shuddering as she says the words, probably imagining how it would be to have Kadri holding her while we wait.

“No.” I take a seat in her crimson wing-back chair, clenching my jaw at the thought of Kadri putting his hands on her more than necessary.

Maybe I should stop bringing him along?

I shove the thought away. This girl is getting to me more than good is. It’s enough that I feel this strange protective urge toward her; I’m not gonna let it get in the way of doing my job.

“Sleep,” I tell her with an edge that shoves the next question off her tongue.

She watches me for a moment, a last sliver of fight flickering in her as she tries to reciprocate my stare—or maybe she’s just feeling the same pull as I am. Within a minute, her eyelids grow heavy, and she blinks a few times before they fall shut.

I wait for a while, watching her breathe heavily, before I lean my head against the wing and drift off myself.


CHAPTER 13

“Beautiful Lie”

by 30 Seconds to Mars

Rebecca

When I wake late in the morning, Janos is still in my crimson armchair, watching me with the same unnerving intent as when I fell asleep. I wonder if he’s been there all night—if he has even closed his eyes. He surely must have because he looks wide awake and well-rested. Alert like a soldier on watch.

The silky sheets feel heavenly against my skin, but it’s difficult to appreciate them, knowing where they come from. But maybe I should indulge myself—accept them as some warped consolation prize and allow myself to enjoy the small things that are still worth enjoying.

I turn around to escape Janos’s watchful eyes, pretending I’m alone and the sheets are a gift from a good friend.

Janos lets me rest for a while longer. He’s so quiet I almost forget about him, and I startle when he gets up from the chair. The peace dissolves as I hear him rummage in his duffle bag at the dining table, and the snapping of a latex glove sends cold shivers down my spine. I have no idea what’s coming, but that sound is a bad omen. I want to turn and see what he’s doing, but I don’t dare face whatever horror comes next. Whatever it is, I know I can’t stop it, so I might as well enjoy blissful ignorance as long as it lasts.

“Get on your stomach,” Janos says as he climbs onto the bed. When I remain still, he shoves the covers aside and moves me into position. Heat seeps into my skin as he presses his bare hand against my back. I know his touch is meant to keep me in place, yet the feeling soothes me. Even knowing I shouldn’t, I soak up the sensation, taking whatever small comfort I can get.

And as I thought, I don’t get much.

The warped peace breaks as a gloved hand slides between my ass cheeks. I don’t know what’s worse, the probing touch or the impersonal barrier of the latex glove. I feel like an animal up for assessment, and when something cold drips onto my asshole, horror seizes me.

“No, what are you doing?” I squeal as I scramble to pull away, but the latex-clad hand grips my hip, holding me in place.

Not that! Anything but that! I want to scream the words, but they’re stuck in my throat.

A warm hand settles on my other hip, gentle and firm, skin on skin. “Do you want me to tie you up?” Janos asks.

It’s a genuine question, and his calm tone is so remote from the cruel act he’s about to force upon me that I go still.

Tie me up? Why the hell would I want that? It would render me even more helpless.

But maybe it would be easier—less devastating—with the ropes. I know it would have been last night. Having my hands free and still not managing any significant resistance was devastating. With the ropes, I won’t feel the helplessness as acutely.

Suddenly, I badly want him to tie me up. But I can’t bring myself to admit it—I can’t make myself ask my perpetrator to throw me even deeper at his mercy.

Janos must sense my answer because he pulls the glove off and jumps off the bed. “I’ll tie you up,” he says like it’s supposed to be a reassurance.

And it is.

Being tied up has always made me calm when I’ve played at clubs. Despite everything, the ropes have the same effect today as Janos moves about, tying each of my four limbs to a corner of the bed.

Last night, I struggled when he did the same, but I think the difference is that I’m somehow convinced Gabor won’t be here today. It’s just Janos and me. That knowledge allows me to give in for a while.

But when he settles between my legs again and squirts new lube between my ass cheeks, whatever little calm I had achieved vanishes into thin air. I start struggling, tugging at the ropes and begging.

“Nooo, pleeease,” I cry when he circles a gloved finger in the moisture and starts massaging that hole. “Don’t do this!”

“Shh, I’ll go slow,” he says, like it’s supposed to help.

But nothing helps. This is even more humiliating than Gabor invading my body and making it turn against me. It doesn’t matter that it’s only Janos. Nothing matters. The violation is horrible, no matter how much I twist and turn it in my mind.

I cry out when he breaches the opening. It’s only the tip of his finger, but it doesn’t matter how much it is. The intrusion tears through my soul with painful defeat.

I fist the sheets and clamp my eyes shut as he starts massaging. I want to draw in on myself and forget everything, but the sensation is too obtrusive and so is the softness of the sheets. They’re like a cruel joke, just like Janos’s reassurance.

My world spins like a carousel out of control, threatening to hurl me off and shatter me at any moment.

“Relax, or it will just hurt,” Janos urges. But it doesn’t work, and when I tighten my muscles around the intruding finger, a large hand comes up to rest on my lower back. “Let go,” he coaxes.

I can’t. Panic flares through my whole body, constricting my lungs until it’s like breathing through a straw. Nothing will override this horrible feeling of having a stranger’s finger pushing into my ass.

“Breathe,” Janos says as he stops massaging. “It will be much easier if you just focus on taking deep breaths.”

“No!” I wail.

Lowering his voice to a scary command, he repeats, “Breathe.”

The deep resonance of his voice is like a slap to the face. My world stops spinning, and I drag in a sharp breath that finally reaches my lungs.

Janos moves his hand in circles on my back. The tenderness is cruel. It’s only there to bend me to his will, but I’m so starved I’ll take any kind of comfort. So I give in. I soak up the soothing feeling of his hand and release the strain in my muscles, one fiber at a time.

“Good girl,” he praises. “Keep going just like that. I promise this won’t hurt.”

His words hit into some fundamental part of me, spreading heat throughout my cold body. When the finger moves another notch in, I let it.

Janos takes up the slow massage again, gradually working his way in. Every time he pushes deeper, I let out an anguished whimper and tense up. But then I feel the warm caresses on my back and go slack, sinking deeper into that submissive mindset where I crave his praise. And I get it every time. The good girls are like honey to my ears, melting my insides along with my resistance.

Finally, his finger is all the way in, seated deep inside me.

With a slow, deliberate motion, he pulls out, and I’m shocked to hear the plaintive moan that slips past my lips. I’m no longer in control. Just like last night, my body betrays me. It takes all I have not to beg him to continue.

But when a piece of smooth metal prods at my ass, a new surge of panic drowns out my need. It’s too big. Much bigger than Janos’s finger. I cry out, clenching my muscles in protest. And then the whole process starts over until the butt plug slides into place, a constant reminder of my helplessness.

When he’s done and leaves me on the bed, I lie completely still. I’m not sure if it’s defeat or some strange kind of submission that has left me dull and heavy, but I can’t seem to move a finger or conjure a thought.

Janos disappears into the kitchen and returns five minutes later, placing something on the nightstand. I don’t turn my head to see what it is. I can’t face him like this, spread out and humiliated. And I’m not sure I could even if I wanted.

But it doesn’t matter what I want. Janos simply lifts my head and turns it to face him. My only consolation is that he doesn’t force me to look him in the eyes. Instead, I stare at a huge plate of breakfast on the nightstand. There’s bread, croissants, sausages, cheese, and fresh fruit.

Janos grabs a chair and sits in front of me, breaking off a piece of the bread. “Eat,” he orders, prodding it at my lips.

Not having any fight left, I open my mouth even though my stomach churns at the mere thought of food.

“That’s it,” he says as I chew, stroking my cheek like he’s trying to ease the queasy feeling that makes it hard to swallow. And damn him, it helps.

Closing my eyes, I forget about the butt plug and focus on his warm hand. He keeps stroking, up and down my cheek, pushing my hair behind my ear and brushing crumbs off my lips. He makes it terrifyingly easy to forget everything and sink into the sensation.

I end up consuming the entire plate with ravenous hunger, then gulp down a large glass of orange juice when Janos holds a straw to my mouth. It’s the most I’ve eaten in an entire day for at least a week. It’s a relief, really, to be rid of the empty pit in my stomach.

But apparently, I’m not done yet. After a quick trip to the kitchen, Janos returns with a tub of Ben & Jerry’s ice cream.

“No, I’ve just eaten all that food,” I say, aiming for outrage but not quite succeeding. When he takes the chair beside the bed, I stare straight at him for the first time since he turned me around, giving him my best glare.

His lips twitch—with amusement, I think. “Gabor is right. You’re like a little kitten when angry.”

His words infuriate the hell out of me. “I’m not eating that,” I say, and this time I actually sound as outraged as I feel.

“I promised you I’d fix this, didn’t I?” he says, gesturing the spoon at my body.

“You can’t just fatten me up like some pig.”

Janos huffs as he digs the spoon into the ice cream. “Do you think I’d waste this stuff on a pig?”

“I don’t care; I’m not eating any more.”

“C’mon, I even got you one of the good flavors.” He turns the tub to show me that it’s the one with chunks of caramel. My favorite. The realization knocks my anger back momentarily, but I manage to press my lips together in firm rejection as he presses the spoon to my mouth. I get a drop of ice cream into my mouth, and the milky cream teases me with the delicious taste of caramel and chocolate. I realize I could easily gobble up the whole scoop despite having eaten a meal for two. But I’ve already chosen the road of refusal, so I can’t give in.

“Open up. I know you want to.” He pulls the spoon back, then moves it toward my mouth with a wobbly motion like you would with a child—sans the vroom of an airplane. It’s kind of funny, this tough man trying to entice me to eat a spoonful of ice cream, and a smile pulls at my lips. When he repeats the motion and adds the vroom-sound, a huge grin splits over my face, my chest shaking with repressed laughter.

But I still refuse to open.

Janos glances down at my tightly sealed lips and cocks a brow. “Do you really think that is going to help?” Leaning in, he pinches my nose, cutting off my only source of oxygen as he holds the spoon to my lips. I try to hold my breath, hoping he will tire and give up. But of course, I can’t hold that long. It barely takes a minute before I’m desperate to fill my lungs. The moment I snap my mouth open to pull in a huge breath, he shoves the spoon right in.

I choke on air and ice cream as I heave to catch my breath. Ice cream drips down my chin and onto the linen. It’s all so silly that I can’t help but laugh, and more ice cream drips from my mouth. If I had my hands free, I’d cover my ice cream-filled grin. But I’m stuck in this hopeless situation, unable to hide anything, so I’ll just have to live with him seeing this silly spectacle. Because I can’t contain my laugh. I desperately need it. It feels good to have this permanent weight on my chest easing up, even if just for a moment.

It doesn’t matter, anyway, if he finds me gross. I don’t need to charm him. In fact, revolting him might work to my advantage.

But when I look into his eyes, he neither seems disgusted nor irritated. He’s almost laughing—well, as much as this controlled man can muster. It’s no more than a smattering of crinkles around his eyes and a small pull at his lips. But it’s there!

Warmth fills the gray orbs, making the color come alive with a myriad of different nuances. I never knew the color gray could look so warm, but on Janos, it does. It’s like a glimpse of the sun on a dark winter’s day.

“Good girl,” he whispers and swipes the pad of his thumb over my chin, wiping off ice cream. I gape at him, frozen in a huge grin as he lifts his thumb to his mouth and licks it clean.

Then he scoops up another spoonful of ice cream and takes it in his own mouth, eyes glittering with some kind of humor that seems wholly misplaced in his hard features. It’s the most charming thing I’ve ever seen. I crack up, laughing and laughing until my eyes water and my stomach hurts.

***

After feeding me ice cream, Janos removes the butt plug, unties me, and leaves.

I feel strangely restless after he’s gone. It’s not the kind of crushing restlessness I’d expect after what he just did to me. It’s more of a nagging feeling like I’m missing something.

Him maybe.

I shut down the thought immediately. But it keeps rearing its head, refusing to leave me in blissful denial.

An hour before I leave for work, there’s a knock on the door. I freeze like a petrified animal before I tiptoe to the hallway to put my eye to the peephole.

A young man wearing a jacket and cap with a delivery company logo waits outside my door. He looks harmless. He probably just has the wrong apartment, but rationale can’t squash the churning anxiety in my stomach.

“I haven’t ordered any food,” I call out. He probably thinks I’m some paranoid recluse, but I don’t care.

He reads my name and address from a piece of paper and adds, “On behalf of Istvan Gabor.”

“I haven’t ordered anything,” I repeat.

“I’ve been instructed to leave the food outside your door if you don’t open, so I’ll just place the bag here.”

He disappears from view as he bows down to place the bag, then leaves. I wait several minutes, alternating between pressing my ear to the door and my eye to the peephole.

When I’m sure he’s gone, I rip the door open, snatch the bag, and slam the door shut. With trembling hands, I turn the lock and secure the chain, then fall back against the door, panting.

I slide down to the floor with the white plastic bag in my arms. Almost expecting to find a bomb, I carefully peel it open and peer into it. There’s no bomb. Just food—a plastic container that emits a warm scent of spices, a brown paper bag with bread, and a card with a teddy hugging a heart.

With a frown, I open the card to find two words in neat, cursive penmanship at the exact center of the paper.

Eat up!

I fling the card aside like it’s poison and study the rest of the contents with suspicion. I’m not sure why Gabor would want to poison me, but I wouldn’t put it past him.

Maybe I should throw out the food. I don’t see how he would find out.

Peering into the bag again, I notice a white styrofoam box tucked into the corner. Carefully, I open the lid, and a smile twitches at the sides of my mouth when I see the contents. It’s a Ben & Jerry’s mini cup with caramel and chocolate. The same flavor Janos fed me this morning.

The card may have Gabor’s twisted brand of sweetness written all over it, but it’s not from him. Not really. He has just signed the card and delivered the order.

This is from Janos. He has spent time here at my place, waiting for me, feeding me, taking care of me. He’s been watching me at the restaurant and God knows in what other ways. He’s the one who knows I’m so afraid of my own shadow I don’t dare open the door for a simple delivery guy, and he’s the one who’d know I used to stock my freezer with this exact flavor before I spent all my money on useless safety precautions.

I’m not sure what the ice cream means, but I know it means something. A reminder of our shared moment of intimacy? A way of telling me the food is from him—to reassure me it’s safe to eat?

I shake my head at the thought. It’s ridiculous. Knowing it’s from him shouldn’t reassure me. And why would he want to reassure me in the first place?

It doesn’t make sense, but as I keep staring at the small container, I become more and more convinced that I’m right. This is meant as reassurance.

Emotions swirl inside me. A strange mix of fear, confusion, and… desire. Impulse has me slipping off the lid and grabbing the spoon in the bag.

Within a few minutes, the cup is empty. Then I open the plastic container to find steaming hot Goulash soup, which I consume with equal gusto.

Half an hour later, when I’m headed for work, I actually feel somewhat okay. It shouldn’t be possible, and I hate myself a little for it. But instead of fighting it and making myself feel miserable, I decide to keep my focus on work. It’s monotonous and dull, but these days, I find a certain calmness in walking around in my own world, going about these mindless tasks. Especially now that Izsák has stopped harassing me and barely speaks to me—I suspect the beating he received was also a present from Janos.

Work has become my safe space. Here, with the view of the water and the castle, I’m able to keep the violent images at bay. Here, I don’t hear the echo of my own screams or remember the devastating feeling of fighting with everything I have to no avail.

***

In the following days, Janos pays me a visit each morning. He usually comes before the sun has cast its first rays. He’ll saunter through my apartment so soundlessly that I sometimes don’t even wake, and then he’ll sit in my armchair, watching me like a hawk until the sun filters brightly through the curtains.

Some days, I’m barely sentient when he ties ropes around my ankles and wrists, spreading me out in an X. But it doesn’t seem to matter to him. He doesn’t need me awake to go to work on my ass, stretching my narrow hole slowly and inexorably.

I realize this must be what Gabor meant about Janos training me because the butt plugs slowly get bigger, and I’m all too aware of where this will end.

Some days, I can’t muster the will to resist, but other days, I need the struggle like I need air—to feel that this is not my own choice.

Instead of subduing me immediately, Janos will trap me in his arms and let me kick and scream for quite a while before throwing me onto the mattress and pinning me with a knee on my back. At first, I think he allows me to fight because he feeds on my helplessness. I often feel the hard bulge of his cock straining against my back. But one day, I realize there’s more to it.

“Get it all out,” he rasps into my ear when I deflate after a few minutes of struggling. When I only whimper, he gives me a good shake. “In a moment, I’ll have my finger inside your tight little ass, preparing you to become a good little ass slut.”

He’s provoking me. And it works. I start struggling again with even more force, screaming into his massive palm until my throat feels like sandpaper. When I wrest an arm free and scratch him, he throws me onto my stomach, trapping my arms beneath me and pinning me with his weight.

“I hate you,” I whimper as I jerk feebly. “I hate you so fucking much.”

“But you love when I train your ass.” All mockery from before is gone. His voice is almost soothing, and so is his touch when he smooths my hair away from my forehead. “Now be a good girl and lie still for me.”

I’m not sure if it’s his touch, the good girl, or the for me part that gets me. But when he releases me, I don’t move a muscle. I close my eyes and give in to his intoxicating power as he ties me down.

Janos takes his time, getting the plug in. Once the invasive thing is seated inside me, he removes the ropes and ties me up in a new position, on my knees with my hands tied behind me.

“You don’t have to do this,” I say as he tightens the final knot. “I won’t fight you.” I’ve been through this enough times to know he’s just going to feed me now, then remove the plug and leave.

“No, you won’t fight me,” he says and disappears into the kitchen.

I don’t get his reply. Who else would I fight? Myself?

As I sit there, contemplating his words, it begins to make sense. Like when he asked if I wanted him to tie me up. He knows the ropes help me. Without them, my mind hurls self-deprecating accusations at me for submitting to this man. It doesn’t matter how little choice I have, as long as I have my limbs free to put up a fight, my mind will taunt me if I don’t do it.

“Can I at least get one hand free to eat?” I ask when he returns with a huge breakfast platter. He’s been feeding me every morning since he started this training thing.

He shakes his head and presses a piece of sweet melon to my lips.

“Why not?” I ask, the words becoming garbled as he shoves the fruit inside.

“I like to do it,” he simply says, popping a piece of pineapple into his own mouth.

I stare at him, trying to figure him out. I’m about to ask another question when he grabs my thighs and jerks me from side to side a few times, making the plug move inside me. I cry out when my ass touches the heel of my foot, sinking the plug even deeper.

“No!” Heat spreads through my lower body. I try to push my ass back up, but Janos keeps one hand pressed to my thigh as he reaches for another piece of fruit.

He doesn’t say another word as he alternates between feeding me and wriggling me to make the plug stir. Pleasure keeps building within me, deepening my breaths and reddening my cheeks. There’s nothing I can do to stop it.

Needing to hide, I try to lower my head several times, but Janos won’t have it. With a firm grip on my jaw, he jerks my head back into place, raking his gaze over my features to take in every nuance of my lust—reveling in the power of making me succumb.

Once the plate is empty, he presses both hands to my thighs and leans in. So close his breath tickles my lips as he speaks in a husky voice. “You’re going to be such a good little anal whore.”

The words are horrible, but I can’t help the tiny moan that slips past my lips. When he slides a finger between my folds, I’m mortified to realize I’m soaked.

Shame stirs in my mind, seeping through my thoughts to infect every corner. I lower my gaze, feeling awfully wrong.

“Don’t.” Janos grabs my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze. It’s sharp and dangerous. So forceful it shoves the self-hatred straight back. There’s no room for anything when he watches me like this.

He flicks a finger between my slick lips a few times. I pant hard against his face, wanting him to dip it inside—wanting to beg him to do it.

His eyes narrow as he studies my face, roaming over my features as he hovers so close his hot breath mixes with mine. I know he sees the plea in my eyes, but he doesn’t act upon it. He just keeps flicking, teasing like it’s a cruel game. Yet there’s no cruelty to find in his expression. Rather, desire seems to flicker in his eyes as they fall to my lips.

Please. My lips form the word, and just before I can give voice to it, he shoves me down on my side, cuts the ropes, and grabs the plug. He wriggles it a few times before he pulls, slowly dragging it past my tight rim of muscle.

I whimper like a lost child when it pops free, leaving me hollow and desperate. He presses a finger to my tight opening, and my breath stops as I wait, hoping with all my heart that he’ll press inside. His other hand flexes around my waist like he’s struggling to control himself, and his heavy breaths seem to reflect the same struggle.

His finger twitches, and I think he’s going to push in. But then he steps back, leaving me aching and alone on the bed.

I remain frozen in place, tears sliding down my cheeks as he moves around the apartment, packing up his things and cleaning up the breakfast. When the slam of the front door leaves the place buried in a harrowing silence, I push my fingers inside my dripping pussy. It only takes me a minute to drive myself to the peak, and I cry and moan as a shameful orgasm shudders through me.

It’s not the last time Janos leaves me like this. The teasing and almost driving me to orgasm becomes an almost daily occurrence. But Janos always stops just before I can reach the peak. I want to ask why he does it, but deep down, I already know.

I’m Gabor’s toy, and Janos is not allowed to play with me.

I always feel utterly broken when he leaves me hovering. I lie in bed, masturbating and crying while thinking about Janos. One orgasm is rarely enough, and I sometimes lie there, rubbing my clit for an hour, shame building with each orgasm.

When I finally stop, I feel sick to my stomach and vow never to do it again. But then it happens again the next day.

It only takes a little over a week for Janos to get me back to my normal weight, yet he keeps feeding me ice cream. The food deliveries keep coming each day too. They always have the same generic, saccharine card with the message ‘Eat up,’ but there’s also always some small token from Janos. A box of my favorite mint tea, a white orchid flower like the ones on my windowsill, a small bottle of the rose shampoo I love—the one Janos massages into my hair when Gabor has used me. There’s even a small pink butt plug in the bag one day that has me shuddering even as a wistful feeling blossoms in my chest.

These items always bring a smile to my lips, and I grow more convinced by the day that this is Janos trying to reassure me. And it works. The daily meal on my hallway floor soon becomes a small sanctuary in my day—a brief moment of peace that allows me to breathe freely.

Usually, the items hold some kind of meaning or reference, but one day, I get an item I can’t figure out. It’s a small teddy bear with huge green, glittering eyes. I don’t have any teddy bears, nor do I have anything green and glittery, and I refuse to believe the token is random.

I pace through my apartment with the teddy in my hands, studying my surroundings, studying the bear. But I’m no closer to an explanation when I leave for work. So I stuff it into my bag and continue pondering as I walk around the restaurant, clearing tables and doing dishes.

It’s only when I catch a glimpse of myself in the tall mirror near the entrance that I have my answer. The setting sun reflects through the mirror to cast a warm light into my eyes, making them sparkle. They are large and green, just like the teddy’s, and my face is framed by the same dark brown hair as its fur.

I’m stunned. How can he compare me to a teddy? People often say I look sweet and innocent with my wide eyes and round cheeks. At least they used to. But the strain marring my features and the shadows in my eyes have sullied whatever innocence I exuded. And how can Janos see anything pure in me after having witnessed me being stripped of all dignity so many times?

Even so, I can’t let go of the idea that he might see something untainted in me, and the teddy ends up on my nightstand where it can watch over me when Janos isn’t there to do it.

Despite being the one causing me the most harm, I’ve come to think of Janos as my protector. When I wake to find him in my chair, a calm feeling settles over me—even knowing what he’s going to do. But when he enters my apartment with the scrawny henchman at night, I’m terrified.

There’s never any commotion when they come. They just let themselves in with the key they must have bribed someone to make. The silence is terrifying, really. Suddenly, they just stand there like two apparitions.

It’s awful never knowing when they come. Several days can pass between their “visits,” or they may come two nights in a row. Sometimes, they’re already here when I get back from work, and sometimes, they come several hours later.

My reaction is just as inconsistent. Despite knowing how futile it is, I often use up all my energy fighting them. Other nights, I accept defeat from the start and break into an endless stream of tears.

The only consistency is that they always come at night and start by stripping me naked.

From there on, there’s no telling what they’ll do. Blindfold and gag me, push toys inside me, tie me up—to a chair, to the bed, on my stomach, on my knees. Some nights, they’ll even forgo the ropes and Janos will climb into bed behind me, restraining me in his arms until Gabor comes. Those are the nights I cry the most.

There’s no rhyme or reason. I think they’re acting upon Gabor’s whims, fulfilling his orders. And when the devil himself shows up, the unpredictability continues. The nights with Gabor span from rough quickies to endless hours of sexual torture and humiliation. He still hasn’t touched my ass, but he has plenty of other ways of making me feel small and worthless and turning my body against me. Spitting, calling me names, depriving me of orgasms, giving me too many, rubbing my lust in my face—literally and verbally.

It’s horrible to live with the knowledge that I’m soon going to be abused and can’t do anything about it. The uncertainty alone is harrowing, and unless I’m so depleted I can’t stand on my own two legs, I barely get any sleep at night. Only two things will allow me any rest. The sun filtering through my curtains or Janos sitting in my chair, watching over me.


CHAPTER 14

“Leashes”

by Leprous

Rebecca

My new phone vibrates on the nightstand with yet another text from my sister. It’s been more than three weeks since I lost my phone at the airport, and a couple of days ago, I finally got a new one. Just in time for my monthly call with my sister. But I couldn’t bear the idea of talking to her and pretending everything was okay. So I texted her instead, thinking it would be easier to fake it like that. But she didn’t get the hint—or didn’t accept it—and has been calling me several times a day since my text, and I’ve been ignoring each of her calls. Today, she has finally given up and started texting me instead. Incessantly.

Call me, Rebecca. I’m serious! It’s been days!

I scoff as I read her latest text. It might have been days since I texted her, but it’s been over a month since I heard anything from her.

Clenching my jaw, I type out a reply and hit send.

Sorry, busy with work.

A new text pops up, making my insides twist.

What? You’re too busy doing the dishes?

She may think she’s better than our mother—more caring and gentle—but really, she’s just as pushy. The only difference is that she’s not quite as cruel. So I’m not going to take her calls. It’s better like this, anyway. I’m not good at lying, and if she finds out something is going on, she might prod—call the embassy or authorities. Gabor would surely find out and think I had talked, and then little Sofie’s life would be at risk.

Fuck. I slam the phone down on the table and clutch the teddy bear in my shaking hands as I curl up on the bed.

Why can’t she take the hint and leave me alone? Then it would be so much easier to forget about the danger I’m causing her family—easier to forget all the things I’ve lost. It might not be a lot, but it’s a hell of a lot more than I have now. Freedom and possibilities. Choices and hopes. Anything is better than this narrow shell of violence and humiliation that has me in a vise.

I’m so stuck that I want to stay in bed, closed off from the world and not see or talk to anyone. Denial is a blissful thing when your world is pitch black.

It takes a while before I’m ready to face the text from my sister again. I have to pace back and forth to contain all the emotions that threaten to unravel me as I type out a big, fat lie. I wish this wasn’t my day off. Then I’d have work to distract me.

I type the last words and hit send, and as if on cue, the front door opens.

Startling, I drop the phone. It clatters to the floor with a loud sound, but I’m too focused on the commotion in the hall to glance down and see if it broke.

Two seconds later, Janos and the scrawny man appear. I’m frozen in place, my hands still folded like they’re holding the phone.

“Start packing,” Janos says.

My eyes flicker to the moving boxes at his side. “Why?” 

“Gabor wants you somewhere better.” 

I gulp. There’s no telling what Gabor’s idea of a better place looks like. A dungeon, a dank basement, or chained to his bed? “And what’s that?”

“A new apartment. Bigger and better.”

I look Janos over, not convinced this move is as harmless as he makes it sound, but I shove down the worries as I notice his casual clothing. Whatever hell awaits me isn’t imminent. My hands relax as I take in his blue jeans and gray T-shirt. He’s not here to prepare me for Gabor. He’d wear a suit for that.

The other man is dressed in his usual uniform, though. The dark suit hangs loosely on his thin frame, and his shoulders are slouched, his mouth set in a perpetual sneer—a far cry from the graceful strength of the man beside him. He’s a poor excuse of a man, really. A lowly guard in an inferior position. Janos is always the one in control when Gabor is not around. I doubt this man could even touch a hair on my head without Janos’s permission.

Does he even hold any real power over me? If I were to provoke him, could he do anything about it?

The sight of Janos’s casual clothes must have made me rash because I find myself shooting the thin man a condescending glare. Rage comes alive in his eyes, but he remains passive as ever, and I can’t help the mocking smile that pulls at my lips.

Suddenly feeling overly courageous, I fold my arms over my chest and direct my glare at Janos. “I’m not moving.”

I barely get the words out before the sight of his hard features snuffs out my bravery. I try my best to hold on to it, but his tall, wide stance is pure danger, his blunt gaze the same, and I end up hugging myself awkwardly as he stares me down.

“You have two hours.” He places the boxes against the wall, then turns the crimson armchair to face the room instead of the bed and takes a seat. A king on a throne in the middle of it all.

“Do I have to move?” I ask with downcast eyes, suddenly all too aware of what’s happening. Once more, I have no say. They are forcing me from my home, and I don’t have the slightest idea where they’re taking me. “Will you at least tell me where I’m going?”

“Get to it,” Janos says without casting me another glance as he takes out his phone.

Needing to get away from the two men, I grab a box, go through the hallway, and into the small kitchen to start there. I might not have many things I’m attached to, but I want to bring my own stuff, and I guess I’ll need kitchenware and plates. At least, I hope I will.

A large shadow appears above me, and I look up to find Janos blocking the door with his broad frame. I feel like a tiny mouse, sitting here on the floor, looking up at this enormous man.

His eyes narrow slightly, and I realize my breathing is coming in heavy drags. Is it my kneeling he reacts to? It’s not on purpose. I was like this when he came in. But it doesn’t change the fact that I’m in this very humble position beneath him.

“The kitchen is fully equipped.” His features are impassive, but the intensity in his eyes shines bright. “The rest of the apartment too. Just pack your clothes and anything else you don’t want to get rid of.”

Then he’s gone, leaving me with a terrible urge to crawl after him and sit by his feet.

Shaking my head, I force my focus back to the packing.

I go through all the cupboards and end up taking only two mugs that I like. I consider packing everything just to spite Janos, but I don’t have the energy nor the need to go against him like that.

Next, I proceed to the bathroom to gather my toiletries, then on to the main room, where I pack my clothes, books, and a few other items I want to keep.

An hour and a half later, I’m done, standing in the middle of the room, casting a hesitant glance at Janos.

He’s still in the red chair with his phone, but I think he’s been watching me more than the screen. I’ve felt it while I was packing in here, that prickling sensation at the back of my neck. But I never caught him looking.

“What about furniture?” I ask, wringing my fingers before me.

“The place is furnished.”

My eyes fall to the crimson chair he’s sitting in, and I’m gripped by a strange wistfulness.

“Can I bring that one?” I bite my lip, pointing at the chair, which I’ve never felt attached to but now suddenly can’t bear to be without.

Janos nods and gets up.

It only takes the men two trips to bring the boxes down the stairs. I barely get to look the apartment over a final time before Janos ushers me out the door, bringing the red chair with him.

I follow them as they carry the chair down the steep, winding stairs. Janos doesn’t heave a single labored breath; whereas the other man is out of breath as we reach the ground. I can’t help sending a taunting look his way as Janos presses a hand to my back and nudges me into the front of a van. I feel stupidly safe with Janos here. But it’s no better than being in the company of a lion. I’m safe from any other predator, but once the lion gets hungry, I’m done.

Janos takes the driver’s seat, and the other man squeezes in beside me on the double passenger seat. Fifteen minutes later, we arrive in a courtyard at a four-story building. It looks like most other buildings in the city center with its arched windows and bars on the ground level, only it’s more well-kept than most. There are no cracks in the façade or peeling paint. Everything is in pristine order, just like Gabor seems to like it. A shudder runs down my spine at the thought of the man who has forced me from my home. But I shouldn’t complain. This looks better than anything I could have hoped for. Unless he has rented a cell in the basement, that is.

The two men each take a box and lead the way, and I’m relieved when we go up the stairs to the second floor. Janos shoos me into a nice, modern apartment with carpets on the floors and pictures on the walls.

I explore further while the two men bring up the rest of my stuff. The place is a huge upgrade from my worn-down studio, and if I got my bearings right on the drive here, it’s even closer to the city center.

It has a long, narrow hall, a spacious bedroom, a large living room, and a small yet well-equipped kitchen. And, of course, a bathroom. An involuntary smile spreads over my face when I see the large corner tub. I’ve always loved water—both watching and being in it. I could spend hours in the old, narrow tub of my childhood home when my mother didn’t ruin the peace by telling me to find something better to do.

My smile is bright and wide when Janos appears in the hall, and I’m quick to wipe it off when I meet his gaze. I shouldn’t be happy about any of this.

“Where do you want this?” he asks, stopping in the hall with the crimson armchair in his hands.

Stepping across the hall to the bedroom, I point at the corner on the right side of the bed.

“Here?” He sets the chair down in front of the dresser that I’m pointing at.

I confirm with a nod and avert my gaze as I feel him studying me. He surely knows what I’m doing. The chair would fit better in the empty corner across the room, but I want it on the right side of the bed like it was before. I’m terribly ashamed, but I need it like this—I need him in the same place as before.

To my relief, he doesn’t comment. He just sets the chair where I want it before leading me to the living room, where he pulls out a chair at the dining table. “Sit.” It’s not an offer, and I slip onto the seat and watch the small stack of documents in front of me.

Contract it says at the top.

Pressing a hand to the tabletop, Janos leans over me and turns the first two pages. His scent wafts past my nose, and I inhale a long breath to catch more of it. I want to slide my hands around his neck and pull him closer, so I can breathe the fresh notes of his aftershave mixing with his own masculine scent. But I still have enough self-respect to restrain myself.

“Sign here.” He points at the empty line at the bottom.

“I can’t sign something I haven’t read.”

“You may read the whole thing if you like, but you’re gonna sign it either way.” He doesn’t grant me the pretense of having a say in any of this. He just needs my signature, and it doesn’t matter how he gets it. But I read the contract anyway.

It’s all very standard. There doesn’t seem to be any fraud hidden between the lines. But then again, I might not be able to detect it if there was. The apartment is bought and paid for, so I won’t be liable for a steep rent if Gabor decides he doesn’t want to splurge his plaything anymore—or whatever motivates him. On paper, I’m the owner.

But it still feels fishy, and when I scribble my signature on the line, I feel like I’m signing my own death warrant.

There are two more lines that I need to sign, and when I’m done, my stomach is twisted in knots.

“Why doesn’t he sign it himself?” I ask as Janos takes the documents.

“No connection on paper. Makes it easier for me to handle any glitch that might arise.”

“As in, if the police gets involved?”

Janos shrugs, offering no further explanation. Then he digs a hand into his pocket and retrieves a large butt plug that makes a metallic clank as he sets it on the table. “At least one hour a day. I’ll know if you don’t use it.” With that, he leaves, taking his passive buddy with him.

I remain staring at the instrument of humiliation long after they’re gone.

Now I’m supposed to do the degradation myself?

***

After the two men have left, I set out to explore the apartment.

The place is furnished and decorated, ready to live in. The cupboards are stocked with pans, plates, cutlery, and even food—everything a kitchen needs—and in the bathroom I find toiletries, soap, and a bottle of the rose-scented shampoo I use.

The king-size bed is made with the same pristine white sheets I’ve slept in for the past few weeks. Sliding my hand over them, I shudder at the silky feeling. It’s supposed to feel good, but like everything else here, they represent my bar-less captivity.

I curl up in my crimson chair and dig my nose into the wing, inhaling deeply. A hint of Janos’s scent lingers in the upholstery, and the roiling in my stomach simmers down to a rippling unease.

When I lift my gaze to take in the room, the queasy feeling returns. Pink and creamy colors dominate the space. It’s girly and saccharine—like the oversized bouquet and the postcards.

Pink curtains with frills frame the arched window, a pink bedspread covers the foot of the bed, and leopard print throw pillows sit against the headboard. Even the latter are pink. Hideous.

Darting up from the chair, I grab the ugly pillows and cram them into a closet. This is my place—I’ve just signed the damn papers to prove it—and I’m not going to have any goddamn pink leopard print in my apartment.

I go to the living room, which is not much better. There’s no leopard print, but the curtains have the same hideous frills, meaningless pictures on the walls, and too much pink. Even the couch is a dusty rose. It would have been pretty if it weren’t for the baby pink carpet covering half the floor, saturating the room with girly sweetness. Combined with the curtains, it’s outright vulgar. I shudder as I step onto the carpet and sink my feet into the fuzzy threads. In any other setting, I would have closed my eyes and reveled in the softness, but here, it’s only deceptive and false.

I start unpacking the few boxes I have brought. I find a bright place for my orchid on a side table in the living room, the teddy with the glittery green eyes gets a new place on the bedside table along with my night lamp, and my clothes go into one of the closets. To make room for my books, I remove the knick-knacks from the shelves in the living room, which get to join the leopard cushions in the closet. Then I sink onto the couch and let my gaze glide over what is supposed to be my new home.

Everything is new and modern. Big and flashy. Even the flat screen on the wall is double the size of the one I had before. Picking up the remote, I hover my thumb over the power button. I’ve never had such a large TV. It’s supposed to be a luxury, but there’s nothing luxurious about any of this, so I rip open the nearest drawer and throw the remote in.

The television and everything else here are the price for my freedom, and I can’t bring myself to enjoy it.

***

During the first week, I treat the place like it’s my own, taking what little control I can. The first thing I change is cutting off the frills on the curtains. Then I rearrange everything in the kitchen cupboards and I move the dresser in the bedroom to the opposite corner to make more room for my armchair.

The changes are small, barely perceptive, but they’re enough to make me accept the place—maybe even become comfortable here. It also helps that neither Janos nor Gabor show up. Their absence helps me take ownership of the place and fill it with something I like before they sully it.

Every morning when I open my eyes, I glance hopefully at the chair, and every time I find it empty, disappointment stirs in my gut. Then I hurry out of bed so I won’t dwell on the feeling, but when I see the butt plug on the bathroom counter, my stomach sinks anew.

Despite being alone, my mornings aren’t much different in the new apartment. They still start with the same humiliation; only now, I’m the one doing it. I don’t dare to test whether Janos is right about being able to detect it if I don’t obey.

Janos has been “nice” enough to leave me a bottle of lube, but even with a generous dollop, I can barely get the plug in the first few times. I try different positions—standing, lying, crouching—and get so frustrated I want to scream. The degradation is no less devastating without someone here to witness it, and it takes several painful mornings before I’m able to shut down my self-inflicted shame and get the plug in place within a few minutes.

With the metal thing lodged inside me, I trot around the apartment for an hour, not knowing what to do with myself. The toy is as invasive on my mind as my body. If I try to lie still, my mind goes into overdrive, and whenever I move, the plug moves within me, setting fire to nerves and reducing me to a hot and needy mess. The battle against my mocking brain turns into a battle against my own lust. A battle that I always lose. So I end up back in bed, my fingers working furiously between my legs until I scream through orgasm after orgasm. Thus, I manage to blot out all thoughts for a short while.

When the hour is up and I leave the bed to take out the plug, the self-deprecating thoughts rush back with a vengeance, and I have to spend another hour in the company of my taunting thoughts until I regain some control over myself.

Once I finally find some peace, I allow myself the comfort of the bathtub. I buy bath salts, oils, and bubbles and spend several hours a day soaking in the water. I might not be able to enjoy the TV, but I can’t deny myself this luxury. It’s easy to relax with the warm water lapping against my body. My fingers and toes look like raisins when I come out, and I have to laugh out loud when I look at my wrinkled skin. For once, the marks on my body are a result of something positive that I can control, as opposed to the heavy bags under my eyes, rope burns, and weight loss.

I still get food delivered to my door in the afternoons, and when I find the personal items from Janos, I have a hard time containing the smile pulling at my lips. But one look at the overly sweet card is all it takes to replace it with a more appropriate reaction.

As the days go by, I grow calmer in my new surroundings, yet more anxious. Calm because I falsely learn that it’s a safe place; anxious because I know it’s only a matter of time before the safety shatters. Gabor has probably left the country for some time and brought Janos with him—he is the Minister of Foreign Affairs, after all. Before long, he’ll be back to sate his sick needs.


CHAPTER 15

“Novocaine”

by Too Close to Much

& Bad Omens

Rebecca

When I come home on the eighth night, a foreboding feeling twists in my stomach as I push the key into the lock. Sliding the door open, I gulp as I face a fully lit hallway. I never leave the lights on.

I freeze, knowing what awaits me on the other side of the threshold. I can’t make myself take that step, but I can’t turn around either. Where would I go?

Footsteps approach from the living room, and Janos appears, clad in a black suit that announces the nightmare awaiting me.

Clasping the door handle, I shake my head as I stare at him with pleading eyes. But there’s no mercy. Janos grabs my arm and drags me to the living room, where another set of eyes greets me—cold ones set deep in a gaunt face.

I take a step back—straight into Janos’s chest. He flicks the buttons on my shirt open, and I grapple at his thick arms to make him stop, but I might as well be struggling against solid rock. When the scrawny man yanks at my pants, I give up the fight and grab on tightly instead, afraid I’ll fall. But even as he hurts me, Janos never lets me fall. He grips my waist, securing me to his body as my legs fall out from under me. The pain is always deliberate with him—it has been ever since our eyes locked that first night. I should hate him, but I can’t help the irrational feeling of security as I hang in his arms.

The scrawny man struggles to get my shoes off as he has already dragged my pants down. He doesn’t even bother undoing the laces, just tugs, and I squeal as I try to pull my foot out of his painful grip.

“Step aside,” Janos orders his partner, but he just digs his fingers deeper into my shin and pulls harder.

“Ah,” I yelp as he tugs hard on my shoe and it finally comes off, scraping against my skin.

“Get. The fuck. Off her,” Janos demands in a murderous tone that reverberates through the air and makes me freeze even though the reprimand is not directed at me.

The thin man sends Janos a disgruntled look but steps back, nonetheless.

From then on, it’s just Janos and me, trapped in this warped game as he undresses me. I sway back and forth between blind struggling and submissive compliance until he orders the scrawny man to procure a pair of latex gloves and a bottle of lube.

I lock up every muscle. Not that. Not here. He’s never done it on one of these nights—never in front of the vile man.

Janos has to bend my limbs to get me down on all fours. I’m trembling so hard it’s a struggle to support my weight when I hear the crackle of latex. The sound rings terrifyingly familiar to my ears, and the following trickle of lube between my cheeks is like dripping ice, chilling my skin with dreadful recognition.

I want to beg him, but it would only cause more humiliation, so I bite down on my lips and squeeze my eyes shut.

Instead of taking his time prodding and massaging, Janos pushes one thick digit straight in. He has trained me so well he gains effortless entrance despite my tense muscles. He wriggles his finger against my narrow walls a few times as if to test something—maybe to check if I’ve kept up the training—before drawing back out.

Closing his ungloved hand around my nape, he leans in and whispers, only for my ears to hear, “Good girl. In a week, you’ll be able to take a cock without any preparation.”

I let out a choked whimper. I hate the words, but I can’t resist the comfort. I lap it up like sweet milk and let it seep into my body, loosening my muscles and quelling my resistance. My body openly follows his silent directions as he presses his hand to my back to get me to lie flat on the carpet.

The change within me happens so fast it’s a shock to my system when his comforting touch disappears as fast as it came. With a final stroke of his thumb, he leaves my side, and I gulp as I hear him settle on the couch behind me, where I can’t see him. And thus, the waiting begins.

The intermission is worse than usual. Janos has never left me alone like this. No matter if it’s him or the ropes restraining me, he always has a hand on me while we wait. But now, I get to lie here alone on the floor like a dirty, discarded thing. The artificial carpet fibers stick to my clammy skin even as cold goosebumps scatter over my naked body. Fear keeps twisting and turning in my stomach, and when the sound of the front door breaks the silence, my muscles are so tense it hurts.

Sharp clicks of Gabor’s shoes ring out through the apartment, closing in, and the urge to run becomes a raging storm inside my head as the pink carpet swallows the sound. But I can’t move as I feel Gabor’s violent desire crackling in the air as he looms above me. There’s nowhere to go; a failed escape attempt will only make everything worse.

I squeeze my eyes shut and hold my breath as he leans down to trail his soft-skinned fingers along my spine. The gentleness sends a new wave of nausea up my throat. Because I know there’s nothing gentle about the intent. It’s all a hoax. Like his perfect suits, charming smiles, and sweet cards. Like this very apartment.

The deception only lasts a minute before Gabor’s true nature rears its ugly head. The sides of his shoe connect with my inner thighs as he kicks my legs apart, and I yelp as the carpet burns my knees. Slamming the sole to my back, he presses me down, drawing a choked groan from my throat as the air gushes out of my lungs. I dig my fingers into the pink fibers, seeking purchase where none can be found.

I lose my grip as a kick to my hips knocks me to my side. Two more kicks to my thigh and ass have me writhing on the pink plush, and the nauseating color flashes in my vision, making my stomach roil anew.

Gabor growls like a beast as he delivers a kick straight to my stomach. Bile rises in my throat, and I gag and cough, fighting to keep the contents of my stomach down.

Suddenly, Gabor is in my face. “Don’t you fucking dare to retch, or I’ll drag your face through the mess.”

I gulp repeatedly to subdue my gag reflex, and when Gabor delivers a new kick to my thigh, tears brim in my eyes. Another kick and I’m weeping.

“Shut up, stupid whore. You’re nothing,” he snarls as he slams the square toe of his shoe into my thigh. “I don’t care about your fucking whimpering. All you’re good for is taking my cock.”

His words settle like poison in my soul. Without Janos’s hands, there’s no way to repel them. I curl up on myself, becoming as small as possible as I twist and turn, trying to no avail to avoid the sharp kicks. For a short while, I manage to protect the places where fresh pain flares, but soon, everything is throbbing and aching and all I can do is try to protect my vital parts.

My only consolation is that Gabor isn’t out to harm me. He only uses enough force on my stomach and back to rob me of air and drive the humiliation deeper, whereas he saves the hard kicks for my thighs and ass. But it’s barely a relief. With each strike of his foot, I cry out, and I sink into a sorrowful fit of tears and wails as helplessness settles deep within my bones.

Kicking me onto my back, Gabor tears at my soul with another snide comment. “Dirty little bitch.” He kicks my legs apart like he’s swatting away a fly. “You’re nothing but a worthless little whore.”

A shrill scream bursts from my lips as his shoe slams into my mound. Instinctively, I try to gather my legs, but Gabor has stepped between them and easily delivers another kick.

Blinking my tear-stained eyes, I search the room for something to hold on to. Anything. I find Janos. He’s on the couch, leaning back with his arms folded over his wide chest as he watches Gabor brutalize me. His face is blank. He doesn’t care. But I want him anyway, so I lock my eyes on him.

But I don’t even get to keep this sliver of comfort. When Gabor knocks me onto my side, I lose Janos again.

My world turns into a hopeless void as pain wraps around me and becomes my only friend. I have no idea how long Gabor keeps kicking. It goes on and on.

When he finally lets up, I’m shaking so hard my teeth chatter, and deep sobs are aching in my chest.

I want to believe it’s all over, but Gabor has only just begun. He hauls me onto all fours and wraps an arm around my waist. Then fingers are prodding… there. Between my ass cheeks.

“No, no, no, no, no,” I chant, tears dripping onto the plush carpet.

“Is she ready?” Gabor asks into the room.

Janos’s answer is resolute. “Nem.”

The Hungarian no is one of the few words I understand, but what he says next makes no sense to me. All I gather is the gruff tone that never seems to reflect a go-on.

Hope grows inside me, but Gabor snuffs it out as quickly as it came. “Let me check.” He waves a hand at the scrawny man. “Give me gloves and lube.”

I watch Janos through the hair spilling over my face as Gabor prepares for the next degradation. Janos doesn’t look pleased. His jaw is tight and his gaze sharp.

Before I can discern his tension, cold lube drips between my cheeks, and I shut my eyes to block everything out. But when Gabor pushes a long finger past the tight ring of muscle, I feel the intrusion all too vividly. Shame burns through my veins as he invades my most intimate opening.

I’m too paralyzed to fight. Not even when Gabor adds another finger can I move. It takes him some prodding and stretching, but despite my tense muscles, he slowly breaks through the rim and invades me anew. That’s how well Janos has trained me.

And myself, I think as I remember all the times I pushed the butt plug in. A pained whimper escapes me as I realize how I have aided Gabor, and I collapse onto my elbows, wanting to sink into the ground—let it swallow me up and never spit me back out.

“Nice job, Janos,” Gabor says, his slimy words slithering into my consciousness.

“She’s not ready,” Janos says, this time in English. “You’ll risk breaking her.”

“No more than you can fix her again.” Gabor pulls out and presses three fingers against my narrow opening. The size is too wide—way too big. But he keeps pressing, stretching and stretching.

I wail into the room as he shoves past my tight muscle. The pain breaks me from my paralysis, and I burst forward, scrambling across the floor on all fours. Straight toward Janos. It’s not a conscious choice; it’s instinct that drives me to him. Stupid, foolish instinct.

Because Janos isn’t going to help me. I know it even before he grabs my hair and drags me back.

Gabor chuckles in his usual sadistic fashion as he digs his fingers into my hips and yanks me back into position.

I stare up at Janos with tears streaming down my cheeks as three fingers press against my rear entrance anew. Pain flares in my tissues, locking up my muscles. This time when he breaches my tight muscle, I don’t scream or cry. I just stare up at Janos.

His features are cold and impassive as he asks Gabor something in Hungarian.

“Sure, Janos. Go ahead, join the show.” Gabor pulls his fingers out. And then it’s his cock prodding between my ass cheeks.

“No!” I scream and shoot forward again, but Janos is already kneeling at my side with an arm around my waist, tightening to block my advance. He might as well have welded me in place. I collapse in his grip, burrowing my head into my arms on the floor as Gabor presses to gain entrance.

“She’s not ready,” Janos repeats, his hand splaying the side of my stomach in an almost soothing gesture. But nothing can comfort me as Gabor forces his way inside, tearing at my tissues and burning my muscles.

“She’s as ready as I need her to be,” Gabor hisses.

I vaguely notice Janos pick something off the floor, and my entire world darkens when I realize what it is.

It’s the lube. He’s helping Gabor—dragging me straight to the slaughter.

I cry out and claw at his arm, but it doesn’t faze him. He simply presses his free hand to my back and moves it in firm circles meant to soothe as if he’s on my side, trying to help me even though he just handed me to the devil on a silver platter.

Gabor pulls out, and when he presses his erection against my opening again, it’s slick and wet. But it doesn’t help a thing. It doesn’t fit, I want to yell, but all that comes out are sobs and senseless wails. Gabor breaches my opening, and I dig my fingers into the carpet with a force that cracks several of my nails. He keeps going, pushing deeper, increment by increment. It’s like salt in a wound as his shaft grates along my broken skin.

Black spots form in my vision as he forces himself past my tight muscle. For a moment, I detach, hovering above my body like a spectator to a horror show. I hope I’ll never have to go back and inhabit that defiled, broken thing again.

But luck isn’t on my side—never has been. As Janos leans down and whispers against my ear, I slip straight back into the hell of pain that is my body. “Relax,” he whispers.

The word takes me back to all the times he has seduced me to let him into that very same place. It never hurt this bad when Janos did it. It has been degrading, uncomfortable, and relentless, but I’ve never felt this crippling pain that threatens to rip me apart from within.

I hate Janos, but I need the comfort, so I let myself sink into the lull of his touch. My breathing deepens and my inner muscles slacken. I stop fighting and watch my tears drip onto the carpet, forming dark spots on the pink fibers. They look calm. Deceptively so.

“Good girl,” Janos whispers in my ear. And suddenly, everything shatters.

Two simple words break my entire world. He has said them so many times when he was the one forcing himself inside me, and I always thought it was a sincere effort to appease me. How blind could I be? It was nothing but a cruel part of a charade meant to break me to his will. He doesn’t want to help me; he just wants to see Gabor tear me apart from behind.

I go livid, the betrayal burning like hot coals in my stomach. I jerk so hard I manage to wrench forward over Janos’s arm, making Gabor’s cock slip out.

“Fucking bitch.” Gabor digs his nails into my hips, and a warm trickle of blood erupts under one of his fingers. But the pain in my skin is nothing compared to the one in my chest. I barely even notice it as I collapse over Janos’s arm, utterly devastated. Fat tears drip onto the carpet so rapidly the tiny dark spots become one big stain.

The sound of a hand masturbating hovers somewhere in the distance, and sticky come spurts onto my back as Gabor groans. Then his hand is in the mess, spreading it over my skin like a dirty reminder of my worthlessness.

Janos never loosens his grip. He just holds me in place and lets it all happen.

I’m so distraught I can’t do anything but hang there over his arm and hate him. Or maybe I hate myself for ever having believed his words.

Grabbing me by the hair, Gabor jerks my head back. “Disgusting whore,” he sneers as he drags his hand across my face, smearing the stickiness over my mouth and cheeks. “Good for nothing bitch can’t even take my cock.” He finishes with a glob of spit in my face, then shoves my head forward like he can’t stand to look at me.

I feel every bit the worthless whore he calls me, and my head gets to hang where he left it. A dead weight. I can’t find the will nor the strength to lift it.

“Don’t clean the whore,” Gabor orders and delivers a final kick to my broken body before he leaves.


CHAPTER 16

“Levitate”

by Sleep Token

Janos

The moment Gabor is gone, I lower Rebecca to the floor and arrange her listless body in a steady position. I badly want to hold her, but I need to get rid of Kadri first.

“Get out of here,” I hiss, careful to keep my rage down so as not to shock Rebecca.

Seeing that he’s about to throw some rageful protest back at me, I slam my hand over his mouth, grab him by the collar, and haul him out of the living room and through the hall. “I’m sick of your disrespectful attitude,” I snarl into his ear as I open the door. I throw him into the hall and point a finger at him. “You know I can get rid of you in the blink of an eye.”

I don’t know why I bother threatening him. He doesn’t know I’m about to disobey Gabor’s order and go clean Rebecca up. I guess he’s just an easy target for my fury.

“Fuck you,” he grits as he staggers to his feet.

I should have gotten rid of him long ago. Gabor doesn’t care who does the job with me as long as it gets done, and Kadri never did a very good job in the first place. He’s disrespectful, ungrateful, and sloppy. I guess that’s why I’m stuck with him. Gabor knows I’ll keep him in line and compensate for his fuck-ups. Gabor only took him in as a favor to Kadri’s brother to get him out of Albania and get him protection for the people he had fucked over, but that favor has long since been paid off. Now, the only reason he gets to stay on is because I feel bad for him. A stray dog that’s so pathetic you can’t help feeling sorry for it.

I shut the door quietly even though I want to slam it in his face. Then I hurry back to the living room and sink to my knees beside Rebecca. My chest tightens at the sight of her. I did it. I broke her. And I want to rip my goddamn arm off for it. I should have stopped Gabor. I easily could have—which he wants me to if he’s about to go too far. But this wasn’t going too far by his standards.

She’s unresponsive when I touch her. She doesn’t even flinch as I lift her into my arms and cradle her against my chest. Her eyes stare into blank space as I peel her hair from her sticky face, and her head flops into my hand, unable to stay up on its own.

An unwelcome surge of fear fills me—a fear I haven’t felt for many years. I don’t want it, and I shove it away as I place Rebecca on the bath mat and turn around to fill the tub. But when I return to her and she’s in the exact same place where I left her, eyes still blank, the fear flares alive.

Pressing two fingers under her jaw, I feel for her pulse and breathe a small sigh of relief when I find a steady rhythm. I snap my fingers in front of her eyes to get some kind of response out of her. “Rebecca, look at me. You’re safe now. Gabor is gone.”

I shut my eyes and breathe a heavy sigh at the sound of my own words. She’s not safe, and she probably won’t ever be again.

Tapping her cheek gently, I try again—without the lie. “Rebecca, come back to me. I’m here. I’ll take care of you.”

Still nothing.

I lift her into my arms and gently lower her into the tub. A small whimper escapes her as the water engulfs her, and hope grows inside me. I’ll get her back, I tell myself. But when she keeps staring into nothingness and I have to prevent her from sliding into the water, my hope dwindles.

Shoving back the gut-churning dread, I focus on cleaning her up, washing the dirty evidence of Gabor’s degradation from her face and cleaning every inch of her body. I have to climb into the tub to support her against my body as I go, and my pants and shirt are soaked when I’m done and hold her out in front of me.

“I’ve got you, Rebecca. Just come back to me.” I lean her back against the edge, cradling the back of her head in one hand as I kneel between her legs so she won’t slide farther down. Then I caress her face, her chest, and her arms with my free hand.

Finally, her eyes move. At first, it’s just a flicker, then they find me, though unfocused.

“Good girl, stay here,” I tell her, trying to urge her back. But awareness clearly comes at a price for her. The moment she starts to focus her gaze on me, she whimpers, and her face draws taut with pain. She drifts off again, and I know I’ve lost her. I want to grab her by the shoulders and shake her, slap her cheek, and demand she return. But I know the pain—physical and psychological—is too stark for her to face. Forcing her back right now just might cause more damage.

I clench my jaw and finish washing her. I should have stopped him.

The words play on repeat in my mind as I take her out of the tub, dry her off, and tuck her into bed.

Dropping into the red armchair, I take my phone from my pocket and check to see if it survived the splashing water. I don’t care about my phone, but I need something to take my attention off the broken girl in the bed in front of me for a minute.

The screen comes alive as I press my thumb to the side. But the distraction proves to be much more worrying than the sight before me as I find a text from Gabor:

See if you can fix her before Friday next week. If not, get rid of her.

Pushing out a heavy breath, I lean my head back and stare at the ceiling. Gabor doesn’t want any bodies for the police to dig up. They can easily dismiss a rape charge, but a body is harder to ignore. When things go south, his idea of ‘getting rid of’ is much worse than snapping a girl’s neck and burying her in the forest. His idea of getting rid of is more a type of revenge than a means to remove a problem. The last time I got the order, I shot the girl up with fentanyl for a few days, then took her to Szabadkai út and left her there with a kit to keep the habit going for a while. I’m not sure what happened to her, but I suppose she either OD’d or is now living a life where she wishes she had.

I didn’t care at the time. She was just another job. But the idea of shooting Rebecca up with drugs and leaving her to live out the rest of her short, miserable existence as a drugged-up whore has me clenching my hands to subdue the urge to tear the whole place apart. I’d rather snap her neck than do that to her.

But I can’t betray Gabor. Disobeying by cleaning Rebecca up is one thing, but ignoring an order like getting rid of her is on a whole different level. I just can’t do it. He’s the only reason I’m not stuck on Szabadkai út myself, dealing and doing drugs. I owe him everything, and not even this girl who has stirred this irrational protectiveness can make me betray him.

So I only have one choice. To fix her.


CHAPTER 17

“Borders”

by Kalandra

Rebecca

Everything is a distant blur. Only small things seep into my awareness. Like the sunlight invading the room from the big windows.

I blink my eyes against the blinding light. It’s too bright. Too happy. Shutting my eyes, I turn and burrow under the comforter, wincing as pain flares in my body.

When I open my eyes again, the room is dark except for a soft glow beside the bed.

I don’t want this light either, so I pull the covers up and close my eyes.

Something presses in the lower part of my belly. I try to ignore it like I do the rest of my body, but the sensation keeps growing stronger, urging me to react.

It’s my bladder, I realize and stagger out of bed. My weak legs refuse to hold steady, and I fall against the wall and stay there, letting it support me as I take one slow step at a time. Everything throbs and burns. I want to collapse, and I think I’m about to when large hands grab me from behind, and somehow, I make it to the bathroom and back to bed without crashing to the floor.

Time passes. I don’t know how much, don’t know how long. At least a day, probably several. The fading light should give me a hint, but I can’t make my brain decipher its coming and going.

A new light flashes on above me. I stare into it. It hurts. But I keep staring. Somebody hovers at my side, maybe trying to get me to sit. I don’t know, I don’t care. A straw pokes between my lips, and my thirsty body works on its own to suck up the liquid, but when something solid—probably food—prods at my mouth, there’s no reaction.

The light finally disappears, and I stare into the murky gray of the room.

The next thing I know, the room is dark. Empty. Hollow.

I turn in bed and hear a small whimper, like a wounded cat. I think it might have been me.

The darkness isn’t complete as I see a soft light beside me. And a person—surrounded by red. I can’t make sense of it, and I don’t try. Something about the vision tugs at me, begging me to come closer, but I don’t want to leave this emptiness. So I move my eyes to the wall. A blank sheet of nothing.

Another leap in time and I slip into something warm. I’m weightless, my arms floating. When I try to feel my body, it doesn’t hurt as much. It’s welcoming, the thing that envelops me—like it wants me.

Water, I realize.

I slip further into it, feeling the gentle lap on my breasts. A bit further and it touches my chin. A bit further...

Someone moves behind me, quickly and suddenly. Arms snap around me, dragging me up to sit. I try to slip back down, wanting—needing—to merge with the water. But I’m stuck above the surface. Stuck on the bridge, stuck with the pain.

So I disappear again, and everything repeats itself. The fading sun, the sharp light above me, and a soft glow in the darkness.


CHAPTER 18

“Just Pretend”

by Bad Omens

Rebecca

Someone calls for me. It’s persistent and loud. I struggle to ignore it, but it keeps pushing, threatening to break the veneer that keeps me safely tucked into darkness.

A thud rings out, and my cheek tingles. Like a fly in the morning. I swat in front of me, not wanting anything to pull me from this nothingness. But the thud returns, this time with a mild sting and a sharper sound. A voice accompanies it, dogged and intrusive, threatening to break my shield.

I try to turn away, but something stops me, and another sting blooms on my cheek. Then I hear the voice. “Rebecca,” it calls from a distance. It’s like two conspiring evils, the voice and the sting.

Someone hauls me up to sit on the edge of the bed. I try to fight it, but my attempt is feeble. Then the same person is shaking me.

It all seems far away, like it happens to another person. My cheek flares up, but the pain isn’t mine. But when a sharp sound brings another flare of pain, the sensation moves closer.

Someone is slapping me, I realize.

One more blow has my head flying to the side, but another hand catches it. This hand is gentle, unlike the one hitting me, but it’s just as big and warm, like it belongs to the same person. Again, nothing makes sense. Gentle and cruel don’t go together.

The cruel hand smacks me into the gentle one again, and this time, a sharper burn blossoms on my cheek, demanding a reaction. I bite down on my lips and groan, but refuse to open my eyes.

“Rebecca!” someone calls again. The sound is distant yet all too clear.

Shaking my head, I refuse to go to it.

A deep, familiar voice repeats my name, and now it’s closer, almost penetrating the fog. “Rebecca,” it demands while hands shake my body. “Look at me!” A loud smack makes my cheek flare up. This time, the pain is mine. Real and palpable, sharp and loud. But it’s not just in my cheek. It’s everywhere. My entire body is throbbing, my inner walls aching, my throat raw. And I’m bone-tired.

I want to curl up in a ball and sob. Disappear again.

“Look at me!” the voice demands.

I lift my heavy eyelids and stare into a pair of gray eyes. Thick brows, one dissected, enhance the familiar gaze, but the features I know as smooth and impassive are taut with deep furrows across the forehead and lips set in a straight line.

“Please, just let me be,” I beg, my voice barely audible.

“No!” Hands shake me. “Stay here!”

My eyes slide shut, and fingers gently wrap around my chin.

“Stay here with me,” the voice repeats, now almost a whisper. A plea.

Like with the hands, the rough voice and the imploring tone don’t go together. It can’t be right.

I open my eyes again, and the air whooshes from my lungs as I stare into a tender set of gray eyes—soft and almost afraid. The concern is so real that tears gather in my eyes. I can’t remember the last time anyone looked at me like this.

It’s not just my body that feels again. It’s my whole being. My throbbing muscles and my aching soul.

“Why couldn’t you just let me be?” I say with a trembling voice.

“Because I want you here,” Janos says with a grave earnestness that lingers in everything from his deep gaze to the way he clutches my hand. Yet I don’t believe it. I might have been far gone, but I haven’t forgotten his betrayal. It’s branded into me. I hardly remember what he did, but I know he betrayed me like the dirty little whore I am.

I shake my head, tears slipping onto my cheeks.

“Stay here,” he urges.

Slowly, memories seep into my mind. Ugly and brutal. Images, feelings, and sounds. Hurt, grief, longing, and loss. It’s one big jumbled mess. I break into heavy sobs as everything pushes to come out at once. My throat strains with the desperate sounds, my muscles constricting in painful spasms.

I fall off the bed—or someone pulls me down. I’m not sure. But strong arms catch me, and I land in a lap where I’m held with a tenderness so intense it hurts. At this very moment, I don’t care whether it’s real or fake. I just want more of it, and I cling to the man who offers it.

He lifts me back onto the bed, tucking me into his embrace as he lies beside me and pulls the comforter over us. I have no idea how long we stay there, but it’s for a long time. Sobs keep tearing at my throat and wrenching at my chest. When they finally stop, a violent fit of shaking seizes my body. Somewhere along the way, darkness takes the light, and we remain in the same embrace until I go still, breathing heavily against his neck.

Mere hours ago, I was paralyzed by the lack of emotion; now I’m paralyzed by too many. I don’t dare to move, afraid it will all slam back into me. Slowly, the fog of several days’ detachment clears, and everything comes back to me. The forced move, the week of settling in and gaining a sense of safety, and having Gabor shatter that safety in the blink of an eye as he defiled my body and reduced me to nothing. But most of all, I remember the breach of trust. I remember how these arms that I somehow had come to trust betrayed me. Suddenly, I can’t stand feeling them.

I pull out of them and push up to sit on the bed.

Janos reaches for me, and I move farther away. “I can’t do this anymore. I can’t pretend that you care,” I say in a trembling voice.

He watches me for a long moment, and even though his features are hidden in the darkness, his eyes stand out. I search them, hoping to find something to hold on to.

“I tried to stop him,” he says, voice thick with regret. It’s the first truly profound words he’s ever spoken to me, and I stare at him in shock as he continues with a defeated sigh. “I tried to tell him you weren’t ready, but he was hell-bent on going through with it. So I tried being there for you instead—ease the pain by holding you.”

Fresh tears gather in my eyes, and a few drops fall from my cheeks, disappearing into the darkness.

I should hold on to the hurt and keep hating him. Because he just sat there, watching as Gabor kicked me around on the floor and tore me apart from behind. Maybe he did try to stop Gabor, but he didn’t do it even though he easily could have.

Yet, this small new piece of information is enough to break through my pain. Knowing he tried means everything. Knowing he cares enough to ease my pain is more than I could hope for in this darkness that has consumed my world. So I cling to it with everything I have, letting that small sliver of warmth be my beacon of light.

***

Janos is here most of the time during the next few days. Whenever I think he has left, I find him on his laptop in the living room or filling the tub for me in the bathroom.

I could spend hours in that tub, and sometimes I think I do.

Janos always sits on the closed toilet behind me when I’m in the water, watching over me like a hawk. Even as I hear him tapping away on his laptop, I constantly feel his eyes prickling at the back of my neck. I think he’s worried I’ll slip into the water and stay there. I can’t blame him. The idea frequently pops into my head. But I don’t think I could go through with it. I’m not strong enough—or maybe I’m not weak enough.

When I’m not in the tub and I’m not sleeping, I’m crying. Janos often comes to lie with me in bed, letting me sob into his shoulder. At first, the grief only gets worse at the feeling of his strong arms closing around me with an empty promise of safety. But after some time, I stop caring about intentions and lean on his strength to carry the burden with me.

I’m constantly jumpy and anxious. The doorbell sends me into a full-fledged panic attack more than once. “It’s just the delivery guy,” Janos reassures and rushes out to get the food, so he can return and take me in his arms, where he holds me until the tears run dry and the food goes cold.

Eating is hard the first few days after I’ve left the coma-like state. Janos always places me on the edge of the bed and sits in front of me to feed me, never letting me control the food myself. Sometimes, a hard look is enough to make me open my mouth, but other days, I refuse and turn away from him or even fight him.

It doesn’t matter what I do; Janos is adamant about getting nourishment in me. So when I go belligerent, he simply sets the plate aside and carries me to the living room—crying and begging or kicking and screaming—and ties me to a chair.

The defeat of being physically subdued is often enough to make me cooperate, but one day, I’m stuck so deep in my own defiance I can’t give in despite the defeat of the ropes. I bite my lips together like a petulant child even as the tears keep trickling down my face.

Janos leans forward and presses his index finger into my stomach. “Maybe I should get someone to come insert a feeding tube, huh?”

I stare at him in horror, but there’s no flinch or hint of a bluff. He means it. And why wouldn’t he? Janos doesn’t care about my dignity. So I part my lips and let him shove a spoonful of stew inside.

It takes a few days for my senses to come back to life, and as they do, it gets easier to eat. Still, Janos keeps insisting on feeding me. I’m not sure if it’s a control thing or a fucked-up way to take care of me. I let myself believe it’s the latter and find comfort in the gesture. It’s deeply intimate having him control something as basic as my food, and one day when he sits in front of me, watching me intently as he feeds me, I find the courage to ask him something I have been aching to know.

“Why are you here all the time?”

Janos digs the spoon into the steaming bean stew and holds it up for me. “I have to make sure you’re good to go again on Friday.”

My stomach sinks, a heavy rock slamming into the empty pit. I don’t know what I hoped for. A confession of feelings or a promise to protect me? I want to hit myself over the head for being so naïve. A small glimmer of something human doesn’t mean he’s suddenly a different person. He’s still the man who comes at night and prepares me to be raped. Being here is only part of his job. He comforts and holds me because I’m so brittle I’ll break if he doesn’t.

I’m seeing things I need to see, not things that are actually there. Survival, I guess. I’m losing my grasp on reality. Everything floats around in a chaotic mess, and I can’t tell the truth from what’s false, reality from fantasy. First, it was my body failing me when it made me orgasm at the hands of my perpetrator. Over and over. Now, it’s also my heart and my mind.

Nothing is mine anymore. I have no control or say in anything.

Suddenly, the spoon-feeding is a blaring symbol of my powerlessness. I can’t take it. “Please, can I eat on my own?” Pressing my lips together, I reach for the spoon in front of my mouth.

Janos shakes his head, and defeat gnaws deep in my belly as I part my lips to let the spoon in. But when he lowers it to the bowl, I throw my arm out and grab it from his hand. I have no idea what’s gotten into me, and I stare at him with startled eyes as I clutch the stolen item in my hand.

Slowly—too slowly—he sets the bowl aside and reaches for the spoon. I have every intention of giving it back since I don’t want to know the consequences of defying him again, yet I pull my arm back, out of his reach. Apparently, my body and mind won’t cooperate anymore.

Leaning over me, he grabs for the spoon, but a reckless need for control whirs inside me. I’m surprised at how fast I react as I roll across the bed and somehow manage to land upright on the floor.

I set off in a sprint toward the living room, and the annoyed growl behind me spurs me into a hazardous pace. Firm steps follow, but Janos is not in a hurry. He knows there’s nowhere for me to hide. And I realize the same when I end up in the farthest corner of the living room, staring at the giant man closing in.

Janos stops right in front of me, leaving only an inch of space between us. His impassive face gives nothing away. I can’t tell whether he’s angry, irritated, or simply impatient. My pulse rachets up as I wait to find out.

I lift the spoon as a peace offering, but Janos shoves it away with a flick of his hand. The same hand comes up to my throat, fingertips slipping over my skin with a sinister gentleness. Slowly, he wraps his hand around my neck, forcing my head up to make room for the massive size.

I don’t dare to swallow, don’t dare to breathe as I stare up at him. All I can do is plead with him through my eyes as he keeps tightening his grip until it feels like I’m breathing through a straw. He leaves me just enough air to stay conscious, and the world around me slips away as my focus hones in on him and his deadly power. He could snap my neck in an instant—press a little harder and snuff out my breath.

I should be scared, but I’m not. I don’t care what he does to me as long as he’s the one doing it. If he wants to kill me, so be it. Then I’ll escape this nightmare, and his touch will be the last thing I feel.

So I let go. I sink back against the wall and let his hand be the only thing holding me up.

Something flickers across his face. Maybe shock or surprise. Maybe approval. I don’t know. But when I hold the spoon up again—this time a symbol of resignation—it becomes clear. His eyes soften as he takes the spoon, then strokes the back of the same hand across my cheek.

He leans in, dangerously close. His lips hover before mine, his breath coming in long drags that tickle the corners of my mouth. I think he’s going to sneer cruel words as his eyes darken, but instead, he steals what little breath I have left as he crushes his lips against mine. He invades my mouth, his tongue dancing against mine with passionate, almost violent strokes. 

I can’t think.

I can’t breathe. 

All I can do is open and let him take. And God, I want him to. I want him to take everything I have left and consume me until I don’t exist beyond him.

The spoon drops to the floor with a clank as his arm shoots around my waist. Yanking me against him, he deepens the kiss and shoves his erection against my pelvis. He’s rock hard and huge, grinding his hips against me and pressing his cock into just the right place. My nerve endings flare alive, and my entire body buzzes with the need for more. I want to rip off the barriers—his jeans and my panties—feel him press against my opening, his cock sliding through my slickness. I want to feel the painful pleasure as he shoves into me, and I want the all-consuming ecstasy as he shoots his come inside me, claiming me in the most primal of ways.

He drives me into a frenetic state. I moan into his mouth and press my body against him. I lean my throat into his hand, wanting more however I can get it. His fingers dig into my waist, and I relish in the pain, letting it drive me higher and higher until I’m on the edge of an orgasm. My legs tense as my inner walls contract. It doesn’t matter that he’s not inside me. Just a little more of this and I’ll explode.

So close. And then everything stops. Janos breaks the kiss and pins my hips to the wall.

“No, no, no,” I beg, my pelvis pulsing painfully. “Please don’t stop. Please don’t.”

Janos furrows his brow in defeat as he watches me, and hopelessness spears my chest. He isn’t stopping because he wants to. He’s stopping because he has to.

My begging fades, and I slump against the wall. Janos stares off at the floor. When he returns his gaze to mine, a lost look has settled into his gray orbs.

Leaning in, he presses an achingly tender kiss to my forehead. Then he turns his back to me and leaves.

I stare after him breathlessly. He disappears through the hall and leaves the apartment. Even long after the door closes, I’m still staring, hoping he’ll come back.

But he doesn’t.


CHAPTER 19

“Blood Trails to Love”

by Ihsahn

Rebecca

My days fall into a pattern similar to the one in my old apartment. Between Janos’s brief visits to train my ass and the brutal nights with Gabor, I go to work, stare into space, and stare into the river.

Yet everything has changed.

My new apartment with the nauseatingly pink curtains for one.

And my job. After ten days of absence, I couldn’t make myself crawl back and beg Izsák to let me keep my job. I’m sure he’d let me return, undoubtedly afraid of getting beat up again, but I can’t demean myself like that. There’s plenty of debasement in my life as is.

Instead, I’ve managed to get a job as a cashier at a Tesco store. I hate it. The woman at the opposite check-out counter is dead in her eyes, and she’s a daily reminder that I’m headed the same way.

It’s not that I need the money. I’m provided for more than plenty in the new apartment. The fridge is always full, and I get food delivered each day. But I need to do something besides lying in the gigantic bed, listening to the lingering echo of my own screams and staring into nothingness. So now I sit here by the teller and stare into empty space.

My boss has taught me a couple of Hungarian phrases—do you want your receipt and have a nice day. Apparently, that’s all you need to work in his store. The rest, I handle by pointing at the screen while I try to memorize the list of Hungarian numbers he has given me.

I really should have picked a country with an easier language.

But then I think of all the other reasons to regret my choice of city, and the language barrier seems insignificant.

I find myself missing my old job—the beautiful view, walking around in my own world, not having faces staring at me constantly. It’s like a lovely dream compared to this. I feel like a robot behind the counter, and the horrible memories of Gabor using me keep creeping up.

Sometimes, I jump in my chair as a scream rings through the air. But when I scan the place, it’s always the same crowd of customers wanting their groceries checked out, and I realize the sound is my own screams lingering in my ear.

At the restaurant, I could forget everything for long stretches of time and find some kind of calmness. Here, I’m constantly on edge, feeling like dangers are lurking everywhere.

The one good thing about this job is that I only have day shifts, which means I’m back in the apartment before darkness descends. It’s a wholly absurd feeling of security. The dark streets are far safer than my apartment ever will be. Even in a dark alley near Szabadkai út, the chances of me getting raped are much smaller than behind the walls of what’s supposed to be my home.

But my life is full of those kinds of paradoxes nowadays.

When I get off in the afternoon, I head down to the river, hoping the water will cleanse my head, if only for a little while. But I can never get close enough and often end up crawling onto the rail. Every now and then, an outraged or shocked person grabs me lest I should fall. I always want to hiss and say that I’m not going to fall. Because I have tried. Several times, I’ve leaned out over that rail, hoping to do just that. But something in the dark corners of my mind always refuses to allow me to let go of the rail.

Every morning, before I go to work, Janos comes by to carry out the daily “training.” He doesn’t bother giving me time to wake up. He simply goes to work at once, and I often wake from the butt plug—which is now of considerable size—prodding against my ass.

As soon as it’s in place, he leaves. And so I have to remove it myself before leaving for work. Most mornings, I don’t see more than his back, and it pains me every time he walks out. I miss waking up and falling asleep to the sight of him in the red chair. I even miss him tying me up and feeding me.

I don’t even get the small tokens of reassurance with the daily food deliveries anymore. Only the sickening cards from Gabor.

I consider not eating out of protest—starve myself to make Janos come and force-feed me. But then I remember how sick that type of thinking is and refuse to accept being so broken that I long for my perpetrator. And if that isn’t enough to shoot down the idea, the memory of his threat about the feeding tube is.

So I obediently eat what I get and hope the impending night won’t bring a visit from Gabor.

But luck isn’t on my side these days. After ten days of total absence while Janos “fixed me,” Gabor comes several times a week. But it’s not his cruel games that I dread the most anymore. Most nights, he only wants a quick fuck, and even on his sadistic nights, it’s not the pain he inflicts that hurts the most.

No, what’s even more devastating is Janos’s cold distance. Since the kiss, he has taken on the role as the passive henchman while he lets the scrawny man have all the fun. It’s clearly not a change in pecking order that has prompted the change because Janos still orders the scrawny man around, and Gabor often tries to coax Janos into partaking. But Janos always declines.

I think this is Janos’s way of making sure he doesn’t cross a line—like kissing or fucking me. It’s obvious how things work around here. I belong to Gabor and no one else can use me unless they get a direct order or offer. But this explanation is no consolation. It hurts like hell every time Janos stares past me, and I start to think the kiss was just a heat of the moment thing that didn’t mean anything to him.

It’s like I don’t exist. Janos stands to the side with his arms folded in front of him throughout the entire ordeal. He doesn’t even look at me—only through me. And every time I see his closed-off stare, part of my soul chips away. Yet I can’t stop looking. Hoping. But it’s only when Gabor needs something or when it’s time for clean-up that he breaks the stiff pose.

He has the scrawny man doing all the work now, and everything hurts from the moment the two men step inside the door and long after they leave. The scrawny man seems almost compulsive in his violent way of handling me, and it doesn’t make a difference whether I comply or struggle. He’ll always strip my clothes off with unnecessary force and hold me in a tight armlock while we wait.

Janos never interferes. Only once, when the scrawny man slaps me across the face, does he let out a verbal reprimand. A small grain of hope blooms in my chest, but it only lasts a second. When I blink my eyes open and focus on Janos, I find a stoic stature—not even a flicker of emotion.

Once Gabor shows up, the real horror begins. There are no words for the pain of having two sets of cold, uncaring hands on you while your body gets abused. My muscles coil so tight that Gabor can’t enter me without drawing long screams from my throat, and when he’s done with me, my stomach is twisted up in painful cramps.

I watch Janos throughout the entire ordeal, from the moment the scrawny man strips my clothes off, as I scream through Gabor’s assaults, and when the scrawny man drags me from the bed, crying and hunched over as I clutch my stomach.

Even the showers are painful. The scrawny man turns the temperature all the way down, then scrubs me with callous hands, turning me with hard yanks. There’s something awfully demeaning about having a set of dehumanizing hands running all over your body to wash you, and when he’s done, I feel dirtier than when I stepped under the spray.

He always ends the night by discarding me on the bed like a broken toy, then both men leave without another glance in my direction.

I feel so worthless it hurts to the bone. I barely even cry anymore. I just stare into thin air for hours. I can’t even make myself pull up the comforter. A useless thing like me doesn’t deserve such luxury.

In the light of day, I realize how wrong this type of thinking is and know none of this is my own fault. But when darkness descends, I aim all the blame at myself. The shame slowly takes root, infecting my soul and seeping into the hours of the day like black ink spreading into water.


CHAPTER 20

“Soulless Existence”

by Lorna Shore

Rebecca

Two weeks, maybe two months, pass in this self-deprecating, empty pit. Time has become irrelevant. I don’t even try to keep track of it anymore. There’s no point. I’ve stopped hoping for a day when all this ends because I can’t imagine it. I’m not sure I want to. The end will surely involve a black void in one sense or the other, and it seems I’m headed straight for it.

Everything is meaningless. When I’m at the check-out counter, mumbling my Hungarian phrases and glancing at the woman with the dead gaze, it’s like looking in a mirror.

I used to be a good-looking woman—not exuberant, but there was always a spark in my green eyes. Maybe even some kind of innocence that carried a certain charm. But now my eyes are empty. The radiant color is matted, like a photo with a gray filter. If, for once, there’s more to find in them, it’s exhaustion and hopelessness.

The fight is gone, and when two suit-clad men pay me a visit for the fifth night in a row, I step into the middle of the room like a mannequin to let the scrawny man tear off my clothes.

He throws me onto the bed with unnecessary force and pins me in place with a leg on my back. With my lungs compressed under his weight, I can barely breathe, and when he presses a hand to my head, my nose and mouth become trapped in the mattress.

I can’t breathe.

My lungs work to pull in air, but I remain still, making no effort to aid my struggling organs. Part of me hopes the hand will keep up the pressure when my reflexes set in and reveal my lack of air. But I know he’s not supposed to smother me, so when the need for air becomes urgent, I try to subdue my reflexes so he won’t notice.

But that’s not how reflexes work. As the rest of my body catches up, figuring out something is very wrong, I start twitching and grappling at the sheets.

My mind blurs. In a moment or two, I’ll pass out. If he just keeps the pressure a bit longer, I won’t wake up to live through another devastating night.

The twitching turns into jolts, but my body is so disconnected that the reflexes never fully manifest. No flailing arms or kicking legs.

Hastened strides break through the silence as someone moves through the room. Then there’s a thud, maybe a fist hitting a face, and the pressure disappears. My face slips up from the mattress, just enough for air to pass through the corners of my mouth. My lungs heave dryly, thirsty for the air they’ve been deprived, but I don’t move to aid them. Black dots dance in my already blinded vision, and I welcome the darkness.

But luck is never on my side. A new set of hands, this time strong and big, pull me onto my side, up against a pair of solid thighs. The same hands pull my mouth wide open. Air floods my lungs with a painful gasp, and I’m as disappointed as relieved.

The hands start moving over my body like they don’t know what to do. Palms splay gently on my stomach, fingers dig into my skin, then onward to squeeze my arm and up to stroke my head. The restlessness seeps into my veins like an infectious disease. I can’t take it. It wants to stir up something dormant inside me—the fight to live, maybe. Or any emotion at all. Sadness, relief, longing, betrayal. I don’t know. I should probably scream, cry, or beg, but I’m too paralyzed. I just lie there, numb on the outside, desperate on the inside. The only movement is my heaving lungs.

Finally, the hands cease their nervous search and make swift work of placing me in the recovery position. Then they disappear, and no one touches me for a long time.

***

A foreboding sound intrudes upon my senses. I think it’s the sound of a door, maybe steps.

Then hands are on me again. This time, they’re long and smooth, stroking my body with the softness of a lover’s touch. If it weren’t for the ominous crackle in the air, it would be nice. But even though I’m capable of fooling myself into all kinds of things these days, I can’t dismiss the threat these hands pose.

They turn me onto my back, and my listless arms fall awkwardly over my chest and face. The new man shoves them aside to explore my breasts. He starts with featherlight strokes, which turn into broad movements before they become hard squeezes. I don’t react to any of it.

Finally, these hands leave too, and I’m alone again, staring blankly at the ceiling.

“I’m in the mood to watch,” Gabor announces, a broad, soulless smile palpable behind his words. “Would you like to have a go at her, Janos?” The question hangs unanswered in the air until the same voice adds, “Maybe in the ass?”

A primal grunt is accompanied by a “No.”

“Come on,” Gabor entices. “You usually love a good ass fuck.”

Silence hangs thick in the room. Then someone moves across the floor, and the sound of a long zipper fills the air. The crackle of latex gloves rouses a mix of pleasure-filled anticipation and trembling fear, and my mind doesn’t know which one to latch onto.

A latex-clad hand shoves me onto my stomach and pulls my legs apart. I shut my eyes to the world as the mattress dips and someone jumps up between my legs. I know it’s him—the man I’ve been yearning for with all my desperate heart. But now that he’s finally here, I don’t feel a thing. I just want to get this degradation over with.

Another latex-covered hand tells me I’m right not to be relieved. Janos always leaves one hand uncovered, letting me feel his skin on mine. His two gloved hands speak volumes, and his touch is cold and clinical as he smears lube between my ass cheeks. I barely perceive it. I’m so paralyzed it hardly matters how he proceeds.

But when the first finger slides in, something awakens inside me. It’s only a spark, but it’s something. I don’t want it, and I try to force it down. But when Janos adds a second finger and presses against the tight rim of muscle, my nerves start prickling, my skin humming. And as he presses on, stretching and massaging, my lower body awakens. I squirm as a dull energy builds within me. The sensation is restless and frustrating, but more vibrant than anything I’ve felt for a long time.

A huge palm presses down between my shoulder blades. First, I think it’s to hold me still, but then I feel the thumb moving. It seems soothing, but the latex blocks the comfort from seeping into my skin. The barrier is a testament to my worthlessness—I don’t deserve the touch of a bare hand. My mind reels from the mixed signals, and I let out a despairing moan.

Slowly, the fingers pull out of my ass, and Janos releases my back to drip more lube between my cheeks.

Pressing three fingers against my tight opening, he slams a palm onto my back. Suddenly, everything explodes. Panic rips through my foggy mind, sending shock waves through my unfeeling body. A shrill scream rips up my throat, and I kick at everything within my reach as the fingers press on.

I can’t take it. In a moment, they’ll tear at my tissues and spread fire through my skin—rip me apart physically and mentally. This time, there’ll be no going back. My mind is too feeble to recover. So I make one final attempt at preserving the remaining scraps of myself. I twist and turn to pull free, throw my hands back to bite my nails into whatever flesh I can reach, yell and scream with unrelenting fury. I do it all in blind panic, knowing it’s pointless. But I can’t hold back. I refuse to give up without a fight.

Janos simply gathers my legs between his knees and presses harder on my back. His fingers remain, prodding at my opening. I can barely move, but still I keep fighting.

“Relax.” Suddenly, his enormous body is right above me, his breath warm against my ear. Heat radiates into my skin as he hovers an inch from my back. It hurts. Terribly so. I’ve dreamt about this for so long, and now that it’s here, it’s a cruel overload to my tired senses. “Let me in,” he whispers in front of my face, and the gentle rumble hits straight into the very essence of my soul. I want his words, his proximity. Him.

I steel myself with a deep breath and open my eyes. It’s like seeing the sun for the first time. Everything stops—my breath, time, the spinning world. It’s only him and me. Me and those gray eyes that have refused to see me for so long. Now they’re staring straight at me. There’s no way to resist. No way to protect myself. I relax my tense muscles, and the fingers continue on, slowly gaining entrance.

“Good girl,” Janos croons as all three fingers slide into place.

Tears trickle down my cheeks and onto the sheets. I keep staring at him. It’s like a dream, seeing those eyes fixating on me. They breathe life into mine, lighting the spark I thought I’d lost for good. I can almost feel the color return, the dull green becoming vibrant and hopeful again.

I push out my tongue to wet my lips, and as he watches the movement, a fierce hunger lights up his monochrome orbs. In one fluid motion, he pushes up. “Fuck,” he growls, tearing off both gloves and throwing them to the floor.

Warm, bare hands touch my skin. It’s a relief unlike any other. I arch into them as they slide up my back, then back down to lift my ass into the air. His fingers dig into my skin, but it’s not the same painful bite as Gabor’s. No, this is something powerful and vibrant that shoots bolts of lust through my entire body. And when the tip of his wet cock presses between my cheeks, a long, fervent moan breaks free from the mind-numbing nothingness that paled the colors of my world.

He adjusts his rock-hard length against my opening, and I eagerly lift my hips, wanting nothing more than to feel him inside me. It doesn’t matter that he’s bigger than both Gabor and the biggest butt plug he’s put inside me. I just need him. My muscles ache around him as he pushes into me, but the pain morphs into pleasure—the pleasure into pain. The two seem to merge into something inseparable, and I welcome them both.

He roams his hands along my back, and the deeper he goes, the faster his hands move. Soft strokes turn into furious sweeps, and when he sinks in to the hilt, his nails are raking across my skin.

A hand shoots up to fist my hair as the other clamps down on my hip, and a long, almost pained groan fills the air behind me as he slowly pulls out and pushes back in.

I tremble and spasm around him, clawing at the sheet as I try to process the intense need wreaking havoc on my mind. “Please,” I moan, needing more.

Gabor’s sadistic laughter rings out in the distance, but it doesn’t matter. Nothing can take me away from this raw moment of reckless desire.

“Please, Janos,” I beg, and his name on my lips is his undoing.

With a feral groan, he thrusts into me, so hard the bed moves. I reel from the force, but he doesn’t let me recover before he repeats. Over and over. My moans become screams as I buck beneath him. But my movement is miniscule. Between his grip on my hair and his impaling cock, I’m immobilized. When he finally releases my hair, I’m so deep under his control that I go slack beneath him, letting him have his way.

He fucks me hard and fast, and I jerk back and forth on the mattress, feeling completely empty and very much alive all at once. He’s taken all I have, yet I feel more like myself than ever before.

It doesn’t make sense, and it doesn’t have to. When Janos shoots his cum inside me, I crash into an orgasm so violent it hurts from the inside out. In that short moment, I feel an island of happiness amidst all the gruesomeness that has wiped out the rest of my world.

I collapse on the mattress with Janos on top of me. A wave of emotion crashes into me as I come down from the orgasm, hearing his labored breaths against my ear. I want to cry and get everything out, but it’s all stuck somewhere in my throat, and I start shaking instead.

“Such a good little anal whore,” Janos croons against my ear as he skims his fingers across my hairline. His words hold a startling tenderness that set my tears running. “Such a good girl,” he whispers, wiping the pad of his thumb across my cheek to gather the small beads.

Those four words send me into full-fledged sobs. But it’s neither pain nor terror that draws out my tears. It’s pure, overwhelming relief.

I mean something to him.


CHAPTER 21

“Bring Me Back to Life”

by Evanescence

Janos

“That looked like fun. My turn.” Gabor jumps onto the bed and yanks Rebecca up on all fours.

Her shriek breaks the silence—breaks her out of the first peace she’s found in a month. The first peace I’ve found since I distanced myself from her.

Every moment of watching Kadri put his hands on her was like nails scraping along a board. Every fiber of my being ached to shove him away. Hold her hands, pull her close, whisper into her ear that I was there for her. Give her comfort while she hurt. But I kept away. Survival for her and me. That’s what I told myself. Really, I was only trying to save myself and my loyalty to Gabor. There’s no saving Rebecca, only easing her pain.

I hate myself for being a coward, scared of myself and my emotions for her. Scared that I’ll lose control and break Gabor’s trust in me. I’ve already disobeyed him too many times with this girl, bathing her when he told me not to and kissing her when she’s not mine to use. That’s why I pulled away. To stay loyal.

Gabor took me off the streets when I was fourteen—a broken kid trying to make my way in a dingy world. He taught me everything I know and made me into the man I am. He even saved my life three times—when he first found me and twice along the way when I got too arrogant and eager. Often, I wondered why he bothered; he’d kill off any of his other men who acted rashly like that. But as the years passed, I’ve come to realize that he saw some of himself in me, because I see some of myself in him. The same cool control, the shrewd ability to manipulate, and the same calm confidence that has come with age. Much of it is because he taught me, but he couldn’t have if the potential hadn’t already been there. I know how he thinks and how he works like no one else does.

It's reckless of him, really; I could easily overthrow him and claim his criminal empire as mine. It wouldn’t run quite as smoothly without direct access to the parliament, but I have enough connections of my own to keep it going. But that’s not the reason I let Gabor stay on his throne, and he knows that too. It’s for the same reason he doesn’t get rid of me—his biggest threat. Gabor is the closest thing to family I have, and that sentiment goes both ways. The bond we share is simply too tight, and there’s no way I’ll betray him. Not for money, not for power, and certainly not for a girl.

But I can’t stay away from Rebecca either. So I’ll find a way to stay loyal and stay with her. I don’t know how, but I’ve found my way out of much bigger predicaments before. I just have to find the control. This is the promise I make to myself as I lean close to her ear and whisper, “Breathe, Rebecca. I’m here for you. Just breathe.”

I pull in a sharp drag of air and hold it in as she inhales. Then I exhale through rounded lips, letting her hear the rush of air against her ear. She imitates like the good, submissive girl she is, and the ache in my chest tightens as self-blame tears through me.

I push it away. She doesn’t need me wavering and uncertain. She needs my stability and care. So I repeat my breaths and wrap my hand around the back of her neck, knowing the soothing effect it has on her. The tension drains from her shoulders, and her next deep breath comes more naturally. I smile to myself and stroke my thumb across her delicate skin. Such a good girl, I want to say again, but Gabor is too close to not hear. So I’ll save them for when he’s caught so deep in his depravity that they’ll easily slip his attention.

Rebecca tenses the moment Gabor spreads her ass cheeks and presses his erection against her. Tightening my grip around her neck, I remind her that I’ve still got her, and I press my free hand to the small of her back and slide it along her spine in one long, firm stroke.

“Relax,” I whisper, knowing Gabor won’t think twice about this wording. He thinks I’m helping him and not her, making her relax to allow him easier entrance. It’s been easy to hide my affection for her like this, but I know it has grown so strong I have to be careful.

Rebecca’s shifting breaths tell me she’s struggling with herself. One deep, three shallow. She’s fighting Gabor, but she wants to give in to me. I keep stroking her back as Gabor sinks into her, and it’s enough to keep the panic from taking her away from me. And when Gabor lets his head fall back with a loud groan as he sinks into place, I lean down to her.

“Take this for me,” I whisper in her ear, knowing Gabor is too deep in the clutches of his lust to notice. She whimpers as her shoulders jerk. She’s still struggling. So I deepen my voice to a low, commanding growl. “Obey, Rebecca. Take his cock like you just took mine.”

Gabor pulls back and slams back in as I say the words, and when Rebecca releases a soft moan, I know I’ve hit the right spot. I lean down to watch her face as I speak again. “It’s his cock, but it will be my orgasm.”

Her contorted features soften as she soaks up my words.

I tighten my grip, digging my fingers into the sides of her neck, and her moans deepen.

Gabor picks up pace and snarls with venom, “That’s it. Disgusting little slut. You’re such a whore, moaning as I take your filthy ass.”

Before his words can reach into her mind and fester, I give her better words to latch onto. “You’re such a good girl, taking his cock for me.”

She moans loudly, and Gabor huffs a cruel laugh, “Filthy slut, you actually like this.” He rears back and slams into her with a force that shoves her forward.

She doesn’t even register his words. It’s like she’s blocked him out and all she feels and hears is me. She arches back into him, craving more of his brutality as she cranes her head toward me, seeking my praise and dominance.

And I give it to her with pleasure. My cock grows achingly hard as I lean down and whisper, “Come for me, my good little anal slut.”


CHAPTER 22

“Waiting Game”

by Kalandra

Rebecca

I can barely hold back a smile when I wake to find Janos in my red wingback chair. It’s only a few tugs at the corners of my mouth, but after not having smiled for weeks, it feels as good as a tooth-revealing grin.

His head rests against one of the wings and his eyes are closed, breaths calm and deep. He must be sleeping, or at least dozing.

I watch him with fascination. It’s the first time I see him without the sharp control constantly circling him like an invisible shield. He almost looks normal, and I get the urge to crawl into his lap and place my ear against his chest to listen to his steady heartbeat. But I keep myself in check, of course.

Only a minute passes before his eyes snap open and he lifts his head. I wonder if he could sense me watching even as he slept.

All the clocks in the world stop ticking as our eyes lock for a breathless minute. It’s just him and me, our slow breaths, and this weird magnetic energy that’s always pulling between us.

I startle as my alarm cuts through the silence, telling me it’s time to get up and go to work.

A sinking feeling drops into my stomach. I don’t want to leave. I don’t want to replace this strange peace with the apathy of the store. I’d rather stay here in the clutches of the tiger than spend my day staring into harmless faces.

I’m about to leave the comfy warmth of the bed when a deep, accented voice says, “I’ve called in sick for you.”

With the covers in my hand and one leg half out of bed, I pause. “Why?”

“You need to rest,” he simply says, sharp eyes honing in on me with deadly precision.

I hover, considering whether I should fight him on this. But I don’t want to, so I end up scooting back under the comforter, asking the question nagging at the corners of my mind.

“Why are you here?” It can’t just be to ensure I won’t break. That risk has been far greater on any given day during the past month. There’s another reason. Even as my shattered mind can’t tell reality from hopeful fantasy, I’m sure of it.

He doesn’t answer. He just keeps watching me with frightening intensity. There’s nothing discreet about those eyes. No polite restraint or slow build-up. They go straight for the kill—burning into my soul and taking everything they can find. I can’t hide anything, and I’ve stopped trying long ago.

But I still need to know if I’m right about what I suddenly feel very certain about after having doubted for so long. So I give it another go. “Is it because Gabor wants you here?”

His eyes narrow—the slightest tug at the corners. It’s barely noticeable, but I’m watching him as closely as he’s watching me, so it doesn’t escape me.

A shake of his head follows. Then he gets up and leaves.

My throat constricts as I watch his back like I’ve done so many mornings lately. Clutching the sheets, I blink my blurry eyes toward the ceiling. I expect him to leave, so when I hear sounds from the kitchen, a small hope sparks in the pit of my stomach. It wavers as measured steps approach, and I shut my eyes and hold my breath as I wait for my heart to break at the slam of the front door.

It never comes.

Instead, Janos’s strong presence fills the room, and a vibrant energy stirs within me as he bustles beside the bed. I don’t dare to open my eyes, afraid to find out I’ve finally lost my mind and no one is here.

“Sit up.”

I peel my eyes open, and a loud breath swooshes past my lips as I see him in the red chair. He’s right in front of the bed, holding a bowl of yogurt, fruit, and cereal.

He doesn’t need to ask twice. I push up to sit at the edge of the bed, my legs dangling between his parted thighs. Anticipation whirs inside me, and my fingers grab nervously at the comforter as my tongue darts out to wet my lips. His gaze follows the movement, and a flash of hunger darkens his eyes.

I stop breathing as I stare at him, like a prey facing the predator that has it cornered.

I expect him to pounce at any moment, but then his mouth twitches and falls back into a straight line of controlled impassiveness. “Don’t do that,” he simply says.

I can’t seem to close my mouth as my breath swooshes in and out, and my tongue darts over my lips again. It’s not on purpose—I swear. I just can’t help it.

“Rebecca.” My name is a stern warning on his lips as he grabs my jaw. “Don’t.”

Pressing my lips together, I nod. His fingers slowly fall away, and I almost consider licking my lips again to provoke another reaction. I don’t care if he’ll pin me to the bed, smack my ass, or grab my throat; I just want to feel him. But I can’t make myself disobey him as the warning keeps burning in his eyes. So I give in, letting my shoulders sag, and he breaks eye contact to dip the spoon into the yogurt and hold a big scoop up to my lips.

After having fed me the entire portion like this, Janos leaves the room again. I remain stiffly seated on the edge of the bed as I listen to him move around the apartment. I stare toward the hall, expecting to see him walk toward the front door and leave at any moment. But he never does. And when silence descends and I can’t stand the sound of my shallow breaths anymore, I get up and cross the hall to use the bathroom.

Cum drips from my ass when I sit on the bowl and relax. It’s the first time someone has come in that hole, and a strange combination of humiliation and desire washes through me. The shame of being raped in my most private opening is worse than any other degradation Gabor has forced upon me, but what happened last night was nothing like the first time Gabor took me there. I’m not sure it even classifies as rape. It wasn’t consensual either. It’s some strange place in between, and a depraved part of me wants to smile like a smitten teenager.

Suppressing the urge, I go to the sink and avoid the mirror as I wash my hands and brush my teeth. For a long time, I haven’t been able to look at my reflection, but as I put my toothbrush back in the cup, I find my eyes drifting up to face the woman staring back at me.

I barely recognize her.

The broad lines haven’t changed. It’s still the same shoulder-length dark hair that curls in pretty waves, the same green eyes that sparkle when the light falls at the right angle, and the same full lips I once used to coat with a sheen of lip gloss. Yet the person staring back at me is like a stranger—a once close friend who has become ravaged by harsh winds and weather. A worried look has settled deep in her eyes and drawn a perpetual line between her brows, and where she once looked somewhat reserved, she now looks timid and anxious.

At the same time, there’s a spark in those green eyes that makes them shine more vividly than they’ve done before. It’s a newly sparked desire that is burning from the inside with an eagerness to get out and live life to its fullest.

I thought my eyes would never regain their color.

Suddenly, the same yearning fills my body. I want something more. I don’t want to wither away here, spending the rest of my probably short life staring at white walls and pink curtains while I let three strangers tear me apart. I want everything I can possibly get out of life. I might not be able to get much, but I want it.

I wrap the expensive-looking terry robe around my body and, for the first time in weeks, I notice how soft it is. The tiny strands caress my body like a giant teddy bear hug.

I shouldn’t have anything this luxurious, a voice at the back of my head says.

I’m about to untie the belt and put the robe back, but then Janos’s praising words from last night ring through my mind. Good girl. My hands fall away and the robe gets to stay.

With hesitant steps, I find my way into the hallway. Usually, I’d head straight back to the bedroom and sink onto the mattress—sometimes to the floor if the self-deprecating thoughts are loud enough. But my feet don’t want to go back there. Instead, they carry me to the living room, where I find Janos by the dining table with his laptop.

Our eyes lock as he lifts his gaze, and for a moment, we remain caught in the intensity of our mutual stare. When he returns his attention to the screen, I scan the room, pondering what to do. Everything has been at a standstill for so long that I have no idea how to spend a day off.

My hands fumble and my feet shuffle as I try to decide. It’s only when I feel Janos’s gaze on me again that I spur myself into motion.

Taking a seat on the pink couch, I retrieve the remote from the side table drawer where I put it two months ago. For the first time, I turn on the large screen on the wall. It turns out I not only have a bunch of different channels but also several streaming services at my disposal, and I end up choosing a sitcom I used to like.

For once, I can stand to watch something besides thin air or water.

I stay there, glued to the TV as the episodes keep running on autoplay.

At one point in the middle of the day, Janos disappears. He doesn’t say a word, just leaves. When my pressing bladder forces me up from the couch, I check the kitchen and bedroom to confirm that he is, in fact, gone.

Once I’ve relieved the pressure in my belly and return to the empty hallway, I pull in a staggered breath as I try to push down the disappointment. It would be so easy to sink into bed and let the emptiness swallow me up.

I hover at the bedroom door, staring at the bed for several minutes before I decide I’d rather go watch TV after all. So I yank the comforter off the mattress and bring it with me to the couch where I curl up and press play on the remote.

Apparently, there’s still a bit of fight left in me.

Several hours pass while I sit there, wrapped up in the comforter, watching TV. Somewhere along the way, I even find myself chuckling at the characters’ crazy antics.

I frown when I look up at the clock and see it’s past seven. Usually, I would have received a food delivery an hour ago. But instead of worrying, I let the TV pull me back in until my stomach growls.

It actually growls.

It’s a lovely sound. A sign of life I haven’t heard for weeks, maybe months. It has undoubtedly been there, but I’ve been too detached from myself to notice.

I pad through the apartment and check if there’s a delivery bag outside the front door. I might have been so engrossed in the TV that I missed the bell. But there’s nothing. So I close the door, and driven by my newfound hunger, I make my way to the kitchen in search of something to eat. A couple of crackers and some fruit is all I manage, but it’s a big step up from needing a threat hanging over my head to eat at all.

Then I return to the TV and let the episodes run on end.

A couple of hours later, I freeze at the sound of the front door. I stare toward the hall with my heart pounding in my throat, expecting two suit-clad men to enter.

But it’s just Janos, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, carrying a white plastic bag. “I’m sorry dinner is late,” he says. “I got held up.”

My shoulders fall back in place, and I press a hand to my frantic heart as I watch him bring a chair across the room.

Unheeding the TV, he takes a seat right in front of me and starts unpacking the bag on the coffee table. My eyes flicker back and forth between the TV and the delicious-looking food as I try to decide which is more appealing.

Janos must have been to the Jewish district because there’s both pita bread, falafel, labneh, hummus, and spicy meat. Before my life here in Budapest turned upside down, I used to go there to get a meal like this whenever I could spare the expense. The colors and scents alone are a feast for the senses, and I find them slowly waking up after weeks of dormancy.

I eagerly open my mouth when Janos holds up the first bite, and I gobble up everything he gives me as he alternates between feeding me and himself. Sometimes, my eyes linger as he licks his fingers, then uses the same ones to feed me a new bite of food. I want to feel those lips too—feel them crashing against mine as his tongue invades my mouth and his hand wraps around my neck.

God, our kiss is an all too vivid memory in my mind, and I force it out by turning my eyes back to the TV.

With Janos in my line of view, I have to crane my neck to see the screen. At first, he doesn’t seem to mind my divided attention, but after a while, he starts pushing my head back to face him whenever I lean away. Yet I keep doing it, unable to keep my eyes off the newly discovered entertainment.

When he grabs my jaw and holds me in place as he feeds me a hummus covered falafel, I realize he’s annoyed. His eyes narrow as he clenches his jaw. Even so, my eyes drift away once he releases me. Something inside me has awoken—something that wants to live, watch TV, and eat good food. And I want it all at once.

Janos growls in frustration, and my eyes jump to the always impassive man with surprise. He grabs the terry belt around my waist, unties it, and yanks it free. I yelp at the sudden motion, expecting him to tear the robe open. But he doesn’t touch the white terry cloth again. Instead, he wraps the soft material around my head several times to cover my eyes and ties it at the back of my head.

Reflexively, I lift my fingers to investigate, but large hands grab my wrists. Harshly. Impatiently, even.

My hands go slack in his grip as a surge of submission swooshes through me. The reaction seems to be what he’s looking for because he eases his grip and breathes an almost relieved sigh. His thumbs start stroking my skin, up and down, taking his time to feel me.

My breaths rush in and out through my parted lips as my skin awakens. God, I want more. I dart out my tongue to wet my lips, and Janos immediately tightens his grip again.

“Not that tongue,” he growls. But when he gathers my wrists in one hand to stroke my lips with the other, his touch is gentle. The pad of his thumb travels the length of my bottom lip, and a wet sound makes me think he’s licking his own lips.

Is he thinking about kissing me?

I know he won’t do it, but the mere thought that he might want to stirs up a plethora of feelings I shouldn’t have. My breaths deepen and my lips slip farther apart to give him better access. He circles his thumb around my mouth a few times, then slowly slides past my lips, into my mouth. I let out a small mewl as he presses his thumb to my tongue. Somehow, it’s more intimate than a kiss. I lean my head back, welcoming his touch. He draws circles around my tongue the same way he would in a kiss, then slides the pad back and forth before slowly pushing farther in, toward my throat.

I go absolutely still, breathing hard as he reaches the point that would normally trigger my gag reflex. He keeps it there for a minute, like he’s relishing the power he holds over me—my willingness to let him in.

Slowly, he draws back. But I’m not ready to lose his touch, so I close my lips around his thumb and suck.

Janos groans and pauses his retreat. Now it’s my turn to swirl my tongue and lick back and forth along his finger. I wish it was something else I was sucking, and I know he does too as his breaths deepen.

I groan with discontentment as he pulls out.

“Dirty, dirty girl.” He tuts as he strokes his knuckles over my cheek. When my tongue is about to dart out, he presses two fingers to my lips. “Don’t,” he scolds. “If you keep doing that, I’ll have to leave.”

Because you’re not supposed to fuck me? I want to ask, but hold my tongue. The situation is too precarious for bold questions, and I can’t stand the thought of him leaving. So I stay still as I wait for him to make the next move.

The next move is food—disappointing food. But when Janos slips a piece of spicy meat past my lips, there’s nothing disappointing about it at all. A world of flavor bursts into my senses, and I only realize I’m moaning when I hear the sound drift into the room.

I tense. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “Please don’t leave.”

Janos pries my clenched hands apart and takes one in his warm grip. “Don’t worry. I’m not going anywhere.”

“Are you sure?”

“I promise.” He squeezes my hand and holds on to it as he keeps feeding me. Every now and then, he’ll swipe his thumb across my knuckles or move his palm against my fingers. It’s all very disarming—the feeding, the loss of sight, and the tenderness.

When he’s done feeding me, everything becomes quiet. Releasing my hand, he turns off the TV and goes still before me. I can clearly sense him—his powerful presence looming before me, strong and steady as ever.

It’s peaceful in a rare sort of way. My hands remain calm in my lap, my eyes enclosed in darkness. I’ve seen so much, yet so little lately. I’ve stared into nothingness and witnessed the violations my body has endured, and still, I haven’t truly perceived anything. Now, it’s like my eyes can finally rest, and I let the moment entrance me as I soak up the quiet intimacy that requires neither touch nor words.

I’m no longer sure the connection between Janos and me is an illusion, but I’m not sure it’s real either, and I need to know.

“Why are you here?” My words fade into the same silence they broke.

A minute passes before Janos breathes a heavy sigh. “I need to know you’re okay.”

New silence descends. Because I don’t know what to say. I’m not okay. Not sure I’ll ever be. Yet, compared to yesterday, I’m far more than okay, and I intend to cling to this new breath of life with everything I have. So I draw a deep breath and let my plea sound on my exhale.

“Will you please stay—for more than just a day?” I say fervently, because Janos is the only thing that will keep the hope burning inside me.

Another long minute passes without an answer, and my breath remains stuck in my throat until Janos speaks.

“Okay.”

The air swooshes past my lips, and my whole body reels like I’ve just stepped off the ledge of a steep cliff.

A large hand folds around mine, guiding me to stand. Letting my eyes remain blind, Janos leads me to the bathroom, where he places me in the middle of the room as he fills the tub. He doesn’t remove the robe belt until he’s about to wash my hair, and by then, I’m so calm I could fall asleep in the tub.


CHAPTER 23

“Elysian Woes”

by Opeth

Rebecca

Janos keeps his promise and is here every day. Most nights, he sleeps in the red chair, and if he doesn’t, he comes at the crack of dawn. On some days, he only stays long enough to shove the butt plug into my ass and feed me before he leaves again and is gone until dinner. Other days, he stays here, working on his computer and taking work calls in Hungarian, Russian, or English—always leaving the room when it’s the latter.

No matter what type of day it is, it’s a relief having him here or knowing he’ll be here soon. He chases away the echoes of my screams that seem to be stuck within these walls, and even when he’s gone, it’s never long enough for his presence to fade. It soothes my frazzled system, and I don’t need the escape of work as much as I did before, so I cut back on shifts, only taking three or four a week. And work really isn’t much of a refuge without the peaceful view of the castle and river, anyway.

But there’s always a little bit of anxiety buzzing at the back of my head, growing during the day. So when Janos leaves after dinner, the anxiety will flare up to a blaring volume, crackling along my spine and pounding in my head. Because those are the nights I know he’ll return to prepare me for Gabor’s sadistic games.

But even knowing what is coming, seeing him return an hour or two later is a relief. My heart may sink when I see his black suit and the lanky man following at his heel, but the mere sight of him is enough to ease the cold trickle of fear along my spine. And when Janos orders the scrawny man aside, I can close my eyes and imagine that it’s just the two of us, and I find comfort in the feeling of his hands sliding over my body as he undresses me, his hot breath fanning my skin, and his strong arms holding me until Gabor comes.

Those nights are few, though. And on the nights when he goes to the bathroom after dinner and turns on the faucet in the tub, it’s like a rock off my shoulders. Then, I know I’m safe, and peace settles over me as I sink into the hot water, listening to him type away on his laptop behind me, never leaving me out of sight while I’m in the tub. Once my skin is all wrinkly like raisins, he’ll take me out, rub me dry with a soft towel, and tuck me into bed. Then he’ll continue working in the red chair while I fall asleep.

“What are you doing?” I ask one night when I’d rather study him in the blue light of the screen than go to sleep.

“Working.” He keeps typing, aiming his sharp attention at the screen.

“Working on what?” I’m growing more relaxed around him day by day, asking more questions. He doesn’t always answer, but every now and then, I’m lucky to get some small piece of information I can add to the puzzle.

“I’m moving some things for our friends in Russia.”

“What things?”

While waiting for an answer that never comes, I stir up all kinds of horrible scenarios in my mind, imagining what he might be moving. Drugs, weapons, booze and cigarettes. Or much worse.

Fear infiltrates my mind, building and building until I can’t contain it. “Women?”

“No,” is his only response.

It does nothing to reassure me. On the contrary. Because his answer doesn’t mean he never deals in women. It only means this specific business deal doesn’t involve human trafficking.

My head spins out of control as the idea festers, making me imagine being sold off as a prostitute when Gabor grows tired of me. Then I’ll end up being pumped full of drugs, so all kinds of men can rape me in some dingy room.

I thought my situation was as bad as it could get, but that’s because I haven’t dared to think about how much worse it could get.

When sleep finally claims me, it’s restless and fitful. Horrifying scenarios play out before my mind’s eye with all too vivid images, making my chest constrict, my lungs barely able to pull in air.

***

I’m on a thin mattress in a steel bed, staring up at a cracked, concrete ceiling. Dirty, sweaty hands grab me from all sides, forcing their way inside me.

I try to fight—shove at the hands and jerk away—but I’m paralyzed. My fingers won’t even twitch. So I try to scream, but not even a yelp comes out.

The only thing I can move is my eyes. They roam over the men, searching for a kind soul I can evoke a sliver of sympathy from. But they’re all cruel and cold. I’m an object to them. A thing to be used and abused.

My eyes land on a set of steel-gray eyes at the back of the room. The man just stands there, a passive onlooker. He looks straight at me, yet he doesn’t see me. I try with all my might to beg him with my eyes, but there’s no hint of life. He’s like a lifeless robot programmed to stand guard without emotion or thought.

The hands become more eager, scratching at my skin and tearing along my inner walls.

I try to scream again, and this time, I feel the sound gather in my throat. But just as it’s about to burst into the open, fingers shove inside my mouth, blocking it. They push to the back of my throat, making me cough and gag. Then farther, blocking my throat. I can’t breathe. My lungs constrict to drag in air, but nothing happens. My stomach cramps with the effort, and black spots form in my vision.

I dart my eyes back to the passive man, begging and pleading with him silently. But he keeps watching with the same cold eyes. There’s nothing I can do as the air in my lungs runs out and the hands shove farther down my throat.

***

I jolt upright in bed. Running my fingers over the sheets, I feel the mattress. It’s thick and soft. I shoot my eyes through the darkness to see the walls. They’re clean and intact, and so is the ceiling. A loud sigh swooshes from my lips as I realize I’m alone. Except for the giant man sleeping in the armchair five feet from me.

Tears brim in my eyes at the sight. The relief is so stark that I react on instinct. Without thinking, I crawl from bed, take two steps over the floor, and drop down on his lap. I curl up there, clutching his T-shirt, and it’s only when I’m settled that I realize how boldly I’m acting.

But I don’t care.

I need to feel him. It doesn’t matter if he throws me back on the bed when he wakes. If a brief moment is all I get, I’ll take it.

His breathing changes as he comes to, and I tighten my grip with mighty strength. Suddenly, I can’t bear the idea of losing this. I need this dangerous man with throbbing desperation. It doesn’t matter what he does or lets others do to me as long as I get to feel him.

A huge hand comes up to my hair, and I expect him to yank me away. But instead of fisting my tresses, he curves his palm around the back of my head while he circles his other arm around my waist.

I mewl into his shoulder as I sink into him. The relief is so strong that tears drip from my eyes as I press myself closer to the man whose arms are my nightmare and my sanctuary.

The night remains dead silent, yet it crackles with the intensity of our close connection. I can barely hear Janos’s breaths, but I feel them in the rapid movements of his chest, and I sense the unspoken emotion in his arm tightening more with each passing minute.

Even as he compresses my lungs until breathing takes effort, the tight grip is soothing. My muscles loosen one by one. The tension drains from my shoulders, my head droops against his chest, and my fingers lose their death grip on his T-shirt. It seems to relax him in turn. His grip becomes less severe, and his hand takes up a gentle stroking along my hair. I’ve felt the same promise to protect so many times, but the difference now is that I know the comfort isn’t deceptive.

Janos might not stop Gabor from using me, but he wants to ease my pain. And he does. Everything is easier when he’s there. He makes sure I don’t break irrevocably, and he lights the spark in my eyes and gives me something worth living for.

But I have no idea how far his protection goes. I’m convinced that I’m more than just a job to him and that a part of him wants to take care of me. But would he stop Gabor from selling me if it came to it? Are whatever feelings he holds for me enough to override his loyalty to Gabor?

And how will it all end?

I’ve avoided these last questions long enough, and I can’t hold the terrible fear at bay anymore.

“What will happen when Gabor gets tired of me?” I ask with a quivering voice.

Janos strokes his hand over my arm a couple of times before leaning forward to turn on the night light. A soft glow lights up our corner of the room, and I stare at Janos as he turns his attention to me with a reassuring expression. “Most girls end up with a great place to live, free to do whatever they want.”

The word most doesn’t escape me. So even though the answer is much better than I could have hoped, I have to gulp down a knot of fear. “And the others?”

Janos’s jaw tightens as his hand stills.

I grab his T-shirt to alleviate the shaking in my hands. “What about the others?” I repeat in a higher pitch.

Releasing a heavy breath, he lets go of my arm to rake his hand through his hair. “He went too far with one of them.”

“How?” I demand.

With a shake of his head, he denies me the information.

“Tell me!” Bunching up his T-shirt in my fists, I shake it as I stare at him with a frenzy written across my face—eyes burning and nostrils flaring with my loud inhales.

Rage blazes in his eyes with terrifying suddenness as he grabs my chin. “You really want to know?”

I should cower—draw back and say no. But I can’t. I need to know. “Tell me,” I insist urgently.

He rips his hand from my chin and slams it onto my throat. The force knocks me back, but his fingers curling around my neck keep me in place. Slowly and inexorably, he squeezes, his eyes flaring as he says, “He got so caught up in controlling her breathing that he didn’t stop in time.” His words are a harsh sneer that reflects the exact ruthlessness it takes to cut off another person’s airflow for good.

He keeps squeezing, and I groan as I struggle to drag air past the restriction. I’m wheezing with every breath when he finally stops tightening, and I instinctively shoot up my hand to pull at his. But he doesn’t budge, and I go dizzier by the second.

I cough between useless gasps as I scratch at his hand. Black dots form in my vision, and the energy fades from my body. The fight drains too, leaving my fingers hanging loosely on his hand, like it will keep me conscious.

This is it, I think. He’s going to end me.

My last strength fades, and just as my hands fall into my lap, he lets go.

With a loud gasp, I suck in air and collapse against his chest. I cling to him for dear life—the same man I just thought would take my life. He reacts in the same irrational ways, pulling me to him and holding me tight as if to comfort me.

“I’ve got you,” he whispers, pressing his lips to my hair with startling tenderness. “I’ve got you, Rebecca.”

I breathe hard against his chest for a while before pulling back to look up at him. His face is impassive again. No uncontrolled violence, neither comfort nor sympathy.

But he’s not entirely closed off. Because when he sees the fear carved into my features, something flickers across his face, and his next words are meant to calm me. “Gabor doesn’t want a huge pile of dead women,” he says, stroking my arm reassuringly. “It’s much more expensive to make the police sweep a body under the rug than a mere rape or break-in. That’s part of the reason I’m here.”

Part of me wants to rage at the way he mentions rape as a trifle, but what has my heart hammering with the need for an explanation are his last words. “Why are you here?” I say.

He shrugs. “To stop him from killing another girl.”

I flicker my eyes back and forth between his, trying to find something to banish the insanity from this conversation. But I find no reassurance. No sign of remorse. I have to accept there’s nothing rational or normal about any of this. “What else are you here for?”

“To make sure things run smoothly. That you live up to his expectations—that he can use you in whatever hole he wants. Repair whatever he breaks, so he can use you again.” His tone remains casual. No hint of regret or apology. This is a job to him. But at the same time, I know he doesn’t see me as the worthless object he describes me as. So I press on.

“Is that why you’re here now?” I’ve asked the same question before and gotten the answer I hoped for. But it’s still hard to believe it’s true. Especially after those cold words.

“No.” He offers no explanation. But the answer is firm and sure. This time, it’s not because Gabor wants him here. And that’s good enough for now. So I burrow my head into the crook of his shoulder and inhale his scent with deep breaths until I fall asleep.


CHAPTER 24

“Death of Peace of Mind”

by Bad Omens

Janos

It’s a daily struggle to keep my hands off Rebecca—or rather, my dick out of her. Especially now that she’s doing better and life has returned to her bright green eyes and her cheeks have regained a rosy hue.

I want to see more of this side of her. See her grow and find new purpose and strength. So I stay with her as much as I can, like I promised her. Though, it’s not just because I sense how my presence calms her and lights up those green orbs. It’s as much because I can’t stay away. This girl sucks me in, in a way no one ever has. Even though I can’t fuck her, I find that I want to be around her, take care of her, and control her.

But no matter how much I want to protect her, I also want her pain. I feed on it—her screams, her fight, and her desperation. But what gets me off the most is the combination. The violence and the protection blending together in a potent symbiosis.

She wants it too. Maybe not in the way she gets it, at the hands of Gabor, but I sense how she craves the dichotomy as much as I do. When Gabor doesn’t go overboard and I’m there with her, caressing her and whispering soothing words in her ear, she comes apart in the most intense orgasms I’ve ever seen.

With Gabor having a lot on his plate and doing a lot of traveling these days, he doesn’t have much time to use Rebecca, and his sadism is at a low level since he’s preoccupied with other things. But I know it’s only a matter of time before he’ll escalate. I’ve seen the same pattern many times before. He won’t stop until he breaks her, and for the first time, I dread the escalation. With all the other girls I’ve processed for Gabor, I don’t care about their agony. If anything, their shrill screams and endless begging make me want to hurt them myself. But with Rebecca, I can’t stand the idea of her going through the kind of torture Gabor likes to inflict before he discards a toy.

But sparing her that pain would mean betraying Gabor. And that’s not an option. So I’m determined to build her up and grant her the resilience to withstand whatever horror is coming until I can find a solution to this fucked-up situation. Until then, all I can do is build Rebecca up, so she can withstand whatever is coming and make sure she doesn’t break for good.

So I find her a new job. Working at the Tesco store doesn’t do her any good. Her posture always bears a hint of defeat whenever she comes home from that place, and I’ve seen the dead look in her eyes when I’ve passed the store to check on her. I’ve considered simply making her quit, but she’d fade even more if she sat at home all day with nothing to do, and she needs a sense of autonomy to help build her strength. So I browse job postings online for a week until I find the perfect job for her. It’s as a waitress on one of the cruise boats that sails along the Danube, serving food on board. They need someone to cater to the customers, help in the kitchen, serve food, and clean. With most of the customers being tourists, Rebecca’s lacking Hungarian might not even be a problem, and if so, her fluency in both English and German can make up for it.

It's perfect, really. She has all the right qualifications, and she’ll love being that close to the water.

I do some research on the place, the owner, and the manager to make sure she’ll be in a safe environment, then print out the job-posting and leave it on the dining table, hoping she’ll have the strength to grab this opportunity herself.

And she does. Late in the afternoon, my phone pings with a notification saying she’s making a call. I smile when I open the app I use to track her phone activity and recognize the phone number from the job posting. My smile only widens when I listen to recording of the conversation and find that she has already landed a job interview two days later.

I’m so proud of the way she handles herself on the phone call that I want to go home and praise her for being such a good girl. But I have to restrain the urge, not wanting her to know how I’m keeping track of her.

My pride only grows when I find out that she has used her credit card at a clothing store the next day and bought herself a coat, a scarf, and even a dress. With her barely having used any money for weeks, much less to spoil herself, I take this as a huge step forward.

I make sure to be in the apartment when it’s time for her to leave for her job interview, knowing my presence will lend her some much-needed support. And because I’m curious to see how she’ll go about this.

She’s nervous from the moment she leaves bed, fidgeting and pacing, going through her clothes in the wardrobe several times, and checking the time every few minutes.

When it’s time for her to leave, she comes to the living room. I glance up from my laptop to find her dressed in a dark green, elegant dress that makes her eyes shine particularly bright, and her face adorned with a little makeup. I haven’t seen her in a dress before, and she hasn’t worn makeup since I picked her up at the airport and she realized how hopeless her situation was.

“What?” I say when she just stands there, fingers fidgeting in front of her and her mouth moving with uncertainty as if she wants to say something.

“Um, I have a job interview,” she says, glancing up at me, then down at the floor. “Is it okay if I go?”

My dick hardens, and I’m not sure if it’s her outfit or her asking for permission. She looks so goddamn innocent as she stands there in that dress, all shy and fidgety, and now she’s asking for permission like the good girl she is… I want to grab her and throw her to the floor, rip those pristine pantyhose and shove her dress up. I want to watch those big eyes go all round and vulnerable, full of fearful surrender as I shove my cock inside her and squeeze her throat. I clench my fist beneath the table as I fight the pounding urge.

“You can go,” I say, forcing my voice to remain steady and emotionless.

“Thank you,” Rebecca says, seeming all flustered like she often does when submitting willingly.

I rake my eyes up and down her slender figure. She looks like a prey as she stands there, all pretty and innocent, just waiting out in the open for someone to jump her. “I shouldn’t let you go anywhere like that.”

Her brows furrow with confusion as she gives a slow shake of her head, not following what I mean.

“I don’t like sharing this vision with anyone else.” The mere idea of another man taking in this vision while he sits across from her, seeing her all shy and smiling as he asks about her qualifications, makes me clench my fist anew.

Her next question takes me aback. She’s growing bolder, and I like it as much as I hate it. “Not Gabor either?”

“That’s different,” I say, unable to suppress the rough edge in my voice. I can’t explain how, but sharing her with Gabor is like the natural order of things. What’s mine is his. Even the few times I’ve had a girl of my own, I’ve let him fuck her. It usually didn’t go over well, so I ended things, paid off the police to ignore the rape charge if there was one, and decided to stick to Gabor’s toys and random one-night stands until I decided to give it a go with a new girl.

“How so?” she asks, and when I don’t answer immediately, her voice becomes full of frustration. “Tell me. How is that any different?”

Her question provokes me. It makes me want to hurt her even as I want to hold her and tell her everything will be okay. I realize my gaze must match the violent intent I feel inside as she takes a step back.

“I’m sor—” she says, but I cut off her apology.

“I like seeing him fuck you.” I get up and approach her with slow, measured steps. “I like hearing your muffled screams as I cover your mouth, and I like to hold you down when you fight with all your might.” I stop in front of her and lift a hand to trace her hairline and the delicate contours of her face. The feeling of her skin beneath my fingers soothes the rage inside me. “But I also like to comfort you for the pain he causes. I like it when he hurts you.”

Her throat bobs as she gulps, and her voice becomes out hoarse. “Did you like it when—” She breathes a shuddery inhale. “When he ripped me apart from behind?”

“That was too far.” I curve my hand around the side of her face, dropping my gaze to her mouth as I brush my thumb across her lower lip. “That was too far,” I repeat on a whisper. Tilting my head, I lean forward. Just a smidgen. I badly want to kiss her, but if I repeat that mistake, I won’t be able to stop myself again. So I settle for leaning my forehead against hers, feeling her hot breath billow onto my lips until I feel like I’m about to go insane from the throbbing urge to seal our lips together.

With a frustrated growl, I draw back, so quickly that she yelps from the suddenness. “Go!” I roar, pointing through the hall. “Go before I do something stupid!”

She rushes into the hall, shoves her feet into her shoes, and grabs her new coat. Then she runs, and I hear her feet pound down the stairs as I go to close the door after her.

Smart girl. She’d be the one to pay the biggest price if I slipped and fucked her.


CHAPTER 25

“Eyes of Serpent”

by Mastodon

Rebecca

My heart is still pounding as I walk down the street. But despite the pulsing fear, I feel this reckless desire to run back—give myself up to the beast and let it consume me. Janos wants me, and he wants me bad, but he can’t have me, and I don’t dare to find out what the consequences will be—for us both—if Janos does something stupid.

So I shove the pulsing desire down and force my attention to my surroundings as I head for the river.

November has turned the city into an entirely different vision than the one that greeted me when I arrived here in the spring. Back then, everything was new. Flowers burst from the soil, and green buds covered the trees. The whole city radiated hope and life. It seems like a distant memory now. A lifetime ago. But really, it’s only been seven months.

Four months since the first night Janos broke into my apartment.

But despite all the horrors this city has brought me, I’ve come to appreciate it again, like I did in those first three months before my world crumbled anew.

Fall hasn’t robbed the city of its beauty. It has simply transformed it.

The trees and bushes shine with bright red, yellow, and orange colors, and a few flimsy clouds float along a clear sky, disintegrating into white brush strokes on a blue canvas.

It’s as beautiful as the youthful spring, if not even more so.

Since I have plenty of time to spare, I go out on the Chain Bridge to watch the water. The river is peaceful today. Dark blue and glittering. But the water doesn’t beckon me the same way it so often has, and I keep my feet planted on the concrete while admiring the sight.

As I go back to solid ground, I pull my scarf closer around my neck. The sun might be out, but the temperature is freezing. But I don’t care. With my new coat and scarf, which I bought on an impulsive shopping trip, I can handle the chill.

On my way home from work yesterday, I saw this pretty dark green dress in a shop window, and I went straight in and bought it—along with a new coat and a warm scarf. Stepping into that store was like discovering the TV anew, and since I’ve barely spent a penny for months, I could afford to splurge a little.

I considered saving the money instead, in case I somehow escape this nightmare and have to start over, but the thought disappeared as quickly as it came. I can no longer imagine a life someplace else, where I’m free and my own. The idea simply doesn’t add up, so I try to live in the present and enjoy whatever small things I can. Including this new job opportunity.

When I step onto the boat, a young woman with a German accent greets me. I give her a genuine smile as hope swells inside me. Maybe my lacking Hungarian won’t be a problem after all.

She leads me into the long dining room that must take up most of the space on the boat. Large windows stretch along both sides, lending a perfect view of the water. It’s so close. I can almost feel it stirring beneath me. I pause to gaze out at the sparkling blue, and a delightful sensation stirs within me as I realize I can indeed feel it in the slight rocking of the boat.

A man with a stylish brown haircut, clean-shaven jaw, and eyes as blue as the water gets up from one of the tables to greet me. He’s not much older than me. Maybe early thirties. But he bears himself with the confidence of a man who knows himself and has found his place in life.

When the corners of his mouth tip up in a warm smile, I realize I’m all but beaming. I must look like a child in a candy shop, and that’s how I feel here on the water.

“András Káldy.” He offers me his hand, and the smile lingers at the corners of his eyes. “You must be Rebecca. Thank you for calling.” The English words slip effortlessly off his tongue like he’s been speaking the language for many years.

He looks polished and sophisticated with his black slacks and blue polo that brings out the color of his eyes. He’s clearly well off, but he doesn’t carry his wealth in the same arrogant manner so many other rich men do. Rather, he seems friendly and amiable. Down to earth.

I take his hand, feeling a tinge of heat in my cheeks as I force my grin into a normal, polite smile.

“Please have a seat.” Sitting down at the table, he gestures to the chair across from him. “Tea or coffee?” he asks as he hands me a mug.

“Tea, thanks.” With a careful smile, I take the tea box he hands me and fish out a bag of mint tea.

“I understand you’ve been working for Izsák a bit farther down the river.” He unscrews the lid on a white thermos carafe and pours steaming water into my mug.

I manage to stop the grimace that wants to unfurl over my face at the mention of my former boss. “Yes, half a year or so.” Shame tightens my jaw as I lower my gaze to see the water darken as I dunk the tea bag up and down. I hate that I can’t give him a higher number.

“Did you like it? It’s quite a change of profession, I have to say.” He glances down at my resume. “Going from an office job, handling administration.”

“Yes, well…” I meet his eyes again and hesitate.

“I mean, I’m not asking if you liked working for Iszák,” András hurriedly adds. “That man is very difficult to like,” he says half to himself. “I’m asking if you liked the job—working in a restaurant?”

It’s hard not to smile. He seems like a man used to being in charge and must have held many job interviews, yet there’s no stiffness or excessive formality. He speaks straight from the heart instead of bringing each word through a fine-meshed filter.

“Working in an office never really was my thing. But yes, I liked working at the restaurant. At least most of the time. It could be quite monotonous since I was always on clean-up duty.” I bite my lips as I realize my answer might be a bit too honest.

András’s brow furrows. “It’s nothing like that here. We make sure our employees get to rotate. Serve food, help in the kitchen, and serve customers. There’s also clean-up duty, of course. That’s the less fun part. But we’re not hiring a cleaning lady.”

I give him a tentative smile and glance down to break eye contact, then lift my mug to take a small sip of the hot tea. I’m not good at this. But when I look up again, András is watching me with curiosity, a warm smile glinting in his eyes.

“Sorry.” He clears his throat and taps a pen on the table. “You’re just so different than all the other girls who come here.” He averts his gaze to the papers in front of him, then switches back into professional mode as he meets my eyes again. “I’d love to know more about your office job. What did a normal day look like?”

“Um…” I set the mug down and gaze out at the water as I try to clear my head of the strange interaction. It takes a couple of staggered sentences before I can speak in a fluent stream, telling him about the different administrative tasks, and before long, I find myself relaxing, my hands moving freely as I answer András’s different questions.

He seems pleased by it all, and I have a good feeling. That is, until we get to the language part and I have to profess that I don’t speak Hungarian. It doesn’t seem to be a deal breaker, but even though András clearly likes to hear that I’m fluent in both English and German, he also can’t hide that my lacking Hungarian is a drawback.

When we say goodbye and he tells me I’ll hear from him in a couple of days, the waitress leads a young woman with a friendly smile in. The two women exchange a few words in German before the interviewee greets András in fluent Hungarian.

There goes that job.

***

When I get back to the apartment, I’m on the verge of tears. Half a year ago, I wouldn’t have felt this shitty knowing my chances of getting the job are slim. After all, I did much better than I could have hoped, and the reason I probably won’t get the job is beyond my control. But everything in my life is so hopeless that this is yet another blow to the stomach. And I haven’t even gotten a rejection yet.

I hate my job at Tesco, and the prospect of something better has made me detest it even more. The job on the boat wouldn’t just be better. It would be a tremendous step up. The moment I stepped onto the boat, I knew it was the right place for me. The boss was even nice. And I actually thought I had a shot.

Until that girl came in.

Janos comes into the hall and gives me a once over before taking my hand and leading me into the living room.

“Sit,” he says, pulling out a chair. I drop onto it and slump my shoulders as I stare at the floor, listening to his steps disappear into the kitchen. I stay there, frozen in place, until he returns with a huge portion of food, big enough to feed both of us. Chicken paprikash, I note as the scent drifts through the air, making my mouth water. I love this dish. But when he takes a seat in front of me and holds a spoonful to my lips, I can’t open my mouth. He has fed me like this countless times, but suddenly, I can’t take it anymore. Today, it’s a blaring reminder of all the things I’ve lost—all the control and decisions over my own life. I don’t even get to eat my own food anymore.

“I’m not hungry,” I say, averting my gaze.

“Have you eaten on your way back?”

I shake my head, unable to lie to him despite knowing he’d let me off if I said yes.

He sets the food aside and gets up. I haven’t fought him on this for a while, and I’m sure he’s pissed that I’m starting on this again. Fear churns in my stomach when I watch his back disappear into the hallway.

Is he leaving?

Hopelessness floods my system, and I think I’m about to break into tears as shivers spread through my body. But then Janos reappears. The air swooshes into my lungs, and I’m so relieved I think I’m going to cry anyway.

Anything will make me cry at this point. That’s how broken I am. But it’s neither the hopelessness nor relief that finally has tears pooling in my eyes. It’s the sight of the ropes in his hands.

Irrational gratitude swells in my chest. I can’t believe I’m grateful for the prospect of more helplessness, but somehow, I am.

He sinks to his haunches behind me, and tears spill down my cheeks as he winds the gruff material around my wrists. A heavy weight lifts from my chest as my freedom slips out of my hands and into his—like losing control makes me freer than anything else can.

It’s a fucked-up reaction, but I remind myself I’ve always been like this, needing to have all control stripped away to truly feel like myself. It’s not the trauma I’ve undergone here that has made me like this. But there’s no relief to be found in the knowledge. If anything, it only makes me feel worse, knowing I’ve always been broken. I used to tell myself I’m not wrong for wanting these things, but I can’t do that anymore. It’s an inherent fault within me—a broken wire.

I’m unable to face Janos when he takes the chair in front of me again. Not wanting him to see how deep my brokenness runs, I keep my head lowered as tears drip into my lap like gentle rain.

But when he swipes his thumb across my cheek to catch the tears, I can’t hide anymore. Two devastating words slip from my lips to reveal how I feel. “Thank you.”

I cringe at the words, hating that he can see how broken I am. But I think he already knows. He’s known all along that the ropes calm the turmoil in my brain. He knows that being helpless turns me on as much as it frightens me—and maybe turns me on because it frightens me.

“You’re beautiful,” he murmurs, curving his hand around my cheek.

Shocked, I look up. It can’t be true. He can’t mean it.

But what I find in his expression is genuine affection. He does find me beautiful.

I have no idea how. I’m broken from the inside out. At my lowest. Without hope. Tears are streaking down my cheeks, surely dragging black lines across my skin from the mascara I thought would brighten my face.

As I keep watching him, I know he means it, and the how becomes irrelevant.

We sit like this for several minutes, staring at each other, locked in a strange kind of intimacy. His thumb makes a few light strokes across my cheek, catching the quiet tears and soothing the brokenness in my soul. The caresses pull me deeper into his spell, and when he picks up the spoon again, I willingly open my mouth.

My tears run faster as defeat crashes into my system, but somewhere along the way as he keeps feeding me, the feeling fades. Left is only intimacy. Stark and potent. A closeness that can’t be paralleled in kisses or passionate sex. I’ve never felt as close to anyone as I do to Janos at this very moment. There’s something deeply vulnerable about being forced to give in—letting him control something as basic as food while I sit there, bound and broken, tears streaming down my cheeks as I stare into his willful eyes. No safewords or outs. It’s the truest kind of submission that could ever exist. It fills me to the brim. So much I can’t stop myself from thanking him again once the plate is empty.

Janos doesn’t reply, but I feel him studying me as I lower my gaze.

A minute passes in silence, our breaths the only sound between us. Then, gently, he nudges my chin up, guiding my eyes to his. “How did the job interview go?”

“Fine,” I mutter. “But the girl after me was more qualified, so I don’t think I’ll get it.” I swallow past a thick knot in my throat, trying to keep the new wave of defeat down, but it’s too strong. A mournful sound escapes me, and then I’m weeping, my chest shaking as grief tears through my body.

In a moment of clarity, I see myself from the outside. My vulnerability written in my puffy eyes and on my mascara-stained cheeks. My broken soul is on full display. I can’t take it—him seeing it all. I yank at the ropes, trying to hide my face, and the helplessness rips a sob from the depth of my stomach. I keep jerking and writhing, and with each fruitless attempt, the grief goes deeper.

Janos shoots up from the chair and sinks to his haunches behind me to remove the ropes. But I can’t stop twisting and jerking, tightening the knots, and he can’t get them up. The metallic sound of a switchblade popping open makes a sharp click behind me, and Janos locks my hands into place with a tight grip as he shoves the blade under the ropes and rips the knife up. With two more cuts, my hands are free, and Janos hoists me into his arms, cradling me against his chest as he carries me to the bedroom.

I cling to his neck, hiding my misery even as I expose it to him. As he lies down on the bed with me, I find I don’t want to hide anymore. I want to lay it all out there and let him carry the burden with me. And so I do. I weep like a child as he holds me, and the grief is a little less devastating as he presses soft kisses to my temple and swipes his thumb across my cheeks to catch the endless tears.

Time slips away unnoticed until my energy runs dry and I go still. The tears stop, and my sobs fade to shuddery breaths. Exhaustion sets in, dragging me into a strange void between the conscious and the unconscious.

“You’ll get the job,” Janos whispers, stroking his hand along my arm.

I push out from his chest to search his face for signs of false reassurances, but his expression is as serious as his tone.

“You don’t know that,” I say.

He grabs my jaw and leans so close all I can see are his eyes. “You’ll get the job.”

I swallow the knot in my throat and nod. Because I know Janos doesn’t lie. He either lays out the full truth, however hard, or keeps quiet. So even knowing he can’t guarantee this, I allow myself to find comfort in his words.

When he releases my chin and lays his head back on the pillow, there’s a rare kind of openness in his expression, like the intimacy has affected him as much as it has me. I don’t want to ruin the moment, but I also badly need answers, and this is a rare opportunity. So I take it.

“Does Gabor have other... girls?” I ask.

He simply shakes his head.

“But there have been many others like me, right?”

“Yes.” Janos reaches out to tuck my hair behind my ear, trailing his fingertips across my skin as he goes. “He sticks to one at a time.”

“Why?”

He shrugs. “That’s how obsession works.”

“Are you always the one in charge of his girls?”

“Yes.”

I want to ask if he lets the others sleep in his lap, if he hand-feeds them, and if he stays with them when they’re broken and scared. But I’m afraid to hear the answer, so I ask something else. “Why do you always bring that scrawny guy?”

Janos’s nose twitches as a trace of disgust passes over his features. When he remains silent, I think I chose the wrong question and ruined my chance of getting more information. But then he answers. “Gabor wants two men—to make sure everything runs smoothly. Two men can subdue a defiant girl quicker than one.”

I hate how he uses the word girl. Like I’m just another victim he has to deliver to his boss. But I know I’m more to him. I’m not just a job. At least not anymore. I have more than plenty of proof by now, yet it takes everything I have to convince myself that I’m not just another girl. That’s how broken my mind is. The evidence might be right in front of me, clear as day, yet it’s hard to see.

We are both quiet for a while before I move on to a new question. “Why don’t you like him?”

“Who?”

“The scrawny man.”

Again, there’s that twitch of his nose, like we’re talking about a rat that should be exterminated. “I don’t like the way he handles you.”

“Then why did you let him…” My voice trembles as I recall the harrowing month when I only felt cold, mechanical hands on my body. “For a whole month.”

His eyes darken with anger unlike any I’ve seen in him before. Grabbing my hip, he yanks me to him, knocking the air from my lungs as I collide with his chest. “Because you’re fucking with my mind.”

He bites down on my shoulder with a force that draws a yelp from me and shoves everything out of my mind before I can process his words. I whimper as his teeth dig into my muscles, yet I can’t help arching into him. He meets me with his hips, pressing his erection against my pussy, and my whimpers turn to moans.

God, I want you. The words hover on my lips, but before I can voice them, he pulls away.

Coldness crackles along my heated skin and intensifies the throbbing pain in my shoulder. I press my hand to the aching spot as I watch him disappear into the hallway, toward the living room.

Confusion creeps into my muddled mind, and loneliness clashes with the urge for more—his touch, any touch to relieve the pulsing need between my legs.

I clench my thighs, fighting off the urge to slip my fingers through the moisture down there. Humiliation would only worsen the loneliness if Janos were to come find me masturbating.

To distract myself, I go take a shower and use the time under the hot spray to try to make sense of what just happened. What he said. His apparent hatred for the scrawny man.

I rack my brain to remember the words he said just before he dug his teeth into my neck. Why would he keep bringing the other man if he doesn’t like him? He could surely find someone else, and I’m sure Gabor wouldn’t mind getting someone more competent to “subdue the girl.”

Then I remember his words. You’re fucking with my mind. I pause and stare at the white tile, my hands deep in my hair full of shampoo. The constant blur of my self-deprecating thoughts draws back to allow me a moment of clarity.

Janos isn’t mad at the scrawny man. He’s mad at himself for staying away.

It makes perfect sense. He cares about me even though he shouldn’t. And this attraction is dangerous. So he tried to distance himself—make me into just another girl to protect himself. But then Gabor offered me up to him, and his resolve broke. So now he’s here all the time, taking care of me in his own fucked up way because he cares.


CHAPTER 26

“Had it All”

by Mastodon

Rebecca

Two days later, András calls to let me know I got the job. I’m over the moon, hardly able to believe it. I was convinced the other girl was a better fit and he’d choose her.

As I’m refilling the buffet on my first day, a thought pops into my head. What if he did intend to hire her? Maybe my performance at the interview wasn’t the reason I landed this job. I stop mid-motion as I fill steamy potatoes onto the empty tray. I remember Janos’s arrogant certainty when he assured me I’d get the job. Could it be that he’s the real reason I’m here?

Janos doesn’t operate within common laws and morals. He works for one of the most corrupt men in the country, and I’d be naïve to think he’s above coercing someone into hiring me.

My stomach drops, and I can hardly focus for the next hour. I thought this was my achievement—something I had done right.

But as I walk around on the boat, watching the water, the castle, the bridges, and the Citadella, the anger fades. Why does it matter how I got here? Luck comes in many forms, and it’s not like I wasn’t qualified. The interview went well. So why let this small detail bother me? I deserve something good. I need this. Being here on the water makes me forget all the horrible things in my life, and I’d give anything for this reprieve. So why should I care how I got here?

The job is the best thing that could happen to me. It only takes me a few days to get comfortable here. My colleagues are nice, and even though I don’t partake much in their small talk, it’s easy to be around them. The tasks aren’t exactly stimulating, but they’re varied enough to keep my brain from stagnating, and it’s good to interact with the customers beyond the empty, repetitive phrases at the Tesco store.

The only disappointment is that I don’t see András often. The boat is one out of several tourist attractions he owns, and most of the time, he works from his office in the city. He only did the job interviews because the daily manager had fallen ill.

I stick to a polite greeting in passing the few times I see him, and he does the same. But one day, he joins me on the stern of the boat as I’m watching the trail of foaming water on my break. He leans over the rail beside me as if to see what has grabbed my attention.

When I turn to face him, his expression lights up in a radiant smile, and I realize I’m beaming. That’s the effect the water has on me. Heat seeps into my cheeks as I can’t quite gain control over my enthusiasm, and I quickly cast my gaze back to the frothy water.

“What is it that you find so fascinating about water?” András asks. I cast him a surprised look, and he explains with a shrug, “I could see it the first day when you came here—the way you gazed out over the water and smiled. Like you do now.”

I consider for a moment before answering. “It’s free and alive.” Everything I’m not.

He turns to the water as if searching for those things, and we both watch in silence for a few minutes.

“How did you end up in Budapest?” he asks.

“I needed to get away.” I sigh, and the weight of those last days before I left Denmark hangs heavily on my chest for a moment. Then I look up and see the castle, and a small smile returns to my lips. “It’s a funny story, actually. You see, I’ve had this postcard with an image of the castle since I was thirteen. A friend of mine sent it when she was on vacation here. I had never traveled, and that picture was like nothing I had ever seen in real life. To think she had visited this beautiful place made me want to go there too. So I spent fifteen years dreaming about it.”

“And now you’re here.”

I glance up to find András watching me with a strange curiosity that lights up his eyes, and for a moment, the darkness of my life fades, and all I see is the beauty surrounding us. “Yeah, I am.”

“So, did the city live up to your expectations?” Turning to me, he leans one arm on the rail and pushes his other hand into his pocket.

“A postcard is hard to live up to.” I shake my head and cast a longing glance over the city. “But at first, it did. I mean, the river and the view of the Buda-side were as beautiful as the card promised. But then I got to see the shady parts of the city…” I pause, a bit shocked that I’m opening up like this to a stranger. But something about András makes it easy.

“Like what?”

I draw in a heavy sigh and let my gaze return to the water for some time. “Poppy seed cake,” I finally say, biting my lip as I cast him a playful look. He makes me want to rediscover some of the humor that got lost in the darkness.

“Poppy seed cake?” He lets out a warm laugh. “So, it was our cakes that ruined it for you?” His expression is full of humor and warmth, and it lights a spark deep inside me, at a place that has long been dead.

“Yes, your cake,” I say, but my smile fades at the sight of the parliament that appears a little farther down the river. I point at the enormous building with the pristine white façade and large brass dome. “And that one.”

Something heavy settles over András’s features. “No, there’s not much good to say about that one.”

He clearly gets the reference to the political system, which is rotten through and through, but he doesn’t know I’m talking about something much more specific, much darker than he could imagine. He doesn’t know the building houses the exact cause of the trauma I’m facing every day and my living nightmare.

***

After that day, our chats at the stern become a frequent occurrence. If I’m not already on a break when he comes, András will find me and invite me to take a break with him. I enjoy talking to him, and for the first time in a long time, I’m looking forward to small talk and socializing. I get the feeling that András enjoys our small chats as much as I do because I never see him taking breaks with anyone else here.

The nice waitress who greeted me at the job interview even suggests that András has a thing for me. Giving me a small shoulder bump one day after András has just left, she says with a wink, “I think the boss man likes you.”

Maybe she’s right. From what I heard, he usually only drops by once a week—tops—and now he comes here to eat lunch with me several times a week. He never makes any advances, but I do notice the glimmer in his eyes whenever he tells me it’s good to see me or when I catch him watching me as I stare at the water.

Even though I’m flattered by the attention and do like András, I’m happy he keeps it friendly. I wouldn’t know how to handle anything else, and I don’t want to lose the first friend I’ve had since I came here in the spring.

It’s freeing talking to someone who isn’t part of the dark world that has swallowed me. We talk about everything from TV shows and books to family and exes. I don’t say anything about my current situation, of course, and avoiding the topic gets me into some awkward situations. I’m convinced András senses I’m hiding something, but to my relief, he doesn’t try to pry it out.

What I do talk about is my past and my oppressive family back home—their fanatic religion and my callous parents. In turn, he tells me how he lost his mother when he was eight and grew up with a strict father that was impossible to satisfy.

“On the bright side, it has made me a hardworking man, and I’ve done quite well for myself.” He holds out his hands as his eyes light up with a humor that makes me smile.

He’s always good at finding brightness in the darkness like that, and I almost wish I could tell him about my predicament. But for both his and my sister’s sake, I keep my mouth shut.


CHAPTER 27

“The Flood”

by Leprous

Rebecca

Gabor gradually grows more sadistic in his ways of using me. For a while, it’s almost innocent compared to everything he’s done. Even simple breast torture is enough to get his rocks off.

I’m not unfamiliar with erotic pain. I’ve experienced it many times in the BDSM clubs I frequented back home. It would always be a major turn-on, and my body hasn’t forgotten. As long as I hold on to Janos and he holds on to me, I’ll get through it. Sometimes, I’ll even get wet as Gabor twists and turns my nipples until I scream. He finds great joy in taunting me with my warped need. I want to combust under the weight of shame as he tells me what a disgusting whore I am for liking it, but when I gaze into Janos’s eyes, I don’t feel dirty. His eyes might hold the same sadistic pleasure as Gabor’s, but where Gabor’s eyes are cold and dead deep within, Janos’s gaze has a spark of warmth that lights me up and makes me want to cast myself at his feet and beg him for the same pain.

Slowly, things worsen. Gabor’s breast torture turns into punching my ass and thighs, kicking me like he’s done before, and slapping my face. The latter is even worse than the kicking. Humiliation is like hot coals burning me from within as he forces me to face him while raining pain and degradation down over me.

Tears are streaking down my cheeks, and my chest is coiling tight with onsetting panic as Janos says, “Wouldn’t you enjoy watching instead?”

Gabor looks up, and his eyes brighten with cruel glee. He wipes the side of his mouth with his thumb and takes a step back. “Sure, Janos, have at it.”

I look up to find Janos’s eyes glimmering with sadistic lust, and Gabor’s features pull up into a wide smile as he notices the same. I think Gabor holds a certain respect for Janos and his sadism since he sometimes lets Janos participate as more than just a helping hand holding me in place and muffling my screams.

Janos doesn’t hold back. He puts in the same strength as Gabor, and the size of his hand makes it hurt even more. It’s brutal, degrading, and painful, and I cry the whole way through. But having Janos do it—seeing the warm flicker in his eyes—makes the whole difference. The devastation morphs into this sort of erotic, intimate experience, and when Gabor says he wants to see me come, I combust in an earth-shattering orgasm as Janos slams his cock inside while slapping my face.

For a while, I almost look forward to Gabor’s visits because they allow me a sort of intimacy with Janos I can’t have when we’re alone. Janos’s potent combination of brutality and care awakens a buzzing fire inside me that I want to experience over and over again until it consumes me so much I don’t exist beyond him.

But the slapping and punching isn’t enough for Gabor. There’s a dangerous urge within him that keeps driving him to more extreme brutalities. One night when Janos comes into the apartment, wearing his suit, the scrawny henchman on his heel, and drags me into the bathroom, alarm bells go off in my head. They become deafening when he starts filling the bathtub and turns the temperature way down low. Janos never does that.

When the tub is full, Janos fires off a quick text on his phone, then joins the other man at the side, taking a passive stance—the guard on duty I so often forget that he is.

Only ten minutes later, Gabor comes in, and worry has my eyes darting back and forth as Gabor undresses—which he never does. Stark naked, he crosses the room and dips a hand in the water that must be ice cold. A cruel smile spreads over his face as he turns to me and says, “Just the right temperature.”

I hope he “only” plans on throwing me into the water and fucking me while I’m shaking from the cold, but part of me knows it’s going to get so much worse. The foreboding feeling only grows when Janos strips down too and steps into the water as Gabor drags me across the floor to make me kneel in front of the tub. Shudders spread through my body, churning my stomach and racking up my pulse to a deadly speed.

I stare up at Janos, who is now crouching in the water, placing towels over the edge of the tub in front of me. I don’t see the point. The terry cloth dips into the water and gets soaked all the way up to the edge within seconds, and it only drives my worries higher.

When Janos finally looks at me, his gaze is cold and closed off. Professional. And I know there’s no help. He won’t get me out of this—whatever this may be.

Gabor shoves my upper body forward, bending me over the edge and sending my head and chest straight toward the cold water. But Janos catches me, right above the surface, and I manage to grab onto him just in time before my arms fall in. But I know all too well I’m only delaying the inevitable.

The irony of the situation strikes me as I stare into the water, clinging to Janos’s arms for dear life. So many times, I’ve tried to let go and plunge into water—the river, the tub—but never have I succeeded, and now someone else will do it for me. And I’m terrified.

I try to push against Janos to get up, but Gabor shoves me back down with a flat hand on my back, and my hands fall into the freezing water as I lose my grip on Janos. I gasp as I fling my arms back up to grab onto Janos, who tightens his grip on me in return. But I know it’s only for now. In a moment, he’ll be the one holding me down.

Tears gather in my eyes, and small drops fall into the water like a leaking faucet. Drip, drip, drip. Ripples form around the drops, and I watch them with terror, digging my fingers into Janos’s muscular arms.

Please don’t let me go, I beg inwardly. But I know it’s wishful thinking.

“Let’s begin,” Gabor says.

I tense, trying to hold my breath but hyperventilating instead. I can’t stop it, and my breathing only grows more frantic as I think about how water will flood my nostrils and mouth in a moment when Janos dunks me in.

“Let me try to calm her first. Then you’ll be able to go on for longer.” Janos’s voice is cold and detached, but I know he’s trying to help me. Otherwise, he might as well have spoken Hungarian. This is his way of telling me he’s got me—as much as he can.

With a frustrated grunt, Gabor gets up and paces behind me.

Janos repositions me to lie over one of his arms while resting his other hand on my back.

“Breathe,” he says close to my ear, voice low and soothing like he isn’t going to rob me of the very air he’s now trying to give me. But no matter how absurd, ironic, and hopeless it all is, I can’t resist the effect of his voice. When he starts moving his hand in circles on my back, I’m lost to him. I close my eyes and pull in a deep breath, focusing on the soothing motions and his hand.

“Are we ready?” Gabor asks impatiently, and when Janos doesn’t give him the answer he wants, he leaves the room with an annoyed huff. I wonder why he doesn’t just order Janos to begin anyway. Maybe it has something to do with Janos being here to make sure things don’t derail, or maybe Gabor simply trusts Janos’s judgment, abiding by it when he’s not caught up in his own sadistic lust. After all, he does seem to hold a great amount of respect for Janos.

Leaning over me, Janos whispers in my ear. “I’m gonna help you through this, Rebecca.” He keeps up the circling motions for a moment before saying, “Take a deep breath when I give you a small squeeze.” He flexes his hands on my stomach to demonstrate. “Can you do that? Then it won’t be so bad.”

Won’t be so bad. I almost want to laugh, but I need his comfort more than anything else right now, so I nod.

“Good girl,” he whispers, placing a kiss on my hair before sitting back up to call out something in Hungarian.

Janos repositions himself to hold both arms under me as the sound of footsteps approaches. When Gabor enters, I tense every muscle and am close to ruining whatever calm Janos has instilled in me. Once again, Janos saves me, moving his thumbs back and forth over the sensitive skin on my stomach, and my breathing slows back down.

Gabor sinks to the floor behind me and prods a finger at my pussy. “Begin,” he orders.

There’s the tiniest squeeze on my stomach, and I suck in air with a loud breath as I squeeze my eyes shut. And then I fall, headfirst, into the water. The cold bites through my skin, sending a shock wave through my system. I beat wildly at the water, trying to get my head out, but there’s no out. One or two sets of hands—I can’t tell—hold me down. I’m about to expel the air I just pulled in when a large hand grabs mine. I recognize the tight grip of Janos instantly, and when his thumb starts stroking my skin, the panic draws back, and I realize I have enough air to go a little while longer.

I’m about to descend back into blinding panic when Janos releases my hand, but then I’m out of the water. Two strong arms hold me steady right above the surface. I suck in air with a force that has me drawing in the water running down my face. I cough and gasp, cough and gasp, digging my fingers into the arms, praying they’ll keep me above the surface. And they do. Thumbs stroke along my stomach, soothing and reassuring, almost making me forget the fingers between my legs. That part of my body just isn’t important right now.

When I feel another squeeze on my stomach, panic flares in my mind, but with Janos’s words lingering in my head, I manage a deep breath.

I desperately try to hold on to him, but when he releases me, the same arms that saved me are the ones to push me underwater. All sound disappears, muffled by the water oppressive covering my ears. I always thought the sound would be peaceful, shutting out the world and all its chaos, but nothing is peaceful here. It’s cruel and claustrophobic.

Using all my strength, I push against the bottom of the tub to get up, but my strength holds no ground against the unyielding hands on my back. Bitter hatred courses through my veins, but it dissipates the moment Janos pulls me out again. There’s just no way for me to truly hate him. He might be my worst nightmare, but he’s also the only one who can save me from it, and I cling to the latter part because it’s the only thing I have.

This time, I manage to control my breaths a bit more, drawing in small gulps of air between my chattering teeth. My whole body is already shivering, and my hands are weak when I grab on to Janos.

A gasp has me drawing in more water when two fingers jab into my pussy. They pump in and out with a force that shoves my hips into the tub with each thrust, and I thank Janos inwardly as I realize the towels are meant as protection. Soon, Gabor replaces his fingers with his massive cock, but I barely register the painful intrusion as a small squeeze on my stomach draws all my attention to the small task of breathing.

This time, I’m quick to realize that I have enough air to stay underwater for a while, and the panic hovers in the distance as I force myself to stay calm. I notice the hands on my back, and when I don’t fight them, it’s almost like they are just resting there, soothing me, and before my need for air grows urgent, they pull me back up.

Gabor is fucking me now, pumping in and out as Janos keeps dunking me into the water and pulling me out. I always manage to get in a good portion of air before I go under, and Janos always saves me before my need to breathe becomes critical.

I’m shaking from the cold all over, and my mind keeps teetering on the edge of panic, but with Janos’s guidance, I keep my focus on the task of breathing, and somehow this is not the devastating horror show I expected.

But Gabor isn’t happy. Grunting in frustration behind me, he suddenly grabs the back of my neck and shoves my head into the water. With a forceful thrust, he slams me into the edge of the tub, nearly making me open my mouth as the urge to scream claws at my throat.

Without Janos’s warning, I only manage to shut off my airways before going in, and what little air I have won’t last me long. Within only a few seconds, my chest jerks with the need to breathe, but no one pulls me out. Gabor’s hand remains a vise around my neck, and I scratch and claw at it, then flail my hands blindly when it doesn’t work. My breathing reflex is just about to set in when strong hands push at me from below, forcing the hand on my nape to let up.

An angry growl slices through the air behind me, and the thrusts within me become punishing.

I’ve barely caught my breath when Janos gives my stomach a small squeeze, and I only manage a feeble inhale before he drops me. I try to find the same calmness as before, but with the shock still pounding through my system and my lungs convulsing with the need to breathe, it’s impossible.

My world narrows to a black pit of panic when Gabor leans over my back, effectively holding me down. I grapple for purchase above the water, and when large hands find mine, I hold on for dear life. It’s a small relief, but when what little oxygen I had in my lungs runs out, I pull free to shove at the bottom with all the strength I have left. But it’s not enough. Nothing is. Gabor doesn’t even budge. It’s like I’m trapped under a boulder.

Panic sets in. I need air. Now. It takes everything I have to subdue the instinct to open my mouth and heave for air. This is the absolute last thing I have any say over—the choice to breathe or not to breathe. But even this isn’t mine to control. My body takes over, forcing my respiratory muscles into action. My mouth falls open, and my lungs suck for the air they need. But there’s no air. Only water. It fills my nose, mouth, and throat, seeping into my lungs. I’ve never experienced anything so horrible—my body betraying me so detrimentally, the feeling of water seeping into my lungs, choking me.

I barely notice that some kind of fight has broken out above me. Arms try to pull me out, but the weight on my back remains, heavy and unmoving. One more expansion of my lungs has more water invading my airways, and my consciousness starts slipping away, like a balloon rising to the sky. I can’t catch it; I can only watch it go.

A few slowed, brutal thrusts shove my hips into the tub’s edge—Gabor coming. And then the weight is gone.

Arms pull me forward, bringing my head out of the water even as my whole body is dragged into the tub—into icy water and a warm body. My knees hit the edge on the way, but I barely register the jolts of pain. I barely register the sharp cold engulfing me as the water claims my body. All that matters is that my head is above water and I can get air into my lungs.

But even that is impossible. The water is also in my lungs.

I’m shoved to my side, and I try to cling to the arm keeping me above the surface while I heave for air without getting any. A massive hand forces my body against its reflexes, slamming down between my shoulder blades, making me spasm with fitful coughs that force the water from my lungs. Suddenly, my airways are clear, and I’m heaving to access precious oxygen—heaving so hard it hurts.

Everything hurts. My throat, my lungs, my pussy, my legs—the biting cold that has my body shivering all over. Fat tears roll down my cheeks and into the water as devastating sobs rip up my sore throat, making my stomach contract in painful spasms and blocking the newly freed passage to my lungs.

Next thing I know, I’m hoisted into strong arms, and the person carrying me jumps out of the tub, placing me on the floor. I squirm to process the pain and panic pounding through my body—inside and out—but I’m forced to my side, my chest angled toward the floor.

“Breathe,” an urgent voice demands. “Slowly.”

I try, but I can’t seem to drag in air.

“Slowly,” the voice repeats, and a large hand splays over my chest to demonstrate the motions I should make. The palm lifts slightly off my chest, then presses down. Up and down, up and down. In and out, in and out. Gradually, I fall into the steady rhythm, and the air reaches a bit farther down with each breath.

I keep crying as I go. Crying and breathing. It’s all I can do.

Someone bustles behind me, speaking a foreign language, then leaving. An angry growl next to me prompts another set of feet to leave, and the front door slams, and then I’m carried to bed. Still crying.

The arms don’t release me. They position me to lie against a strong, warm body, pull the comforter around me, then they wrap around me, rocking me gently, trying to calm me. But it doesn’t work. Just like my cold body refuses to give up the shaking, the panic lodged in my mind refuses to abate.

I desperately cling to Janos. “Why do you let him do this to me?” I cry into his chest, and when he doesn’t answer, I repeat the words over and over, shaking him with what feeble strength I can muster. Then I pound his chest with my fists. I’m as desperate for an explanation as I was for air. “Answer me!” I demand, the force straining my throat and making me cough. But I don’t let up. “Why?!”

“Because I owe him my life,” a regretful voice finally says.

I keep banging my fists until everything is so hopeless I just curl up on myself and weep.

A small eternity seems to pass before he finally expands. “If it wasn’t for Gabor, I would have been dead long ago. Or in jail for killing someone. I was so angry. A hand grenade without a pin waiting to explode. He taught me discipline and gave me the skills it takes to make it in this world.”

“Can’t you just quit? Stop being his henchman?” I pull away to stare at him with desperate hope in my eyes. “Start a new life somewhere and take me with you?” For a short moment, I think he’ll feed my fantasy to soothe me—make me believe I’ll get out of this, if only for a moment.

But he won’t even give me that. “I’m sorry I can’t be the hero you want me to be.”

“But you’re not the cruel man he makes you, either.”

“No?” Janos’s lips twitch like a hungry predator. “You don’t think I’d find my own girls to rape if I wasn’t Gabor’s henchman, as you call it?”

My eyes dart back and forth between his steel-gray ones. I want to say no, but I wouldn’t believe it myself.

“Who’s to say I wouldn’t have forced myself upon you if I hadn’t tipped off Gabor about the sweet, little, submissive woman down by the river?”

Everything stops. I stare at him with parted lips, my breath barely moving. All this time, I thought Janos was just following orders, but really, he was the one who dragged me into this nightmare? He’s not just some man forced into some shady business in order to survive. He’s the instigator—the very reason I ended up in Gabor’s claws—and he doesn’t show the tiniest sliver of remorse.

I thought Gabor happened upon me by chance, but really, he was there that day to check me out. Because Janos had tipped him off. It all makes sense. Men like Gabor don’t frequent restaurants like that.

“But… how? How did you find me? How did you know I was submissive?”

Janos huffs. “I came by one day. You were talking to a customer at one of the outside tables. Some rich, bossy guy who flirted with you, and your eyes kept flickering down. Your whole posture was teeming with submission. You’d probably have gone home with him if it hadn’t been for your boss coming out and yelling at you to get back to work. Am I right?”

I remember that day. That man had called upon my every submissive instinct in a way few people have. He was competent, confident, and dominant, with a hint of arrogance that made me incredibly turned on, yet he seemed friendly. Protective too, as he barked at Iszák for yelling at me. But I tucked my tail between my legs, ran into the restaurant, and stayed hidden until he was gone, too embarrassed that he had seen Iszák yell at me like that.

“Why didn’t you take me yourself?”

“Your potential would be wasted on a one-time fuck, and I wasn’t interested in a toy of my own.”

Tears pool at the corners of my eyes, but it’s not because I feel betrayed. It’s not because this man is someone else than I thought him to be—because he’s not. The tears well because I can’t make myself push him away. I know I should hate him, scream for him to leave, wish to never see him again, but I can’t do either, and once the most immediate shock settles, I realize this new piece of information changes nothing. The only thing that shifts at this new information is my self-respect, and that is already on a slippery slope toward its full demise.

I still want Janos. I want him with a burning desire unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. Even after he’s helped Gabor nearly drown me and confessed he was the one to deliver me into the claws of the devil. Even after he’s told me he would have raped me himself, I still want him.

It doesn’t matter how I ended up here, and whatever intentions he had at the beginning make no difference. I don’t care that he would use and abuse me even if Gabor wasn’t involved. Or maybe I do. But not the way I should. In some fucked up way, it only reinforces the strong pull that keeps me gravitating toward him.

I need his unmerciful power—his sadistic yet caring brand of brutality. In some way, I think that’s what draws me to him so strongly. It’s not just Stockholm syndrome or the fact that he’s the only person showing any kind of concern for me. Most of all, I want him because he sates this sick craving for unwavering, all-consuming dominance that I’ve always had.

At this very moment, I realize something crucial. I no longer want to escape. It doesn’t matter that Gabor’s sadistic games are only getting worse; all that matters is that Janos is here with me through it all.


CHAPTER 28

“High Water”

by Sleep Token

Rebecca

I feel utterly broken when I show up at work late in the morning the next day. All night, I’ve been crying. It wasn’t until the first light of day filtered through the curtains that I found some peace and drifted off in Janos’s arms.

When I woke again, I was still wrapped in strong arms that felt like they could protect me from even the worst of dangers this world has to offer. In a way they can, but at the same time, they’re the most dangerous arms I’ve ever encountered. But maybe that’s what makes his protection so powerful.

I couldn’t make myself leave his embrace, and we lay there for a long time before I finally had to tumble out of bed in a hurry to get ready for work.

“Stay at home today,” Janos said. But even though I badly wanted to, I had to go. I can’t lose this job. If I do, I’ll get swallowed up by the darkness that has already taken so much from me.

It ends up being a short day, though. András comes to eat lunch with me a few hours into my shift, and he sees that I’m not feeling well. Usually, he finds me at the stern if I’m on break—even when it’s raining—but today I’m hiding in a corner of the kitchen, poking at my food.

I startle, almost dropping my plate, when he comes up to me and puts a hand on my shoulder. “Is something wrong, Rebecca?”

I shake my head without meeting his eyes. I feel physically ill. My vision is blurry, my head pounding, and my stomach is twisting and turning like the few forkfuls of food I’ve managed are about to come up. But the physical discomfort is not the worst part. It’s the anxiety. The inability to be near the water.

It breaks my heart that Gabor has robbed me of the only thing I had left that could truly bring me peace.

“You look pale.” András takes the plate from my hands and sets it aside, then grabs my arms and turns me to face him. “Go home. Spend the rest of the day in bed. I don’t want you coming in tomorrow if you don’t feel better. I’ll make sure no one cuts it from your pay.”

Touched by his genuine concern, I wipe at the tears pooling in my eyes and manage a weak, “Thank you.”

***

The next day, I feel better physically, but walking around on the boat, seeing the water just outside, makes my heart pound and my breathing work in shallow drags. I try to remain in the middle of the boat and avoid looking out the windows. It’s not easy. Windows are all around me, and whenever I linger my gaze at the water, panic builds with frightening speed, and I hurry to the bathroom where I shut myself in.

András drops by to see how I’m doing, and he almost sends me home when he finds me huddling in the windowless kitchen, having volunteered to do the dishes all day.

“Please don’t send me home,” I say, knowing a few days off won’t cure this.

His gaze narrows as he studies me, but he ends up letting me stay when I repeat the plea in a thin voice.

I have no idea what he’s thinking, but he clearly sees that something is wrong. He stays for almost an hour, helping me with the dishes while discreetly probing to find out what’s going on. I keep redirecting the conversation or simply not answering, and after twenty minutes, he finally drops it in favor of trying to cheer me up with stories about babysitting for his sister instead.

It helps a little, but the pounding anxiety slams back into me the moment I step out of the kitchen and feel the water closing in on all sides.

My new fear of water doesn’t just extend to the boat and the river. The mere idea of getting into the tub has my chest constricting, and when Janos draws a bath for me and tries to lower me into the water, I cling to his neck, crying like he’s sending me off for slaughter.

“The water is nice and warm,” he says, dipping a hand into the tub, then trailing it over my cheek. But it makes no difference; I only tighten my grip on his neck. “You just need to overcome the first step, then you’ll find comfort in the water like you always do. I promise I’ll stay right here with you.”

“Get me out of here,” I scream, clawing at his neck as desperation sets in.

My aquaphobia only gets worse over time. A few days after Gabor’s drowning games, I can barely enter the bathroom. The mere sight of the tub sends me spiraling into a heaving panic. So I resist the urge to pee until I’m about to burst and Janos forces me to the bathroom. I’m so out of it I don’t even ask for privacy when he stays at my side, stroking my hair and telling me I’m safe. I just cling to him as I empty my bladder. What’s the point in fighting anyway? He’s seen me in far more humiliating situations.

I’m surprised Janos doesn’t get sick of escorting me to the bathroom and watching me washing myself in the kitchen sink. He could easily order me to pull it together and stop acting like a child, but I think he knows, as well as I do, that something in me might snap for good if he forced me into the tub.

Eventually, he does start pushing me, although gently.

“I want to take you into the water,” he says one evening, crouching in front of me like I’m a frightened child.

I pull my legs up in front of me, hugging them tightly as I shake my head.

“Come,” he insists, getting up and holding out his hand to me.

I let my eyes roam up over him. He’s danger incarnate. Massive and bulky, eyes crackling with cold detachment. But somewhere deep in the cold, I find a sliver of care that, against all rationality, stirs my trust and makes me place my hand in his massive one.

He leads me through the apartment and stops in front of the open bathroom door, probably predicting my reaction.

The moment I see that the tub is full of water, I jerk back, but Janos has stepped behind me, blocking my retreat.

“One step at a time,” he says, cradling my trembling body in his strong embrace.

I grab onto his thick arm as I stare at the foreboding water. “Do you promise?”

“Yes,” he says with unwavering certainty.

“Do you mean it?”

“I’d never make a promise I can’t keep.”

Those words seem to sum up the gist of our twisted relationship perfectly. Janos has never promised to release me from the pain or alleviate the darkness. He’s never claimed to be a good man with good intentions. Nor has he ever lied to me or given me false hopes. So I know his promise to protect me at this very moment is as true as if he promised more darkness would come.

Steeling myself with a deep breath, I nod. “Okay.”

He leads me over the threshold, keeping his arms around me as he leads me forward. We make it four steps before I whip around and press myself into him as I clutch the fabric of his T-shirt with both hands. So much for that bravery.

He pushes forward another two steps so he can lean forward and dip his hand in the water. When he runs the same hand along my naked waist, I suck in a sharp breath.

“It’s just water. Hot water,” he says. “Close your eyes and feel it.”

Pressing myself into him, I try not to panic as he repeats the gesture. I expect an icy sensation to seep into my skin when his wet hand slides over my spine, but there’s no cold. The water is warm. And so is Janos. His hand, his body, and even his soothing voice.

“Try for yourself.” He slowly turns me to face the water, and when I shake my head vigorously, he bands an arm around my stomach, pressing me close to him. Leaning down to my ear, he says with a potent promise, “I won’t let you fall.”

Heaving a deep breath, I lean over his arm. His unwavering strength lends me the courage to dip my hand into the water—so quickly I only get the tips of my fingers wet.

“That’s it. Good girl. One more time.”

I repeat with a less panicked haste as he strokes my back with his free hand. This time, I get my whole hand wet, and a tiny smile forms on my lips. The water feels good.

Next, my whole arm goes in, then my foot, and finally we’re in the tub, the water reaching my knees.

“I can’t do this,” I say as my lungs heave for air without getting any. I try to pull away from Janos to bolt out of the tub, but he holds me in place. “Let me go!”

“Stay here,” he urges, wrapping both arms around me.

“No, I can’t.” I shove at his massive arms, and when they remain banded around me, I try to climb his body like I’m a monkey in a tree. He’s tall enough for me to escape the water, but my feet are slippery, my body weak, and my legs fall back in. My feet have barely broken the surface before Janos grabs my thighs and hoists me up. But it’s too late. I’m already crying, clinging to his neck as the water seems to reach up for me.

“I’ve got you,” he assures, tightening his grip. “Your feet won’t touch the water until you’re ready. Just breathe.”

I drag in large gulps of air between sobs, and my chest keeps shaking as panic and grief tear through me. It goes on and on, but Janos remains strong and stable, holding me like he promised until I can finally manage long and even breaths.

“Are you ready to dip your feet back in?”

I nod, sniffling beside his ear, before I lean my head back to face him. His eyes hold a promise of safety that I can’t resist, so I nod.

I let him lower my feet back in, and I can’t help but marvel at his strength. It’s controlled to the tiniest movement as he slowly bends his knees until my feet break the surface, and there he holds me for several minutes without breathing a single labored breath.

His strength grants me the courage I need, and I finally relax my feet and let them plop into the water to stand on my own.

“Good girl,” he says, tone warm and full of pride.

Those two words are the final push I need. Releasing my strained grip on his arms, I gaze up at him. My heart races and my pulse hammers, but when his lips lift into a smile and the corners of his eyes crinkle with that rare expression, a smile unfolds on my own lips. Janos keeps his arms under my elbows, ready to catch me. We stand like that for a full minute until I slam my hands back onto him, feeling like I’ve just experienced the craziest adrenaline kick of my life.

“That’s my girl.” He wraps me in his arms as he kisses my hair, encompassing me in a blanket of safety—until his next words break it. “Now we’re going to sit in the water.”

The whole ordeal starts over. The crying, the begging, the clinging. But with endless reassurances and steady grips, he finally gets me there, and I beam with pride as I watch him sitting there in front of me with something like admiration glimmering in his eyes.

“You’re doing so well, Rebecca.” His smile widens, but only for a second. His features take on a grave expression as he says, “I want you all the way in now.”

I dart up, about to flee the tub, but Janos grabs me, pulling me back down.

“No, no, no, no. Not that. Janos, please, not that,” I beg, crying into his shoulder anew.

“Easy now, I’ll be right here with you,” he reassures, holding me in his lap in the water. “You need to feel that the water isn’t dangerous.” He holds me out to look at me. “It’s always something else that causes the danger: People, storms, waves, strong currents. Cold. Never the water itself.”

I stare down at the water. It neither looks nor feels dangerous. “Are you dangerous?” My gaze darts up to the gray eyes in front of me. I find the answer there before Janos confirms with a single word.

“Yes.” There’s no hesitance. No apology. He’s the most dangerous man I’ve ever encountered. But his words are full of sincerity as he adds, “But right now, I’m keeping you safe.”

Janos ends up getting me all the way in, lying under the water several times. At one point, I even manage to dive down on my own without clutching his hands. Only for a second, though. I’m beaming with pride when I come back up and see the same pride reflected in the crinkles around his eyes.

“No more today,” he says, taking my hands as he stares into my eyes with an intimacy that has my heart beating faster—this time because of something beyond panic. “We’ll just sit here for a while.”

The air becomes fraught with something unspoken—an emotion neither of us dares put words to. He keeps watching me like he wants to say something, and when I can’t take the tension anymore, I break the silence.

“Do you always do this for Gabor’s girls?”

“Do what?”

“This.” I stare off into the room, too vulnerable to face him. “Help them overcome their fear of water.”

“No.”

I turn back to him and blurt another question, unable to stop myself. “Do you always feed them?”

“No.”

“Do you always watch over them while they sleep?”

Janos’s expression darkens with latent emotion as he gives me another monosyllabic answer. “No.”

I know I should probably stop, but I can’t. I need answers. “Do you draw circles on their backs when Gabor uses them?” My voice cracks as I add the next words, “To comfort them.”

Janos’s jaw tenses like it’s as hard for him to admit that I’m more than a job as it’s hard for me to believe it. He’s quiet for a while, and I think this is more than he’ll be able to admit to, but finally he does. “No.”

My heart skips a beat, and reckless as I am, I let his answer drive me into more questions. Questions that require more than a single syllable for an answer.

With my pulse pounding in my neck, I let out the question I’ve searched for an explanation for since the first night Janos broke into my apartment and gave me to Gabor. “Why did you suddenly become protective over me on the first night?”

He was as cold and detached as the other henchman when he pulled me out from under the bed and stripped my clothes off. But suddenly, everything shifted and his touch became slow and careful. Protective. At the time, I didn’t dare believe that it was more than a change of mood—coincidence. I didn’t dare believe that this dangerous man might hold more than pure brutality. But slowly, I realized there’s so much more to Janos behind the hard surface.

He presses his hand to my chest in a shockingly intimate gesture and lets his eyes fall to it as he trails it down between my breasts, over my sternum, and into the water to continue down to my thigh. There, he lets it rest as he moves his gaze back up to find mine. “There was something in your eyes. Something vulnerable and innocent that called upon something in me. The other girls are always pure hatred and fear. But not you.” He lifts his hand out of the water to splay it over my cheek in a tender gesture that has me gulping down a growing knot of emotion. “You begged me to protect you even though I was hurting you.” He moves his thumb over my skin as his eyes soften into a shockingly loving expression. “So I did.”

Neither of us say more for a long time. I don’t know how to respond to his startling honesty, so I just sit there and let him wash me, then lift me out of the water, dry me off, and take me to bed.

He lies down behind me, caressing my stomach as the darkness envelops us, coaxing us to sleep. But neither of us is ready to let go of this intimacy, and too many questions are still swirling in my mind.

I decide to take this opportunity to get some answers, hoping to God it won’t push him away.

“How long have you worked for Gabor?” I ask.

As always, it takes a little while before he answers. “Since I was fourteen,” he says, continuing the soothing circles on my stomach. “I had just rerouted one of his shipments and taken the whole stash for myself. Gabor was furious. No one had ever duped him over the way I had, and he was pissed. He came to kill me and take back what belonged to him, but his shipment was already long gone. I would have been the same if it hadn’t been for the knife in my gut.”

“You’d been stabbed?” I say on a gasp.

“Yeah, my best friend had fucked me over and taken the stash himself. Karma’s a bitch, I guess. Anyway, Gabor was impressed when he found out that it was a kid who had tricked him. He saw potential and took me in. Taught me everything he knows. And Gabor taught me the value of revenge as we tracked down the guy who had betrayed me. He became my first kill.”

“And you became the one in charge of handling his girls?”

“Yeah, that too.”

“What else?”

“Dealing out revenge. Finding new business partners. Handling various deals...”

“Weapons?”

“Among other things.”

When I realize I’m not getting anywhere with this line of questioning, I move on.

“Have you ever thought about changing your... line of work?”

I feel him shake his head behind me. “Why would I? I do what I’m good at, make good money, and have men who aren’t so desperate they’d stab me in the back at the next best opportunity.”

I don’t know what to say. Was I hoping that he, deep down, doesn’t want to live in a world where women are objects to be used and abused? That maybe he’s willing to leave it all behind to save me—even after he had made it crystal clear just a few days ago that he’ll never be my hero? Maybe I was. Because everything seems so bleak that I cling to any glimmer of hope I can find, even knowing it’s only a fleeting flash in my mind’s eye that will never manifest in reality.


CHAPTER 29

“In My Time of Need”

by Opeth

Rebecca

My fear of water doesn’t magically disappear after Janos helped me into the tub, but it does improve. I no longer behave like a frightened animal on the boat, but I also don’t seek out the water. When András comes during my breaks, I’m sitting inside and eating like everyone else—as far from the windows as possible.

Even though I’m no longer outright pale and quivering, he keeps giving me worried looks and asking how I’m doing. To be honest, I’m not doing well. Gabor’s drowning game has left its mark on me. I constantly feel like I’m on the verge of a breakdown. It helps to be near Janos. With him close, I can almost forget the pounding fear and horrifying images for long stretches of time.

I don’t get why it’s not the other way around and his presence doesn’t trigger me—he was there, after all—but my world is upside down like that in so many ways.

My lunch breaks with András help as well. It feels good to be with a normal person and have normal conversations. András easily makes me laugh, and a little laughter or a few smiles makes everything feel better—if only for a little while.

But as he starts pressing for more information about my life outside work, it gets harder to be around him. On the one hand, I’m deeply grateful for having another person genuinely caring about my well-being, but on the other hand, it’s hard to constantly have to come up with fake explanations and talk around it.

One day, he stops by in the evening when we’re all getting ready to leave for the day. “Will you have a cup of tea with me, Rebecca?” he asks as I’m about to put on my coat.

I give him a hesitant look because we’ve never spent time together outside of work. Part of me is afraid he means this as more than a friendly cup of tea, and the idea of being alone with any man at all makes me uneasy.

But most of all, I’m worried Janos wouldn’t like it. While he’s never directly forbidden me from seeing other people, this feels like something I should ask permission for. But I don’t even have his number, so I can’t send him a text and let him know I’ll be home late.

Despite all these worries, I agree. If it won’t take too long, I should be fine in regard to Janos. And even though I’ve grown overly cautious around men, I know András well enough to have a sense of trust in him—at least for a cup of tea.

András retrieves mugs, tea, and hot water and sets it all on a table by the windows. I cast an anxious look out the window and gulp. It’s too close to the water, but if I suggest another table, he’ll know something is wrong. Already on day one, he noticed that I love—or loved—water. So I end up taking a seat across from him.

The moment I settle in the chair, I feel the weight of the water right next to me, hovering and threatening to drag me down—creep into my lungs and snuff out my breath.

I wring my hands in my lap as I try to keep my breathing level, but my eyes keep flitting to the water outside like it’s a dangerous animal that could attack at any moment. I jump at the feeling of a hand on my shoulder. When I look up, I find András standing beside me with a worried expression edged between his brows.

“Come”—he gestures to a table in the middle of the room that already has mugs and tea—“let’s go sit over there.”

I stare back and forth between the new table and the now empty one I’m sitting at. How did I not notice him move the things?

He takes my jacket from the back of my chair, and I let him lead me to the new table with a hand on my back. I don’t know if he likes me as more than a friend, but if he does, it’s clearly not what this is about. He could easily take advantage of my fragile state, but he’s only acting caring and concerned, which makes me feel safe.

Everything moves slowly and sluggishly. I have to concentrate just to sit down on the chair he pulls out for me, and when he takes the one next to me and says something, I have to ask him to repeat.

“What’s wrong, Rebecca?” he says with a directness unlike his usual careful probing.

“Nothing.”

I watch as he opens the tea box and takes out a couple of bags. He dumps a bag of mint tea—my favorite—in one mug and a black one in the other. Grabbing the handle on the kettle, he looks up at me. “It’s clear that something’s wrong. Usually, you’re eager to get close to the water, but now you won’t even set foot outside, and you can’t even sit by the window.” He lifts the kettle to fill the two mugs, casting worried glances at me as he goes.

“Sorry,” I mumble, unable to come up with something better to say.

“You don’t need to apologize, but I want to know what’s wrong. Is it your boyfriend?” When I don’t answer, he continues. “Is he hurting you?”

“My boyfriend?” I finally reply with a frown.

András lifts a surprised eyebrow, looking as confused as I feel. “The man who called and...” He hesitates as if contemplating how to phrase it. “He spoke highly of you for the job.”

Suddenly, the pieces fall into place, and one plus one equals two again. Of course, he’s talking about Janos—who must have called to “convince” András to give me the job. I want to ask what exactly Janos said, but I’m not sure I want to know. And another question suddenly presses more.

“Was that the reason I got the job?”

András heaves a heavy sigh. “It was between you and another girl. She was fluent in both Hungarian, German, and English, and had a lot of waitress experience, so the choice fell in her favor. But then your boyfriend called... if that’s what he is?”

I swallow hard as a well of emotions tightens my throat. “He’s not my boyfriend.” Far from it.

“Then who is he?”

With downcast eyes, I shake my head and watch my hands clinging to each other on the table.

András reaches out and separates them to take them both in his own. He draws a deep breath as if he’s about to tell me something difficult. “My sister got involved with a mafia boss a few years ago. The guy appeared charming and ordinary at first, but by the time she discovered his mafia ties, it was already too late.”

Terror must be written all over my face because András reassures, “Don’t worry, she’s still alive. She lives here in Budapest with her husband and their two children and works as a nurse now.” His eyes light up with pride, but his expression tightens again as he continues. “When she finally found out, she was in so deep she couldn’t just walk away, and he refused to let her go. Fortunately, our uncle is a supreme court judge and knows the right people. But it was a damn dirty job to get her out of it—bribing mafia bosses and high-ranking politicians. That kind of thing. The system is rotten, through and through.”

He goes quiet for a moment before continuing. “The reason I’m telling you this is that it seems you might also be involved with some bad people, and I want to help you. And maybe more importantly, I can help you.”

He watches me like he desperately hopes I’ll open up to him. For a moment, I’m tempted to do just that, but then I remember who Gabor is—not just a mafia boss. He’s one of the highest-ranking politicians in Hungary and probably one of the most corrupt individuals in this whole damn nation. It’s widely known—or at least widely suspected—that the Prime Minister and his closest allies, including Gabor, skim off everything and engage in criminal activities on the side. They’re practically untouchable since they have everyone in their pockets and enough cash to bribe their way through the corrupt system.

Knowing who to bribe and having the right connections won’t help here, and I can’t risk anything happening to my sister’s family. So I end up just sitting there, staring at his hands holding mine as tears trail down my cheeks. Eventually, I can’t take it anymore—not the helplessness, not his care that I can’t accept.

I abruptly stand. “I have to go now. Thanks for the tea.” I grab my coat and leave the boat in a hurry with András calling out after me.


CHAPTER 30

“Vore”

by Sleep Token

Janos

“I have to be out of the country on urgent business for the next week and a half. I want to bring Rebecca,” Gabor says.

I clench the phone in my hand and squeeze my eyes shut as I gather my modicum. It’s getting harder these days with Gabor getting more brutal and my dick aching more with each day I can’t have her. But I manage to keep my voice calm, my question rational. “Where are you going?”

“Germany.”

I break into a laugh that dissolves the coiling tension in my gut with a burst of relief. “Germany? Are you kidding me? You want to bring a traumatized girl into a country that values human rights as high as the country she came from and is right next to Denmark?”

“She’ll stay quiet. There’s not been a peep from her since the roses.”

“Yeah, because she’s stuck here with nothing to give her hope. She knows she can’t get out and has experienced first-hand that the police aren’t gonna help her. As soon as you take her into that country, she’s gonna start remembering where she came from, their humanitarian laws, and the lack of corruption.”

“We’ll just have someone snap some new pictures of her niece to remind her of her position. Keep her locked up or something.”

Fuck, he’s really obsessed with Rebecca in a way I haven’t seen before, and my stomach churns with the realization. Because that only means one of two things. He’s gonna want to keep her for long—to himself—or he’ll break her that much more brutally.

I shove the thought out of my mind. I have to save that problem for another time. Right now, there’s a more pressing one I need to take care of. Because there’s no way in fucking hell I’m gonna let him bring her to Germany. Though I’m not sure if it’s more because I’m afraid of losing her or because I’m afraid he’ll do something stupid.

There’s that unwanted fear again, but this time, I can’t shut it down or ignore it. I’m not even sure I can keep it from clouding my mind anymore. But I still have enough sanity to realize that raging and growling like I want to will only make matters worse, so I keep my voice steady and cool.

“Those pictures are not gonna help when she’s so close to home. Desperation and hope make people do stupid shit. Just like you’re about to right now. Except you’re not desperate. You’re just thinking with the wrong head.”

“Fuck you, Janos. I’m bringing her whether you like it or not.”

I roll my eyes, knowing this is him throwing a fit. He needs to show that he has the upper hand, but in the end, he’ll listen. Once whatever obsessive urge that controls him right now wanes a bit, he’ll see that I’m right. Without a doubt. This is why he has me working with his toys in the first place. So I explain the situation to him calmly and enunciate my words clearly to make sure he understands every single fucking one of them.

“First off, if you bring Rebecca so close to her home, those pictures aren’t gonna do shit. She’ll get too desperate and focused on escaping to think straight. Second, if you fuck up, which I have a feeling you’re very close to doing with this girl, you’ll risk your whole business. You’ll have a national incident on your hands if someone finds her bleeding out in a hotel room. Or even just chained up and crying.”

Everything inside me clenches painfully at the mental image of Rebecca bleeding out in a hotel room. Or bleeding out in her bed here.

Gabor’s voice fades from my attention as the need to check that she’s okay itches in my fingers. Knowing he’s just trying to come up with solutions to something that he’s not going to do in the end, I put the phone on speaker and listen with half an ear as I tap into the video feed of the security cameras on the boat.

Hacking into the cameras on the cruise boat was as easy as stealing candy from a kid. Hating the idea of Rebecca working in such an unsafe place, I almost called her boss to have her fired on her first day. But then she appeared on the video and I saw her pretty smile unfold over her delicate features as she kept glancing out at the water. I just couldn’t take that from her. So I had someone with more hacker expertise upgrade the system and stationed a man close to the boat to keep an eye out. I have no idea who would want to harm Rebecca, but Gabor has many enemies, and I’m not about to risk anything with this girl.

It takes a moment for the video to load, and what I see on the screen as the video comes on has my blood boiling.

Right there, in the middle of the picture, sits Rebecca and her boss, holding hands.

He’s fucking holding her hands.

“I’ve got to go, problems with a shipment,” I lie, interrupting Gabor. His growl tells me he doesn’t like me cutting off our conversation like this. But he’ll get over it. To drive my point home, I add in a firm voice, “And the girl stays in Budapest.”

With that, I hang up. If Gabor has any goddamned sense left, he’ll listen. If not… That will have to be a problem for me to deal with later. Right now, I need to deal with this fucking shit.

I hate that this is what it has come to, lying to Gabor and sneaking around. Guilt overrides the jealousy boiling in my gut for a moment as I remember how Gabor found me more than fifteen years ago. Bleeding out in the street, having stolen from him.

Instead of digging the knife even deeper and getting his revenge, he took me in. He made me into his new little project, taught me everything he knows, and basically made me a smaller—or rather bigger over the years—version of himself.

He didn’t just save my life. He made me into something—someone—who I’d never have become without him. If had somehow miraculously survived the stabbing wound in my gut without him, I would have spent the rest of my life on the dirty streets, dealing drugs and stealing from men much bigger than me until the lifestyle caught up to me and someone else shoved a knife into my gut.

Working for Gabor was much cleaner, more safe, and a hundred times more prolific. He was the son of a notorious officer who had made a fortune selling weapons when the Soviet Union collapsed. Gabor had taken over that business and was expanding into other areas while working his way up in the political system. He was quickly taking over the whole criminal underground in Budapest and becoming untouchable.

“If you ever fuck with my business again, I’ll end you.” That’s the first thing he said to me when I had recovered enough from the stabbing wound to force myself out of bed and face him standing up straight.

That promise still holds true. But Rebecca isn’t business. She’s entertainment. And as much as Gabor enjoys his toys, business always comes first. He would never jeopardize the empire he’s built because of some girl. At least, that’s how he feels at the end of the day, but when he’s in the clutches of his sadistic lust, he’s impulsive and rash—out of control. That’s why I’m here when he lets the beast loose. To make sure he doesn’t let it too much loose.

That doesn’t change the fact that I feel like shit for going against him. Because he’s not just my boss or my mentor. He’s the only person in this world I’ve ever felt connected to in any real way.

Until Rebecca.

The girl who is right now with another man. Letting him hold her fucking hands.

Everything inside me itches to run down there and snap his neck. But it wouldn’t be a smart kill with his uncle being a supreme court judge. It would be like Gabor taking Rebecca to Germany. Impulsive and stupid. And Gabor has taught me better than that.

But it just might be worth it.

I tap my fist against the table as I consider going down there. Maybe I’ll snap his neck, or maybe I’ll just haul Rebecca out of there if I can get this raging urge to kill under control before I get there. I could just have the guard, who’s still in place, do it this very moment, but the thought of any other man’s hands on her in any way has me itching to throw the table across the room.

Just as I’m about to get up, Rebecca does the same.

As I change to another camera to see her rush out of there, I realize her boss is not the one I’m the most mad at. It’s her—for letting another man touch her.


CHAPTER 31

“Take This Life”

by In Flames

Rebecca

Janos is in the apartment, as expected, when I get home. But he’s not his usual stoic self. The moment I step through the door, he comes storming out of the living room with fury burning in his eyes. I’m barely inside before he slams the door shut and shoves me up against it. Smacking his hands into the wood on either side of my face, he cages me in and leans down and sneers into my face, “Are you fucking your boss?”

I shake my head as I stare up at him with shock. “What? No!”

He pulls his phone from his pocket and shoves it into my face. “Then what the hell is this?”

My eyes go wide as I watch a video of András sitting close to me, holding my hands. “Are you following me?”

Janos huffs. “It’s ridiculous how easy it is to hack into a surveillance camera.”

I notice the angle in the picture. It’s taken from a corner in the ceiling—where a camera would be placed. Gulping past the lump in my throat, I shake my head, unable to find the words.

“Have you fucked him?” Janos slams his hand into the door, making me jump. “Huh?”

I’m not sure what it is, but something inside me snaps. “He was just being nice to me,” I snarl up at him, unheeding his flaring nostrils and threatening eyes. “He’s the only person in the world who shows any real care for me.”

He flinches like he wants to say he does, but he knows real care would exclude all the abuse he exposes me to, so he ignores my words. “Where else has he touched you?” he demands.

Dormant anger bursts up with a fire I can’t control, and tears stream down my cheeks as I shove at his chest. “You don’t have the right to be jealous.”

His hand shoots to my neck, wrapping around it in a tight hold as he leans so close I can feel his breath puffing against my lips. “Are you fucking him?” Pressing his body into mine, he growls, “Tell me!”

Either I’m incredibly reckless or I trust him—which would make me the first, anyway—because I spit my next words with vehemence. “I’m Gabor’s little whore. Not yours.”

He draws back like I’ve just slapped him. It’s no more than an inch, but for Janos, the small movement says everything. His eyes flicker back and forth between mine as the air rushes in and out of his nostrils.

I take the opportunity to deliver my next blow. “And when you’re a little whore, it’s all about getting as much dick as you can, right?”

In the blink of an eye, Janos has me on the floor beneath him and is ripping off my clothes. I flail, throwing up my hands to stop him, but as usual, I don’t stand a chance in hell against this beast of a man. Fabric tears as he rips my shirt open, and then he drags my pants down with a force that burns against my skin, freeing my pussy in a matter of seconds.

I put more strength into my struggles when he positions his hard length against my opening. “No, Janos. Stop,” I beg, panic drowning out my anger.

He doesn’t listen. He slams straight into me, making me buck off the floor as raw pain tears through my pelvis.

“Stop it,” I cry. “You’re hurting me.”

I shove at his chest, but he simply grabs my arms and slams them into the floor. “Good,” he growls into my face as he repeats the motion.

Leaning his head into mine, he sneers, “If the little whore wants cock, she shall get it.”

I scream and whip my head back and forth, refusing to look at him. But not even this reprieve do I get. Gathering my wrists in one hand above my head, Janos fists my hair, forcing my head in place. My eyes fall into the trap of his forceful gaze. He watches me like I’m the only thing in the world that matters, and my screams die out. Soft sobs take their place, mingling with the sounds of flesh hitting flesh as I stare up at him. Suddenly, I don’t need the anger anymore.

I just need him.

Straining against his grip in my hair, I try to lean up against his chest. “Please,” I whimper as I try to reach for him with my trapped hands. “Please hold me.”

Surprise flickers across his features, and his eyes soften. Releasing my hair, he cradles the back of my head against his chest. He keeps up the punishing thrusts as he holds me there, brutal yet gentle. It’s a dangerous concoction that hurls me straight toward an earth-shattering orgasm. I come apart in his arms, still weeping as I jerk and spasm through my climax.

Janos keeps pounding and groaning even after the ripples of my orgasm die down. The tension in his arms tells me he’s holding back—prolonging the pleasure. I want to say something, tell him how badly I need him. But I don’t dare to. It wouldn’t change a thing. Hearing the hopelessness in the words would only escalate the pain.

But Janos does that for me when he suddenly pulls out of me and grabs my chin, saying the words that shatter my world. “I do care about you, Rebecca. You’re the only fucking woman I’ve ever cared about, and I can’t stand the idea of another man touching you.”

Before I can respond, he flips me onto my stomach, pulls my ass cheeks apart, and spits onto my narrow opening. Every word and thought I ever had dies as he pushes into me, past the tight ring of muscle, invading me in the most dirty, humiliating, and intimate way he ever could. Even the painful onslaught of emotions that’s about to crash over me draws back, and I’m reduced to moans and screams as he fucks me in the ass.

Within seconds, he reaches the cusp of orgasm, and so do I. “You’re my little whore,” he sneers against my ear, and those words throw us both over the edge.

***

We both collapse, panting hard. Janos supports most of his weight on his elbows as his head hangs on my shoulder while we both come down from the high. But even as our breaths settle, neither of us moves. We both know the smallest movement would break the spell and make the world come crashing down.

I’m completely encased by him. His hands hold my arms close to my sides, and my legs are pressed together between his strong ones. I feel utterly small—like a tiny human in the claws of a supernatural warrior. But no matter how easily he could snap my neck or crush me with his weight, I feel safe.

This is where I belong. We both know it, and we both know there’s no way for me to stay here.

All too soon, Janos gets up and starts pacing the hall. The air becomes fraught with his frustration, and I sit up to hug my knees in front of me.

Janos just did the one thing he’s not supposed to do. He fucked Gabor’s whore. Janos has never outright said he can’t fuck me, but the boundary is glaringly clear—all those times I’ve felt his cock swell when he held me and all the times he drove me to the brink of orgasm and left in frustration. But most of all, it’s what happened after the kiss that bears testament to the severity of this transgression.

We’ve never talked about it, but suddenly I need to know—I need to know if I’m right.

“Why did you”—I look up and meet his eyes, feeling achingly vulnerable as I finish the question—“disappear after the kiss?”

Janos stops dead in his tracks. “Because this couldn’t happen.” A world of emotion flickers across his face as he watches me for a frozen moment—it’s pain, regret, fear, and lust. It’s everything he’s never said and probably never will say. Janos is caught in Gabor’s sick game too. He might not be a victim, but he has as little way out as I do.

I gulp and say in a hoarse whisper, “What will happen if he finds out?”

He starts pacing again as he drags his hands through his hair. “He won’t.”

I bury my head against my knees, knowing the right answer might very well involve someone dying. I don’t think Gabor would kill Janos—he seems to hold him in high esteem. But he’d surely kill me. Or have Janos do it.

Would he do it if Gabor told him to? I have no idea how far Janos’s loyalty reaches, but I have a feeling it runs deep.

“Fuck!” The sound of splintering wood pulls me out of my thoughts. When I look up, I find Janos’s hand bleeding and a large dent in the bathroom door.

I wish I could make it all better for him, but there’s nothing I can say or do that will change this hopeless situation. There’s only one thing I can do—the same thing he’s done for me countless times.

Crawling across the floor, I kneel beside him and lean into him. I can’t take away his pain, but I can ease it by being there for him.

Janos tenses and I think he’s going to push me away, but then his fingertips touch my hair, and his palm slowly settles on top of my head. I wrap my arms around his legs, and in turn, he starts stroking me. Gradually, his hard breaths settle into a steady rhythm, and the tension drains from his muscles.

“This can’t happen again,” he says, voice thick with regret.

“I know,” I say, squeezing him tighter. “I know.”


CHAPTER 32

“Last Resort”

by Falling in Reverse

Rebecca

Things become strange between Janos and me after the episode in the hall. After the incident with the bathtub, we started talking more, but now it’s down to zero. Our physical contact, on the other hand, seems to say everything we can’t express through words. He’ll often take me in his lap and simply sit with me for a long time, and now he sleeps in bed with me every night.

But outside these moments of tender closeness, his way of handling me has become firmer and stricter. Not in the mechanical, cool way of the first night, though. Rather, it’s like he’s trying to hold on to me, afraid I’ll slip away. It makes me feel safe as much as it scares me. Safe because I know I mean something to him; terrified because it seems we’re both trying to hold on to something that’s slipping through our fingers.

As if the end is near.

There’s no going back after what happened, but we also can’t move forward. We can’t risk Gabor finding out because that might well mean the end for both of us. So now we’re stuck in this strange limbo, waiting for everything to go up in flames or crumble around our feet.

I’m scared every time Janos leaves the apartment. Scared he won’t come back. Scared he’ll decide it’s time to end things for good.

My anxiety hits the roof one night when he keeps casting me worried looks. All my alarm bells go off, and when he grabs my chin after dinner and levels me with an almost fretful expression, I know something is terribly wrong. His free hand comes up to brush my cheek while the other tightens to the point of pain. Like every other day, he doesn’t say a word.

I want to grab him and beg him to stay, fall to my knees and cling to his leg like the helpless animal I am. But I remain frozen in place, my chest clenching the air from my lungs as he gets up and walks away.

Despite everything I’ve been through, I’ve never felt as helpless as I do at this very moment. I just sit there, staring after him as his long strides take him away from me and he disappears out of the room and out of the apartment.

I’m certain this is the last time I’ll see him. The next time two suit-clad men come at night, Janos won’t be one of them. A new cold and mechanical man will grab me, take off my clothes, and hold me down while I’m raped.

It’ll be like having to go through the first awful nights all over again, only worse, because there won’t be the slightest trace of comfort to be found. And Janos won’t be there.

Pain claws at my insides like it’s trying to rip me apart. I can’t take it. I have to do something. Anything. Take back control.

Suddenly, I find myself in the kitchen, staring at the sharp knives in the top drawer. There’s only one way left to take control, and I desperately want to grab it. I can’t allow them to drag me through the horrible violation of another man abusing me again. There’ll be nothing left of me.

With a trembling hand, I pick up the largest knife and run my fingers over the edge. It’s as sharp as broken glass. It could break my skin at the slightest pressure.

With the back of the knife, I push up my left sleeve and stare at the blue veins that are easily visible beneath the fair skin on my narrow wrist. Carefully, I position the sharp edge over those veins.

One slice is all it takes. I would bleed out within minutes. End it all and escape this living hell.

I apply a little pressure and feel the outer layers of skin break. There’s no blood, so I pull slightly. I inhale sharply as my skin stings and deep red drops emerge around the knife.

One slice.

I squeeze my eyes shut and try to will myself to do it. But I can’t manage more than a little more pressure. Not enough to reach the artery. When I open my eyes, only a single stripe of blood runs down my arm.

I throw the knife away, making it jump across the floor with a metallic clatter. Sinking down against the cabinets, I break into miserable tears and bury my head in my hands. I hate myself for being this weak. All it takes is a single tug of my hand; the knife would do the rest—or lean a little farther out over the railing on the bridge, lose my balance, and then the water would take care of the rest. But I can’t even bring myself to do these simple things. I’m too weak to seize the last sliver of control within my grasp.

Instead, I leave myself at the mercy of strangers, who will slowly and painfully destroy me.


CHAPTER 33

“L’Enfant Sauvage”

by Gojira

Rebecca

I startle awake at the sound of a door. With heavy eyes, I squint against the light and realize that I’m curled up on the kitchen floor. Exhaustion must have knocked me out. But even though I’ve clearly slept, I don’t feel any better.

With some effort, I push up and lean against the kitchen cabinets. I glance at the knife a few feet away. It would be so easy to reach for it and stab the first person who comes in here. Who knows, maybe the new guy is as slow as the lanky one, and with a bit of luck, I could hit him right in the stomach. After all, I have the element of surprise on my side.

But I can’t bring myself to do it. I just sit here, curled up and staring at the shiny steel while tears fill my already swollen eyes.

Footsteps approach. The carpet in the living room muffles the hard soles, and when they click over hardwood again, I look up and see a suit-clad man stop in the door opening, towering above me. I can’t make out more than the shape through the veil of tears, and I’m not sure I care to. Still, I wipe my eyes several times until my vision clears up.

When I look up again, my heart stops.

The man above me is neither thin nor lanky, weak nor slow. He’s strong and powerful. Tall and majestic. A warrior that can’t be conquered. No matter how much luck is on my side, I’d never be able to stab a knife into him—I wouldn’t even manage a nick before he had wrestled the weapon out of my hands and caught me in devastatingly strong arms.

I stare into steel-gray eyes, and even though I know why he’s here, I feel no fear or anger. Only relief.

Horror unfolds over Janos’s features as his eyes shoot back and forth between the knife and me, then down at the streak of dried blood on my arm. We’re frozen in a shared moment of fear—fear that bounces back and forth, rubs off, and multiplies on itself.

But then he shuts down. His gaze turns distant and cold—even more than usual. Something’s wrong. He’s not looking at me directly like he usually does, and his expression is professional and detached. I’m just a job again. Something that needs to be taken care of. At least, that’s how it looks, and I have to remind myself there’s more behind his cold façade.

With a tight grip on my arm, he hauls me from the floor and proceeds to strip my clothes off. There’s none of his usual gentle patience. No care or contact. But he’s not as mechanical as he was on that first night either. It’s somewhere in between, like he’s trying to be indifferent but not quite succeeding.

Getting me naked is quick and easy work because I willingly lift my arms for him to pull off my blouse and lift my legs to step out of my pants. I can’t bring myself to resist. He can do whatever he wants to me—ask me to do anything—and I’ll do it just because he wants it. I’m done fighting this intense need to submit to him, even if it becomes my downfall.

When I stand naked in front of him, he grabs me by the arm and hauls me through the apartment, into the bedroom where the lanky man stands waiting in the corner. My eyes fall to the pile of sheets and pillows on the floor next to him, and horror speeds up my breath when I see the plastic cover that has replaced them on the bed.

Fear poisons my blood, causing my pulse to skyrocket and pound in my veins. My eyes dart up to Janos in the hope of finding some help—or at least reassurance. But he doesn’t even glance at me. He just pushes me onto the mattress and places me flat on my back, then steps out of my line of sight.

I don’t move to catch sight of him. I just stare up at the ceiling as I hear him rummage in a bag. My entire body trembles as I lie there on the naked plastic surface, trying not to guess at what horror will befall me tonight.

Janos returns with a first aid kit and straddles me. My eyes frantically search his—not to beg him to stop whatever he’s doing, but to stay with me. But he remains focused on the task at hand. He takes out a bottle of alcohol, sterile wipes, and latex gloves that he puts on both hands. Then he proceeds to disinfect every inch of my upper body—even my neck.

The alcohol stings in my nostrils, and the cool liquid intensifies the trembles in my body. Coldness wraps around me and bites into my bones when Janos leaves me. He takes a waiting position at the side, becoming as passive as the man at the other end of the room.

Every now and then, I turn my head, hoping to make contact with Janos, but his stiff stare straight ahead remains unwavering.

At long last, the sound of the front door breaks the harrowing silence, followed by the firm clicks of footsteps.

“I’ve been looking forward to this all week,” Gabor exclaims, rubbing his hands together as he steps up to the foot of the bed and watches me.

Breaking from his statuesque pose, Janos retrieves two new pairs of gloves, handing one to Gabor and taking the other for himself. Then he climbs onto the bed, kneeling beside me, and pours copious amounts of alcohol over a switchblade.

I stare in horror at the blade and flinch every time a cool drop of liquid splashes onto me.

My entire system is on edge when Gabor climbs up to sit astride me, and when Janos hands him the knife, I lose all restraint, grabbing for Janos in a pitiful attempt at seeking help. Of course, he doesn’t grant me any. He’s at work now, and his job is to keep me in place—not to comfort me. He just grabs my hands and pins them to the mattress above my head.

But despite his apparent detachment, I notice the tension in his jaw. It’s barely there, and I don’t think Gabor notices—he’s too preoccupied with his own project. But I’ve spent long enough time studying this man to notice the little things.

He doesn’t like whatever game Gabor has planned for me tonight, and seeing his reaction scares me even more than the knife. Janos is a master at hiding his reactions, and him not being able to do so means things are about to get very ugly.

But knowing he cares enough to be concerned is a reassurance in and of itself, and I cling to that notion, but it’s like clinging to slippery ice that’s melting through my fingers when he denies me any and all contact.

I pull in a sharp breath when Gabor presses the flat side of the blade to my belly, and I pray to God he only plans on scaring me. But I already know that’s not the case. When he turns it ninety degrees, I feel how sharp it is. This is a blade meant to cut—just like the one I held to my wrist earlier this evening.

How ironic. I couldn’t cut myself, so now Gabor does it for me.

I hold my breath, pulling my stomach in to keep the knife from sinking into my skin. It takes every modicum of self-control to not stare at the knife and descend into panic. I won’t give Gabor the satisfaction of my fear, so I keep my gaze trained on Janos, who still won’t meet my eyes. Even so, I know he sees me. He always does. And when Gabor drags the blade across my skin, I have my evidence.

Moving his free hand to my shoulder, Janos gives me the slightest squeeze, as if to let me know he’s here with me. I don’t think it’s even conscious, but it works. As Gabor continues to make small cuts across my body, Janos’s hand is the only thing that holds the crippling fear at bay.

But when Gabor suddenly jerks the knife across my skin and pain flares like a lick of fire, I snap into a feverish panic. With blaring alarms going off in my mind, I thrash wildly and uncoordinated. It doesn’t matter that the knife hovers above my skin and I might cut myself on it even worse. I simply can’t lie still.

Janos reacts as quickly as I do, releasing my hands to shove both his palms against my chest, pushing me into the mattress, away from the knife. I just start flailing my now free arms instead, throwing them at Gabor and the knife.

“Lie still, for God’s sake,” Janos snaps, trying to gain control of my panicked body.

Somewhere at the back of my head, I know I should obey, but blinding flashes of red have drowned out all rationale and self-preservation.

“Tie her up,” Gabor says irritably, hopping off the bed.

Before I realize my legs are free to kick, two cold hands grab them. I jerk my head up and see the lanky man give me a disgusting grin as he wraps rope around my ankles.

I go absolutely livid, throwing all my energy into futile jerking and writhing. “Stop,” I yell, thrashing my head up and down as I try to kick the lanky man, but I don’t think he even hears me. He remains cold and cruel as he ties my legs to the bed, gripping me so hard I think my skin will bruise.

I keep screaming and thrashing to no avail until my eyes catch on Janos. He has effectively immobilized me by gathering my arms against my chest, and he’s no longer indifferent. He’s staring at the cold hands working on my legs with a murderous expression. The sight takes me aback so much I go still, and when Janos snaps out of it and starts tying my hands to the bedposts, I barely move. All I can think about is the rage in his eyes.

Gabor shoves the lanky man aside to retake his place on the bed. His irritated expression quickly morphs into a monstrous smirk as he watches the fear painted across my face.

Once again, cold steel touches my skin. This time, Gabor doesn’t bother to drag out the terror-inducing anticipation. He cuts the knife straight into me—a long gash that draws a gruesome scream from my throat. I stare in shock at the angry red line on my stomach. Blood rises from the wound in a quick stream, trickling across my milky white skin and dripping onto the waterproof sheet. I can’t stop screaming, and black spots dance in my vision as the oxygen grows scarce in my lungs. Gabor presses his hand against my stomach and cuts another long gash with the knife, studying his work with a manic grin.

Pain and panic close in on me, making bile rise at the back of my throat as my world narrows to a dark pit of desperation. I thrash like an animal up for slaughter again, but my strength weakens as dizziness takes over.

“Breathe,” a deep voice demands. I barely register the words. Not until Janos repeats the order with more force and shakes me. “Breathe!”

My gaze snaps up to a familiar set of eyes that stare directly into me.

“Calm down,” Janos whispers, now more gently, and presses his palms to my shoulders.

Tears stream down my face as I stare up at him, caught in a frozen moment that shuts out everything else. The weight of his hands on my shoulders grounds me—takes me out of the panic—and the relief of him finally being here with me is so great I see nothing else.

But the stillness only lasts a moment.

Another slice of the knife across my ribcage drags me straight back to hell. A new, even more desperate scream tears through my throat as panic takes my lungs in a death grip. It’s like drowning. Drowning in pain, drowning in panic. I can’t see or think. It’s like I’m shattering into a million tiny pieces of myself that I won’t ever be able to recover.

Even when the knife is gone, I can still feel the grating sensation of the sharp blade skating across my bones. Like nails on a chalkboard. A fork on a plate. A horrific image that sticks to your retina.

I vaguely register how Janos’s hands restlessly move around, trying to immobilize and comfort me at the same time. A strong hand presses down on my chest while another gently strokes my hair. Then both hands dig into my shoulders before moving up to my face to caress me. His words are the same jumble of small attempts at reassurance and harsh demands to breathe.

But nothing will penetrate the petrifying panic. I just lie there, screaming and screaming, the sound only interrupted by pitiful sobs that have my stomach spasming.

The knife continues its harrowing journey over my torso, slicing open my skin.

In brief moments, Janos manages to connect with me and get me breathing. Most of the time, though, there’s only pain and fear, eating into me like parasites, wiping out everything in their path. And when Gabor takes out his very hard dick and positions it against my opening, I crash into blinding despair. I can’t see anything but the pain burning across my skin and the cruel beast of a man that forces himself upon me. Everything becomes tinged with sickening neon colors, and icy shudders shoot through my skin like I’m in a feverish dream. But this is no dream. I feel the realness of the sensation all too clearly as Gabor forces his way into me, grating against my dry walls and stretching my tense muscles.

“No!” I scream. Horrific images of slashes in my skin, red splashes, and Gabor’s manic grin flutter in my vision as I thrash my head from side to side, and the world spins with nauseating effect.

“No!” I wail, over and over, but it only spurs Gabor on.

He growls with feral hunger as he shoves inside, slamming into the bottom of my pussy with a force that cramps up my stomach. I scream with a force that tears at my throat, but mind-numbing horror snuffs out the sound as Gabor slices the knife across my ribs. I spasm and jerk, all my muscles coiling painfully tight as the knife rakes across my bone. Through all the violence and horror Gabor has thrust upon me, nothing compares to this—the feeling of metal cutting against my ribs as my stomach cramps up around the thick, unwelcome cock inside me.

Gabor draws back and shoves in again, tearing at my dry tissues as he goes, making it feel like salt in a wound as he repeats the thrust. He positions the knife over another rib, and pain takes me in a chokehold as he cuts again.

I don’t know how many times he does this before he drops the knife and fucks me until he comes.

When he finally pulls out, I’m trembling violently, feeling so weak I can barely move a finger, and my skin is slick with cold sweat and blood. I’m hot yet cold at the same time, and my mind is a black pit full of screams and flashes of blood and sharp steel, manic grins and deep cuts.

But Gabor is not done.

When someone flips me onto my stomach, he presses the knife against my back.

I vaguely register someone telling him to stop—that he’s going too far—but I’m too far gone to process the words, and soon they slip from my attention fully. Everything does. My body—my mind—can’t take anymore. Something clicks. A fuse that blows? An overload that makes the system collapse?

Everything goes black. I’m still conscious, seeing the room around me, but I don’t register anything. Not the metallic smell of blood, not the red blotches on the plastic sheet, not the searing pain of the knife tearing through my skin. It all happens in a distant world I don’t have access to, and I fervently hope I’ll never go back there.


CHAPTER 34

“Oblivion”

by Mastodon

Janos

“Rebecca.” I press my hand to her cheek and lean down to seek eye contact. When she doesn’t react, I grab her shoulders and shake her lightly. “Stay with me.”

I don’t care if Gabor notices how much I care for her; all that matters is getting her back. Her eyes have gone blank, staring straight ahead as if the world is a blank void and not the agonizing hell she was trapped in moments ago. It would be a mercy to let her stay there, but I can’t accept it. I can’t accept that I let this happen, and I won’t be able to live with myself if I can’t get her back this time.

My heart slams against my ribcage as my eyes flit back and forth between the deadly still girl, the hand that cuts yet another wound across her milky skin, and the face of the man whom I vowed to never betray.

I should stop him. He wouldn’t be happy about it. Hell, he might even try to slash me with the knife, seeing how his eyes are eerily focused, full of sadistic purpose. It’s like he’s possessed when he gets like this, and that’s why he wants me here. He doesn’t like things to get messy, and he’s smart enough to know he can’t always prevent that, so he wants me to do it for him. And he knows I’m strong enough to stop him if need be.

But stopping this now would be for the wrong reasons. Rebecca is not about to die. I’ve seen enough blood to know that this is far from enough to be life-threatening. At least not immediately. There’s no saying how her body will cope with this trauma. I’m not sure she has enough stamina left to get through it. If that’s my reason for stopping Gabor, I should have ended this the moment he pressed his cock to her opening and positioned the knife on her ribs, but my mind was too focused on shoving my emotions aside and doing my job.

Fuck.

Glancing down, I realize my fingers are digging into the skin on Rebecca’s arm. I immediately loosen my grip, only to see a blue hue on her milky skin.

I stare at the bruises my hand made, then down at the many bloody cuts. It may not be my hand holding the knife, but when it comes down to it, I’m the one who made those cuts. I’m the one who led Gabor to her, the one who broke into her apartment so he could use her, and the one who spread her out on this bed, knowing what Gabor would do.

“Looks like I’m done here,” Gabor says, though he doesn’t seem to notice anyone but himself and the bloody girl in front of him. “What’s next?”

I stare at him, watching as he takes in the bloody canvas of Rebecca’s back like a manic artist who has just finished his life’s work. His eyes light up as a new idea seems to pop into his head. It’s like time has slowed down and I’m watching him in slow motion as he jumps off the bed, sets a foot up on the mattress, and lifts Rebecca’s foot. But the moment he presses the knife to the unmarred piece of skin, the world becomes a turbulent chaos as time takes on a staggering speed.

In a matter of a second, I dart off the bed, close the distance with two long steps, and punch my fist into Gabor’s face.

Gabor staggers back, and time slows back down to the eerie slow-motion as I watch him aim his murderous eyes at me while clutching the knife in his hand. The moment he lurches forward, I consider letting him dig the knife into my gut and put an end to this nightmare, but I catch the faulty logic in my thoughts just in time. Letting him end me wouldn’t end her nightmare.

I step aside, just enough to avoid a knife in my gut, but not so much he’ll miss completely. Humiliating Gabor like that would be a grave mistake that would cost someone their life, and the most likely person is Rebecca.

“You’re dead, Janos,” Gabor says, holding up the knife as he backs out of the room with eyes so wide it looks like they’re about to pop out.

His angry steps thud through the hall, and then the door slams, leaving a whirring echo in the dead silence of the room.

Pointing a finger toward the direction he just went, I mouth an uncompromising ‘Out’ at Kadri. The man doesn’t speak a single protest for once. It’s the first time he’s seen Gabor like this, and I’m sure he’s afraid the man will return and end all three of us. He doesn’t know it’s empty words spoken in the heat of the moment. At least when it comes to me.

He hurries off, and I dart to Rebecca’s side and sink to my knees beside the bed.

“Rebecca, come back to me,” I say as I cup her cheek, stroke her hair, and shake her shoulder. And thus starts the longest five days of my life.


CHAPTER 35

“Bonneville”

by Leprous

Rebecca

Everything hurts.

My entire torso throbs, my throat is like sandpaper, and fatigue has settled deep within my weary bones. It takes effort just to shift on the bed as I try to find a somewhat comfortable position, but no matter how I turn or twist, a wound always presses against the mattress, and the simplest of movements stretches the cuts on my body.

Breathing shallow gulps of air, I try to distract myself from the pain by watching Janos. He’s asleep in the red chair, head resting against one of the wings and his chest moving up and down with his deep breaths. But watching him stirs up too many emotions that seem to shudder through my body, so I end up turning around and burying my head in the pillow as I try to stifle a cascade of whimpers.

Bandages cover my back, stomach, and chest, but I can’t feel whether it’s patches or roller gauze wound all the way around my torso, and I’m not about to cause myself more pain by lifting the comforter to investigate. Nor am I sure I want to see.

I have no recollection of getting the bandages. The last thing I remember is the sound of a fist hitting flesh and angry voices cutting through the void, but the memory is hazy, and I can’t make sense of it. The only thing it tells me is that it was still night when it all stopped, so I must have been out for hours since bright daylight is now filling the room. But not even that makes much sense because I feel like I’ve gone days without closing an eye. Exhaustion is a bone-deep ache in my body.

Something flickers in my mind, and I realize I haven’t slept much at all. A painful memory sends a shudder through my body, searing through my many wounds. My face tightens as I suppress the urge to cry out. The memory has nothing to do with Gabor or the knife, yet my entire system reels as it recalls the pain. I rack my brain to find an explanation, and it’s like adjusting the antenna on an old TV, hoping to tune in to a clear signal eventually.

Finally, I catch a few flickers: Janos sitting on the edge of the bed, my screams tearing through the night, and my skin burning like he was pouring acid into my wounds. My stomach roils at the memory—the same way it kept doing all night. The pain kept going on and on forever, yet the memory remains patchy, and I think I must have passed out several times.

Or maybe my head is making things up. Janos would never hurt me like that.

But then the pieces fall into place. Janos did cause me pain, but not to hurt me. I remember the scent of alcohol, his pained apologies, and swipes of fabric across my torso. He cleaned my wounds, one by one. I was so drained I could barely keep conscious, but every time I drifted away, the burn of the antiseptic pulled me right back.

He tried easing the pain by talking to me and making me focus on him, but I couldn’t hold his eyes for more than mere seconds, and nothing could abate my screams. Even so, just knowing he was there helped. If he hadn’t been, I would have stayed inside that black void and probably never have come out, but he made me want to keep fighting.

I whimper and wince as I turn back around, badly needing to see him. I want to scream when I finally settle on my other side, but I know it would only aggravate the pain, and I don’t want to wake Janos.

Once again, an intense mix of emotions rises. But there’s no hate or blame despite everything he’s done. Most of all, it’s gratitude, aching longing, and so many deep emotions that I feel for him.

I know he’s as trapped as I. His loyalty binds him in place, and I can’t blame him for that, and so I can’t find it in myself to hate him aiding Gabor’s sadistic games. His only option to avoid it was to not show up and all—make someone else do it—and that would be hurting me even worse than doing it himself.

The relief when he showed up at the kitchen door last night was unlike any other.

I want to crawl into his lap, rest my head against his chest, and listen to his heartbeat like I’ve done so many nights when sleep eluded me. Let his warmth soothe the trembling in my body.

I’m about to do it, but the moment I try to push up, pain flares like a spark in a puddle of gasoline. Once again, I spend forever trying to hold myself together, pressing my head into the pillow as I whimper and tensing my entire face as I try not to tense my body.

I end up just lying there, watching him through wet eyes, the aching need to feel him almost as painful as my burning wounds. But despite the distance, just watching him and sensing his powerful presence is a relief. And finally, I fall asleep again.

***

When I wake up, the chair is empty. I lie there for a while, listening for sounds in the apartment, hoping he’s still here. But all I hear is the faint hum of the fridge and the occasional noise from the street that slips past the soundproof windows.

Glancing at the teddy bear with the sparkling eyes, I badly want to reach for it and hug it close. But as with Janos, I end up just lying there, watching it as I dream of touching it—and the man who gave it to me.

Time ticks away on the clock next to the bed. On and on it goes while I lie frozen in place.

When the long hand has made a full rotation, I slowly push off the covers, and with a lot of wincing and whimpering, I manage to sit up in bed. Tears are leaking from my eyes, my legs trembling beneath me, when I finally stand on the floor. I have to support myself on walls and door frames as I painstakingly make my way across the hall to relieve myself.

Once I’m back on my feet, I press my hands into the counter surface and study my reflection in the mirror. The woman staring back at me has deep lines under her eyes, her hair is a messy tangle, and her eyes are red and swollen.

But that’s not the worst part.

What is even more unsettling are the bandages covering her body. Large patches of gauze create a horrible pattern across my stomach, chest, and ribs. A mosaic of white gauze, pale skin, and red spots. The sight is nauseating, and when I turn to find the same sight on my back, bile rises at the back of my throat.

I can’t stand it. I’m a broken thing patched together.

Suddenly, the bandages seem to be tightening, constricting my chest and itching my skin. I can’t breathe. I need to get them off. Throwing my hands up, I scratch at the edges, ripping the patches off with feverish panic. I whimper and curse, and tears pool in my eyes as I pull at a bandage that sticks to a wound. But I don’t let it stop me. I keep going until exhaustion sweeps in as a tidal wave, knocking every last ounce of strength out of me.

I collapse against the counter and sink to the floor. There I lie for what seems like forever, quiet tears leaking from my eyes as I try not to let the panic fester in fitful bouts of sobs.

When I finally get off the floor, I cry out at the sight that meets me in the mirror. My body is one big, hideous collage of torn white patches and red stripes crisscrossing over my milky skin. Some cuts are thick and angry, while others are narrow and pale. Small drops of blood appear here and there, and in some places, it runs down my skin in small red stripes.

A hard sob racks my body, and I fall to the floor, giving in to hollow despair. The pain grows tenfold as grief tears through my body. I twist and turn on the bath mat, trying to find relief from the constant throbbing and burning, but nothing helps. I’m trapped in the hell of pain and despair. My screams become a nauseating cacophony as they bounce off the tiled walls, mixing with my sobs and whimpers.

At some point, I vaguely notice the sound of the front door, and then pounding steps blend into the mix of obtrusive sounds as someone comes running. The door flies open, and a jeans and leather jacket clad Janos freezes in the doorway, staring at me with the same horrified expression as when he found me on the kitchen floor with a bloody streak on my arm yesterday.

I feel so ugly and miserable that I can’t stand him looking at me. “Please go,” I manage through heaving sobs as I bury my face in my hands. “Just go.”

Breaking out of the initial shock, Janos rushes to my side and tries to push his arms under me gently. But the slightest touch aggravates the burn, and I lash out at him until he withdraws. “I have to get you back to bed,” he says.

I shake my head as I continue writhing on the mat.

For a moment, he’s quiet, and when my gaze flits to him, he looks utterly perplexed. But my mind has no space left to deal with it. All I can do is try my best to get air into my constricted lungs.

“Lie still!” he demands with a force that shoves me out of my self-pity. He presses his hands to my upper arm and hip to underline his words.

Suddenly, I’m still. I stare up at him, the hectic breaths swooshing past my lips the only sound in the room.

“Breathe,” he says in a deep, calm voice that resonates with a steadiness that seeps straight into me and soothes my frazzled soul.

I heave a staggered breath, the motion sending stabs of pins and needles through my skin. I’m about to drop straight back into the pit of despair, but Janos’s willful words refuse to let me go there.

“No! Stay here.” Grabbing my jaw, he locks my eyes to his furious ones, demanding that I stay with him. “I’ve got you,” he says with an urgency I have never heard in him before. “I’m here.”

I nod carefully, pushing air in and out through rounded lips as I try not to move my chest too much.

“Stay with me, Rebecca,” he says softly as he swipes his thumb across my cheek. “I’m here.”

Once I’m breathing somewhat normally, Janos releases my jaw and once again moves to push his hands under me. “I’m sorry, but I need to get you to bed,” he says when I whimper again. “Hold on to me and focus on my body. I’ve got you.”

Pain screeches through my body as he lifts me off the floor, but somehow, I manage not to sink back into despair. I focus on his body like he told me to, and the feeling of his strong arms steadies me enough to stay afloat.

“Good girl,” he says as he places me on the bed and presses a hand to my cheek. “Just keep breathing, okay?”

I nod again.

“I’ll be right back.” He leaves the room with hurried steps, and a few minutes later, he returns with a glass of orange juice, a first aid kit, and a wet cloth.

He pulls the red chair up and holds the straw to my lips as he dabs the cool cloth across my face. It’s only now that I realize I’m sweating, and the cloth and juice are a welcome relief that make me forget about the throbbing sensations for a moment.

But the reprieve is short. Soon, the glass is empty, and Janos removes the cloth to unpack the first aid kit. A regretful frown forms on his brow as he casts me a look. “I need to clean your wounds. I won’t risk them getting infected.”

Tears gather in my eyes anew as I watch him unpack the antiseptic, suddenly remembering the agony when he cleaned the wounds the first time.

I squeeze my eyes shut, hoping I can somehow disappear into myself and float out of my body.

“Hold this.” Janos pushes something fluffy into my hand.

I open my eyes and stare into the green sparkling eyes of the teddy, then up into Janos’s steel-gray ones. They’re focused on the task at hand, taut with the gravity of the pain he’s about to inflict on me. Actually, his entire face is taut. I’ve never seen him like this, and for a moment, it shoves back my own pain as I realize that I’m not the only one hurting.

Just as he’s about to put on the latex gloves, I reach out and take his hand. When his eyes lock on mine, I want to tell him that everything is going to be okay. But I can’t bring myself to lie, the same way he never does. So we just stare at each other for a long moment, holding tightly on to each other before we descend back into hell as he starts the cleaning process all over.


CHAPTER 36

“My Immortal”

by Evanescence

Rebecca

Minutes, hours, maybe days crawl by. I slip in and out of episodes of mind-numbing pain, restless sleep, and frozen stretches of time—being clear-headed but unable to do anything but lie still. In rare moments, everything calms when Janos sits by my side, stroking my hair, and I wish I could stay there forever. But then I move a little, and pain shoots through me from all sides, sending me into an uncontrollable burst of tears.

Janos is here most of the time. That’s how it seems, anyway. Sometimes, he’s gone when I wake up, and I get the feeling that he tries to only leave when I’m asleep. It wouldn’t be hard; I think I sleep most of the time—both day and night.

Whenever I wake to find him gone, it never takes long before he returns. He always goes straight for the bedroom with hastened steps like he’s afraid something has happened to me. The few times I’m in the bathroom when he comes, he comes running, slamming the door open, and scanning the room with wild eyes until he finds me sitting on the toilet or washing my hands.

He spends a lot of time in the armchair, watching over me, and when the pain gets the upper hand, pulling me into desperate fits of screaming and writhing, he’s always here, talking to me and letting me feel his hands. Gradually, those fits become longer and more violent, and I succumb to a fever, leaving the moments of clarity few and far apart.

Since I tore off the bandages in front of the mirror, I haven’t seen my wounds. But I don’t need to see to know that it’s bad. Even if I didn’t feel the gravity of the situation in my body, the concern etched deep into Janos’s features is a testament to how bad the situation is.

Soon, I can barely tell my nightmares from reality, and the line between consciousness or unconsciousness is blurry at best.

***

One night when Janos is about to drag me through the hell of cleaning my wounds, he says, “I can’t get you a doctor, but I’m here. I’ll take care of you.”

I don’t ask why or waste my energy on regrets. I know Gabor’s sadistic mind well enough by now to know that he’s the one who has issued the restriction, and I’m already at a point where I’m realizing I won’t be one of the lucky girls, who end up with an expensive apartment, free to do whatever I want. And perhaps more importantly, I’m starting to accept it.

Not long ago, I got Janos to divulge more about what happens to Gabor’s girls, and it turned out the ending was far from as bright as he had made it out to be. Because no matter how nice an apartment or how much freedom they gain, those girls are never truly free again. They remain trapped by the terrible memories of what Gabor did, and most of them end up as addicts to numb their minds—selling the apartment to buy drugs. When that money runs out, they prostitute themselves to get more.

No, the lucky ones are those who overdose before the apartment money runs out.

Even if I could avoid this tragic fate, I would end up living a meaningless life in my old world, where I never fit in. I would be haunted by the ghost of Gabor and the way my body succumbed to him. I’d be stuck with mental scars and probably too weak to escape my oppressive family again. Just another version of hell.

I’d rather end it all here with Janos at my side.

So in some warped sense, I guess I’m one of the lucky ones, after all. I’ll end up in a hole in the woods instead of a dilapidated house on Szabadkai út with a needle in my arm.

Whatever search for me the police conducts will be brief, if there’ll be any at all. They won’t have many leads, and even if they do, they’ll dispose of them at the first sight of a wad of cash. Soon I’ll be forgotten in the world.

If I’m lucky, Janos might remember me, and my sister will mourn me. For a while. But before long, she’ll move on too. We were never close, no matter how much we wanted to be.

No one will miss me in the long haul, and there’s nothing here that I will miss.

The last part is a big, fat lie. There is one thing—one person—I’ll miss with all my aching heart. But I can’t have him anyway, so it doesn’t make a difference.

So maybe this is the greatest freedom of all? To be allowed to die here with the only person who has ever truly meant something to me—be spared from a hollow, meaningless existence that I’ll never truly fit into.

I’ll get to find freedom in emptiness, where I’m no longer burdened by all the terrible things that have happened. There’ll be no sorrow or longing. Nor joy or happiness, but I never knew much of those anyway, so what am I losing? Nothing I wasn’t already bound to lose.

***

My eyes are rarely open anymore. They don’t gaze into nothingness. Mostly, they just see darkness and a stream of horrible images that keep going on repeat in my mind. Sometimes, I see steel-gray eyes. But I can barely tell if they’re another vision conjured by my blurry mind or if I’m seeing them for real.

I don’t know how many days go by. I barely notice when the light changes, and I barely notice if Janos is at my side or not.

The pain has faded somewhat. Or rather, I’ve become oblivious to it. I’m often so far gone I can’t feel it. I just lie there, drifting somewhere between sleep and consciousness. Even so, there are still times when it takes over, throwing my system into a blinding panic that makes me forget myself, who and where I am.

Large hands grab me to hold me still as I thrash and flail blindly, but it doesn’t help. They can’t get a good grip without making the pain worse, and I continue to writhe like a demon has possessed me.

The hands try to stroke my hair instead, hold on to my feverish hands, or rub up and down my arms.

But nothing helps. The pain overwhelms everything, and I can’t possibly contain it.

Only in the quiet moments, when my brain magically manages to ignore my body, can I find some comfort in the hands. I long for them unbearably, even though they’re almost always here—it’s like I don’t really have them, and I know they’ll soon disappear.

Tears roll down my cheeks, and fingers swipe away the drops with a gentleness that’s too much for my aching heart to take. And then I cry more, making my body curl up, causing my nerves to scream, and I throw myself around, wishing I could leave my body.

Sometimes, I feel a prick in my throat, and everything goes black. Blissfully so. And soon, I get to the point where I long for the darkness whenever I’m conscious.

In clear moments, I look around and see that I’m in a huge bed covered with white sheets, horrible pink curtains framing the windows, and across from the bed is a deep red armchair, which is sometimes empty, but mostly occupied by a powerful man who I cannot help but watch.

His steel-gray eyes are serious. Almost sad as they stare into space. But when they notice me looking, they become almost affectionate.

It’s in these clear moments that Janos tries to nourish me. With gentle movements, he helps me sit up against the headboard and feeds me meat stew and bread. It takes almost everything I have to sit up and swallow the food. When I see how worried the gray eyes become as I give up halfway through, I want to continue. But I never can.

Whatever little energy I have left slowly dwindles, and eventually I can hardly bring myself to eat. He ends up feeding me a thin liquid through a straw and soft vanilla ice cream.

But the absolute worst is when I wake up from the heavy darkness just as the bandages are being changed. The gauze sticks to the weeping wounds, and even though they are removed gently, it feels like I’m being cut open anew. It gets even worse when they have to be cleaned, and occasionally I end up fainting because my mind simply cannot bear it.


CHAPTER 37

“Coil”

by Opeth

Rebecca

I wake as familiar arms lift me, and pain flares in my entire torso as the movement stretches the wounds and my torn body is pressed against a hard chest. The pain robs me of breath, and a few weak whimpers and squirms are all the protest I manage. After a minute, I lose the strength to do even that, and I go still in the arms, trying to find some modicum of peace as I listen to Janos’s steady heartbeat against my ear.

He carries me longer than usual, and when the movements become bumpy, I vaguely realize that we’ve left the apartment and are descending the stairs. When a cold gush of air flutters across my cheek, I open my eyes to find that we’re outside—I haven’t been outside for God knows how long, and the fresh air is a welcome relief.

Darkness has settled over the city, and the streetlights lead the way as Janos walks at a brisk pace down the street. But light is not our friend, I realize as he keeps looking over his shoulder and veers down a dark alley. I want to ask where we’re going, but I can’t get the words out, and I’m not sure I really want to know. Ignorance is my friend, and I want to keep it until the very end. This just might be the point where Janos takes me to the woods to end me. I almost hope it is.

Letting my eyes drift shut, I spend what little energy I can muster on pressing myself a bit closer to him, soaking up the feeling of his warm body as I try to ignore the flaring pain.

At the sound of hushed voices, I open my eyes again and see two men and the gaping hole of the back of a van.

“Wha— Ho—” I try without getting a full word out as Janos steps into the van and places me on a mattress on the floor. But it’s not the dark van that has worry churning in my stomach. It’s the two men. Is he leaving me? Letting someone else discard me?

The idea sends a sharp spear of pain, worse than any my broken body can conjure, through my chest.

“Please don’t go,” I beg, somehow mustering the strength to clutch the leather of his jacket.

“Shh,” he soothes, pulling a thick blanket over my body, followed by a comforter. “Everything will be okay. You’re safe now.”

I have no idea what he’s saying. His nonsensical words attempt to soothe me, and I almost hate him for lying to me for the first time when he’s about to leave me.

But I can’t muster the will to hate him—not when I’m about to lose him—so I just stare up at him, wishing I could make out the color of his eyes, knowing it’s the last time I’ll see them.

“Don’t leave me,” I croak. I want him with me at the end. I can’t bear to lose him before I go.

“You’re free now,” he says, leaning down to press his lips to my forehead. “You’re free,” he repeats in a whisper.

I shake my head. All I know is I don’t want to be free, because that means I won’t be with him anymore. Suddenly, I don’t want to die anymore. I just want to stay with him, even if it means enduring more of this agony. “Please,” I whimper as he wraps his hands around my face.

“You’re going home,” he says and snuffs out my next plea with an achingly soft kiss on my lips. And that’s when I realize what he’s saying.

He’s not sending me away to a hole in the ground in the woods. He’s sending me home. Giving me what I’ve been desperately hoping for since I ended up in this nightmare. The one thing I no longer want.

I shake my head furiously and try to find the words to explain. But all that comes out is a weak, “Don’t leave me.”

He doesn’t listen. He gives me one last kiss before pulling away. Then there’s a tiny prick in my neck, and everything goes black.


CHAPTER 38

“After”

by Ihsahn

Rebecca

A faint beeping is the first thing I register. It’s steady and constant. Like Janos’s heartbeat. But nowhere near as reassuring. The next thing I notice is the sterile smell. Not the type that permeates a newly cleaned home. This is more clinical.

I carefully move my hands against the comforter. It’s flat and thin, covered in stiff sheets. Nothing like the fluffy comforter and silky soft sheets I’m used to. Releasing the foreign material, I wrap my hands around each other. That’s when I notice something at the back of my hand. Tape and plastic? I wince as I push at it and it pulls at my skin.

Opening my eyes, I see a small plastic device connecting a tube to a needle. I know that I know the term for it, but it’s buried deep in my mind, covered in a thick fog.

The next thing I register is the yellow bedspread. It’s all wrong. Almost nauseating. It doesn’t get any better when I notice that the walls are the same color, and the curtains over the wide windows are a pale green.

Then I spot the armchair. Brown, sad, and lonely, pushed into a corner. And worst of all, empty.

Everything is wrong, but I can’t say why. It’s a gut feeling. All I know is that the curtains should be pink, the bedspread white and soft, and a pair of gray eyes should be staring at me from the armchair.

IV, I suddenly remember. The tube in my hand is called an IV.

I’m in a hospital.

Craning my neck to look around, I confirm it. I am in a hospital. The wall above me is full of sockets and buttons, and the empty bed a few feet from mine is definitely a hospital bed.

How the hell did I get here?

And how can I move without feeling like fire is licking my skin?

My body still aches, but it’s only a dull throbbing, and when I lightly press a finger to my stomach, I don’t feel like screaming.

I inspect a bit further, pushing the comforter aside and sliding my hands over the hospital gown to feel what’s beneath it. My torso is still covered in bandages, only now it’s roller gauze instead of patches. I frown at the sight of a tube sticking out from beneath the gown. A feeding tube?

How ironic. Janos threatened to give me one because I wouldn’t let him feed me, and now I have one because I can’t eat.

I should probably be relieved. I’m not six feet under or hanging on by a thread, my wounds seem to be healing, and the fact that I’m in a real hospital must be a good sign. But most of all, I’m afraid. Afraid because I can’t remember how I ended up here. Afraid because Janos isn’t here.

The door opens, startling me and making me turn my head. A small, pretty woman in nurse’s scrubs gives me a kind smile as she comes to stand by my bed. “How are you feeling?” She checks the tube connecting the plastic device on my hand to a bag of liquid, then turns her attention back to me. “I’m Anja, and I’ll be taking care of you today.”

“Where am I?” I manage in a hoarse voice.

She hands me a cup with a straw from the bedside table, then presses a button that makes the upper half of the bed rise, allowing me to sit up enough to drink. “You’re at the University Hospital in Vienna. You were unconscious when you were brought in four days ago. Can you remember what happened before you came here?”

“Where’s Janos?” I cast a longing look at the armchair, like I’m hoping he has somehow appeared out of thin air.

“I don’t know anyone by the name of Janos, but one of the men who brought you in is here, and we’ve notified your family.”

I shake my head, barely grasping what she’s saying. Only one thing is important. “Where’s Janos?”

“Do you know a man named András Káldy?” Her face takes on a serious expression. “He says he’s a friend, but because of your condition when you came in, we couldn’t allow him to see you before you confirmed it.”

I stare up at the ceiling as my head works overtime to make sense of the information. It feels like the name should mean something to me, but I can’t think of anyone besides Janos.

“About thirty years old, average height and build, brown hair, blue eyes,” the nurse explains. “Friendly smile.”

Finally, I remember that my boss is called András Káldy, and her description fits him perfectly. But how could he have brought me here? How would he even know I needed a hospital?

Eventually, I nod as she repeats the question. The nurse’s expression turns grave as she places a hand on my arm. “I have to ask you; is he the one who hurt you?”

When I don’t answer right away, a furrow forms between her curved brows. “Your entire upper body is covered in cuts. It looks like—”

I don’t need to hear her speculations, so I cut her off. “It’s not him.” I might not remember a lot, but one thing I do remember is Gabor slicing through my skin. Over and over again. Nothing will ever make that go away.

Her mouth twitches like she’s about to say something else, but she drops it and simply nods, probably sensing that I wouldn’t like whatever she wanted to ask. “I’ll tell the reception to send him up, and then I’ll let the doctor know you’re awake, so he can come check on you.”

She finishes by showing me a button on the tube and telling me I may press it if the pain gets worse.

Only fifteen minutes after she closes the door behind her, the door opens again, and a man who looks very much like András comes in.

Confusion muddles my brain. I must look like I’ve seen a ghost as he approaches and I realize it really is him.

His face is taut with worry—everyone seems to be worried around me. Janos did too, I remember. Images of his uncharacteristic frown flicker through my mind, accompanied by eerie sensations and sharp smells. I can’t remember other specifics; only pain. Pain so severe that a wave of nausea rolls through me.

“Where’s Janos?” I say on a whimper as a shuddery sensation tugs at my wounds.

András halts a few feet from the bed, confusion deepening his frown.

“Where’s Janos?” I repeat a bit louder.

“He’s in Budapest,” he says hesitantly, clearly unsure if it’s the right answer.

I shake my head as if I don’t understand. And in a way, I don’t. I have no idea why I’m here. Or why András is here.

Did he get worried when I didn’t show up at work, found out where I lived, and went there to find me circling the drain? And if so, where’s Janos? There’s no way he’d have let András take me. And András doesn’t stand a chance against Janos.

But András does have contacts, I remember. So maybe Janos is in jail now.

Panic trembles at the edges of my mind, causing another surge of nausea and constricting my muscles. I wince and breathe through rounded lips as the pain flares in my skin. The wounds might have healed somewhat, but far from fully.

András pulls a chair up and sits beside me, studying me with tight features. “How much do you remember?”

“Not much.”

“Do you remember how... you got injured?”

I stare up at the ceiling and nod. And suddenly, the images rush in, making my body shiver and my teeth clench. It must be obvious, because András leans forward and takes my hand.

I pull away, giving him an accusatory look. “Why did you take me away from him?”

He watches me like I’m speaking in riddles. “What do you mean?”

“Janos. Why did you take me away from him?”

His forehead creases as a huge question mark seems to swirl above in his head. “He came to me. I helped him get you out.”

“Wha— No.” Tears gather in my eyes. This is worse than any of the scenarios I imagined. How could he do that? How could he get rid of me like that? I can’t stand the idea and have to bite down on my lip to keep from breaking down in front of my boss—or, former boss.

“He couldn’t get you the help you needed without risking your life.”

I shake my head, unable to form any words, unable to hear anything through the grief lodged in my mind.

“Rebecca,” András urges, making my eyes flit back to his. “You’re out of the country. You’re safe. When you’ve healed enough, you can go home.”

Home?

The only real home I ever knew was with Janos.

“I don’t want to go back there,” I say, gulping hard to force back the sob threatening to break past the constriction in my throat. Turning my gaze back to the ceiling, I mutter, “You shouldn’t have taken me away.”

“Rebecca, if we hadn’t gotten you out, you would have died. And there’s a great chance you will if I take you back to Hungary.”

I find no comfort in his words. Only disappointment. I had just resigned myself to dying—ending everything with Janos at my side. But then he goes ahead and ruins everything, throwing me away, useless and broken, to face a life haunted by the things he let Gabor do to me—a horror movie going on repeat in my mind forever.

Silence stretches on for a long while. I don’t think András knows what to say, and I’m too crushed to say anything.

Finally, the silence breaks as the door opens and a balding man in a white coat enters.

“I’m Dr. Eder-Steiner,” he says, putting on the glasses hanging around his neck as he takes the chart at the end of the bed.

“I’ll let you have some privacy,” András says, getting up. “I’ll be right out in the hall.”

A moment ago I would have preferred he left me alone, but suddenly I can’t bear the idea of him leaving. “Please don’t,” I blurt, casting him a desperate look.

He halts, and I reach out for him and squeeze his hand as he takes mine.

“Please stay.”

With a nod, he sits back down, keeping my hand in a firm grip. I get the feeling that touching me reassures him as much as it does me.

Dr. Eder-Steiner spends the next few minutes explaining how I suffered from a severe infection when I came in, stemming from what looks like knife cuts. He speaks like I don’t already know that my stomach, breasts, chest, and entire back are covered in cuts, some small, some big, some superficial, and some deep.

“It’s lucky you came in when you did. A day later and the antibiotics might not have worked.”

András tightens his grip on my hand, and when I glance at him, he’s pale, his face mirroring the grave expression on the doctor’s face.

Seeing his reaction sobers me somewhat, and suddenly I’m not as upset about having escaped. The thought of dying when you’re already in hell is far easier than coming out of it and realizing how close you came to dying. And András being here with me somehow gives me hope that my life can come to contain something meaningful. I don’t know how or where, but the little glimmer of hope is there.

I squeeze his hand as hard as he squeezes mine as the doctor goes on.

He tells me I was anemic and that they gave me a blood transfusion. My immune system was severely weakened and couldn’t regenerate itself, which was probably why my infection was severe, because it wasn’t due to lack of proper wound treatment.

The doctor watches me from over the rim of his glasses. “Someone quite proficient must have cared for you, because the bandages were new and clean, your wounds well-treated.”

I don’t grant the doctor the explanation he’s prying for, but ask something else to turn the conversation back around. “Why was my immune system weakened?”

“Stress, trauma…” The doctor takes off his glasses to watch me as he speaks. “When exposed to physical or psychological abuse, the body loses a good deal of resistance.” He raises his eyebrows in question, once again hoping for some kind of information about what happened to me.

I turn my eyes to my hand in András’s tight grip, hoping the lingering question will magically disappear. I can’t tell this stranger what happened. He surely already knows too much after studying my body while I was unconscious. He probably even knows I have been raped and that it has been going on for a long time.

“How long will you keep her here?” András asks, saving me from the hovering tension, and I squeeze his hand in a silent thank you.

“If you remain stable, we’ll transfer you to a hospital in Denmark in a couple of days,” the doctor says. “They’ll probably keep you there for a few days. So it will be at least a week before you’re home in your own bed.” When I lift my gaze again, his eyes are sympathetic, like the prospect of my own bed is supposed to soothe me. But he doesn’t know I don’t have a bed waiting for me back in Denmark, and his words are more unsettling than comforting.

“What about nerve damage?” András’s mouth flattens into a straight line as he addresses the doctor again.

“Nothing too serious. You may experience reduced sensitivity in some areas, but there was no severe damage to any nerves. However, we’ll perform a neurological test in a few days to be sure.”

“And scars?” András asks, eyes darkening like he knows a bad answer is coming.

The doctor sighs. “I would suggest that you see a plastic surgeon as soon as you get home. It might be possible to alleviate the scarring somewhat. But the infection was too severe to let the wounds heal normally.” He watches me for a silent moment as if to see if I have more questions, and when I remain silent, he says, “I’ll be back tomorrow to check on you.”

The moment the doctor leaves, tears start trickling from my eyes, and within a few minutes, I’m weeping, burrowing my head in my hands as I try to rein it in.

“Scoot over.” András gives me a gentle nudge as he hops onto the bed. Wrapping his arms around me, he pulls me to him, and the moment I sink into his embrace, a heavy sob shudders through my body, dragging me deep into the grief I’ve repressed for so long.

***

Exhaustion is my constant companion, and I spend most of the day sleeping. At one point when I wake up, I see the small brown teddy bear with big green eyes on the table next to the bed. I shoot my arm out to grab it, but a sharp jolt of pain stops me mid-motion. Whimpering, I squeeze my eyes shut as pain licks like fire across my skin.

The pain meds they have me on must have worn off, and I realize I haven’t healed nearly as much as I thought.

András jumps up from the chair, causing his book to fall to the ground. “Are you okay?” Placing a hand on my shoulder, he urges, “Rebecca? Do you need me to get the doctor?”

Hunched over and grabbing my stomach, I shake my head and point at the bear.

“This one,” he says with a frown as he lifts the bear from the table. He looks as confused as when I asked for Janos. He surely knows I got the teddy from Janos, and he doesn’t understand how I can need anything Janos gave me this badly. András must know it’s not Janos who did this to me, but he also seems to know that he’s not innocent. He probably thinks he’s as much of a villain as Gabor.

But he’s not. He was my only lifeline. The one who brought me back to the world and gave me a reason to go on when all I wanted was to disappear.

Realizing how I’m mentally defending him, I almost want to laugh at myself and my broken mind. Because Janos is the villain. And when it comes down to it, he’s the worst of them all. He might not have been the one to wield the knife, but he’s the one who brought me to Gabor in the first place. He’s the one who broke into my apartment, tied me up and held me down every time Gabor wanted to use me, and he’s even the one who pushed me underwater when Gabor wanted to play drowning games.

But despite my urge to laugh, I can’t get a single chuckle out. I can barely even breathe. My chest is tight with hurt and grief, and when I lift a hand to my face, I realize my cheeks are wet.

“Please give me the bear,” I beg when András keeps watching me with a baffled expression.

He hesitantly gives me the teddy, and when I feel its soft fur in my hands, I feel like I can breathe again.

Slowly lowering myself back onto the mattress, I hold the bear out before me and stare into its big, innocent green eyes. I can’t even begin to count the times I’ve stared into those eyes when everything seemed hopeless and empty. It’s been a small light flickering amidst the darkness—a hope that something more could be, that maybe someone cared about me. And maybe he did, maybe he didn’t. As much as I doubt it, looking into those eyes always makes me believe, and this time is no different.

I clutch the teddy close to my chest, wincing as I press it against my wounds, but keeping it pressed close, nonetheless.

András must see the pain written all over my tight features because he reaches for the button the nurse showed me, and before long, the burning sensation dims.

“How did it get here?” I ask in a hoarse voice when I can finally think about something besides the mix of pain and relief the teddy causes.

“Janos asked me to give it to you,” András explains, his jaw ticking with restrained anger.

I open my mouth to tell him how Janos took care of me and tried to make things better for me, but before I say the words, I realize how crazy I would sound. András would say that I have Stockholm syndrome and it’s a reaction to trauma. And maybe part of it is. But another part of it is real. Janos sensed it too; otherwise, he wouldn’t have made sure I got the teddy bear.

The only thing I have left of him is this little teddy. I don’t even have a picture of him, and my chest tightens as I think about how he’ll slowly fade from my mind, the image of him growing blurry until I can’t remember more than a faint outline.

I won’t even be able to keep his memory alive by talking about him since everyone would see me as a poor victim or a crazy person who needs help. It would take me straight back to the scandal that caused me to flee my hometown in the first place. Not even my sister could hide her outrage after my mother had told her what she found on my laptop. No, my sister would send me straight to the loony bin if she heard me speak about Janos.

A thought shoots into my head, and I jerk upright. “Little Sofie!” I exclaim. “He’s going to kill her!”

“Shh-sh-shh,” András soothes, placing a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “No one is in danger.”

“Yes,” I say urgently. “My little niece. He threatened to kill her if I ran away.”

András shakes his head. “It was just a bluff. Nothing will happen to her.”

I want to scream at him but manage to keep it down to an outraged voice. “How do you know?” My vision starts to swim, and András must see it because he leans in and pushes gently on both my shoulders to ease me back down.

“Janos told me. He knew you’d be worried. Whoever did this to you was bluffing. The threat was never real. It was just a scare tactic to keep you in line.”

I’m about to push back up to sit, but András grabs my shoulders. “Stay still or you’ll rip your wounds open.”

My nostrils flare wildly, and I close my eyes to regain some control.

I hate that it’s not Janos’s strong hands holding me, but as I calm down, I find that I’m grateful that there are hands here at all to hold me down when I’m about to rip my wounds open.

Opening my eyes, I stare at András and remember what the nurse said about him staying here for four days without being able to see me. My self-worth may be so broken that it’s hard for me to believe anyone cares about me, but with András, there’s no doubting it beyond my own insecurities.

“Thank you,” I whisper. “For… staying here.”

“You’re welcome.” He holds on for a moment longer before he releases my shoulders and sinks back into the chair.

I close my eyes and feel the soft teddy bear between my hands, and soon I drift off again, this time feeling a bit more at ease, knowing I have a tiny piece of Janos with me.

***

The next day, the nurse informs me that the police will be here at noon to talk to me.

“It’s up to you how much you want to share,” András says when I look at him, perplexed, in search of some guidance. “But I do think you should let them know who did this to you. I’m not sure how much they’ll be able to do about it, but at least it will give you a chance at getting some justice.”

I stare at the ceiling, my stomach contracting as I consider what justice would mean.

Janos in jail.

If anyone is going down for this, it will surely be him. Gabor is too big to touch.

Moving my gaze to a very serious András standing beside my bed, I say, “What if I don’t want to tell them anything?”

“Then don’t.” He takes my hand. “You’re not obligated to tell them anything. If you do decide to stay quiet, though, they’ll probably push and make it sound like you’re protecting the men who did this to you.”

“Have you talked to them?”

He gives me a grave nod. “They kept me at the station for twelve hours after I brought you to the hospital. They hoped I would eventually cave in and speak, but I kept telling them they needed to talk to you once you woke up.”

“Thank you,” I say, giving his hand a squeeze. I know he doesn’t like Janos, and he could have easily pinned it all on him, but he didn’t. For me. And I’m immensely grateful for that.

“I do think you should tell them what happened, Rebecca,” he urges, probably sensing my inclination to shut down and say nothing.

“Like you said, it probably won’t make any difference, and…” I pause as I come to think of one very good reason to tell the police what happened. “Sophie… are you sure she’s okay?”

“I’m sure. I’ve spoken to your sister several times. Her and her family are good. They have prepared the office for you, so you have a place to stay when you get back. They’ll be there for you.”

“But what if he wants revenge? For me leaving? You don’t know this man. He’s vengeful. And high up. He could easily get away with it.”

András shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter. Janos is the only one who knows you’re here. Whoever did this to you thinks you’re dead.”

I gulp past the restriction in my throat as I’m once again struck by the realization of just how close my brush with death was.

“Rebecca”—András places a hand on my shoulder and watches me with a serious expression—“who did this to you?”

I flicker my eyes across his face, trying to decide whether I should tell him.

What’s the worst that could happen? He already knows about Janos. And I do trust András. He spent twelve hours in detainment for me. I still remember the three harrowing hours spent waiting in that dingy room at the airport. He did twelve hours of that for me. So I open my mouth and let the words slip past my lips. “Istvan Gabor.”

His entire posture stiffens, and a livid storm seems to rage in his eyes as he stares off toward the window, nostrils flaring with latent fury. He knows as well as I do that the police won’t be able to do shit. Gabor will get away with this like he gets away with everything else. The worst consequence he’ll face is losing some money to bribe the police in Hungary.

Several minutes pass before András seems to regain control and sinks into the chair he’s been glued to for the past twenty-four hours. Defeat is written across his features as he says, “I’m so sorry, Rebecca.” He leans in and wraps my hand in both of his. “I’m so sorry this happened to you.”

Two hours later, the police arrive. As he predicted, they push hard to get me talking, and if it wasn’t for András, I would crumble under the pressure and tell them everything. And then I would hate myself for betraying Janos.

András remains steadfast and unwavering. He might not be tall and broad like Janos or exude the same kind of unrelenting danger, but he has the confidence to drive his demands home, and when it’s all too much and tears trickle down my cheeks, he shuts it all down.

“Enough,” he barks with a tone that has me startling in the bed, sending jolts of pain through my body. “Out, now!” He points an angry finger toward the door. “Unless you want a very unpleasant call from my lawyer.”

I must say, I’m a little impressed. He has always seemed like a nice, easygoing man, but when push comes to shove, he has the power to go up against authority and stand his ground. It makes me feel safe, having him at my side.

András’s support and help have no bounds. During the days I was unconscious, he took care of everything, calling my sister and making sure I have a place to stay, contacting the embassy to get me a new passport, and checking up on my insurances and even taking care of a few expenses that my insurance wouldn’t cover. And like he stayed at my side, holding my hand when the police were here, he does the same when I call my sister later in the day.

Usually, I know how to maneuver in a conversation with her. I’ve managed to keep in touch fairly well over the past six months without her finding out that something is seriously wrong. Sure, she’s had her suspicions, but I’ve always been able to dismiss them in one way or another. At first, guilt wracked me every time I told a white lie, but as I felt her willingness to believe them—how badly she wanted to keep my problems out of her life—I stopped caring and easily covered up the truth by painting pretty pictures with optimistic words.

But now, I falter. I barely answer any of her many questions. I just sit there, trembling, as she keeps pushing, and András ends up taking the phone from my hand. He gives her a brief update and says I’m doing better and will be transferred to a hospital in Denmark in a few days. Then he ends the conversation on a polite but resolute note even though I can hear her pressing with more questions on the other end.

As with the police, he hasn’t told her any specifics, and I’m deeply grateful for that. But it means that I’ll have to come up with some way to explain everything. And I have no idea how to hide when I come face to face with her and her onslaught of questions.

How am I to explain the wilted look in my eyes? The days I’ve spent in the ICU—in Austria? My pained whimpers when I move my upper body a little too quickly?

I have no idea. So for now, I’m just trying to get through the days.


CHAPTER 39

“Take Me Back to Eden”

by Sleep Token

Rebecca

I end up spending seven days at the hospital in Vienna, four of which I was unconscious.

On the eighth day, an ambulance picks me up to transfer me to a hospital in Denmark. I’m more than relieved that I got medical travel insurance when I left for Budapest almost a year ago. I nearly skipped it because I couldn’t imagine needing one, but my cautious disposition made me check the box anyway. But no amount of boxes could have saved me from the nightmare that awaited me in Budapest.

András stays with me until the moment the ambulance takes off.

“Call me any time,” he says, taking my hand. “If you need someone to talk to or just need to know that I’m there for you—it doesn’t matter. You have both my private number and my office number. Use them.”

He got me a new phone a few days earlier and must have saved his numbers on it. Until now, I’ve only used the phone to call my sister, but I do think I’ll take him up on his offer.

“Thank you.” I squeeze his hand and try to convey my sincerity through my eyes. No words can express how grateful I am for everything he’s done for me. Without him, I couldn’t have gotten through any of this. I would have been sent home as an empty shell. András has given me a spark of will to move on and make something resembling a life for myself in Denmark.

I spend another three days in a Danish hospital before my sister comes to pick me up and take me to her place. Part of me is disappointed she never came to see me at the hospital in Vienna—or even here. She did call and send flowers, but a sister is supposed to show up when her sibling’s life is hanging by a thread. It’s not like I was halfway across the world.

I guess this is yet another testament to the nature of our relationship. Besides, I never came back to visit her during the year I was away. I might’ve had good reason, but she doesn’t know that—at least she didn’t. So I guess I can’t really blame her.

Plus, she’s making up for it more than plenty by letting me stay at her place until I get back on my feet.

I have no idea where I’ll go when it’s time to move on. I have no attachments here besides my hometown, and I’m never going back there. My parents are out of my life for good. Their blaring silence as I lay in the hospital confirmed that. I didn’t get a single phone call, a card, or even a get-well from my sister on their behalf. Dead silence.

It hurts. No matter how much I detest them, it’s painful to find out that your own parents don’t care about their daughter being hospitalized in critical condition.

So I’ll choose someplace new, probably a city where I can blend into the crowd. Thanks to the sadistic billionaire who provided for me for months, I have enough money to start over somewhere new—even if it takes some time to find a job.

My sister does everything she can to be the good sister she strives to be. She has transformed her husband’s home office into a guest room and provided me with a few clothes, toiletries, and a stack of books to get me started.

“Just let me know if you need anything,” she says as she shows me the room. “I’ve cleared three drawers for you.” She points at the tall dresser beside the desk. “You can put your things there once you get them.”

“I have no things coming,” I say tentatively and set the small teddy bear on the nightstand. It’s all I have—the green-eyed teddy, my phone, and the hospital clothes I came in.

My sister reaches for the bear, and I’m quick to snatch it back.

She looks confused, almost offended, and she can’t hold back her accusatory tone. “What happened, Rebecca? I’ve been worried sick.”

I get it. For several weeks before the knife incident, I ignored her calls and texts, feeling too broken to keep up the charade. Then suddenly, I’m hospitalized, and no one tells her anything. All she knows is what the doctor knows: that my body was covered in cuts and I was circling the drain when I arrived at the hospital.

Shaking my head, I look into the teddy’s innocent eyes. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Are you for real?” Her pitch rises. “I’m letting you stay here, and you won’t even tell me what happened?”

Tears brim in my eyes, and a slight tremble settles in my bones. This is typical of my sister. She wants to do the right thing, and she does succeed on the outside, but always fails miserably on the inside. Her empathy is as wanting as our mother’s—at least toward most people. She showers little Sophie with all the love a child needs, but everyone else has to work hard to gain a little sympathy from her, and for the next two weeks, she keeps raining agitated questions down on me.

I end up telling her I was attacked and can’t remember much, but it’s hard to make up a convincing story when I’m face to face with her.

“Is it one of those men you sought out?” she says with a mix of outrage and horror painted across her taut features. “The ones who beat you?”

Cold ice slithers down my back as my every muscle contracts. I can’t even get an answer out; I just rush back to the guest room and curl up under the covers where I lie trembling for hours.

My sister’s words spread through me like a virus, festering in my body and mind. I’ve never felt sick for craving the warped things I like. Shame has eaten away at me for the way my body betrayed me at the hands of Gabor, but I never truly felt it was my own fault.

But now, things change.

My mind wanders back to the first time I saw Gabor. Our eyes only locked for a moment, but it was enough for Gabor to see the warped desires hidden deep within me. Even more so, the way I cast my eyes down revealed my submissive nature and stirred the beast inside him.

I wonder if things would have turned out differently if I had stopped the reaction and kept my eyes up. Then he might have lost interest and found another girl. Maybe I would still be strolling along the river, watching the old castle and the water. Maybe I’d even have found a nice Hungarian man, who would keep my romantic image of the city intact.

Or what if I had never even left Denmark in the first place—if I had let my parents get me the help I needed? Maybe I’d be cured and have found a way to be happy in the life I was living back then.

I force myself away from the poisonous line of thinking. Deep down, I know as well as I did back then that I’d never have found an ounce of happiness in that soulless existence. And If I hadn’t left, I’d never have met Janos, and if I hadn’t lowered my eyes, I wouldn’t have… the thought trails off as I remember what Janos told me—he was the one who led Gabor to me.

Clutching the little teddy bear, I stare into its eyes like it holds all the answers. Would Janos have taken me for himself if our eyes had locked that day he saw me outside the restaurant?

My heart pounds so hard it hurts.

And what then? Would I have stirred his protective instincts so much he would keep me, or would he have discarded me after using me?

I don’t know, and I wouldn’t dare to find out even if I had the chance.

I’m not sure I’d change anything if I could.

The thought only makes me feel worse, and thus starts a cruel circle of self-deprecation.

I feel utterly broken, but at least I’m not so broken I can’t recognize that staying at my sister’s is bad for me, so I start looking for my own place.

Not even little Sophie, who I once adored, can make me feel anything but broken.

She often yanks at the hem of my blouse. “Auntie Rebecca, will you take me to the park?” she asks with a huge smile that has a black hole in the middle where a tooth is missing.

I used to love taking her to the park, and I do relent a few times, hoping it will spark some of the joy I experienced back then. But it doesn’t. I can no longer take part in her innocent games. I’ve seen too much to pretend the world is a happy and carefree place.

It’s not just our small trips to the park that are darkened by my shadow, though. It’s their whole happy little family. They never say it, but it’s all too clear. My sister is stressed and snaps more at her husband than I remember her ever doing, and even little Sophie gets a harsh reprimand she hasn’t deserved.

So I take the first best apartment I can get and leave after only two weeks. It’s a cheap and cramped studio—even smaller than the one I had in Budapest—six miles outside a sizable city. I could probably have gotten something bigger, but I want to be sure I can afford it for a while since I don’t know when I’ll be able to get a job.

It’s a nice and well-kept building, but the walls are thin. I can constantly hear people moving around in the adjacent apartments. To make matters worse, there’s always some old lady trying to chat me up when I come and go.

If I had my way, I’d live in some remote place where I wasn’t constantly confronted by friendly people trying to catch a smile or a friendly chat. They’re all over the place here—neighbors, cashiers, even people in the street. It’s claustrophobic, really.

In Budapest, I rarely minded the crowds, not even when I was at my worst. Despite being closer to people there physically, I felt a greater distance. Everyone was a stranger, spoke a different language, and not least, minded their own business. I barely even knew how my neighbors looked. Even the tourists who spoke a language I knew were far from me—people passing through that I’d never see again.

Here, people are stuck. They want to know each other, settle down, and get comfortable in small bubbles of buildings and streets, routines and dead ends. Here, there’s not one and a half million people to get lost in; it’s only in the small city center that I feel a sliver of the anonymity I experienced in Budapest.

Some days, I consider moving far away from everything—find a secluded house in a forest or something. But fear and loneliness would eat away at me. Here in the city, it’s easier to keep them at bay. When I go to sleep at night, it’s reassuring to hear footsteps above me and faint music on the other side of the wall—signs that there are people close by who would hear if I screamed for help. Yet, my troubled mind often gets the better of me, tainting the sounds in dark, ominous colors to the point where I’m sure someone is trying to break in.

I rarely sleep through a whole night without waking with cold sweat on my forehead and my pulse pounding in my throat. Sometimes, I’ll even wake from my own screams.

It also happens that the guy in the apartment below comes up to ask if everything’s okay. He’s an athletic man in his early twenties, who clearly isn’t deterred by the idea of a violent boyfriend or a thief. He has no idea what kind of people are out there—men who’d break into a young woman’s apartment and rape her without qualms or regret. Despite his strong build, the guy wouldn’t stand a chance against a man like Janos, and sometimes I almost want to laugh at his reckless bravery.

And then I want to cry at the thought of Janos.

But at the end of the day, I’m grateful to live in a place where people show concern for each other—a place where you can count on the cops showing up no matter who the perpetrator is.

So I guess it’s not so bad living here after all.

It doesn’t take me long to get a job waitressing at a coffee house—one of those large chains that has several cafés in the city. The pay is only a little better than what I earned in Hungary despite the taxes being much higher here, and the working conditions are barely any better either. But I’m not going to complain. I’m just happy to have a job, so I won’t sit around all day alone with a slew of horrific memories.

Now that I have a steady income, I’m seeing a therapist once a week. András is the one who convinces me to do so. We talk several times a week, and since I rarely open up to him about what I’ve been through, he keeps insisting that I see a professional.

I try to be open with the therapist, but for some reason, I can’t tell her about Janos. I only mention him as a side character and never by name. What I do tell her, though, are all the horrible things Gabor did to me, which gives her more than plenty to work with. Talking about it is like living the nightmare anew. I spend several days after a session being utterly devastated, screaming my throat raw at night and crying my eyes out for hours on end, so I try to schedule the sessions before a day off.

Despite the breakdowns, my therapist keeps insisting that things will get better, and after a couple of months, I do start to feel the effect. My nightmares become less violent, and my drops into hopelessness are shorter and less devastating. But at the end of the day, everything feels meaningless. There’s nothing for me here. Nothing of importance and no one I’m important to. It’s like the pain dissipates and leaves an empty pit because there’s nothing new to fill the space. In some ways, the emptiness is as bad as the pain. I can go days without feeling anything at all—no devastation or anxiety, but also no hope or longing. I almost feel as dead as I did during the weeks Janos kept a cold distance.

One day, my therapist hits something essential within me—a crack in a solid wall that threatens to make everything burst and release the riptide into the open to destroy everything in its path.

Suddenly, I feel too much. I hate everything and everyone—my parents, who have written me off, my sister, who has gone back to calling once a month, András, who took me away from Janos, and Gabor, who sullied everything that once was pretty and innocent.

But most of all, I hate Janos. I hate him with the full force of my angry soul. Not only because he led Gabor to me and helped him violate me countless times, but more so because he sent me away—forced me away from the only person who ever mattered to me. I hate him so much that I come close to ripping the head off the little teddy bear several times, but somehow I always manage to rein in the rage long enough to stuff the bear into the back of a closet and start hurling porcelain across the room instead.

Almost two weeks go by in this furious state. One night when I can’t take it anymore, I take the bus to the ocean. The beach is dark and vacant, and hard gusts of wind have me shuddering in the cold spring air.

I haven’t been close to water since Budapest. It still makes me anxious, and the ocean never did appeal to me the same way a lake or a river did. It’s too violent and chaotic. Today, though, it’s just what I need. The waves hit the shore with wild splashes, and when I let out a furious scream, the endless ocean seems to swallow the sound. So I scream again and again as I step closer. Suddenly, the all-consuming urge to merge with the water that I often felt on the Chain Bridge rises within me.

I kick off my shoes, shrug out of my jacket, and discard my purse. Then I roll up my pants and step onto the wet sand. Here, I don’t need to fall over a rail to feel the water; I can walk straight in.

An icy shudder rolls through my body as the first splash hits my legs, yet the pull of the water is strong enough to urge me on. I take another step and feel the water wrap around my ankles. A few steps more and the edges of my pants get wet. A little farther and I’m in to my thighs.

The water is like a good old friend who knows me well. It understands the violent emotions whirring inside me, and it embraces my rage with open arms. For the first time since I left Janos’s arms, I truly feel like I belong somewhere, so I go farther out, screaming as I crash my angry arms into the wild waves.

My teeth chatter whenever I relax my jaw, and painful tremors have my body in a vise. But it’s nothing compared to the pain I’ve lived through. It can’t compare to the grisly feeling of a knife dragging across my ribs or the betrayal of my body climaxing at the hands of my perpetrator.

Most of all, it can’t compare to losing the only person who ever truly mattered to me.

After fifteen years of dreaming myself away into a postcard, I finally broke free from the smothering confines of my hometown and felt free. As quickly as I gained that freedom, it was ripped away, and I thought I would never find it again. But Janos gave me a place in life. It was dark and grim, full of pain and hopelessness, but when he was at my side, it was all meaningful—I was at home.

I hate him for taking that away from me. I hate him for throwing me away so easily—just another girl that Gabor was done with.

I scream into the vast endlessness and take another step forward. One more, and another. There’s nothing left for me in this life. If I can’t be with him, I can’t be anywhere.

A tall wave crashes into me, throwing me several feet back. I gasp for air and run my hands over my wet face.

Memories crash into me with the same force as the wave. The horror etched into Janos’s face when he found me on the kitchen floor and saw the knife I had cut myself with; the fierce possessiveness when he had seen András hold my hand; the sincerity in his voice when he said I was the only woman he’d ever cared about. Those are things I’ve remembered all along, but they’re not the only memories that slam into me. Shock and realization strike as I remember things that happened while my mind was shrouded in blackness or pain, unable to hold on to any information: Janos punching Gabor when he tried to cut my feet, the desperate edge in his voice when he cleaned my wounds and told me to stay with him, and the pain in his voice when he said goodbye.

I lean my head back and stare into the open sky, stunned by the things I’m only now seeing clearly for the first time. Janos betrayed Gabor to save me.

My heart pounds against the narrow walls of my ribcage, and my mind spins as I try to comprehend it. I knew he cared about me, maybe even loved me in his own special kind of way, but I also knew loyalty is everything in Janos’s world.

Janos risked everything to save me—perhaps even his own life. He did it to give me a chance at freedom—or any life at all.

If Janos hadn’t asked András to get me out, I would have been dead by now.

And fuck, it couldn’t have been easy for Janos to ask András for help.

All the anger that has festered inside me since I woke up in the hospital dies away as the magnitude of what Janos did dawns on me—and not just when he saved me. From the very moment our eyes locked that first night, he tried to ease the pain for me. And he did. He gave me something worth living for—kept the fire burning within me. It was the thought of him that made my hands clutch the rail all those times I wanted to fall into the water.

Another tall wave hits, and this one knocks me over as I didn’t see it coming. The powerful force pulls me under, submerging me into the turbulent sea. I flail against the water as I try to regain my footing, but once my feet touch the sandy bottom, I realize the water has pulled me farther out. Setting off against the bottom, I surge upward. Just as I breach the surface, another wave hits me, throwing me back under and farther away from shore. Panic thrums through my system, thick and blinding. But I do see one thing clearly. I don’t want to die—I need to get back to Janos.

All I can think as I fight against the unyielding water is that I need to tell Janos that I’m not free without him. It doesn’t matter if I die doing it or end up back in Gabor’s clutches; I just need him to know. Determination fuels my strength, and I somehow manage to breach the surface and swim through the current until I can reach the bottom and trudge back to the shore.

My muscles ache from the effort and my entire body shakes from the cold when I reach the beach, but I don’t collapse in the sand like my body begs me to. I go straight for my purse and take out my phone. I curse as the screen refuses to react to my wet hands, and when I manage to unlock it, my fingers are so stiff that I hit the wrong buttons several times. Finally, I find the contact I need and hit the call button.

“Rebecca,” András greets with unusual urgency. “How are you? I’ve been trying to get a hold of you.”

He’s been calling me for several days, but I’ve been too emotional to pick up. I know I owe him an apology, but something else takes precedence.

“Can you find Janos?” I’m not even sure he’s still alive. If Gabor found out what he did, he’d surely make him pay. But I need to find out. It’s all that matters.

My heart beats away with anxiousness as András draws out with a long sigh. “Rebecca, you can’t contact him. It’s dangerous, and it’s not good for you. You need to move on.”

Anger surges through my veins anew. I want to yell at him for thinking I’m sick like everyone else does, but that’s not why I’m calling. “Do you know where he is?” I press.

“No. All I have is his first name, and I’m not even sure it’s his real name.”

“But you helped him. You talked to him. You must know something.” My voice becomes shrill, and my teeth chatter so loud he must hear.

“Rebecca, what’s going on? Where are you?”

“It doesn’t matter. Can you help me find him or not?”

Another moment of silence.

“Can you?” I say with frustration.

“No. I’m sorry, but—”

I hang up. I know it’s not okay. This is no way to repay everything he’s done for me. He’s the only person in my life I want to keep in it, so I should make an effort, but right now there’s only room for one thing.

I call a cab and quickly gather my things before heading for the road. My hair and clothes are dripping, my hands are blue, and I’m shaking all over. I try to rub some warmth into my arms, but the cold has gnawed its way deep into my bones, and when the cab finally pulls up beside me, I’m so stiff I can barely open the door.

The driver looks shocked and asks if I’m okay repeatedly, suggesting that he take me to the hospital instead of home. I reject him with a frustrated tone every time. No one is getting in the way of me finding Janos.

I haven’t lost my sanity more than I’m capable of realizing that I need a warm shower when I get home. The hot water is blissful and numbs my mind for a while, but the moment I’m out of the stall and under the covers, I take out my laptop.

And thus begins several days of restless searching.

I call more than a hundred people named Janos in Budapest, read anything I can find on Gabor and crime in Budapest, contact the embassy, and even call my old coworker who set me up with the contact, who got me the pepper spray.

Not a single clue appears. It’s like he’s a phantom.

Soon, I have to acknowledge that I can’t find him myself, and neither can the normal authorities. I need someone to help me. Someone who knows this world. So I form a new plan.

I’m not sure if it’s a very realistic one, but I have to try. The first step is to save up a lot of money, so I take more shifts, working up to fifty hours a week, and I stop seeing the therapist to save the money and save my energy for work.

I still talk to András a few times a week, but I don’t mention Janos or my new plan, and he doesn’t mention my strange call inquiring about him. He says I sound good, and I actually do feel better. I even manage a little humor and idle chatter about trivial things.

But even though it’s good for me to have a goal to work toward, the despondency and despair sets in every now and then, and I feel myself trembling with fear when my mind ventures into scenarios involving Janos being dead. The fear almost eats me up some days, but when it starts affecting my work and I have to call in sick, I pull myself together, determined to do everything in my power to find him.


CHAPTER 40

“Fear is the Weakness”

by In Flames

Rebecca

After four months of working and saving up—just waiting—I can’t take it anymore. I’m convinced I have enough money to set my plan into motion, so I withdraw every last penny, pack the cash in a bag along with some extra clothes and toiletries, and head to Copenhagen.

I check into a three-star hotel in the center of the Western part of the city for a few days. It costs more than I’d like to spend, but I can’t risk staying at a cheap hostel with a bag full of cash. Plus, I need to be in the heart of the city since my plan requires me to be out late at night, and I need to be able to get back quickly.

Since I returned to Denmark, I’ve had fearless moments where nothing mattered, but since that evening on the beach, the recklessness has been gone. Now I have a goal, and I’ll do whatever it takes to achieve it, no matter the cost. The only risks I’m willing to take are the ones that will help me get there. Tonight will be such a case.

As I leave the hotel on the first night, I’m barely even nervous. All I can think is that I’m one step closer to seeing Janos. I can’t even consider the possibility of him being dead anymore. I need the faith to keep going. I need to believe I’ll once more get to stare into those hard eyes that would soften for me in increments. That I’ll get to be close to him again, feel his powerful presence radiating off him and shielding me from the world. I need to feel his big hands that could easily break me, but offered me comfort and solace instead. I’ll give anything just to have that one more time.

For three nights, I immerse myself in the shadowy side of the city, talking to people at seedy bars as I search for someone who can help me. I’ve never been good with people, small talk, or striking up conversations with strangers. But it turns out that desperation has granted me some much-needed courage. And it works. I end up with two names: a man and the name of his favorite bar.

On the fourth night, I sling my bag with half the cash over my shoulder—I’m not risking it all in case he tries to trick me—and make my way to Mick’s bar in search of a man named Ricco.

My heart pounds as I step into the dimly lit bar on a Monday night. There are not many people here, and I’m about to think I’ll have to extend my stay, so I can be here during the weekend, when I scan the room and find a man who fits the description of Ricco to a tee. Long blonde beard, a bald head, tattooed hands, and a biker logo on his leather vest.

He’s as broad and tall as Janos, but whereas Janos carries his strength with the elegance and ease of a mighty warrior, this man simply looks raw and brutal. Where Janos’s thick muscles ripple gently under his skin, this man’s muscles protrude in bulges and unnatural bumps like he’s on steroids.

This man has to work for it to look big and intimidating. Janos doesn’t—the danger is rooted so deeply within him that his mere gaze reflects it. And that’s why this man looks as good as harmless in my eyes.

If I couldn’t make that comparison, I probably wouldn’t go over to him. But I’ve been face to face with danger much more severe, and my desperation blots out any hesitancy.

My feet move of their own reckless volition, carrying me straight toward the danger. I don’t even falter when he notices me and meets my eyes. Because his eyes aren’t dead like Gabor’s or closed off like Janos’s. In these eyes, there’s life and humor, and it makes me hopeful. Maybe I can actually count on him if he decides to help me.

“Are you Ricco?” I ask when I sidle up to him at the bar.

“That’s me. And what can I do for you, gorgeous?” He runs his fingers over his beard as he scans me up and down with his clear, blue eyes.

“I hear you’re good at getting things across borders.”

“You hear so many things around here,” he replies casually.

Having no time to drag out and play polite, I cut straight to the chase. “I need to get something into Hungary.”

“And what kind of goods does a girl like you need to bring to Eastern Europe? Sex toys and teddy bears?” He casts an amused look at his friend, who gives a laugh and a shake of his head.

I don’t let them get to me. “Me,” I reply.

Ricco bursts out in a deep, rumbling laughter. “You?” he says, like I just told him the best joke of the year. “Can’t you just take a plane like everyone else? Or do you have Interpol on your tail or something?”

“I need to get into the country without anyone finding out.”

“Rent a car, sweetheart. No one cares whether you drive, fly, or run across the border.”

“I’m not taking any chances with border control.”

Ricco turns to his friend. “Do you think she’s a cop?”

“Cops aren’t that stupid. They’d come up with something better. It’s probably just Spike messing with you again.”

Ricco turns back to me, now looking me over with a cheerful smile and an approving nod. “Now, that’s a pleasant surprise, him sending such a tasty little thing my way.”

“I don’t know or care who Spike is. I’m here for myself. Nobody sent me. I’ve heard that you’re the one who can make things happen, and I need you to get me into Hungary without anyone finding out.”

Ricco’s brow furrows with a mix of surprise and skepticism as it dawns on him that I’m serious. “You do realize that you won’t get that kind of service at normal shipping rates, right?”

“I have money,” I say. “And I need you to find someone for me too.”

“Well, aren’t you a demanding little one?” He chuckles. “That sort of thing easily runs into six figures. Forget about it and have a drink with us instead.” He pulls out the bar stool next to him, smiling widely at me. “My treat.”

I remain rooted to the spot. “I have seventy grand.” My hands are shaking as I reach down and unzip my shoulder bag, showing him that it’s packed with Danish bills. “This is only half.”

Ricco’s laughter breaks off, and his eyes flicker up and down between the money and me. “I’m sorry, sweetheart, but it’s not enough,” he says, sounding genuinely apologetic.

I reach up for the zipper on my parka and slowly drag it all the way down, revealing my slender hourglass figure and the deep neckline of my dress that showcases my firm, round breasts. My pulse pounds so loudly I can hear it in my ears, and my blood swooshes with a speed that threatens to shoot tremors through my body, but I somehow manage to get the words out with clarity and confidence. “I’m willing to sweeten the deal.”

One corner of his mouth pulls up in a crooked smile as his eyes travel down my body. “You might be able to strike a deal with that,” he says, sliding his hand under my jacket and onto my hip as if testing the merchandise. I don’t even flinch at his touch. I’m scared, but determination gets the upper hand. And maybe more so, I find no crackling violence hidden in his eyes, and his touch is warm and slow. Almost pleasant.

“Come back to my place, spend the night with me and leave your bag there, and we’ll consider it a down payment,” Ricco says. “Then I’ll hear what you have to say about this person you need to find and see if it’s a job I want to take on. If it’s up my alley, you’ll pay me the rest in advance; if not, then...” He shrugs and lets his eyes roam over my body again. “Then I got something for the trouble.”

“Half the money in advance and the rest when you complete the job.” Even thirty-five grand is a huge sum to lose if he screws me over, but I don’t have much choice.

“A woman who knows how to bargain...” He rubs his bearded chin as he looks me up and down, and my breath catches in my throat as I wait to find out if that’s a good or bad thing. Then his eyes light up in an impressed smile, and he offers me his hand. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

I’m about to grab his hand when he pulls it back. “This will only get you in. You won’t be able to leave the country on the same ticket.”

“I won’t need to leave,” I simply say, and he shrugs as if to say it’s my call.

He takes my hand in a firm shake, and a wave of sadness washes over me as I glance down and see his huge hand wrapped around my slender one. It reminds me of another hand, and tears press behind my eyes, threatening to drag me under. But I steel myself with the reminder that I’m now one step closer to feeling that hand.

***

My night with Ricco is unremarkable. Disappointing, really.

I’m not sure what I was hoping for. That it would remind me of Janos since there are so many other similarities between the two men?

It doesn’t at all.

Ricco is almost sweet and considerate compared to what I had pictured. He doesn’t even comment on the horrific scars on my torso, but simply takes one look before going down on me. He licks my pussy for a while, getting me wet before finally shoving his cock in me. Then he massages my breasts with a touch that’s too gentle for his huge hands as he moves in and out of me at a languid pace.

None of it sparks anything in me. I just lie there, staring at his hands, hoping they’ll clench—inflict pain and make me feel something beyond this hollow emptiness lodged inside me.

Not even when I wake in the middle of the night from him pressing into me or when he wants me to suck his cock before I leave do I feel anything. And when I put my clothes on and leave in the morning, it’s the same. I don’t feel dirty or filthy from having sold myself. Not even relieved that it’s over.

Just nothing.

But as I go back home and time drags on, I start to feel again.

Dread. Ice-cold dread.

After months of being focused, working hard toward a goal, it’s hard to accept that everything is out of my hands. I’ve given Ricco all the information I could think of to help him find Janos, and he accepted the job and the rest of the money. Now all I can do is wait and hope he didn’t scam me and hope that he’ll find Janos if he didn’t.

The waiting drives me crazy, and all the emotions that had drowned in my determination now bubble back to the surface. One moment, I feel strong and driven, the next I feel dirty and useless. I can’t find peace or balance in anything. My nightmares are worse than ever, and I feel like I’m constantly trembling.

Almost a week goes by like this. Then one evening, my phone rings, an unknown number lighting up on the screen. I grab the phone so quickly I almost drop it and swipe the green icon. “Hello.”

“I found your Janos. He’s—”

“Where? Is he alive?” I interrupt with a quivering voice.

“He’s alive,” Ricco confirms. “My contact tells me he’s still working for Gabor, and I have an address. My friend Spike will get you past the border unseen and take you to the city.”

Ricco proceeds to explain various details, but I’m not paying attention anymore. The only thing I can focus on is that I’m going to see Janos again. He’s alive, and soon I’ll be standing in front of him, staring up into his willful eyes, feeling the potent mix of danger and the safety in his mighty presence.

I start getting ready immediately even though there’s not much to prepare. The last thing I do is to leave a note for my sister: I’m sorry. Please don’t try to find me.


CHAPTER 41

“It Never Ends”

by Bring Me the Horizon

Rebecca

A week later, Spike drops me off at a metro station on the outskirts of Budapest at six in the morning.

After eighteen hours in a car, I’m exhausted, my muscles are achy, and my body is sticky with sweat. I barely got any sleep during the drive, and when we got close to the border, Spike told me to get into the trunk, where he buried me beneath a thick pile of musty blankets and clothes and told me to stay quiet. There I stayed for two hours until we finally reached this desolate train station.

From here on, it’s up to me to get to Janos unnoticed. It’s tempting to find a hotel and get some sleep before I go on, but I won’t let anything get in my way. I need to get to Janos as soon as possible. Every wasted minute is one more minute that increases the risk of Gabor finding out I’m here. I know I’m probably being paranoid, but I’ve learned the hard way that no amount of paranoia is too much when dealing with Gabor.

Spike pulls the hood on my oversized hoodie over my head and confirms my reason for caution, “Keep it on at all times. You can’t be too careful.”

Taking Ricco’s advice, I’ve dressed in jeans, a hoodie, and sneakers to look as anonymous as possible. Everything I have with me is crammed into the pockets of my clothes. My health insurance card, a burner phone, and a wad of Hungarian forint in my jeans, and the teddy bear with sparkling eyes and my passport in the hoodie.

“Here’s the address,” Spike says, shoving a piece of paper into my hand. “Good luck.”

He gets back into the car, and dust whirs around the wheels as he takes off. Nervousness skitters down my arms, making me shuffle and fidget. I stare after the car as it disappears down the road, almost running after it to beg him to take me back with him. But the moment I open the paper and see Janos’s name scrawled at the top along with an address, determination rises anew.

Using the burner phone Ricco gave me, I look up the address to find that it’s in the inner part of the city. It will take two trains, one metro, and one bus to get there.

Two very long hours later, I’m finally on the right street, scouring for number forty.

It’s one of the many narrow, one-way streets of the city that has parked cars lining both sides of the road and old buildings with intricate façades, balconies, and decorative moldings that reflect the city’s rich history—and its current state. Half the buildings are well-kept and shiny, whereas the rest are crumbling, bearing testament to the decay and poverty that has crept in to stay.

Expecting number forty to fit the sordid category, I almost gasp when I locate it and stare up at a beautiful six-story building with fresh yellow paint, arched white windows, and twisted iron rails framing the balconies.

I don’t know why I expected a run-down house. Janos may be a criminal, but unlike back home, crime comes in so many different colors and shades in this town, and Janos is at the very top of the hierarchy, working for one of the most powerful men this country has to offer.

Instinctively, I step back when I spot a camera on the side of the building. Fortunately, my hood is pulled tight around my face, so hopefully it hasn’t caught a good picture of me.

I pull the hood a little closer and step up to the door again to look at the names on the intercom. Several of the buttons are blank, and since I only have the building number, I have no idea which one to press.

My finger hovers over a random one, but I jerk it back when I consider that it might be the right one. The idea of hearing Janos’s voice through the speaker has me flustered and doubting everything.

I have no idea what I’m doing.

How will he react when he realizes it’s me? Will he even let me in? It’s been six months, and who’s to say he hasn’t moved on and found another girl? Or that he doesn’t want that kind of a burden—especially not a jumpy, weak woman like me, marred with scars all over her upper body that will never go away.

I step away from the door and walk down the street with my head held low. I end up wandering back and forth like this, unable to do what I came here for, for a whole hour. Every now and then, I cast a glance at the beautiful, yellow building, and sometimes I veer down a side street to stop and watch it from a discreet distance. And that’s where I’m standing when the tall wooden door opens and a big, broad man dressed in a suit and black sunglasses comes out. I whip around and start walking, but when I glance back and see him going in the opposite direction, I pause.

With my pulse pounding in my throat, I stare after him. His gait is purposeful and confident, his suit ripples over his smooth muscles, and the sleeves draw up with every other step, just enough to reveal black ink on his left arm.

It’s really him.

My heart thunders as I watch him—aching for him. Before I know it, I’m walking too. Following him.

I have no idea what I’m doing; I just know I need to be close to him. But not too close. As I watch the lethal power in his firm strides and wide build, fear creeps along my spine—a fear all too similar to the one I felt when I lay beneath my bed the first night and felt his massive hand close around my arm as he dragged me out. All my instincts screech for me to get away from him, yet there’s a part of me that pounds with aching longing for him. So I keep following, not closing the distance and also not lessening it.

He turns down several streets, and I barely notice where we’re going until he goes into a passageway like the one that led into the courtyard at the apartment Gabor got for me. I pause, considering what to do—wait at a distance for him to return or follow into the courtyard. But I can’t think. My pulse pounds and my head whirs. All I know is that I’ve lost him—I can’t see him—and that scares me more than anything. So I set off down the street at a brisk pace until I reach the passageway, where I pause at the corner, carefully peeking into the wide opening.

It’s a deep gate cutting through the first floor of the building, and there’s another opening in the building across the courtyard that he could have easily gone through. Drawing back, I close my eyes and take a deep breath. Then I step into the dark passageway and make my way forward on stealthy feet. I don’t know why I’m acting like a monster is waiting for me in the courtyard; Janos must have surely gone into the building or into the opposite street. Yet my pulse keeps speeding up with each step I take, but all that appears are more windows and the corners of the courtyard.

With a sigh, I pause at the end of the passageway and my eyes roam across the empty space. I take a step forward, into the light, but my foot barely connects with the ground before someone shoves me back into the darkness. It happens so fast that all I see is a shadow before my cheek is pressed against the raw concrete wall and my arm is in a tight lock behind my back.

“Miért követsz engem?” a deep voice snarls against my ear as a massive hand grabs the back of my neck.

My heart pounds away with a force that has my knees trembling. But it’s not fear driving up my pulse anymore. It’s relief. Pure, earth-rattling relief.

It’s him. His touch, his size, his voice, his strength. I feel it all too clearly despite the barrier of my hoodie.

I slacken in his hold, instinctively giving in to his control even though it’s cold and detached as on the first night. I don’t care how I get it, I just want it.

My surrender seems to cause some reaction within him. His hand on my neck tightens and loosens a few times, almost like he’s feeling for something. Maybe recognition? But then his grip becomes punishing as he growls into my ear.

“Why are you following me?”

I’m too overwhelmed to react. The sound of his voice is a shock to my system—a blissful mind-numbing shock that paralyzes me. It takes me a full minute to get a choked word out.

“Janos—” My voice breaks off. The feeling of his name on my lips is too much. Tears well in my eyes, and my jaw starts to tremble.

Time stops. Janos stiffens and his hot breaths against my ear halt. A deep growl sets his breaths rolling again, this time at a hastened speed. His hand slides around my neck to wrap around the front. It’s slow and gentle, almost probing as if he’s feeling for something—checking if it really is me.

I draw in a sharp breath at the feeling of his strong hand directly on my skin. The shaking spreads through my body, and I rest my head against the collar of his hand, closing my eyes as I soak up the safety—the danger.

His thumb makes a single swipe across my skin. It’s achingly tender, but gone in a second. In the blink of an eye, he releases me and spins me around, slamming my back into the unforgiving wall. His nostrils flare as he stares down at me with furious eyes.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

I flicker my eyes across his angry features, and suddenly, I’m not sure myself. My reckless bravery goes swoosh, and all I feel is stupid and naïve as I realize he doesn’t want me here.

Turning my head to the side, I pant through the pressing grief in my throat and blink away the tears in my eyes.

“Answer me,” he growls, shaking me by the arms.

When I won’t meet his eyes, he grabs my arm and yanks me away from the wall. “You shouldn’t be here.” He hauls me out of the passageway, back in the direction from which he came.

When I dare a glance up at him, he’s staring straight ahead, his face cold and closed off.

“Keep your head down,” he snarls with a bite that’s unusual even for him.

Startled, I lower my head and glue my eyes to the pavement.

His cold demeanor is a slam to the gut, and I want to break free from his grasp and run away—abandon my foolish plan that I knew, deep down, couldn’t bring anything good. But even if I had the slightest chance of escaping him, I couldn’t do it. Because even though he’s clearly not happy to see me, the thought of being away from him is even worse than being unwanted and at his side. There’s no self-preservation left in the face of his powerful command.

Once we’re back at the solid wooden door that I’ve been monitoring for the past hour, he scans a plastic card that unlocks the door and shoves me inside. Without a word, he drags me into the elevator, where he scans the card again and presses number four. Fear creeps along my spine as the doors close and his simmering anger fills the tiny space.

When I try to lift my head and glance up, he shoves it back down with a tight grip on my neck, leaving only his polished leather shoes and my worn sneakers in my view.

His familiar scent envelops me in the enclosed space, and it’s almost too much. I long to reach out and feel his strong chest—the chest that I found comfort in so many times when he held me in my red chair or carried me to the shower after a hard night with Gabor. Or reach up and feel my hand disappear into his wide one—the hand that held mine when I was most broken and life was slipping through my fingers. The hand I haven’t felt for months.

A ding sounds, the elevator stops, and the doors slide open.

Janos drags me onto a balcony that stretches along the side of the building above an enclosed courtyard. I get the feeling that the security system is top-notch when he opens two locks on a solid door before shoving me into a hall and locking the door with as many locks from the inside.

I stand awkwardly in the unfamiliar hall, not daring to do anything but stare down at the shiny floor while Janos disappears into the apartment to draw the curtains and blinds in several rooms.

When he returns, he stops right in front of me, invading my personal space with his intoxicating scent and overpowering presence.

“What the hell are you doing here?” he demands.

My throat is still tight, and when he pushes my hood down, his hand gracing my hair along the way, moisture coats my eyes. I can only shake my head as I try to figure out what to say.

Grabbing my chin, he shoves my head back, boring his furious eyes into me, so I can see how cold they are in the otherwise warm light of the hall. “Do you realize how hard it was to get you out?” he accuses. “No one dares to go against Gabor. It was pure luck that your boss had the right connections and the balls to help me.”

I can’t hold myself together any longer. The dam breaks. Tears flow down my cheeks in a rapid stream, and choked sobs form at the base of my throat. I’ve never felt this stupid, not even when the whole town where I grew up treated me like a freak. I should have known he wouldn’t take me back. Whatever we had is gone. He has moved on and has no interest in me. I’m not even a job anymore; I’m just a problem he needs to get rid of.

My eyes roam over his black suit—his work uniform. He’s probably on his way out to help Gabor rape the next girl in line.

“I don’t know how to get you out safely again,” he says.

“I’m sorry,” I murmur, trying to withdraw from his grip. But he’s as hopelessly strong as I remember, and I’m getting nowhere. I’m stuck under his furious stare while humiliation, sorrow, longing, and shame flash across my features, all for him to see.

“Why the hell are you here?” He releases my chin to grab my shoulders and shake me. “Answer me!” Releasing me, he abruptly steps back and drags his hands through his hair.

I step back, out of his reach, and lower my head. He’s seen me at my most lost, vulnerable, and shameful, yet I can’t stand him seeing my tears as he rejects me. I should never have come. I don’t belong here anymore. The only thing for me to do is disappear again.

My heart hammers against my chest as I turn and reach for the door. I move quickly, but all I manage is turning one lock before a strong arm wraps around my waist and yanks me back. I yelp as I slam into a strong chest.

“What the hell are you doing?” Janos demands. “He’ll kill you if he finds you.”

“I don’t care,” I say, shoving at his arm as the tears start dripping in earnest. “Let him kill me.” Part of me means it. I had one thing left that gave me purpose and meaning, but it’s gone now. There’s nowhere else to go, so what does it matter if Gabor ends me? It’s better than being here and being rejected by the only person that matters to me. I didn’t think I cared whether he wanted me or not; I thought all I needed was to be near him. But it’s not. This hurts too much. “Let me go,” I cry, and when he still doesn’t budge, I start kicking and yelling, sniffling as my whimpers turn into choked sobs.

Janos lifts me from the floor and carries me to his bedroom.

“Let me go!” I scream at the top of my lungs.

He sets me down on the floor and yanks off my hoodie and the blouse in one go. I struggle to get free, but my flailing hands are as much of a match for his devastating competence as they were the first time he stripped me bare with force. He throws me onto the bed, and in a matter of seconds, I lose my bra, shoes, and pants too and lie stark naked and vulnerable in front of him.

Devastation claws at my lungs, threatening to pull me into helpless despair. But when he releases me to open his pants, I manage a sliver of strength as I realize this is my last opportunity to escape.

I throw myself over the bed and scramble across the sheets. I’m about to dive over the edge and make a run for it, but just as I press my hands to the floor, a hand locks around my ankle and pulls me back.

“No!” I scream, clawing at the sheets.

“You’re not going anywhere,” Janos snarls, jumping onto the bed, pinning me beneath his weight.

Déjà vu is a thick fog over my mind as I clutch the sheets and try to drag myself out from beneath him. “No. Stop!” I scream.

Shoving my head into the comforter, he snuffs out my breath, and I flail my hands behind me to push him away. But it’s not the loss of air that makes me go absolutely livid, pounding my fists into the mattress and putting all my strength into mindless writhing. It’s the feeling of his rock-hard cock prodding against my opening.

Panic and shame squeeze my already struggling lungs as my wet pussy welcomes him in and he easily shoves the tip inside. He slams in to the hilt, and the shock reverberates through my body and blackens my mind as he leans in and snarls in my ear, “I’m not letting you go again.” He pulls back and slams in again. “Never.” He keeps slamming into me with a force that has the bed moving against the floor. “Do you hear me?”

He fists my hair and pulls my head back. “Do you hear me, Rebecca?”

“Yes,” I croak at the end of a deep gasp for air. It’s all I manage before he shoves my head back down, shutting off my airways.

The grief, the regret, the hopelessness. The desperation to get away fades and morphs into a burning desire for something else.

His possession, I realize as he speaks the next words.

“You’re mine,” he growls as he keeps punishing me with his cock. “I don’t care if I have to keep you chained to my bed; you’re not going any-fucking-where.”

My mind swims, and the pain morphs into something else. Something powerful that sets a desire burning deep within my core. I forget why I resisted a moment ago and why I’m here in the first place. The only thing that matters is that I’m here with him.

“Can you feel that you belong to me?” he says as my inner walls start contracting around him, an orgasm crackling at the edges of my nerve endings.

Lifting my head, he allows me a tiny mewl as an answer.

“Your body belongs to me. It always has.” He slams even harder into me, like the force will make his words more true. “Do you remember the first time you came?”

I nod my head against his cruel grip in my hair. Gabor was licking and finger-fucking me, forcing an orgasm from my body while Janos held me.

“He might have been the one to drag the orgasm from your body.” Janos pauses and leans close to my ear again. “But I’m the one you came for. I’m the one who held you. I’m the one you clung to. It was my scent, my touch, my grip that ignited the fire inside you.”

Fuck, I can hardly think. Yet, his words hit some fundamental part of me, ringing truer than anything ever has. Gabor might have been the one to take the orgasms physically, but mentally, I was always with Janos. I never came during the weeks he kept a distance and refused to look at me. Gabor simply couldn’t make me because Janos wasn’t there with me.

The realization is a relief greater than any other. But it drowns in the burning need to breathe as the oxygen in my lungs grows scarce.

“And now you’re going to come for me again.”

Janos’s words barely register. I’m thrashing blindly beneath him as I try to turn my head, straining to access precious air. But all I achieve is painful tugs at my scalp.

He starts the punishing thrusts anew, and my world reels at the cusp of something. Death? Mind-numbing pleasure? I don’t know. My body stills, and for a moment, everything is quiet.

But then Janos rips my head up. Air whooshes into my lungs, sending shock waves through my body, colliding with the painful thrusts. An explosion of pleasure rips through my body like lightning from an open sky, making me arch and convulse as a scream tears from my lungs. And like with every strike of lightning, the roar of thunder follows.

Janos’s thrusts become jerky as he growls behind me, shooting his cum inside me.

“Oh God,” I moan, and if I didn’t believe in a God before, I do now. A tall and mighty God who holds the power to break me just as he holds the power to free my soul.

Rolling onto his side, he takes me with him and wraps me tightly in his arms, whispering close to my ear, “Why are you here?”

He has torn me apart. I can’t even hold on to the most vulnerable parts of myself, so I let the words out into the open. “I can’t stand being without you. You’re the only place I want to be.”

He turns me to gain eye contact, and this time, he doesn’t need to force me. I give him access to everything through the intimate connection of our eyes—the vulnerability, the fragileness, and my desperate, all-consuming need to be with him.

He stares at me for a while, taking it all in before he speaks. “If Gabor finds out you’re here, he’ll finish you. Maybe both of us.”

It’s not a threat or even meant to scare me. It’s a fact.

I shake my head, unable to deal with the lurking danger right now. Something else is more pressing. “Why did you send me away?” Tears gather in my eyes as all the uncertainty and feelings of abandonment resurface.

He gives me the same confused look András gave me when I asked him why he took me away from Janos.

“Why did you make András get me out?” I say.

“So you wouldn’t die here... So you could be free.”

I stare into the room behind him, feeling utterly lost. It’s only then that I notice something deep red that I seem to recognize. But it can’t be. I rub my eyes several times before my vision clears up. And there’s my red armchair, the one Janos sat in so many times, watching over me. Seeing it here, in his bedroom, gives me the courage to say what I tried to say when he left me, and what made me come back.

“Don’t you understand?” I say, staring directly into his eyes. “I don’t want to be free. I can’t be free if I’m not with you.”

The lines of his severe face soften, and his eyes go gentler. But it only lasts a moment before his expression hardens. He pulls away, gets out of bed, and starts pacing the room. I push up to sit and pull the comforter around me to hide my scarred upper body.

“Don’t you get how dangerous it is for you to be here?” he says, frustration lacing his words. “He’ll kill you if he finds you.” He runs his hands through his hair, and even though I’ve known it for a long time, it’s only now that I realize just how much the thought bothers him. “I can’t protect you here. Not from him.”

I squeeze my eyes shut as I grip the sheets. They’re as soft as the white ones Gabor always provided for me in the apartment he forced me into. But when I open my eyes, I’m relieved to find that these are a deep blue instead of a pristine white. This isn’t Gabor’s apartment. I’m not in his claws right now. And even though that may only be temporary, the relief is potent. But there’s also guilt. “I’m sorry,” I mutter, fumbling with the blue fabric.

Suddenly, Janos is over me. I fall back onto the mattress, and he crawls over me like a dangerous animal, gripping my neck. “Don’t you dare say that again. It’s fucking me who should apologize for not getting you out that night. I knew what he was going to do days before it happened, and still I let him go through with it.”

“You didn’t know how bad it would get,” I say.

He shakes his head. “I knew he was about to lose control. It always happens at some point. I usually manage to stop him before it gets that far. But with you...”—he shoves the comforter aside to reveal all the ugly scars across my torso—“I can’t think straight.”

It’s not a grand declaration of love, and it’s not even words that tell me he cares about me—at least not directly—but they’re everything and more than I need to hear.

I lean against his chest, and just like that night when he fucked me in the hall, he cups the back of my head with a tender hand and holds me close.

“I’m not letting you go again,” he murmurs into my hair. It’s as much of a promise to himself as to me. And with that, I know that I’ll do everything in my power, go through it all again, if it means I get to stay with him.

***

Janos puts his pants back on and adjusts his tie, appearing closed off and controlled once again. “I have to go. If I don’t go about business as usual, Gabor will know something’s off.”

Not knowing what to say, I pull the comforter up to my chin, desperately hoping he’ll let me stay and not send me out into the city on my own.

“Go use the bathroom,” he says, pulling out a white shirt from a closet and handing it to me.

Grateful for the small gesture, I accept the shirt and slip it on before leaving the comfort of the bed to do as he says.

“Through the living room, the first door on the right,” he instructs.

I can’t help but gape as I enter a beautiful, large, open living room. Shades of dark blue dominate the space around a large L-shaped gray couch at the center, lending the room a warm and welcoming atmosphere. The decor is simple and masculine with a few abstract paintings and a wall of gray bricks behind the couch. Janos is clearly well off, but there’s no showing off here—just like he has never needed to show off his power or strength. He knows who he is and what he has and doesn’t need to prove anything to anyone. I admire that about him, I realize as I make my way through the spacious hallway and find the same beautiful simplicity here.

In the bathroom, I pause before the long mirror and carefully peel the shirt to the sides. I swallow a lump in my throat as I see the long white welts covering my skin. The angry red color may have faded, leaving the scars a pale white similar to my natural skin tone, yet the welts stand out like streaks of blood on a white canvas—a chaotic mishmash of white shades. The sight never fails to shock me. I shove the fabric back to cover my skin and breathe a shuddery sigh as my mind mocks me with the memory of the vision of the scars that I’ll carry with me to the grave.

Shame coils tight in my belly as I remember that Janos has just seen all the ugliness. To distract myself, I turn on the faucet and splash cold water on my flushed face. I don’t have any makeup to hide my perpetually swollen eyes and the dark shades surrounding them; my face is exposed and vulnerable, telling the story of a scarred woman who can’t find peace in her existence.

After doing my business, I find my way back to the bedroom, where Janos is waiting with a handful of chains and handcuffs that clink together as he points to the bed.

I gingerly sink onto the mattress and watch as he threads the chain through one of the handcuffs, then through the bars on the headboard. Finishing the circle, he connects the two ends of the chain with a padlock that clicks shut with a metallic sound.

“Give me your left hand,” he says, holding out his palm.

Hesitantly, I place my hand in his warm, big one. “I’m not going anywhere,” I say as he snaps the cold steel of a handcuff around my wrist.

“I know.” The metal rattles as he closes the cuff around my wrist. He gives it a gentle tug and slides it back and forth, checking that it’s tight enough without digging into my skin. Turning his severe gaze to me, he brushes his knuckles over my cheek. “But I’m not taking any chances.”

He retrieves crackers, fruit, and a bottle of water from the kitchen and sets it on the bedside table along with a remote for the large flat screen on the wall. “There’s Netflix and HBO. I’ll be back late in the afternoon.”

I glance at the digital alarm clock on the nightstand. It’s only a little after nine. “What if I need to use the restroom?”

Janos leaves the room and returns with a bucket, which he places on the floor, along with a roll of toilet paper and hand sanitizer. Humiliation roils in my stomach as I watch the items, and the urge to protest crackles at the back of my mind. But I keep quiet. There’s no use in protesting. Janos has already seen me at my lowest. During our last few days together, I was so sick he had to carry me to the bathroom and stay by my side whenever I needed to go. And a new sort of worry takes precedence when I look back up at Janos.

He’s in his black suit. His work uniform.

“Where are you going?” I croak, recalling all the times he came at night, dressed in a black suit, stripping me naked and holding me down. Now he’s going to do that with another woman. “Are you preparing another girl for Gabor?” I bite my lips to hide the tremor.

“I don’t do that anymore.” He grabs my chin, boring his beautiful, dangerous gray eyes into the very depths of my soul for a potent moment before he releases me and leaves.

***

I’m still reeling from everything, trying to wrap my head around what transpired during the last hour, and I’m too overwhelmed to watch TV. Instead, I let my eyes drift across the room. Dark blue, gray steel, and clean lines dominate the space. It’s masculine and simple, like the rest of the apartment, yet warm and welcoming. Safe.

The red armchair sticks out like a sore thumb, clashing with both the color scheme and simplicity. I skip past it quickly every time my eyes roam in its direction. My mind is too muddled to grasp the meaning of it being here. But the chair is like a magnet, drawing my attention even as I lie down with my back to it. I end up turning around and just staring at it for a long time. It takes me back to all the times I curled up in Janos’s lap, seeking safety in the very arms that hurt me.

I climb out of bed and test the length of the chain. My body jitters to curl up in the chair and regain some of the comfort I always found in his lap, but the chain only allows me two long steps, and I can’t even touch it. With a heavy sigh, I sink back onto the mattress and pull the comforter close. Inhaling deeply, I realize that Janos’s scent lingers on the sheets. I burrow my head into the pillow and drag in the scent several times, finding that it’s even better than sitting alone in the armchair.

When I lift my head back up and see the red chair, it’s like waking up—coming out of the surreal haze. Suddenly, everything becomes clear. I’m at Janos’s place, inhaling his scent, watching the red chair—my red chair—which he kept.

Tears brim in my eyes. I can’t believe he kept it; I can’t believe I’m here.

I close my eyes and pinch my arm repeatedly, but it’s always the same room—the same red chair—that greets me when I look again.

Relief washes over me, but something ominous hovers in the background. Because I don’t know that I’ll still be here tomorrow. Solid iron may tether me to the bed, but this whole situation is hanging by a thread that might snap at any moment.

If Gabor somehow finds out that I’m here, Janos might not return at all, and the next time the door opens, it might be two other suit-clad men coming to prepare me for Gabor one last time.

The idea snakes its way around my chest until I can barely breathe.

Forcing myself out of the spiraling thoughts, I grab the remote and start the first best TV show I find. Then I lie there for a few hours, flitting back and forth between mindlessly watching TV, reeling from a burst of relief, and fighting off icy dread. Then I relieve myself in the bucket, eat a few crackers, and drink some water. The small change of pace seems to reset me somewhat, and when I lie back down again, the exhaustion of the last twenty-four hours finally catches up to me and knocks me out.


CHAPTER 42

“Riptide”

by Will Ramos &

The Gnarly Neighbor

Janos

Rebecca is fast asleep when I get back home. Worry has been a tight band around my chest all day—maybe even since I left her in the back of that van, I realize as relief washes over me at the sight of her. I sink into the red chair and watch her like I’ve done so many times before I got her out. Even since then, I’ve often been sitting here, imagining she was in my bed.

I can’t believe she actually is.

I can’t believe she came back to me.

I can’t believe she’s so reckless to return to this city.

Anger rises inside me, and I want to punish her with my cock the same way I did when she came. But she needs to rest, and I need to regain some control. This girl makes it slip so easily, and if I want any shot at keeping her alive, I need a clear head. So I unlock the cuff around her wrist, careful not to wake her, then grab the bucket and leave the room, closing the door quietly behind me.

After cleaning the bucket, I go to the living room, pour myself a glass of scotch, and sink onto the couch. The liquor takes the edge off, and after a few sips and some quiet, I find that I’m able to think more clearly. But even so, I can’t come up with any good solution as to what to do with her. The safest thing would be to send her back and order her to never return. Maybe tell her it was all a hoax—that I never truly cared about her; it was all just a means to bend her to my will. She’s so fragile that I think I could make her believe it. But the thought of breaking her like that is unbearable, and so is the idea of letting her go.

But if I keep her, I just might end up losing her anyway.

If I keep her, I can’t keep it a secret. I somehow have to convince Gabor to let me have her. It will be a dangerous task, both for her and me, but as I consider it, it seems like the only way to go. After all, I’ve been doing dangerous shit all my life and gotten out of it all, and this is not a game that is new to me. I know Gabor. I know how he thinks, how he works, what sets him off, and what appeases him. And what more is, I have a big leeway with him.

He trusts me the same way I trust him, and even though I can tell he sometimes considers having me killed for my brash attitude, he doesn’t. I’m too valuable. And at the end of the day, he knows I’m usually right.

He was furious after I stopped him from cutting Rebecca’s foot. Once he thought she was gone, he demanded that I find a new girl for him. So I did that, like I’ve done many times before. But Rebecca had gotten to Gabor more than any of the other girls had, just like she’d done with me—though in a different way. He wanted revenge for not getting to carry out the extreme sadistic lust she had awoken within him. Since he couldn’t do it on her, he took it out on the new girl.

I tried making him dial back a few times during the night, but my heart wasn’t in it. I didn’t care about the girl and didn’t care about keeping Gabor from fucking up. I guess some part of me wanted revenge too—for him denying Rebecca a doctor.

But in the end, I didn’t gain much. Because I was the one who got to clean up the mess.

One night, and the girl was so broken that the merciful thing to do was snap her neck and bury her in the woods where no one would ever find her. So I did that. Gabor didn’t care what happened to her, anyway. He had used her for what he needed.

Then, once coming out of the sadistic haze, Gabor got mad at me for not stopping him. And that was it. I told him I was done working on his girls.

I told myself and him that I was sick of cleaning up his messes. And maybe that was part of it. But when it comes down to it, the real reason I couldn’t be involved in his girls anymore was Rebecca. I couldn’t stand the idea of touching anyone else, and even with that one girl, I kept thinking about Rebecca all night, aching for her. All I could think of was the slender girl with the milky skin and big green eyes that begged me for protection even as I repeatedly thrust her into the worst nightmares of her life.

He was furious at first, but when I told him how Rebecca had come in the way of handling other, more important things, he came to his senses. I barely even had to lie. Taking care of Rebecca and making sure she didn’t break distracted me and almost made me fuck up another business deal, but it wasn’t for the same reasons Gabor thinks.

The creak of the bedroom door pulls me out of my thoughts, and the vision of a half-naked Rebecca stepping into my living room is like a sweet dream.

“Come here,” I say, waving my hand at her.

She tip-toes across the floor and sits on the couch beside me with way too much distance between us—even though it’s barely a foot.

I set the tumbler down and pull her into my lap, burying my nose in her hair and inhaling her sweet scent. Tension I didn’t know was there drains from my muscles. God, I’ve missed her.

“How did you find me?” I ask, keeping my nose in her hair, nuzzling the side of her neck.

“I got some help.”

“From who?”

“I found someone who specializes in that sort of thing,” she answers vaguely, as if knowing I won’t like the answer.

“Who?” I press, straightening as tension seeps back into my body.

“A man named Ricco tracked you down for me. Gave me your address.”

“And then what? Did he help you get into the country too?” I curl my hand around the back of her neck, and I can’t hold back my anger as I lower my voice and tighten my grip. “Or were you foolish enough to drive across the border yourself?”

She shakes her head against my chest. “His… associate helped me.”

“And how are the two of them associated?”

She lets out a heavy sigh. “A biker club.”

“Fuck!” I exclaim, digging my fingers so hard into the sides of her neck that she yelps. “You can’t get involved with people like that.” I pull her out to look her in the eyes, needing to see if she’s telling the truth when she answers my next question. “How did you pay him?”

“Cash. Seventy thousand Danish crowns,” she mumbles, lowering her gaze, clearly knowing that’s not what I mean.

“What else?”

She tries to dismiss me with a shrug, but I’m not going to let this go before she tells me the full truth.

“What else?” I demand, giving her a shake. “And don’t tell me you got all that for seventy thousand. I know this business, Rebecca.”

She stares down at her hands, clearly unable to face me as she says, “A night with Ricco.”

A feral growl escapes me, and all my muscles coil tight, adrenaline spiking in my veins as I’m preparing for a fight. Her eyes become frightened as she looks back up. I think she’s afraid I’ll hurt her, and part of me wants to, but a more pressing part of me wants to hold her. Take care of her and protect her. So I do that. I pull her into me and hold her, letting the feeling of her slender body appease the rage boiling inside me.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers.

“Don’t lie,” I growl, tightening my grip around her to the point where her breathing becomes shallow. I hold her there for a while as I struggle to rein in another wave of rage, and it’s still simmering when I pull her back out to stare her straight in the eye. “Don’t. Ever. Let another man touch you again. No fucking man puts his hands on you unless I say so.” I shake her by the neck to force the message into her. “Do you get it?”

She nods, and her face flickers with this strange mix of fear and something that looks like relief that makes me want to throw her onto her back and fuck her brutally even as I hug her tight. But I’m afraid I’ll lose control with my temper still raging inside me, and I don’t want to hurt her. Not like that. So I settle for holding her, feeling how her rapid heartbeat calms as she snuggles into me. It soothes my urge to rip something apart and punish her, and I gradually come down too, loosening my grip on her and caressing her instead.

“I don’t know what to do with you,” I finally say as the anger morphs into a nagging sort of defeat. “I should try to get you out again, but I can’t make myself do that.”

“Then don’t.”

“Do you have any idea how dangerous it is if Gabor finds out that I’m hiding you here?”

“I know,” she says.

“He thinks I got rid of you—that you’re dead.” Silence hangs heavy in the air as I consider how to explain this to her. The danger of her being here. “He’ll want us both to pay if he finds out you’re still alive. Which he will, eventually, if you stay here.” He won’t kill me. I’m too valuable. But the thought of him killing Rebecca… I simply can’t take it.

“I’m sorry,” she says, seemingly at a loss for words.

“If someone finds out that I’m hiding you here, he’ll have no choice but to react.” I rub my forehead, then drop my hand to the couch with a sigh. “I could try to get us fake IDs so we could skip town. But it’s risky. Nothing slips under Gabor’s nose around here. And we’d be watching our backs for the rest of our lives.”

“You said he wants to keep things clean. No dead bodies and all that. Isn’t there a chance he’ll let us go. Hunting someone down must mean lots of trouble—lots of resources.”

I let out a humorless chuckle. “Sure, if it was only you. But if I betrayed him like that—disobeying a direct order, then taking off…” His eyes darken into black pits. “He’d want to cut me into tiny pieces and feed them to the pigs.” He’d want revenge of the worst kind. This strange connection we have goes both ways. Gabor is the only person I’d trust with my life, and he feels the same about me.

She clutches my shirt, pressing herself close to me. “What then? I need to know.”

“I don’t know. I might have a plan, but it’s dangerous for us both, and I haven’t fully thought it through yet.”


CHAPTER 43

“Blessed Be”

by Spiritbox

Rebecca

The next five days fall into the same pattern. My days start with Janos waking me early to let me use the bathroom before he chains me to the bed and leaves me with a bucket until he returns in the afternoon. While he’s gone, I spend most of the time sleeping. Not only did the long trip from Denmark exhaust me, but all the uncertainties, emotional upheaval, and fear keep draining whatever little energy I manage to regain. And the amount of sleep I seem to need is a bit concerning, but instead of adding it to my already overwhelming pile of worries, I welcome it. Sleeping is my refuge from the chaos that easily ravages my mind when I’m alone.

Having Janos here is as much a relief as it’s yet another source of unease. He sometimes spends hours deep in worrisome thoughts that draw deep lines in his forehead as he tries to figure out how to handle this new situation of me reappearing. I can almost hear the wheels spinning when he pulls me into his lap and holds me close. He does that a lot, and he seems to always want me within arm’s reach when he’s home. He even insists on feeding me, like he used to do before he got me out.

After regaining some sort of normalcy while I was back in Denmark, part of me finds the feeding demeaning. But when I shut off my brain and let his sharp gaze ensnare me, the most prevalent feeling is relief. Pure, utter relief for being back under his control.

It’s probably a good thing that he feeds me because I can’t seem to get much down on my own. I barely touch the food he sets out for me in the mornings until he pauses one morning beside the bed and watches me with a serious expression set in stone.

He points at the plate with food he just set on the nightstand. “If there’s a single crumb left on that plate when I return, I’ll give your ass a belting so hard you can’t sit for days.”

Then he leaves, and I make sure to eat every last bit of food before he returns.

The extra nourishment does me good, and I have more waking hours during the day. Nothing changes at night, though. I still fall asleep promptly when Janos crawls into bed behind me at night and wake within a matter of hours, drenched in cold sweat and my throat raw from screaming.

Sometimes, I’m so scared out of my mind that I can’t wrap my head around the fact that the man holding me is here to protect me. All my fear-riddled mind sees is that a dangerous man is there with me, and I’ll fight, bite, and scratch him while he holds me through the storm, whispering soothing words into my ears until my mind registers that he’s not a threat. But with the relief comes the tears. They’ll keep trickling down my cheeks while I sob and shudder until the early hours of the morning, and Janos keeps holding me, rocking me until exhaustion knocks me out.

Even though the nightmares persist and Janos’s presence often scares me, it’s a relief unlike any other to not wake up in an empty apartment. Where I used to lie stiffly in bed, scanning the dark corners that the night light couldn’t reach, I can now release the pent-up anxiety and process everything through tears, knowing Janos will keep me safe.

***

“Come here,” Janos says one night when I come out of the bathroom, my hair wet and one of his shirts wrapped around my body. It’s all I wear these days. I can’t stand the idea of putting the oversized hoodie back on, and wearing his shirts—feeling close to him—is a welcome comfort.

Janos pats the couch without looking at me. Every other night I’ve found him like this, he’s had this look of defeat written across his face, but today there’s something purposeful about him. His body is teeming with power, and his gaze is sharply focused straight ahead instead of staring emptily into the half-empty tumbler in his hand.

I hurry across the floor and sink onto the soft cushion beside him, anxious to find out what’s going on.

He turns to me, determination sharpening his gaze. “I’m gonna try to buy you from Gabor.”

Fear, relief, confusion, and a whole slew of other emotions flush through me with a force that nearly knocks me back, setting my heart beating like it’s trying to skip from my body. The mere mention of Gabor has my mind teetering on the edge of panic, and the full minute I spend waiting for Janos to continue might be one of the most tense of my life.

“He has an important meeting tomorrow,” he finally explains. “My plan hinges on whether that meeting goes well—whether he’ll be in a negotiable mood. If it does, we’ll go to his place tomorrow night, hoping his good mood will come to our advantage.”

“W—why would you bring me to him?” I say in a thin voice. “He’ll know you betrayed him.”

“He will.” Janos takes a sip from the tumbler. “But Gabor respects a man who goes after what he wants. If I angle this right and catch him on a good day, there’s a good chance I can strike a deal with him.”

“And if not?” I grab his hand with both of mine. He gives me a reassuring squeeze, but whatever comfort he provides with his touch, he wipes out with his next words.

“Worst-case scenario, he’ll dispose of us both right then and there. But that wouldn’t be like him. I’m valuable to him. I’m one of the few men he actually listens to. Why do you think I got away with punching him when he tried to cut your feet?”

“But what if he wants to keep me for himself?”

“I won’t allow it.” Janos’s nose twitches like an animal ready to attack.

“You can’t stop him.” If Gabor wants me, he’ll take me. Janos might be as dangerous as the deadliest of warriors, but Gabor surely has a small army on his side.

“I’ll make sure he doesn’t get you.” Grabbing my chin, he leans dangerously close. “If I can’t have you, no one can.”

I should let it go and move on, but I have to know what he means even though my gut tells me it won’t be good. “How?”

“If things go sideways…” He pauses, brushing the hair from my face, and his voice softens as he curves his hand around my cheek. “I’ll put you to sleep.”

I shake my head as fear blackens my mind, infiltrating my entire system. Shivers spread through my body, settling in my muscles as my breathing stutters to work through my constricted throat.

“It won’t hurt.” Janos sets his glass aside and lifts me onto his lap, pinning me to his chest with an arm as strong as steel. “You’ll barely even notice.” Ever so gently, he wraps his hand around my throat. But instead of squeezing my windpipe like he usually would, his fingers press on the sides. “If I block the vessels in your throat, I’ll cut off the blood supply to your brain.”

Black spots dance in my vision, and a hazy feeling descends over my brain. Fear hovers somewhere in the background, but the fog is calm, and I find myself sinking into Janos, welcoming his devastating control.

“At first, you’ll just faint. But if I keep squeezing”—he applies a little more pressure, sending me deeper into the haze—“you won’t wake up again.”

I grapple weakly at his legs as my consciousness slips away, darkness hovering around the edges of my mind. But it’s not a threatening darkness. It’s sort of peaceful, really, and I find myself being drawn to it even knowing what it entails.

“You’re mine. I control all of you,” Janos whispers against my ear just before he tightens his grip. Like the flick of a switch, all strength drains from my body. I collapse against Janos, limp in every muscle and bone. Blackness takes my vision, but just before I lose consciousness, Janos releases my throat.

I gasp as blood rushes to my brain, welcoming me back to the real world. It’s like a reset button, wiping the slate clean—a rush of relief so strong it sends me into tears. Janos turns my still sluggish body around and cradles me in his arms, and my whimpers turn to sobs as he presses me into his shoulder.

I don’t want to die. I want to stay here. With him.

But if I can’t be his, maybe this is the right way to go. I can’t end it myself anyway. Being in his arms when it all ends is all I could ever hope for.

Once I’ve cried out, Janos pulls me away from him and swipes his thumb along my cheek to collect the remaining moisture. “There’s one other option.” He hesitates as if he doesn’t want to say it. “I have a couple of acquaintances in Russia. They have no association with Gabor. They’re coming to Budapest in a month or so. I can keep you hidden here in the meantime. They’ll get you out safely.”

The tension in his features tells me he hates this idea as much as I do. But he’s willing to do it anyway. For me. My heart swells, and I stare into his eyes with open honesty written all over my face. “I’d rather die in your arms than be away from you again.”

He studies me for a moment as if gauging my sincerity. Then his expression turns solemn as he nods. “Okay.”


CHAPTER 44

“While We Sleep”

by Insomnium

Rebecca

“The meeting went well.” Janos throws a plastic bag on the bed and unlocks the cuff on my wrist. “Get ready. We’re leaving in half an hour.”

He shoves the bag into my arms, and I bring it to the bathroom, where I freshen up and find that he has gotten me new clothes. Tight jeans, a feminine blouse, and a pair of sneakers. He has even gotten me makeup, which I use a little of.

I feel like a new person when I turn in front of the mirror and take it all in. After ten days in Janos’s shirts, it feels strange to wear normal clothes. But I like it. The outfit looks good on me, enhancing my curves as well as hiding the scars. The makeup brightens my face, and it gives me a boost of confidence, making me feel new and fresh in an odd sort of way. I get the feeling that the clothes and makeup are more for my sake than Gabor’s. Gabor never did care how I looked, only that the setting was prim and proper.

The thought of the man who is my living nightmare squashes my newfound confidence. Tremors rattle through my body as I go to the hall and wait for Janos—wait for him to take me back to the hell he freed me from.

My mouth twists when I see the hoodie in his hand as he enters the hall. I’m not sure why I detest it so much. Maybe because it represents the things I had to do to get here, or because it’s plain ugly. Either way, I comply anyway when he holds it up for me to stick my arms through.

“Keep your head down until we’re in the car.” He pulls the hood up and pushes my hair into it. “We don’t want anyone finding out you’re here before we get there.”

Janos has donned his black suit, and shivers skitter down my damp skin as I feel the cool professionalism roll off him as he leads me down the street with a firm grip on my arm. I feel like a pig up for slaughter, and my mind runs rampant with ugly memories when he shoves me into the back of an SUV with tinted windows. It’s probably the same car he picked me up in when I got detained at the airport a year ago. It seems like a lifetime ago, and I can’t wrap my head around how I went from being a desperate victim, who would do anything to escape, to a willing participant, who would do anything to stay. I don’t know if I’m broken, brainwashed, or have actually found a place where I belong. Neither do I know if it matters.

We cross the Margaret Bridge and drive into the Buda hills along winding roads, through luscious greenery, and past expensive houses that grow more luxurious as we go. The view is breathtaking as we ascend the hills. But I know the beauty is a lie and keep my attention on the river that stretches out below us, a calm constant at the center of the city.

Janos breaks me from my thoughts. “I’m gonna negotiate the price.” He meets my gaze in the rearview mirror. “Money is not a problem, but if I’m too eager, taking the first bid, I risk he’ll back down.”

I simply nod, not knowing what else to say.

A minute later, he drives up in front of a tall iron gate. “Lose the hoodie,” he says before rolling down the window and speaking into an intercom.

The gate slides open, and fear becomes a vise around my chest as we continue down a long avenue leading to a huge mansion. Like everything else in my nightmare, luxury and flashy beauty are a cover for the muck hiding beneath the surface.

I fight to rein in my anxiety, but all I manage is to keep the contents of my stomach down when Janos opens the door for me. My face must be pale as a sheet, and my hand trembles as I grab the door to support myself as I climb out.

“Don’t look at Gabor unless someone tells you to. You’re nothing but a commodity to him, and it’s best if you act the part.” Any trace of compassion disappears in the blink of an eye as Janos grabs my arm and steers me toward the house.

Two suit-clad men meet us at the stone steps before the front door, and Janos greets them like they’re good friends. They let us pass without question, and I’m quick to lower my gaze to the shining marble floors when Janos leads us into the building and down a long, wide corridor.

My legs are shaking like leaves as we stop at the end of the hallway and Janos knocks on a door. His grip on my arm might well be the only thing holding me up.

Keeping my head down, I only see shiny leather shoes when the door opens, but the feeling of the man before me is as oppressive as ever. The hairs on my neck stand on end, and icy shivers shoot down my spine. All my instincts beg me to bolt, and it takes everything I have to stay in place.

“What do we have here?” Gabor’s voice holds the same foreboding enthusiasm as the last night he used me. “Such a lovely surprise.” Besides the dark glee, his voice doesn’t give away much, but I sense the surprise hidden in there.

Gabor holds out a hand, inviting us inside as he steps to the side. The room is a huge office. Tall windows stretch along one side, creating a whole wall of glass that lets the bright summer light in, enhancing the façade of deceit.

Janos shoves me inside with a harshness as deceptive as the sun and places me with my back to the light. Then he makes himself comfortable in one of the armchairs while Gabor goes to lean against a heavy desk on my other side.

Most men would remain standing like Gabor, using their size to intimidate. But not Janos. His air of authority is so acute that his tall, bulky size almost seems redundant. Sitting down only enhances his confidence, making the effect that much more powerful.

I realize this must be why Gabor holds him in such high regard—at least part of it. Gabor respects this kind of unwavering command, and I think he might even fear Janos a bit himself. His finger that discreetly taps the desk seems to reflect a nervousness I haven’t spotted in him before. He knows he doesn’t stand a chance against Janos—not physically or intellectually.

Suddenly, it hits me: the only reason Janos hasn’t taken over Gabor’s criminal empire is because he’s loyal.

But not loyal enough to let Gabor have me.

Fear spikes in my veins as I remember what Janos will do if Gabor refuses to negotiate. I try my darndest to hide my trepidation, clutching my hands and staring at the floor, but I know I look as brave as a lamb facing a hungry wolf. But maybe it’s for the best. Gabor doesn’t know Janos is on my side, and a display of confidence might provoke him.


CHAPTER 45

“The Offering”

by Sleep Token

Janos

“So, the whore is back. What a lovely surprise,” Gabor says in Hungarian, rubbing his hands together as he roams his eyes over Rebecca’s slender figure with sadistic hunger. His expression hardens as he turns his attention to me. “But I did tell you to get rid of her, Janos, and you clearly didn’t.” He gestures his hand up and down the living proof that I disobeyed. He lets the statement hang in the air as if to enhance the implicit threat, but it doesn’t faze me.

I stare back at him. “You also told me to clean up your messes and stop you if you went too far.”

Gabor’s jaw twitches. He knows I’m right, but he can’t let this blatant display of disobedience go—not for his own pride and not for his reputation. But I’m prepared to take the consequence as long as he directs it at me and not Rebecca.

“I must say, I’m impressed by your boldness, bringing her back here.” He goes to a side table to pour two glasses of scotch. “And I’m curious to know why you’d be so stupid to bring her back here. It’s not like you, Janos.” He hands me a tumbler and returns to lean against the desk, taking a sip of his glass as he waits for an explanation.

Taking my time, I take a sip of the rich liquor and set the glass aside before speaking. “The girl came back to me.” I shrug. “Figured it was my turn to have fun with her.”

Gabor breaks out into a laugh and slams his glass onto the table. “The bitch came back?” With three long strides, he closes the distance to Rebecca and grabs her jaw. He keeps going in Hungarian as he lifts her head and studies her. “The whores do tend to latch on to you, Janos. And this one in particular. But I want to know the real reason why you brought her here.” He turns his head to look at me. “You could have finished her off or dumped her in some drug den. Why flaunt your disobedience in my face like this?” His grip on Rebecca’s jaw hardens as he says the last words, drawing a whimper from her.

“I want to buy her,” I say.

His jaw tics as he turns his head to watch Rebecca, then looks back at me. “Buy her? This cunt?”

I shrug. “She was a lot of fun.”

“Indeed, she was.” Gabor leans back to take in her slim figure. Then he releases her jaw and slaps her across the face, and I rein in the urge to rush to Rebecca as she yelps and cups her cheek. “But not that fun.”

Grabbing Rebecca’s jaw again, he looks me over with suspicion in his eyes. “You did always seem protective of her.”

I shrug. “She got to me. Like she got to you.”

His expression tightens. He doesn’t like me reminding him how he lost control—nearly brought Rebecca to Germany, considered having me killed for stopping him from cutting her feet, and then killing that other girl. Loss of control is a weakness to Gabor. And so are emotions.

“Did you fuck her?” he asks.

I don’t hesitate. “Yes,” I say. Lying would anger him worse than anything.

His eyes go deadly as he watches me, and Rebecca’s breathing speeds up as he digs his fingers into her jaw. This is the pivotal moment that determines the outcome of this deal. My whole system is on high alert even as I remain relaxed in the chair, ready to pounce if Gabor tries something.

“If this gets in the way of business, I’ll kill her myself. And I’ll make you watch,” Gabor says, nostrils flaring.

I don’t doubt him for a second. Gabor’s business is everything to him. Like a child he has nurtured and brought up and molded to his liking. The same way he has with me. That’s why he won’t kill me, and that’s why there’s a chance he’ll let me keep my “toy.”

“It won’t,” I say as readily as my confession. This is where Gabor and I differ. He sometimes struggles to retain control, and that’s probably why he was so adamant about teaching me the importance of it—and why he respects me so much.

Rebecca is stiff with tension as we hover in this moment of uncertainty. She senses the danger crackling in the air even though she doesn’t understand our exchange. Even as I don’t remove my attention from Gabor, I sense her anxiety. I can hear it in her shallow, rapid breaths and the staggered long ones as she struggles to keep off the ledge of panic. Good girl, I want to tell her. But this is not the time.

Gabor’s jaw tightens, and he turns to look at Rebecca.

This is it, I think. The moment where I have to choose. Snapping Gabor’s neck or putting Rebecca to sleep. Breaking the bond that I’ve based my whole life on or breaking the bond that runs deeper than any other.

I can’t make that choice.

And I don’t have to.

Gabor glances back at me and erupts in a loud laugh as he holds up both hands in mock surrender. “Relax, Janos. I won’t take your fucking toy from you. You’re like a goddamn pit bull with a bone.” He gives Rebecca a sideways look and adds, “Though, technically, it’s my bone. But I guess you’ve deserved a reward for being such a good boy.” He shakes his head and chuckles as he goes to pour another glass of scotch, and relief is like a tidal wave, making me sink back in the chair.

“How about this? One hundred million forint,” Gabor offers.

I’ll pay twice the amount, but Gabor’s gaze is too focused. It’s too easy. He wants a bit of rebuttal. Some resistance. Agreeing this soon would be a weakness in his eyes, and the deal would drop instantly.

I scoff. “A hundred million for a scratched-up toy? Have you seen her body?” I go to Rebecca and lift her blouse to reveal the canvas of scars that is her torso. Her pained whimper cuts my soul. To her, those scars are a weakness, but I’ll show her what they truly are. Strength. A testament of what she has survived.

“You’ve got a point.” Gabor leans against his desk and takes a sip of his scotch as he watches Rebecca over the rim of his glass. I’m still holding her blouse up, and I can feel her growing smaller with every passing second Gabor takes in her scars. But I can’t think about her emotions right now. I’ll have plenty of time to mend whatever damage I’m making when I walk out of here with her as mine.

“But I am gonna miss out on a lot of fun, so I can’t go cheap.”

Gabor shifts to English as he comes to stand in front of Rebecca and traces a finger over one of the more severe scars. “I’ll cut you a deal,” he says. “Fifty million for the scratched-up whore, and I get to use her however I want—shall we say… once a week?”

“Once a month, and you don’t damage her,” I counter.

“You know I can’t have any fun without a little pain, Janos.”

“Sixty million, once a month, and I’ll hurt her while you fuck her.”

My dick stirs in my pants. The idea of him fucking her while I’m hurting her turns me on more than it should. I’ve always gotten more off on the power and the pain than the fucking itself. That’s why I didn’t take Rebecca for myself that day when I saw her at the restaurant. I didn’t simply want to overpower her, slap her around a little, and fuck her. Part of me wanted to see true pain in those innocent eyes.

Little did I know how much that pain would hurt me when Gabor went overboard.

But regret is not something I allow myself. It doesn’t do any good, so I shut down the nagging emotion and focus on what’s in front of me—sparing Rebecca more of that pain.

Gabor’s expression darkens as he contemplates, and I think he’s going to refuse my offer and insist on inflicting the pain himself. My head churns to come up with a counteroffer good enough to get her out of it. So when he makes his next offer that doesn’t involve her, I don’t hesitate for a second.

“Seventy million, I get to use the whore once a month while you hurt her, starting today, and you pay for your disobedience. Two fingers. One for not getting rid of her and one for fucking her without permission.”

“No,” Rebecca blurts, no longer able to hold it together. I feel her eyes flickering back and forth between us with frantic desperation as I hold out my hand and Gabor takes it.

“You’ve got yourself a deal,” I say. Then I grab Rebecca’s arm before her trembling knees cave in and lead her to the door. I want to take her in my arms and tell her everything will be okay and this is one of the good outcomes I could have hoped for, but I can’t show any weakness. I can’t let him see that she’s my weakness. So I stick to rubbing my thumb across her inner arm where no one will see, and her rigid muscles soften somewhat.

I open the door and call out for Anton. “Take her to the living room and keep an eye on her until I come,” I say.

I’m almost expecting Rebecca to burst into desperate words of begging and pleading when the burly guard grabs her arm and steers her down the corridor. But she’s such a good girl, smart and obedient, knowing that kind of behavior would do more harm than good—knowing to trust me.

In this moment, I know for certain that keeping her was the right choice. The only choice.


CHAPTER 46

“And I Return to Nothingness”

by Lorna Shore

Rebecca

Time ticks away at a painfully slow pace as I wait. The large, opulent living room is deadly silent—not even the guard standing watch by the door gives off a sound—but inside my head, I’m screaming, alarms are blaring, and destructive images of blood and pain keep flashing before my inner eye. But even as I want to release the screams and pull at my own hair, I remain in place, perching on the couch, hands folded in my lap, eyes staring straight ahead. I imagine this is how it must feel when anesthesia goes wrong—when the body shuts down and the mind is wide awake during the horror and pain.

Twenty agonizing minutes pass like this.

A slow tremble settles in my bones and works its way up to jerky tremors. When a particularly severe one makes me jolt, I think it will break me from the paralysis and into hysteria, but nothing happens. I remain rooted to the couch even though everything inside me itches to tear the pristine façade of this place apart.

It’s only when steps in the hallway announce someone coming that I manage to move and turn my head. I can barely breathe as I stare at the door, expecting Gabor to come and say Janos is dead and I’m his now. So when Janos appears, the relief is like a shock to my system. My heart slams against my ribcage, and tears pool in my eyes. It takes everything I have to keep them from spilling down my cheeks and hold myself straight. I know this isn’t the end; there’s still more to come. The first down payment.

Janos looks as impassive as when he sent me out of the office, giving no signs of what has transpired. But when I look at his left hand, the air sticks like a cork in my throat. Where his pinkie and ring finger should be is a thick, white bandage. Looking back up at his face, I notice he does seem a little pale, his features taut. But his posture remains tall and proud, the strength in his eyes unwavering.

Nausea twists my stomach as he stops in front of me, and I stare at his left hand. One, two, three, I count over and over, never reaching four and five.

“Look at me.” Janos grips my jaw with his good hand, forcing my gaze up to meet his. “It’s just a couple of fingers. It’s not important.”

I stare at him, unable to process his words.

“Breathe,” he orders, and I drag in a small gulp of air that barely passes the restriction in my throat.

“One more,” he guides, and I give it a few more tries before I succeed, filling my lungs as I cling to the steady command in his eyes. “It’s just a couple of fingers,” he repeats. “Okay?”

I nod even though I can’t write off the loss of his fingers as insignificant the same way he does. But even so, this is more than I dared hope for. He’s still here. Alive. So I force the image of his three-fingered hand from my mind and focus on the one that wraps around my arm and helps me up. Once I’m on my feet, he slides his hand under my hair and grips my nape. The rough way he leads me down the hall must look callous to anyone watching from the outside, but I feel the small caresses under my hair, and his firm grip is a steadying force that chases away the quivers in my legs.

Gabor watches me with animalistic hunger as Janos herds me into the office. “Put her on the desk. Naked.”

Janos steps in front of me, blocking my vision of the man who is my nightmare. The man who is once again going to use and abuse me.

“He’s just going to fuck you,” Janos says. “I’ll be the one dealing out the pain.”

Swallowing hard, I nod. I feel nauseous from the sight of Janos’s missing fingers, and bile rises at the back of my throat at the idea of pain. I thought I was willing to do anything to belong to Janos, but right now, I can’t take it. My stomach is churning like it’s refusing to hold on to its contents for much longer, my head is pounding, and it gets worse every time I try to focus my blurry eyes.

“Rebecca, look at me,” Janos demands, grabbing my jaw the same way Gabor did earlier. But where Gabor’s grip sent icy shivers through my skin, Janos’s touch soothes the sick feeling in my body somewhat.

“It’s my pain,” he says. “You’re mine now, and you’ll come for me while I hurt you.”

I squeeze my eyes shut as the reality of my situation once again slams into me. Pain, Gabor, helplessness. The same nightmare that I had escaped.

“Rebecca,” Janos repeats, my name a stern warning on his tongue. “Mine.” He digs his fingers in with a force that hurts. But the pain isn’t cruel. It’s potent. Powerful. Like him. And as I watch the strength in his eyes mixing with that strange sort of protectiveness I seemed to rouse in him the first time our eyes locked, the fear changes. It doesn’t disappear, but it takes on a new character. It becomes this buzzing sort of urge for… something more. Something that will make me feel alive. Something that will stabilize the chaos within me and mend my brokenness. And only one man can do that. The man I now belong to.

So I nod. It’s all I can do as I get lost in his hard, gray eyes that hold all the power and control I can’t find within myself.

Releasing my jaw, he takes a step back and crosses his arms over his wide chest, making his biceps bulge menacingly beneath his suit jacket. “Take off your clothes,” he demands.

I don’t think; I just act, lifting the hem of my blouse and dragging it over my head. It’s pure instinct. Survival, or maybe submission. I can’t figure out which as I stare into the dangerous depths of Janos’s gaze.

“Impressive,” Gabor says behind Janos. “You should reconsider training my next toy. I rather like seeing how you’ve manipulated her to your will, Janos.”

“Shut up,” Janos growls with a force that makes me jump.

I tense up, fearing Gabor’s reaction. But he only chuckles, and when I throw a quick glance behind Janos, I see Gabor’s eyes light up. Fuck, I almost think he gets off on this. Janos’s power and the control. Maybe even Janos telling him off.

“On the desk,” Janos orders once I’m fully naked, his tone hard and uncompromising. Part of me is scared shitless, but that fear seems to awaken a slow hum deep within my belly. Because as much as I fear Janos and the pain he’s going to inflict, I want it too. I want him. With everything it entails. His devastating control, his brutality, and his protection. “Ass on the edge,” he adds as I scoot onto the desk and lie down on my back, planting my feet on the surface. My whole body shivers, chills spreading over my skin and raising goosebumps along my arms.

Janos comes to stand at my side, and the slap he delivers to my face has my head jerking to the side.

“No,” I yelp as pain flares in my cheek. The shock has me drawing in on myself, squeezing my eyes shut and tensing my muscles. But Janos won’t allow it.

“Look at me,” he demands with a force that pulls me straight out of the onsetting panic. “Thank me.”

“What?” I say through shallow breaths.

“Thank me for slapping you and ask me to do it again.”

I blink back and forth between his eyes, unable to believe that I’m hearing right. But he keeps watching me, quietly demanding that I obey. So I part my lips. “Th—thank you,” I stutter, and the words have a strange effect on me that pulls me deeper under his spell and makes the burning sensation in my cheek draw back. I breathe through rounded lips before I say the next part, and as I let out the words, they feel more sincere than I expected. “Will you please slap me again?”

A swish through the air and his hand connects with my cheek. Hard. But this time he catches my head with his other hand.

“Ah,” I cry as my cheek flares up, the force ringing in my ears. But I keep watching him, and the pain morphs into a warm sensation that doesn’t hurt as much as the first.

“Ask me again,” he demands.

“Please slap me.”

A loud smack rings out as his massive hand connects with my cheek, and Gabor’s sadistic laugh is a distant sound that I register but doesn’t quite penetrate the fluffy fog that’s descending over my mind.

“Again,” Janos says and slaps me as I once again ask him to do so.

Pain flares in my cheek with each time his hand strikes, but it quickly drowns in a heated sensation that spreads through my body and makes electricity and desire crackle in my nerves. By the time he delivers the tenth and final slap, my head is swimming and my vision is blurry, but no longer in the nauseating way as before.

“Beg Gabor to fuck you,” Janos demands, nodding his head toward the man at the end of the desk, who I had all but forgotten.

Letting out a whimper, I lick my dry lips, and Janos’s expression turns dangerous. Lethal. It’s almost a relief when I look away to face Gabor. He has taken out his cock—his very hard cock—and is stroking it languidly, eyes shimmering with fascination, like he’s seeing the ocean for the first time.

“Please fuck me,” I say in a weak voice.

“Louder,” Janos demands, grabbing my hair to hold my head in place.

Closing my eyes, I breathe deeply. But I’m not sure if it’s to gather my courage or to steady myself as everything floats. Looking up at Gabor, I let out the words that once tore at my soul, but now drives me deeper into submission. Because those words don’t belong to Gabor this time. “Please fuck me.”

Gabor’s entire stance changes, teeming with sadistic hunger and brutal intent. I cower on the desk, trying to scoot farther up, but Janos tightens his grip on my hair, holding me in place as Gabor shoves my legs apart.

The moment he presses his hard cock against my slick opening, it all comes rushing back. The pain and the panic of all the times he fucked me. The searing helplessness and the worthlessness. But when Janos wraps his wide hand around my throat, forcing my head back and my attention at him, something else comes rushing back too. Our first kiss, his all-consuming possession, and his steadying strength. All the ‘good girls’ and the soothing strokes. I close my eyes and soak it up.

At this moment, I find that I don’t hate myself. I’m not even ashamed about the moan that escapes my lips as Gabor shoves inside me, stretching my inner walls and sinking deep into me. All I feel is submission and belonging. Because Gabor is not the one pulling the strings. Janos is. It’s not the things Gabor does to me that I’m reacting to.

“Good girl,” Janos whispers in my ear, his hot breath tickling my skin. “Now you’re gonna come for me, and then you’re gonna turn over and let him take your ass.”

“Yes,” I moan. Because it’s all I can do. Obey the man who now owns me. The man I belong to, heart, mind and soul.

Gabor picks up pace, and my pussy tightens around him as my world narrows to the man squeezing my neck and the pleasure he grants me.

Janos tightens his grip on my neck, making it hard to breathe as he says, “Then I’m gonna take you home, cut my own mark into your skin, and fuck you so hard that you’ll never be able to think about anything else again.”

His words send a surge of fear, horror, and anticipation through me. Because I want his twisted possession, and I want to bear his mark on my skin.

Tightening his grip further, Janos cuts off my air. I try to keep my eyes on him to hold the panic at bay, but within moments, I’m writhing and jerking, pushing at his hand as the desperation to breathe builds. Black spots dance in my vision, and Janos becomes a blurry figure before me as he leans down over me.

Just as I’m about to lose consciousness, he loosens his grip. “Come!” he demands with a force that reverberates through the room. The air swooshes back into my lungs with a deep gasp, and my blood rushes in my veins to send oxygen into my deprived cells. It’s like a shock. A shock that sends me straight over the edge.

Pleasure explodes at my core as Gabor grows impossibly hard, and my moans mix with Gabor’s feral groans and Janos’s deep whispers.

“Good girl,” he says, pressing a soft kiss to my lips. “My girl.”

“Your girl,” I repeat, and those two words are the best ones that have ever passed through my lips. Finally, I belong. It doesn’t matter what I’ve gone through to get here or what I’ll suffer through to stay here. All that matters is that I’m his now. That I belong to this mighty, beautiful warrior named Janos.
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ALSO BY ELLA JACOBS
Excerpt from Take Me 


Dark and spicy captive story.

“You should be grateful,” my captor says, and the cruel edge in his voice has my eyes darting to him. “Only a few of the girls here get a free orgasm like this.” He pumps his fingers harder, and even as pain flares in my lower belly, something tightens in my core. A heated sensation. An urge to go further.

“Why?” I croak, needing to distract myself from the shameful sensation.

“Because you’re special,” he says in his dark accent.

“I don’t want to be special.”

He lets out a nefarious chuckle. “No?” Climbing on top of me, he takes my cheeks in a hard grip while he keeps thrusting his fingers into me. “Would you rather I leave you alone in your cell, cold, scared, and horny?”

Horror rattles through my brain, messing with everything I thought I knew.

“Either you beg me for this orgasm, or I’ll string you up from the ceiling and have Dorin flog you.”

I stare back and forth between his eyes, trying to gauge whether he’s bluffing. 

He’s not. I know it even before he says the next words.

“I have two months to train you. I think that’s enough time to mend the damage.” He presses a finger to my forehead like he’s talking about mental damage rather than physical.


“Please don’t,” I say, hating how weak I sound.

This man has me scared to the bone. Something about his sudden shift from protective caregiver to demanding captor is more frightening than if he’d been cruel all along.

“So, what do you say?” he prompts, his eyes flaring with sadistic power, already knowing he has won.

I squeeze my eyes shut in defeat, knowing it too. “Please let me come,” I mutter so quietly I think he won’t hear it over the slick sound of his fingers pumping between my legs.

“Again!” he demands with a force that has my eyes flying open. “Look at me while you beg me, and speak up.”

I swallow hard and breathe through my nose as I try to calm the erratic panic stirring inside me.

“Please let me come,” I blurt.

“Let me come, what?”

I close my eyes and steel myself with a long breath before facing my own humiliation anew by staring into Mikhail’s demanding eyes. “Please let me come...” I shudder and add the last word, “Sir.”

A smile spreads across his features, crinkling the corners of his eyes and creating dimples in his cheeks. It should be utterly charming, but nothing will erase the sadistic cruelty that flickers deep in his dark eyes.

He pumps his fingers hard a few more times, and the unwelcome need grows inside me. But only a little, and the defeat thrumming throughout my system drowns it out. Not daring to go against him, I close my eyes and try to focus on the pleasure. But it doesn’t work. There’s no way this static finger-fucking will make me come.

I open my eyes and glance between him and the stone wall. “I—I can’t come like this.” I flinch as the words leave my mouth, expecting some kind of reproach.

One of his straight brows shoots up in an amused curve. “You thought I was trying to make you come like this? You really are an inexperienced little one, aren’t you?”

I make a confused shake of my head. He’s right—the wildest thing I did before Nikolai was the sixty-nine position. But how can he know? Does my sexual innocence linger like a stigma on me?

“Don’t worry. We won’t be able to say that once I’m through with you.” He seems to muse on the words, and his tongue darts out to lick his lower lip as his eyes become unfocused for a moment. When he notices my confusion, he adds, “I’m just considering how I should start out.” He studies my face as if searching for the answer there. “Maybe we should do it the easy way—get it over with so you can catch some sleep. You’ll need your strength tomorrow.”

Before I can respond, he leans forward and wraps his hand around my throat in a tight grip.

My eyes go wide with terror as the heel of his hand rests against my windpipe. He doesn’t press, but the threat is right there, hovering, waiting to be released.

“Let’s see if this will do the trick.” He flexes his hand on my neck, gripping it harder, while he adjusts his hand in my pussy, angling two fingers upward while pressing his thumb to my clit.

Everything flips in the blink of an eye. Suddenly, my entire body pulses with need. And alarm. All he has to do is flick the right switch, and he knows just where to find it.

“Oh, yes.” His expression lights up as he reads the effect in my wide eyes and clenching pussy.

“Please don’t,” I say, but the last word becomes a gasp as he moves his hand inside me, working his fingers against my g-spot and rubbing my clit.


Sensation shoots through my nerve-endings with a force that sends me bucking off the mattress. He tightens his grip around my throat, just enough to let me feel the pressure on my windpipe without taking my breath.

It sends me straight back to Nikolai and the staggering orgasm he gave me as he choked me. It’s the same deadly cocktail of fear and pleasure that has my world tilting on its axis now.

I fight the orgasm—try to keep my focus on my unforgiving surroundings. The nightmare that has consumed me in the blink of an eye. But it’s no use. Mikhail has already set it rolling, and my breaths speed up as tension coils through my body. All I can do is close my eyes and imagine Nikolai as pleasure shoots through my veins, pounds in my heart, and curls my toes. 

A long cascade of moans erupts from my throat, deep and lustful. I jerk on the mattress and press my throat into the hand around my neck. All thoughts evaporate as I succumb to an orgasm as staggering as any of the ones Nikolai has given me.

“Hmm,” a deep voice hums, and when I open my eyes, my world shatters anew. 

There’s no Nikolai. No bright sunlight. No scent of an earthy cologne. There’s just my captor, the dusty scent of old rocks, and the four bare walls shutting me off from the world.

“That was easier than I thought.” Mikhail gets up, cuts the ropes on my feet, and attaches manacles to my ankles. “No touching your cunt without permission.”
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Pre-order Take Me today!


ABOUT ELLA JACOBS

Ella Jacobs writes dark and kinky romance. Her books all center around Dom/sub dynamics, ranging from BDSM relationships with light dub con to pitch-black captor/captive stories with Stockholm syndrome and heavy non con.

What all her stories have in common is the emotional depth that makes them feel very raw and real. They will pull at all your heartstrings, maybe gut you and shock you, and take you through the emotional wringer.

Ella lives in Northern Europe, where she has been part of the BDSM community for many years. She lives her own age-gap romance with a stern, loving Dominant, who is always ready for some character analysis and rarely gets jealous when she falls in love with her fictional men.

Besides writing, Ella loves to play music and travel.

You can read more about her own experiences with the BDSM lifestyle on her website.

www.ellajacobs.com


ALSO BY ELLA JACOBS

In His Cage

Dark abduction romance

His in the Darkness

FREE dark and spicy novella

Not Yours Trilogy

Raw & emotional BDSM romance

Not Yours to Keep

If I Were Yours


cover1.jpeg
He gave me to
the devil
but wanted me

for himself







page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   










