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      I couldn’t believe this was actually happening. Granted, I knew this was my decision. I knew I created my current reality based on what I wanted and the choices I had made leading up to this.

      But it was still difficult for me to wrap my head around.

      I was about to get married. For the rest of my life. I knew marriage was supposed to be till death do us part, but there was always that backup plan of divorce or trial separations. Here, in the Void, there was no such thing, not even through death. I was trapping myself in a web I couldn’t escape from, and even as I regarded my reflection in the bedroom I would soon be calling ours instead of his, I still wasn’t totally sure I wanted this.

      Richard was gone. He was the only family I had, after a bunch of shades killed my parents. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. Shades shouldn’t have been able to kill them, but they had. And then, they carted Richard off, leaving me alone. Granted, I didn’t think they even noticed me. They weren’t the smartest spirits lingering around this realm and the Void.

      I shook my head, turning slightly. The dress Keaton conjured up for me to wear wasn’t exactly what I had in mind as a wedding dress. Then again, it wasn’t like I had been thinking about getting married at all. I had been hellbent on finding Richard, which was how I met Keaton in the first place. Which was how I got myself into this mess.

      The more I studied it, though, the more I got used to it. It was much more luxurious than I would have ever picked up for myself. The sleeves were long and lacy, somewhat transparent, with shapes of leaves running up and down my arm. The bodice had jewels stitched into the material - I wouldn’t be surprised if they were real crystal or diamonds or whatever shone under the light like these did. The skirt flared out in wisps, like the shades themselves. On my feet, were matching heels - white silk with a bow made from the same crystal-diamonds on each foot.

      Keaton hadn’t touched my face and makeup, probably deciding to let me figure out what to do with it, which was a good idea. I brushed my hair as best as I could with the brush Keaton conjured up for me, and began to pin it up into a bun. I had no idea why I even bothered to look nice. This was a business transaction. Why should I put any effort into my appearance? But it helped focus me. It kept me from crying, from feeling like I was about to lose myself without any hope of getting me back.

      It kept me from letting myself succumb to my palpable fear.

      When I finished my hair, I did my makeup. I was never good at it since I had better things to focus my time on, but I did what I could. I even wore pink lipstick, which felt like a big deal since I wasn’t a fan of anything but Chapstick.

      I tilted my head to the side. The lace came up to my neck. It wasn’t actually ugly. In fact, the more I looked at myself, the more I realized that I was actually pretty.

      Stupid.

      I shouldn’t be thinking of being pretty when I was throwing my life away.

      For Richard! For Richard!

      That persistent voice got smaller and smaller as the wedding loomed nearer and nearer, almost like it wasn’t worth it. But every time I thought of that, shame choked me. How could I abandon the only family I had when there was a chance to see him again? At the very least, I’d have some kind of understanding as to what happened with my family.

      I shook my head as tears blurred my vision. I blinked them away before they could ruin my makeup. 

      Do you really care if they ruin your makeup or not? Is that really what we need to focus on?

      Fuck. Now I was talking to the voices in my head. I had to get out of here. I had to go through with this before I talked myself out of it.

      I turned to the door and walked over to it. My heels clicked on the floor, and each step, it felt like a heartbeat, keeping time as I got closer and closer to my ruin.

      I rubbed my lips and reached for the knob. I could still back out of this. Someone might come in and stop this. I almost laughed at the thought. There was no way anyone could stop this from happening. It was going to happen. The only person who could was myself. I knew Keaton wouldn’t force me to marry him, not if I didn’t want to. He’d be pissed, but he wouldn’t force me.

      Breath came a little easier.

      And…and if he could honor that, maybe this wouldn’t be so bad.

      Yeah, right. This is Keaton we’re talking about. Keaton. Get your head out of the clouds. Your marriage will be awful. He’ll be cruel. You might as well accept that now before you go through with this. There’s no point in kidding yourself only to be disappointed when you realize this isn’t the case.

      I dropped my hand to my side.

      Shit.

      I hated this. Why couldn’t I just be brave? Why couldn’t I make a decision and stick with it? I’d been kicking and screaming this entire time, trying to get out of this in any way I saw fit and yet, still committing, still saying I wanted this.

      I needed to do something, or this wasn’t going to work anymore.

      “Fuck it,” I said to myself, reaching for the doorknob and twisting it. This time, I turned off my brain. I didn’t want to hear anything. I didn’t want to know what a reckless, thoughtless, stupid mistake I was making. What mattered was, I was making it.

      I threw open the door and all but stomped out into the living room. Keaton was in the pinstriped suit I met him in, way back when he was still safely confined to his crypt. He was smoking a cigarette, and judging by the pile of ash on his boot, I doubted even he had lost count of how many he had had. Ambrose was patiently waiting, sitting on the edge of the couch like he didn’t trust himself to let his body touch anything in Keaton’s house. He looked up when he saw me, a flicker of surprise touching his features.

      “Wow,” he said, forcing himself to stand. “I wasn’t sure…” He let his voice trail off.

      I cleared my throat. “Neither was I,” I admitted. “But I am now, so.” I clapped my hands together. “Let’s get this over with, she’ll we?”

      I glanced over at Keaton, waiting for some kind of comment. He was surprisingly silent throughout this, and that couldn’t be a good sign. However, when I rested my eyes on him, he seemed…passive. The look on his face was indiscernible. Another omen if there ever was one.

      “Keaton,” Ambrose said, looong over at his brother as he crossed his arms over his chest. “You ready?”

      “For fuck’s sake,” he muttered. “Get on with it, would ya?”

      He flicked the cigarette butt from his fingers and it disappeared before it hit the ground. He adjusted the lapels of his tuxedo jacket and turned away from me.

      Ambrose snapped his fingers and a thick book appeared in his hands. He flipped the book open and gently turned each page. He seemed to know exactly what he was looking for, eyes scanning the text carefully. He looked up at me, offering me a gentle smile.

      “If you would stand next to my brother and take his hands?” His tone wasn’t commanding but soft and sweet, like I was a child he was attempting to reassure. 

      I moved my feet over to Keaton. He didn’t offer me his hands, not until I reached for his. The second our skin touched, a spark flared between us. If I was Mattie, with any hint of romantic bone in my body, I might say that was a good sign. Since this was Keaton we were talking about, I didn’t think good signs existed. However, I concentrated on the feel of his hands on mine, the toughness that was somehow coated in silk. His touch affected me more than I cared to admit, and I forced myself to swallow, to try and moisten my throat.

      Ambrose opened his mouth, ready to read from the text, when Keaton held up his hand.

      “No gimmicks,” he instructed. “We all know what this is. This is purely transactional. That’s it. We don’t need to pretend it’s something that it’s not.”

      Ambrose closed his mouth, giving Keaton a look between slitted eyes. “Fine,” he said. He dropped the book and it vanished before it hit the ground. “It’s not like I wanted to officiate my first Breather wedding but fine. We’ll just go through with the vows then.”

      “Keaton, do you take your lovely bride -“

      “I do,” he snipped.

      “You have to at least let me say the vows or else it doesn’t count,” Ambrose said, glaring.

      I kept watching the two go back and forth. Even I didn’t understand what Keaton’s problem was. Wasn’t this what he wanted? Wasn’t this what he had been waiting for? So what gave?

      “Do you, Keaton, take this living dead girl to be your dearly beloved, to protect, to stand by, to obey, and to forsake all others in honor of this union?”

      “I. Do.”

      I was honestly surprised he hadn’t started smoking again.

      “And do you, Kara Darling, take this heathen to be your dearly beloved, to protect, to stand by, to obey, and to forsake all others in honor of this union?”

      I didn’t like the obey part or even the forsake part. Part of it was I didn’t want to be beholden to a husband who might expect particular orders I would never grant anyone else with just because I married him. Then again, the vows were exactly the same. He had to obey me just as much as I had to obey him.

      “I do,” I said. 

      Now wasn’t the time to back out now.

      “Please, present your hands.”

      A ring appeared in my hand while another ring appeared in Keaton’s. Both were simple black platinum. Somehow; there was a heaviness to move I didn’t expect.

      “Exchange rings,” Ambrose instructed.

      Keaton took my hand and slid the cool ring onto my finger next to the ring he had already given me. I forced myself to do the same even though it felt like there was an anchor in my gut. Somehow, this made everything all the more serious.

      “Now that the rings are on, you won’t be able to remove them,” Ambrose said. “Turn over one hand to me.”

      Keaton offered his brother his hand palm up while keeping hold of mine with his other. Ambrose reached in his pocket and pulled out a small dagger. It looked familiar to me but I couldn’t explain why.

      “What is it?” I asked. “What’s going on?”

      “You’ve joined in words,” Ambrose said. “And, in a bit, you’ll join in body. But this, right now, is joining in blood. It seals the marriage and binds you together.”

      My heart lurched. This sounded much more serious than human marriages.

      Ambrose took the dagger and nicked the flesh part of Keaton’s palm. Blood bubbled at the flesh wound, a dark crimson color. During this entire facade, Keaton hadn’t had any other expression on his face besides that annoyed passive one. It was really starting to bother me.

      “Kara?”

      I blinked and shoved my hand at him. Ambrose did the same to me. I flinched when it pricked me.

      “Place your hands together so your blood will bond as your hearts have bonded, as your bodies will bond.”

      Keaton lifted his hand. I placed mine against it.

      Another spark. Another skipped heartbeat.

      “Keaton, you may now seal your bond by kissing your bride. And shall you have love and happiness everlasting.”

      Keaton looked at me and leaned forward until our lips touched, completing the ceremony.

      I was married. I was married to the most dangerous heathen known in existence and there was no way I could get out of this.
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      The kiss was surprisingly gentle. There was no passion, nothing possessive about it. It was nowhere near the kiss from last night. But it wasn’t lifeless or stiff. I wouldn’t go out of my way to call it tender, but it was…nice.

      Just as I began to respond, to close my eyes and lean in slightly, another spark formed and I jumped away.

      Ambrose looked between us. “I suppose congratulations are in order,” he said. “Just remember, the bindings have started to form, but nothing is official until you seal it with your body. You must consummate the marriage within forty-eight hours. And we’ll know because of the rings.”

      “Wait, what?” I looked down at the ring on my finger. It was simple, innocuous, and somehow it could detect whether or not I had had sex.

      “I don’t have time for this,” Ambrose muttered, pinching the bridge of his nose with his index finger and thumb. “Look, there are a few things you need to know now that you’re married.” He gestured at the couch. “Sit, would you? I want to get through this as quickly as possible so no one can tell me I didn’t do my job and inform you of certain expectations.” He directed the last comment to his brother, who moved to sit next to me. “Ignorance isn’t an excuse. You’ll be penalized if you don’t comply.”

      Once Keaton and I were situated, Keaton’s arm around my shoulders in a loose show of possession that I attempted to ease out of but didn’t succeed in doing, Ambrose placed his hands behind his back and began to pace.

      “First, the rings,” he said. He didn’t bother looking at us, keeping his gaze in front of him. The words were monotone, as though he was reading from some book. “They have a dark magic infused inside of them, which picks up on the components of the body, whether human or heathen. It keeps track of physical and emotional affection as well as intimate acts such as kissing, touching, and sex. If you happen to get pregnant, there will be a blue sheen to it until you expel the child from your womb.” He glanced over at me.

      I gripped the arm of the couch with my hand, sinking my fingernails into the soft material. Pregnant? I had only gotten married. The last thing I wanted to think about was getting pregnant.

      From my peripheral, Keaton didn’t even react. His arm was still around my shoulders. He didn’t even tense. What the hell did that mean?

      “What I’m saying is, don’t try to bullshit the ring,” he said. “It’s not going to work, and there will be consequences.”

      “Wait,” I said. “Keaton is dead. How could he possibly get me pregnant?”

      “You fucking care about that?” Keaton asked gruffy.

      “I want to know how to prevent such a thing from happening, that’s all,” I snapped, crossing my arms over my chest. I hated the way my face heated up at his accusation, like he could possibly think I cared enough about him and this marriage to want to get pregnant.

      “Pregnancy is required by the third year of marriage,” Ambrose said. “Obviously not something you have to worry about now, but something that needs mentioning nonetheless.” He stopped pacing and gave me a long look. “The truth is, despite Keaton’s life-status, he can still get you pregnant because there’s life in you. You can create it. Which means it’s expected of you.”

      “What kind of contraception -”

      “That is not allowed,” Ambrose said.

      “You just said -”

      “It is not allowed.”

      “Fucking let her get out her question,” Keaton snarled. “And fucking answer it. She doesn’t want the rule, she wants to understand the rules.”

      I looked over at Keaton, surprised he seemed to understand that in such a short time of knowing me. He kept his glare fixed on his brother but his fingertips caressed the lace of the dress. I tried not to notice that I liked it.

      “Contraception is taking a drug purposefully designed to prevent the creation of life,” he said. “Down in the Void, where everyone is supposed to be dead, that’s considered blasphemy. Never has a heathen married a breather before, which means that the opportunity to procreate has never occurred within our world. Now, there are occasions when pregnancy does happen down here, but it is extremely rare.”

      “You mean, two spirits could have a baby?” I asked. “Would they be considered a breather, or…?”

      “No,” Ambrose said, resuming his pacing. “No. A child born of two spirits cannot be alive even if he was born because his parents aren’t alive at the time of conception.”

      “Am I alive?” I asked before I could stop myself. “I mean, I’m here. In the Void. But I can also go to my realm…as can Keaton. So…what are we?”

      “Keaton, despite now having the capacity to traverse amongst the realms, is dead,” he said. “He will always be dead. There is nothing that will be able to bring him to life, okay? You, on the other hand…you are still very much alive. You are a breather. However, because you are a breather, you are much more vulnerable. This marriage paints a target on your back now. I had hoped Keaton discussed this with you beforehand, but I can see that he hasn’t. Every soul within the Void is going to be drawn to you simply because you’re alive. Now, they won’t know you’re a breather unless you tell them or they figure it out for themselves. There’s a chance you’ll be able to blend in here without any issue. But on the chance someone does discover it -”

      “Like the prince?” I asked, interrupting him.

      Ambrose pressed his lips together. His eyes carefully studied the floor beneath his shoes. “The prince knowing what you are will most certainly pose some problems,” he said, his voice tentative. “You see, Kara, people will want you because they want your life. They’ll instinctively seek it out. Your soul, once your body declines, will naturally come here. But while you’re alive, others will try to remove it from you and bring it peace, if that makes sense.”

      “Tell her the truth, brother,” Keaton snapped. “They want to lodge her soul into their body and try to start up their hearts again.”

      “What?” I yelped. “Is that even possible?”

      Ambrose hesitated. “We don’t know,” he said. “It’s never been done.”

      “It’s the thought, though,” Keaton muttered.

      “Is that why you married me?” I whirled around on the couch so I faced him. His arm fell down and he gave me a look that included a wrinkled nose. “You wanted to steal my soul?”

      “Fuck no,” Keaton snapped. “I don’t want to be alive. If I’m alive, my powers disappear, and what’s the point of living without magic?” He snapped his fingers and a cigarette appeared. “If I was a breather, I’d have to go into a store, pay for this, and strike a match to light it. Do you know how much work that is, babes?”   

      My mouth dropped open. There was no way Keaton was that lazy. He puffed on the cigarette a couple of times before blowing smoke in the opposite direction, almost as though he was purposefully going out of his way to not cause me any discomfort.

      “No,” Keaton continued, shaking his head. His scraggly hair followed each jerky movement. “I married ya because I want access to your realm without needing to be called three times. And now that we’re hitched, I got it.”

      “As long as the rules of matrimony are abided by,” Ambrose cut in. He stopped pacing once more, but this time, his gaze was on Keaton and it lingered, burning, insistent. “If you don’t, there will be consequences.”

      “What are the consequences?” I asked, shifting my weight. It was suddenly cold now that Keaton didn’t have his arm around me. Not that I cared; it was merely an observation.

      “Let’s say you don’t consummate the marriage once a week, as you’re supposed to,” Ambrose said, his voice softening as he pulled his attention away from Keaton in order to give it to me. “My brother will begin to lose the magic he so desires, while you will speed up the aging process. Not only that, but your rings will glow red and burn your skin until the act takes place. The same is true if any other rule is broken.”

      “You saying this fucking ring can take away my magic? My magic?”

      “Yes, Brother, that’s exactly what I said,” Ambrose said stiffly.

      “And divorce isn’t an option,” I stated before I held my breath. 

      “No.” One shake of the head. “It’s not. Should either of you attempt to remove your rings, it will only bind to you tighter. Think of it as an extension of yourself. A mole or a freckle. It would be like cutting a piece of yourself. The pain would be immeasurable. Having said that, you could feasibly live apart as long as consummation took place once a week.”

      “How would they know?” I asked.

      “Pardon?” He perked his brow like no one had ever asked him this question before. “How would they know what?”

      “Consummation,” I said. “You just said we could live apart. Should we do that, how would the ring know if we were consummating with our spouse…or someone else?”

      “Someone else?” Keaton asked through gritted teeth. His grip on the cigarette tightened to the point where I was surprised the entire thing didn’t turn into ash. “Let’s get one thing straight, babes. I don’t share my things, know what I mean? You won’t be living somewhere else and you surely won’t be fucking someone else.”

      “I didn’t mean -“

      “To answer your question, Kara,” Ambrose said, cutting me off. He gingerly rubbed his temples, whimpering slightly. “When an act of consummation takes place, both rings will give off the magic at the same time. If you chose to be unfaithful, only one ring would emit that the act was completed.”

      “Is there a penalty for being unfaithful?” I asked. 

      “No,” Ambrose said, “but the act would not register as completed between you and your husband.” 

      “What if it was forced?” I asked again.

      “What do you mean?” Ambrose asked again. His looks were beginning to get withering. I must annoy him as much as Keaton.

      “If you say I draw the attention of…of other spirits, could they take my, uh, could the ring protect me from being pursued by someone else?” I asked.

      “You don’t need no ring to protect you when you got me,” Keaton said. The cigarette was gone and his fingers splayed against his chest.

      “Unfortunately not,” Ambrose said. “However, the ring would record the attack which would inform the agency of your location so we could intervene.”

      “After the fact,” I said. “You wouldn’t be able to intervene until after it happened, right?”

      “Unfortunately, yes.” One nod. He cleared his throat. “Now, if there’s anything else -“

      “No one could claim me now that I’m married, right?” I asked. “Like, if a spirit tried…not to, you know. Attack me physically. I’m married to him so there’s no way I could marry anyone else, could I?”

      “No,” Ambrose said. “Not here, at least.”

      “What?” Keaton asked.

      “In the living realm, divorce isn’t frowned upon the way it is here,” Ambrose said. “There are always exceptions, I suppose, but if the pursuer had powerful dark magic, he could possibly sever the marriage. But he would need nothing short of a deal with the devil himself.”

      Despite that assurance, that didn’t settle my nerves the way I hoped it would.
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      “Now that everything has been covered, I shall leave you newlyweds to…Uh…” Ambrose’s ears turned red. “Well, I’m just going to see myself out.”

      Before I could even think to thank him, he slid out of the door, shutting it tightly behind him.

      “Why didn’t he just pop out?” I asked. It wasn’t the question I wanted to ask, not after everything that had happened.

      “General spirits don’t have the ability,” he said with a shrug.

      I lifted my brows, impressed, even though I didn’t want to be.

      There was a silence that wrapped around us. I shifted with unease, unsure. I wouldn’t go as far as to say it was awkward, but there was definitely tension between us for obvious reasons. I looked down at my ring and began to fiddle with it. The ring let me twist and turn it, but every time I tried to ease it up my finger, it leeched into my skin and refused to budge.

      “Look, babes.” He reached up and scratched the back of his head. “I didn’t realize this was going to happen, kay? This whole consummation shit. The only other time I found someone to marry…well, I didn’t realize it’d be different with you.”

      I used the back of my hands to wipe any wrinkles from the skirt of my wedding dress. My eyes dropped to what I was doing so I wouldn’t have to look at him. I didn’t want him to see the color rising to my cheeks, didn’t want him to see the hint of fear in my eyes. 

      At the same time, it bothered me that he would even mention the other girl he was going to marry, which I knew was stupid. Keaton wanted out long before I came into the picture. It would only make sense that he tried to get some other girl to marry him in order to get that freedom. I was more surprised by the fact that he actually found someone willing to do just that.

      “When did…” He kicked at the ground, shoved his hands in his pockets. He muttered an expletive under his breath and ran his fingers through his hair. “We gotta do this in a couple of days. I told you I wasn’t going to force you and I’m not. You tell me when you wanna do it, know what I mean?”

      “Let’s just get this over with.” The words came out of my mouth, but the weird thing was that I didn't realize I was saying them. It was like looking at myself from the outside.

      His eyes snapped up to me, narrowing slightly. Suspiciously. There was something in his gaze that unsettled me. I shifted my weight and angled my body away from him, as though that might help.

      “You wanna do it now?” he asked.

      “Isn’t that what I just said?” I demanded to know. I inwardly winced at my tone; I didn’t need to be rude. My heart continued to race against my chest, something I hoped wasn’t obvious.

      “Babes…” He reached up to cup the back of his neck and looked at the floor. A wrinkle appeared on his forehead and his lips curved into a frown. “This isn’t something you can just undo. You have to be ready for it. I don’t want you to -“

      “I can’t just be ready for it,” I said, throwing my arms out as though it was obvious. I hated that I had to explain myself in the first place. “You heard your brother. We have two days. Do you really think waiting is going to make a difference in how I feel? It won’t.” I took in a breath, dropped my hands back to my sides. In a calmer voice, I added, “I’d rather just get this over with so I don’t have to worry about it for a week. I don’t want to put it to the last minute. I just…I want it done.”

      Keaton frowned in response to the words but didn’t argue. “Fine,” he said, “but we’re not just going to get it over with.” Before I could say anything, he grabbed my hand and we popped in the bedroom. “The experience doesn’t have to be as bad as you’re making it out to be. We can…I can make it so you enjoy yourself.”

      “I don’t want…I just want to get it over with.” But the words died on my lips the second Keaton leaned in and claimed my lips with his own.

      Everything stilled. The world fell away - which was the stupidest thing I had ever heard and couldn’t understand up until that very moment because I didn’t get it. I didn’t get it until then. He suckled my bottom lip, tugging it in the most erotic of ways to the point where his teeth began to nibble at it. I tried to gasp for air, but I couldn’t. I didn’t want to pull away. One hand came to the back of my head, holding me in place against him while the other dropped to my throat, down my shoulder, tracing the outline of my curves before resting on my hip.

      Everywhere Keaton touched burst into flames. He tilted my head, deepening the kiss. Without thinking, I let him. I opened my mouth, and he slid his tongue inside of me, tasting me, exploring me. Every movement was drawn out, form but not overbearing, as though he wanted to take his time.

      I pulled away from him before I could get sucked in even more. “What are you doing?” I asked.

      He looked down at me, eyes dark with desire. My mouth went dry at the sight of it. The fact that he could look that way, at me…

      You want a heathen looking at you this way? Are you insane?

      Maybe. But insanity was probably the only thing that was going to save me right now.

      Keaton didn’t even respond. Instead, he popped away from me before reappearing behind me. His fingers took hold of the zipper of my wedding dress and slowly began to peel it down my back. My palms started to sweat, and I wiped them across my stomach. Except, that didn’t actually do anything significant. The perspiration kept coming.

      “Easy,” he murmured, his voice a tickle against my ear.

      I sucked in a breath, trying to keep still, trying not to fidget, but I failed spectacularly. I was a kid in a kindergarten classroom who couldn’t seem to stop moving.

      When he had unzipped the dress completely, he slid his hands under the thin material so he touched my skin before sliding it off of my body as much as he could from behind me. I helped him without even realizing I was helping him, pulling one arm out of the lacy sleeve before doing the same thing to the other. When my arms were free, he moved his hands to my waist, over the skirt. He took the skirt in his hands and tugged down so the entire dress spilled at my feet and I was left with a sky blue pair of boy shorts and nothing else. My arms immediately crossed over my chest but Keaton didn’t even seem to care.

      He feasted on me, like I was the moon, the stars, anything that could inspire such a vivid reaction. There was wonder in his gaze, mixed with a caress of darkness. He licked his bottom lip like he could already taste me and my insides burned. I nearly choked on the smoke the heat produced. More than that, I felt my body respond to the mere look on his face. My pelvis throbbed with desire almost painfully, like if I didn’t get what I wanted from him, the pain would be unbearable.

      After his gaze reached my eyes once again, he stepped towards me. Fingers wrapped around my forearms and he gently pulled them down so he could see all of me.

      “Don’t do that,” he said, his voice tough, causing the words to come out harsher than he might have intended them to. “Don’t fucking hide. Not from me.”

      I wanted to lash out, to remind him who he was and why it was vital for me to protect myself from the likes of him, but I still didn’t have access to my vocabulary. It was embarrassing. I was mute, unable to say anything at all. I could only watch him and feel the effect he had on me.

      “You ain’t ever done this before,” he stated.

      I managed to shake my head, though why he would ask me a question he already knew the answer to, I had no idea.

      “And it’s going to hurt. There’s no way we can get around that. It will hurt.” He leaned forward, breath caressing my skin. “But I promise you, I will do everything I can to make sure it’s as good as it can be.”

      My mouth dropped open slightly. I wasn’t expecting that. I wouldn’t say it was romantic but it wasn’t crude and blunt the way everything else he’d said about sex before now had been.

      “You don’t -“

      “Trust me, babes,” he said, his lips hovering just over my throat. “We can get it over with as many times as you want after this, but if this is your first time, the best thing to do is take it slow. I don’t…” He paused, almost as though he wasn’t sure he wanted to finish that sentence. “I don’t want to hurt you more than I have to.”

      The words should have sent warning bells off in my head. Instead, they made the pulsating in my pelvis even stronger. Moisture pooled between my thighs, causing my cheeks to pinch even harder than normal. I knew it wasn’t pee, but the amount of it in my panties was embarrassing. I shouldn’t feel this way; I shouldn’t be reacting this way to Keaton of all things, but I couldn’t help it.

      And then, his lips touched my neck. My breath shook. My eyes closed. I even tilted my head to the side, giving him more access to my throat.

      The kiss itself was chaste, soft. Again, tender flitted through my head, but it was still a word I couldn’t associate with Keaton because it just didn’t feel right.

      He trailed kisses up and down my throat before grasping my cheeks in his palms and gently tilting my head to the other side so he could do the same thing there. I wasn’t even sure what I was supposed to feel. Scared, dreadful, but this…This made me feel like butterflies and desire and anticipation.

      I didn’t want to feel these things.

      Part of me was ready to demand the pain. At least I expected that. At least I could understand it.

      This?

      I didn’t understand this.

      When he kissed that place just underneath my ear, I tilted my head back and let out a soft moan. He froze, keeping his lips on my skin. Something pressed against my thigh, and I realized what it was - he was hard. He wanted me.

      I swallowed thickly, trying to push my feelings down, down, down, somewhere I couldn’t access them. Somewhere he couldn’t reach.

      But I chose this. Me. I wanted to get this over with. I didn’t want to wait. And yet, I couldn’t help but be terrified.

      I knew what was going to happen, what had to happen, and I was still scared. Not of the act itself or the inevitable pain, but of what I might feel afterwards.

      I was already losing rationality when it came to Keaton. If I lost this, then what would I have left? What then?

      “Babes?” His voice scrapes across my ear and a shudder ripped down my spine. “You gotta…I know what you said, but you gotta tell me what you want. I need you to say it.”

      I forced myself to lock eyes with him, to tilt my chin back down and really focus on what he was trying to tell me without saying the words.

      Conflict. There was so much turmoil in his eyes. I cupped his cheek in my palm, though I had no idea why I would consider reassuring him. Hell, that might not be what he was looking for.

      I opened my mouth. Still, the words wouldn’t come. I bit my bottom lip and nodded once, hoping he would understand.

      And he did.
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      Keaton vanished us so we appeared on the bed. I was on my back while he hovered over me, his eyes taking in my body without shame. Now that I had given him consent again, it was like he could act, like nothing was inhibiting him from doing whatever he wanted to do to me.

      My heart accelerated as his hands touched my ankles and slowly spread my legs apart.

      “Fuck, I can smell you,” he said, though his voice was low enough, it seemed to be for himself.

      I wasn’t sure, but the statement caused my heart to lodge itself in my throat while making my pelvis gush with want. The words were so entirely raw, honest, things I wasn’t expecting from him, that I found myself wondering what else he might say, what else he might do, in response. I tried to swallow, tried to gather some semblance of control over myself, but I couldn’t seem to do just that. Instead, I could do nothing but watch as he inched closer and closer to my core.

      I should be afraid. He stared at me, at my sex, like he was a viper and I was something he was going to sink his teeth into. But that didn’t frighten me at all. If anything, I wanted to see what he would do. I wanted to see how it would make me feel.

      “You fucking want this,” he said. “Fuck, you want it.”

      When he reached my core, he pressed his nose against my slit, inhaling obscenely loud. I couldn’t even find it in myself to be embarrassed. The second he touched me, I collapsed on my pillow, arching my back, and trying to find the touch again. I let out a long, low moan, knowing I was done for. I didn’t even see the point to try and pretend otherwise.

      “You’re already dripping.” He slid his tongue to taste me and I gasped.

      I was well aware that eating a girl out was something sexual, but from what I had heard, guys weren’t exactly jumping at the prospect to do it. Or they didn’t know what they were doing. Keaton seemed to get pleasure from tasting me, and judging by the position of his hands on my inner thighs, the pressure his tongue put on my swollen clit, he knew exactly what he was doing to me.

      “Jesus, you’re fucking delicious.”

      I opened my mouth, but no words came out. Instead, my head hit the pillow. Keaton’s tongue flattened and he began to move it back and forth against me - slow, at first. 

      My heart bubbled. I didn’t know how to react. Part of me wanted to stay stiff. I told him I wanted to get this over with. I told him I didn’t want to waste time with anything else. But this…I didn’t think this could be good. I wasn’t sure what I had thought before, but this…

      The slurping noises should have disgusted me, should have embarrassed me, but they didn’t. In fact, I began to rock against him, slowly at first. 

      When I realized what I was doing, I tried to stop myself. I didn’t want to seem desperate. I didn’t want to seem like I liked it. Then what would he think of me? He would win. Keaton’s astronomically large ego would double in size and he would never let me live it down.

      But I couldn’t help it.

      My body responded.

      I didn’t even think it was Keaton or his magic because he seemed so focused on what he was doing that to assume he could do two intense things at once seemed impossible.

      But what astounded me even more was the noises I should have blushed because of actually made my desire grow. Every time he moaned or sucked in some of my juices, every time he slurped something up, I could feel more and more gush out of me. I could feel a build up in my pelvis, gentle and easy at first, like building a house made from playing cards.

      But then the pressure from his tongue increased slightly. His pace increased slightly. And then, he slid one digit inside of my body that I couldn’t help but let out this garbled mix of a moan and a gasp. He penetrated me with a finger, and then pulled out.

      I let out a cry of protest. I couldn’t explain it - feeling something foreign inside of me was strange but there was something dark and alluring. I wanted to explore the feeling, see what it could make me feel if it lingered. Slowly, he slid it back inside of me. It shifted and moved, curled and stretched, exploring my insides like I was a science experiment and he was trying to find some kind of earth-changing cure for some disease I couldn’t pronounce.

      “Fuck, so fucking wet,” he muttered. “You’re a fucking dream. All for me. Me.”

      I gritted my teeth together. I hated my body’s response to him, hated how traitorous my basic desire truly was. I was surely going to hell when all of this was over. I shouldn’t feel things for this wretch of a man, this heathen, but the worst part of it all was it was because of what Keaton was that made me so delirious with want. I knew it was wrong. I knew it was forbidden. But I didn’t care.

      I wanted it.

      I wanted him.

      And no matter what sort of rationalizing I attempted, it didn’t matter. That wasn’t going to change what I wanted.

      “Let me stretch you out, babes,” he muttered in that cigarette-garbled voice, like silk on sandpaper. It set my skin on fire, causing the hair on my body to stand erect. “Let me get you ready for my cock.”

      His bluntness should have come to no surprise but I couldn’t help suck in a sharp breath at it. The words were slaps on a face, whips on the back of an innocent. I should be appalled he would be so crude. Just because he was a heathen didn’t mean he had to act like one, talk like one. He could make more of an effort to be sweet, to be tender.

      And yet…

      And yet…

      There was something about it I liked. I craved. I wanted to hear over and over again.

      “Yeah, you fucking like this,” he continued as he slipped a second digit inside of me. “I knew you would. Jesus, fuck. I love watching your pussy lips stretch over my fingers. I can only imagine what it’s going to feel like to have my cock in there, ripping your body in fucking two.”

      I let out a moan at his words, giving myself away. My heart hammered against my chest, but not because I was scared. It was worse than that.

      He pressed his tongue back on my slit until he found my clit, then lapped it up like he was a dog, back and forth, both firm and steady. His fingers moved in conjunction, pressing deep inside of me, curling against my slick walks, before pulling out only to slam into me and do the same thing again.

      I forgot how to breathe. Such a natural thing, something I didn’t have to even think about, and I was in my head, and I was too far gone, too immersed in pleasure to care.

      Because the playing cards continued to stack and stack, and I knew there would come a point where it would tumble down. It couldn’t keep going like this. 

      And then…

      And then…

      “Come for Daddy.”

      And I was done. The words caused my entire body to shatter. I spasmed, my pelvis convulsing around his fingers desperately. Pleasure ripped across my body, leaving me boneless. He didn’t let up with his licking and sucking, taking every last drop my body gave him like a grateful stray, unsure when his next meal would be. His fingers didn’t stop its arduous pace. How he was able to do that, I didn’t know. It had to be some kind of talent.

      When I finally began to float down from the high, he crawled over me. His green eyes were dark, almost a jade color. The glistening smile on his face was nothing short of predatory and satisfied.

      Before I knew it, he leaned down and forced his lips on mine, like he wanted me to taste exactly what he did, to taste myself on him, kind of like a dog bringing a dead bird to his master and expecting heartfelt praise.

      I thought I’d be especially disgusted by this, but my assumption was shit once more. Because there was something sweet mixed with a hint of earthiness in my taste, and the fact that it was on him, that he found it delicious, only pleased me more. I opened my mouth, sliding my tongue into his mouth so I could taste as much of it as I could.

      His erection continued to press into me, trailing a hint of dampness against my bare skin.

      But I wasn’t scared.

      Not anymore.

      I wanted this.

      I wanted to know what this was like - with him.

      “You’re a dirty girl, ain’t you?” he asked when I pulled away. I still gripped his face. I didn’t want him to pull too far away from me. Something about his presence, heavy on my body, made me feel a warmth I hadn’t expected. “It’s always the innocent ones that so desperately want to be corrupted.”

      I pushed hair behind his ears and took a breath. Shifting my eyes until they locked with his, I said, “Then corrupt me.”

      His eyes narrowed at my words, almost as though he didn’t quite believe I had said them. He waited. At first, I didn’t understand what he was waiting for. And then, I knew. He was waiting for me to take the words back, to change my mind. 

      But I didn't.

      I held his gaze.

      “It’s going to hurt,” he warned me again as he positioned his body over me. “You’re going to bleed. And I’m going to clean the blood up with my tongue and feast on you until I’ve had my fill. But now that I’ve tasted you, I doubt I’ll ever get enough of you and your cunt. My cunt.”

      I swallowed again. His words always seemed to make my mouth go dry.

      But I didn’t flinch.

      “You ready, babes?”

      The question threw me. I wasn’t expecting him to make sure. 

      I nodded, biting my bottom lip. I couldn’t help my nervousness. It was still my first time, and even if I wanted it, that wasn’t going to change.

      He gripped my hips softly, my thighs spreading apart. Then, he pressed into me slowly. He let out a ping, low moan right in my ear. It was unhinged and laced in such pleasure that my own pleasure built inside of me again at just the sounds he made.

      He waited for me, for my body, to adjust, and I appreciated that more than I realized.

      Inch by inch, he pushed inside. My body stretched wider than I thought was possible. The deeper he penetrated me, the worse the pain got. I clung to him like a lifeline, sinking my nails into his flesh. He didn’t even notice. His face was contorted into a desperate snarl, teeth gnashed together, sweat beading on his forehead.

      He was holding back, I realized, waiting for me to adjust.

      I sucked in a breath, trying to relax, to ease the tension from my body, but the process was slower than I wanted.

      But then…

      But then…

      I began to get used to him. I began to move around him, to cling to him with my core the same way I did with my arms. Suddenly, his presence inside of me wasn’t foreign at all, but part of me, like an arm or a leg.

      My body relaxed.

      And that was when Keaton began to move.
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      I had sorely underestimated sex and everything it could be. I knew it was supposed to be pleasurable. Every book and show and movie I saw told me as much.

      But there was more to it than just pleasure for pleasure’s sake.

      Keaton used my body like it belonged to him, and I supposed it did, judging by the rings adorning our fingers. Something about that symbolism, being bound to Keaton, drew him in deeper. It was a feeling of completeness, something so ridiculous and cliche I hated that I even felt it but I didn’t know how else to describe it.

      He moved slowly at first. Waiting for me to get used to his girth. I appreciated that more than I wanted to admit. 

      Because it hurt.

      It hurt more than I expected. I sank my nails further into his flesh, needing to hold onto something, anything, that might help alleviate some of the tension. They pressed against my nerves, hard and demanding and sharp.

      “You gotta breathe, babes.” His lips caressed my earlobe, and I closed my eyes, letting the gravel of his voice sink in. “I got ya. I ain’t going to let anything happen to you.”

      I didn’t know if it was the tone, the way it scraped against me like a cheese grater over my skin, or the surprisingly comforting words, but they gave me something to focus on, something to think about. I released a breath through my clenched teeth just like he told me to. It came out jerky, raspy, and pathetic, but there was nothing I could do about it. As long as I was breathing, that was what I cared about. 

      “There you go, babes. That’s right. I told you I was going to make you enjoy this, and I will. Trust me. Trust me.”

      Trust me.

      I hated my shiver as he said the words, hated that I was so willing to do so when I had grown up with the opposite practically tattooed to my brain.

      Keaton is evil.

      Keaton is dangerous.

      Keaton is unhinged, deranged, vile.

      But how could those things be true? He had never raised a hand to me, vowed never to rape me, and he could have taken me, could have consummated the marriage as was required by the rings on our fingers in whatever manner he chose…but he seemed to care about me, about my pain, about easing it out of me.

      I was so confused.

      “Jesus Christ, babes, you feel…” He let his voice trail off.

      White knuckles balled sheets on either side of my head. Tension radiated off of him. He was hard in every place - in the right places - but there was something heavy about it. I popped open an eye and looked at him. His eyes were scrunched closed, his lips twisted into something like a scowl and a thin line. It almost looked like he was in pain but I didn’t think he was.

      “Are you…are you okay?”

      I knew it was a stupid question the second the words left my mouth. I should have held back. I should have kept the question to myself because the last thing I wanted to do was kill any mood and even though I thought we technically penetrated to the point where our rings could detect sex had occurred (did Keaton have to finish for it to count? If so, what about me? Did I have to be pleased too? Or was I just an unimportant variable?), I wanted to finish. I wanted him to fulfill his promises. I wanted…I wanted all of the pleasure he offered.

      And maybe that made me sick, twisted, and demented just like him but I didn’t care.

      I would when it was over, probably. But not right now.

      He snapped his eyes open and looked at me with a furrowed brow.

      “What?” Like he couldn’t believe I would ask him something like that. 

      “Look, sorry, just.” I placed my hands over my mouth, shaking my head, willing him to continue on with whatever he was doing.

      Ignore me. Pretend I said nothing.

      “Don’t do that,” he said, releasing the sheets with one hand and gently tugging my wrist down so my hand released my mouth. “I wanna fucking hear you scream my name, got it? And yeah, I’m better than okay. I’m more concerned about you. You okay?” I opened my mouth, but he cut me off. “And don’t lie to me. I’m pretty good at knowing when someone’s bullshitting me, know what I mean?”

      “Don’t bullshit a bullshitter,” I said, remembering his words.

      “Damn straight.” He gave me a tiny grin, then used the same hand he touched my wrist to creep under my chin and tilt my head up so I could look into his eyes. “Well? You okay?”

      I considered his question. Was I okay? I felt like I had a lot of conflicting emotions going on inside of me, but I didn’t think that was what he meant. Physically, I was stretched to the brim, but the feeling wasn’t terribly unpleasant. In fact…

      I tilted my hips up, just to explore, just to make sure…

      Keaton let out a hiss between clenched teeth, muttering something terribly disturbing and simultaneously thrumming.

      That felt…good.

      I swallowed and tried again.

      His cock was sheathed inside of me and every time I moved, he touched a different part of me.

      “I gotta…you gotta tell me…” He buried his face in my neck and began to suck on my skin. His hands moved from the sheets to my waist, gripping me like I was an inanimate object that didn’t feel, that belonged to him.

      And I did.

      I did.

      I moved my hips again as he sucked on my skin. I moved my hips up and down at a steady pace. The sensation of his mouth on me, claiming me, and his cock doing the same thing was starting to cause tension to build again.

      “I can’t…Fuck, fuck me.” He began to move with me, thrusting in, deeper than I thought he could go, touching parts of me my own, inexperienced fingers couldn’t even reach. 

      I gasped. I wasn’t sure if it was because of the pleasure or the pain. It didn’t matter. It felt…good.

      Better than good.

      I wanted more of it.

      I reached up, one hand tangling fingers in his hair while the other wrapped around his back so I could press my palm against his shoulder blade. I needed more of him, deeper. Could he get deeper?

      “Fuck, babes…so damn good…how’d you fucking do it…Jesus Christ.”

      Every meaningless, incoherent word was like his tongue on my clit. It built up the tension inside of my core faster and faster.

      I whimpered. I wished I knew how to tell him what I wanted - what I needed.

      It was too much, too much at once, and yet…

      Not quite enough.

      “Please.” The word snuck out of me before I could stop it.

      I didn’t want to stop it.

      He stilled for a moment, not sure I had spoken at all. Quickly, he resumed his thrusting, or maybe that was just my grunt of frustration that he stopped in the first place.

      “Tell me,” he grunted. “Tell me what you want, babes. Tell me and I’ll do it. I’ll do anything for you, to you, what the fuck ever you want, Jesus Christ.”

      “Faster,” I managed to say.

      “Fuck.”

      But he obliged. 

      He moved faster, and it was like he released his true heathenistic self. I didn’t realize it, but he had been holding back. I didn’t know why, but now he was free, and I met every thrust with a roll of my hips.

      And Jesus Christ was right because I had no idea what the hell was going on with me, only that this made sense. Now I understood why sex was so powerful. Why sex with Keaton was so powerful.

      His pubic bone felt heavy every time it pressed on my folds, my clit. He angled his body over me, tilted my hips up, and yes, oh God, he could go deeper, and it was everything.

      “Keaton,” I said through a gasp. “Keaton.”

      I clutched at him tighter.

      His lips curved into a smirk, eyes never leaving my face.

       “That’s right, babes. Come for me. I wanna feel your juices all over my cock. Yeah…just like that.”

      And I lost it. I fucking lost who I was. This was what it felt like dying, to feel my soul rip from my body, and to lose complete control over myself.

      He wasn't far behind. He continued to thrust, never losing a beat, never decreasing his pace. 

      “Kara, Kara, fuck, Kara.” 

      The way he said my name as he pistoned inside of me, releasing himself inside of me, made my toes curl. Made me feel even more complete than I already had.

      When he stilled, he buried his face in my neck again. I continued to hold him. I melted into the bed. Or the bed swallowed me whole. Or my bones turned to ash. Or something. My fingers stroked his back. I didn’t even know I was doing it until he shifted off of me.

      He was going to pull away.

      I should let him.

      I should.

      This was still Keaton. This was still a heathen I should be afraid of, especially since he managed to take control over my body and make me feel such indescribable pleasure.

      I would do anything for him.

      I was his.

      And that should scare me and it did but there was more to it. There was so much more to it. And it felt good with his arms around me and his head resting on mine and his fingers moving up and down my arm.

      “Does it always feel like that?” I whispered. I was glad I was tucked against him, glad he still held onto me. I thought for sure he would leave. Maybe go smoke a cigarette and do something that didn’t involve me. But he stayed.

      Keaton was actually cuddling.

      With me.

      His wife.

      My husband.

      “No.” He hadn’t answered for a bit. I almost forgot I had asked him something. “It’s not.”

      I sighed then, turning more. I lifted my leg, tangled it with his, buried my face in his chest.

      “Be careful, babes,” he murmured. “You’re choosing to cuddle with me. One might begin to think you like me.”

      “Shut up,” I mumbled against his chest. “You’re cuddling back.”

      “So I am,” he said before sighing. It sounded so content, I picked my head up to look at him, resting my chin against his broad chest. “What? Don’t get used to this. I don’t do this cuddling shit. It’s just your first time. Trying to be, what are they called? A gentle-dick. Something like that.”

      My lips curved up despite myself. “Hey, Keaton,” I asked, closing my eyes and relaxing more into him. “Do you think…maybe…maybe we don’t have to wait for once a week? Maybe…maybe we could do it more than that?”

      Keaton froze. He moved his hand from my shoulder up to my chin and held my gaze. “I’m yours, babes,” he said, so seriously my heart stuttered at the words. “And you’re mine now. I’ll fuck you whenever you want. This is only the beginning. I have so much more to show you.”

      My mouth went dry. His eyes held mine, starting to get hungry again. Ready to consume me. And here I was, sore and exhausted. His essence was slipping from me, coating my inner thighs.

      He popped out suddenly. And then reappeared between my legs. He moved my legs apart and I leaned forward to watch.

      Rose-pink.

      I blushed hard.

      My blood.

      And he stuck out his tongue and began to clean me up, tasting himself, my blood, my juices. His eyes never left mine.

      Keaton was a monster.

      But he was more than that.

      He was my husband.

      He would also be my downfall.
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      I couldn’t move.

      Not because I didn’t want to, but because I couldn't.

      I was sore.

      Jeez, I was sore.

      But I didn’t want Keaton to know. I let myself get carried away yesterday. I clung to him, I asked him wistful questions. I pretended he wasn’t what he was.

      But he was.

      I needed to remind myself of this. I couldn’t risk forgetting he was a heathen -

      Who made sure you were okay.

      Who made sure your first time was pleasurable.

      Who cuddled with you afterwards and didn’t leave for an hour before smoking a cigarette.

      Who didn’t smoke in bed.

      Who came back and curled around you with an arm over your waist, molding himself to your naked body.

      Speaking of which, where was he now?

      I didn’t feel him behind me. Maybe that was a good thing. I needed time to think. I said some pretty stupid things last night.

      Do we have to wait to do it once a week?

      My face pinched as blood rushed to it. God, could I sound any more pathetic? The second I had the opportunity to show Keaton that I was cool, that this meant nothing more than a simple business transaction, I turned into a sappy fool. What, did I think he was going to suddenly fall in love with me?

      Of course the fuck not.

      He certainly wouldn’t start reciting Shakespeare to me. He wouldn’t make love. He wouldn’t be gentle with me. He wasn’t going to change. And he certainly wasn’t going to fall in love with me. 

      Something in my chest panged, and I pointedly ignored it. I refused to dwell on anything that might resemble feelings especially when it came to Keaton.

      I decided the best thing I could do was get up and…

      I didn’t know. What could I do here? After the heated conversation with Ambrose and Keaton, I didn’t trust myself to explore the Void unsupervised. I had a target on my back and I wasn’t going to be a dumbass about it.

      I stood up. The floor was cold and I practically yelped, bringing my feet back up on the bed. But the strain from the clipped movements only caused my soreness to throb, and I groaned.

      The house remained silent. Keaton must not be around then. I wondered where he was. My eyes went back down to my ring. So far, it had yet to burn, which had to be a good thing. He wasn’t cheating on me.

      You’re really worried about cheating? You’re not supposed to care one way or the other. Let him do whatever, whomever -

      I growled. I didn’t want to think about it. Even if the voice was right, even though I didn’t even consider the fact that there was a chance I would even care.

      But I did.

      I wasn’t sure if it was because of pride or something more, something dangerous.

      I sucked in a breath.

      I had to stop. I had to get out of this traitorous bed and move. Too many memories haunted me from the night before - his hands tracing my curves softly with calluses palms, his tongue against my most intimate of places inhaling me as I lost complete control of myself, the way he stretched me to the brim and buried into me like I belonged to him - and I needed to get out of here before I succumbed to them, went over them in intricate detail.

      What I should be more concerned about was Richard. There was a reason I was doing this, after all. 

      Not sex.

      But marriage. To Keaton. And all its stipulations.

      It was easy to forget.

      I tentatively placed my feet back on the floor, expecting the cold this time. I waited until I got used to it and made a mental note to ask Keaton for socks.

      Speaking of which…

      I made my way to the wardrobe against the wall opposite of the bed, pursing my lips. It was old-fashioned and falling apart. I opened the door and my mouth dropped open the second I saw it was filled with clothes and outfits. I slid open one of the drawers and found delicate bras and underwear, all in my size.

      My face turned red. How could he know…

      But it was silly to wonder.

      Of course he would know.

      I huffed a breath and went through the drawers until I found a suitable pair of socks and pulled them on. I sighed and began to finger the clothes, trying to decide what I wanted to wear. Goosebumps decorated my flesh and my teeth were on the verge of clattering. I had always been prone to getting cold easily, but I doubted the Void was going to make things easier.

      I decided on an oversized sweatshirt and some pajama pants that were red and silk. I would make it a point to ask Keaton for less frilly things and more boyshorts, at least when it came to sleeping.

      Once I pulled on clothes, I stepped out of the room and into the living room. I noticed a piece of paper stuck to the front door and frowned, walking towards it.

      Babes,

      I’m going to be out a while. There’s food in the kitchen and a bath in the bathroom. It’s simmering. The second you step inside, it’ll heat up to whatever temperature you want. There’s also camomile and lavender bath salts for your soreness after I fucked you last night.

      Be back soon.

      -K

      PS - Told ya you’d be screaming my name.

      I clenched my teeth, unsure if I wanted to laugh or scream. I tucked the note into the sleeve of the sweatshirt and made my way to the bathroom. Just as Keaton said, a bath was drawn. The scent was subtle, and I nearly moaned at the sight. The tub itself was in the center of the room, porcelain, with water and bubbles already filled up.

      I shed the clothes I just put on and stepped inside. Instantly, the water turned up the temperature . I didn’t even feel the cold. Once I was settled in, I practically melted into the depth of it, not caring about the tangles in my hair getting wet or the fact that I hadn’t even closed the bathroom door.

      I wasn’t sure how long I was there for. I dozed at some point, letting myself relax. Keaton was right - whatever salts were in the tub, it cooled the soreness between my thighs.

      I arched my back, turning and stretching. Somehow, I knew I could stay here as long as I wanted and the water would never get cold.

      My stomach rumbling was the only thing that could talk me out of a bath like this.

      I ignored it for another few moments, trying not to think about whether this was an act of kindness or a trick of Keaton’s. I didn’t want to play any games with him but it was difficult to think this was a choice Keaton made himself - something completely benevolent that had nothing to do with him. Was he capable of such a thing?

      It doesn’t matter. No, he’s probably not.

      But, the voice from before pointed out. He made sex good for you.

      “And I’m just supposed to fall at his feet and thank him for not hurting me?” I asked to no one in particular.

      I clenched my teeth, staring up at the ceiling. After another minute or so, I climbed out of the tub, heaving a sigh. A towel sat on a small, white stand and I took my time drying off. I pulled my hair into a messy bun and pulled on my comfortable clothes from before. 

      I headed into the kitchen, trying to keep my expectations down. I highly doubted Keaton had food even if he mentioned it in the note. He had been locked up in the obsidian crypt for so long and, as a heathen, I didn’t think he had any need for it.

      When I opened the fridge door, however, there was tons of food. Milk, eggs, cheese - all that glorious shredded cheddar and queso - meats. Everything. I opened the freezer and found it stocked with crisper fries and frozen goods. There were vegetables and fruit, and the pantry behind me had cereal and chocolate, pasta and rice.

      And the snacks.

      Fish crackers and fruit roll ups and the trail mix, like I was some kid, but I didn't care because it was exactly what I wanted.

      How did he know?

      I ignored the way my heart warmed my chest, ignored the way a blush scattered over my cheeks. I grabbed some fish crackers and dropped to the dining table. I was almost positive this hadn’t been here yesterday. In fact, I was sure his bedroom, his kitchen, his entire room, had been void of furniture except that ugly couch.

      Had he…had he furnished his home for me?

      Immediately, I shoved a handful of crackers in my mouth, banishing the thought. I refused to think about it. This was me getting sentimental.

      “Jesus Christ, it was just sex,” I muttered under my breath.

      “Just sex?” Keaton’s gruff voice caused me to jump. I spilled the crackers everywhere in front of me, causing it to rain fish. My hand flew to my chest as my heart thudded against it. “Well, I didn’t think you had anything to judge it against, but jeez, babes, you make a guy doubt himself.”

      “Don’t do that!” I exclaimed, whirling around and nearly falling out of my chair.

      “Do what?” He perked his brow, hands shoved in his pockets, looking completely casual, as though he had been here the entire time. “What’s got you so jumpy, babes?” He glanced down at my attire. “See you found the closet?”

      I waited a breath. “What, you have a problem with it?” I demanded to know, standing up and turning to face him completely. “You think it’s not revealing enough? Would you rather have me prance around in that lingerie in that wardrobe?”

      “I’d rather have you naked, but whatever.” He shrugged. “It doesn’t bother me. You wear whatever you wear. Just wanted to give you options. If I wanted you to wear something specific, don’t you think I’d only give you what I wanted?”

      I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.

      Because he was right.

      “You okay, babes?” He took a seat next to me, frowning at my snacks. “You seem like you’ve got your panties in a twist. Want me to untwist them?” He waggled his brow.

      I refused to let myself laugh. I didn’t even want to smile. I didn’t want to condone his behavior when it was deplorable. Incorrigible.

      “I’m just…I’m not…” I ran my fingers through my hair, refusing to cry. How could I possibly explain what I was feeling?

      It was only a couple of days ago when I had been at the academy, when I was sneaking to Keaton’s crypt in order to try and get him to help me find my brother. Now, I was in a place I never thought I would be, I was married to a heathen, to the most dangerous heathen ever, and we had had sex. And it was good. And I didn’t know how to handle any of that.

      “Where were you?” I asked instead, placing my hands on my hips.

      “What, you miss me, babes?” He sidled up to me so his cheek neatly caressed mine. “We can always do it again, you know. I could fuck you on this kitchen table if you wanted.”

      I managed to push him off, but it was weak and pathetic. My mouth went dry with his suggestion and I tried not to think about the taste of the salt on his skin, the way he moaned my name like a prayer, the way he knew exactly how to touch my clit to cause the buildup in my pelvis to finally release…

      “Avoiding the question?” I managed to get out instead.

      I brushed past him, needing space, needing to get away from him. Being around him was dangerous. He kept me under some kind of spell where I felt things and wanted things I definitely didn’t want under any circumstances.

      He chuckled, glancing at his fingertips. “Actually, babes, I have some info for you,” he said. “Something you’ll actually want to hear.”

      I peeked a brow but my gaze was skeptical. “Oh yeah?”

      “Oh, yeah,” he said. “It’s about your brother.”
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      I waited for him to speak. I couldn’t find the right words.

      “Well?” he asked after a moment, leaning forward. “You got nothing for me? No hug of appreciation? No promise of indecent things you’ll do to me with your mouth and my dick?”

      “Are you lying?” I demanded to know. Everything else he said fell to the wayside. I didn’t care about any of that.

      “Why would I lie?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe to get me to do indecent things with my mouth and your dick,” I snapped.

      His eyes widened slightly and then his lips curved into a grin. “I like when you talk dirty, babes,” he said. “Say it again.”

      “Be serious for once.” I glared.

      “All right, all right.” He waved his hands dismissively before snapping his fingers and conjuring up a cigarette. His free hand slid back into the pocket of his slacks while his other placed the cigarette between his lips and began to strut the length of the room, his back to me. The smoke trailed after him. After blowing out more smoke just above him, he spun on the heel of his foot and gave me a long look. “I might know where your brother is.”

      I pressed my lips together. So much wanted to come out. So many questions, so many suggestions, so many demands. But I didn’t want to interrupt him. I didn’t want to stop him. I needed all the information I could get. Because now things were starting to fall into place. Now, being with Keaton, marrying him, was starting to pay its due.

      “Might being the key word,” he continued. He stuck the cigarette back in his mouth and took another drag of it.

      I was ready to burst. Part of me couldn’t help but think he was dragging this out on purpose, just to see how long I would last before I reacted. I couldn’t give in to him. I had to control myself.

      “You hear what I say?” He gave me another long look, smoke forming around his words.

      “I’m just…” I cleared my throat and began to fidget with my hair. “Okay. Well, what does that mean? Can we go find out? Where is he? Who has him? Why? How is that even possible? What’s the plan? I don’t know -“

      “Jesus Christ!” He grabbed the cigarette with his index and middle finger and began to gesture wildly with his hand. “I knew you were going to react, but could you keep the question to one or two? I might be dead but I can’t keep up with you.”

      I took in a breath, then another.

      “Okay.” I tried to slow down the word, draw it out, but it did little to keep everything else from bursting out of my mouth. “Okay. You said you might know where he is. Does that mean we can verify it for sure?”

      “We?” Keaton pursed his lips and shook his head. “No. I’ll go check. I’ll verify.”

      “But you don’t even know what my brother looks like,” I pointed out. “You have to take me with you. What if you verify wrong? We can’t take that risk. You have -“

      “I’ll do whatever the fuck I want to do, whether you agree with me or not, you get me?” He stuck the cigarette back in his mouth but continued to talk around it. “Just because you’re now a ball and chain doesn’t mean I’m your bitch.”

      I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms over my chest. I wanted to start pacing but I didn’t want to move closer to him. Instead, my leg began to bounce up and down, the only way I could release the pent-up energy from my body.

      “I’m going to go,” he said. “It’s too risky for you. You tell me what he looks like. Hey - you got a picture or something? I can go from that.”

      I wanted to argue. I didn’t trust Keaton to go without me. No one would know Richard the way I did.

      But maybe…

      Maybe if I didn’t react, maybe if I bit my tongue and tried to talk to him in a way that wasn’t antagonistic, he would actually let me tag along. I inhaled deeply and dramatically, trying to calm myself down. It wasn’t going to be easy. I was worked up and breathing techniques didn’t automatically translate into a quiet mind. If anything, it added to my stress because the act of trying never worked.

      “I do.” My words were strained and clipped.

      Keaton continued to stare. It wasn’t just me purposefully keeping the space between us, I realized. At any point, he could have walked back over to me, but he seemed to prefer to stay exactly where he was. It might have been funny had we been discussing anything other than my brother.

      “It’s back at the academy,” I said. “What’s left of it.”

      “You’re telling me you don’t have your phone on you?” He arched a disbelieving brow. “Sorry, babes, but you kids ain’t ever off your phones. I was locked up in that crypt and even I knew that.”

      “Yeah, we’ll, the Keepers track us with our phones,” I said, “and considering there were times I didn’t want them knowing where I was, like when I happened to be in your crypt, I would leave my phone in my dorm. If you recall, I haven’t been back at the academy since the attack, since you came and…” I refused to remind him of the fact that he helped me, saved my friends. “I’m not even sure if my room is still there, after what happened.”

      Keaton glanced out the window, sucking on the last bits of his cigarette before the stick turned to ash and sprinkled to the ground. I tried to read his face but it was difficult for me to discern. He seemed surprisingly reserved. I chewed my bottom lip, hoping that was a good sign.

      Without warning, Keaton popped out of the room, only to reappear in front of me. His hands went to my face, his tongue reaching out to gently pull my lip from my teeth.

      “What’d I say about that, hmm? Only I can chew on your lip.”

      I swallowed, wondering if he was going to do just that. Chew on my lip. He was so close, I could feel the air from his breath tickle my skin, which didn’t make sense since he was dead and therefore didn’t need oxygen at all. Whatever it was, it was warm and drew me in closer even though I needed to keep a level head. I couldn’t be distracted right now.

      He cocked his head to the side the second my teeth released my lip. He should have stepped back, released me, but he didn’t. Instead, he was crowding my space, making my heart jump unrhythmically. He had this weird look in his eyes. I wasn’t sure if he was doing this on purpose or if he didn’t even know he was doing it in the first place. I should move but I couldn’t.

      I didn’t want to.

      “You’re saying we gotta go back to that dump so I can grab a picture of your brother?” he drawled, his voice still gravelly with much less bite.

      “Or you can just take me with you,” I said nonchalantly, placing my hands behind my back and bringing my shoulders to my ears.

      He smirked and his free hand curled hair behind my ear. “Nice try, babes,” he said. “But, now that we’re on the topic of that, I think we need to establish some ground rules. When I say no, you gotta just agree, know what I mean?”

      “Absolutely not,” I said. “You can’t just tell me what to do. I didn’t sign up for a father.”

      “As many ways as I could go with that statement about being your Daddy, I’m serious,” he said, and surprisingly enough, he actually sounded it. He stuck up a finger and traced the corner of his lips. “There’s something you gotta understand, babes, and that’s the nuances that make up the Void. You have to realize your position has shifted since marrying me. Hell, you heard Ambrose. You have a target on your back. More than that, I’m sure it’ll be a shock to find out that I have me some enemies, even in the Void.”

      As much as I wanted to utter something sarcastic, I refrained. He was still so close to me and it was still so difficult to untangle from his touch.

      “And you…” Something flashed in his eyes, something that resembled anger, but the second I noticed it, it was gone. “Let’s just say, people will think that, in order to get to me, they’ll get to you. Now, I have a reason for keeping you alive, babes. You die, and I’m back to square one. Maybe I’m not in that damned crypt, but I’m trapped until someone says my name three times.” He stuck up three fingers to emphasize his point. “And I just don’t got that kind of time even though I have all of it, know what I mean?”

      I avoided rolling my eyes again, but it was tempting.

      Ass.

      “Yeah, yeah.” I flicked my wrist. “I’m your freedom. Whatever.”

      “Not whatever.” He tilted forward just an inch but it felt like he loomed over me, like a strange shadow slicing across my bedroom. “I’m being serious. I know what’s down here. I know all the potential threats, and trust me, they don’t come in packages like the prince - even if he is the deadliest of them all, know what I mean? I’m not going to risk you because of your stubborn pride.”

      “Pride? That’s rich -“

      “This is something non negotiable, babes.” His shoulders dropped but remained square, like there was no room for argument. “You want me to ferret out if that’s your brother? I go alone. You don’t wanna agree? Fine. I’m not going at all.”

      “But that’s the whole reason I married you in the first place!” I exclaimed, throwing my arms out.

      So much for trying to keep my cool.

      “You think I wanted this? I did it for Richard. I did it in order to find out what happened to him.”

      “And here I am, prepared to get you answers.” He began to twist the ring on his finger without looking at it. “I can’t promise it’s going to amount to shit. But I can try. Only if I know you’re safe at home, hmm?” He raised his brows.

      I wanted to argue. I wanted to tell him to fuck off.

      But this was about Richard. And as much as Keaton liked to goad me, I didn’t think he’d dangle information about my brother in front of me unless his words had merit.

      I knew I’d have to agree.

      I dropped my arms, heaving a sigh. “Fine,” I muttered.

      “What? What was that?”

      I glared. “Fine. But we’re going back to the academy and getting that picture.” I leaned forward. “And that’s not negotiable.”

      “What if we can’t find it?” he demanded to know. “What if it burned to a crisp?”

      “We’ll worry about that later,” I said. “For now, we try. Know what I mean?”
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      “I’m a bad fucking influence on you, babes,” Keaton muttered as we looked around the cemetery. He had just popped us up from the Void back to the familiar environment I had grown up in.

      He conjured up a cigarette while I tried not to lose the minimal contents of my stomach. I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to that mode of transportation and had no intention of trying.

      Keaton lit his cigarette and waited, arms folded across his chest, for me to get a handle on myself. At least he hadn’t come over and patted my back or pulled my hair from my face. I wasn’t sure what I would have done if he had tried that.

      Once I finished, I straightened as much as I could.

      “You know, even if they got me back into that fucking crypt, you’d still be my wife,” he said, darkness touching his features.

      “You think this is some kind of trap?” I asked. “We’re here to get a picture of Richard so you can find him. Why would I want you trapped when you’re my only hope in finding him?”

      He grunted in response but made no further comment, which was probably a good thing. The last thing I wanted was to argue with Keaton and get caught by my fellow students or have Davidson find us. We needed to appear like a united front. Granted, I doubted people would be willing to trust me once they saw us together. They would probably try to take Keaton from me and stick him back in his crypt. I couldn’t let that happen. All I needed was something that showed Richard - anything - and then we could leave. Keaton could go search for him, and then…

      Well, I didn’t know what, and I couldn’t bring myself to hope. As much as I wanted to believe Richard and I would be reunited, chances of that were slim. But there was still a chance, which meant there was still hope, and I clung onto that with as much intensity as I could.

      “This place looks like a shithole,” Keaton commented, mouth moving around his cigarette.

      As much as I wanted to argue with him, he wasn’t wrong. The remains of the academy were surprisingly still standing but the outside looked charred and run down. Some of the stone that went into building the academy itself had fallen from the wreckage, leaving random gaps in places. However, it was obvious that cleaning and organizing were being attempted. Just because this place had been so thoroughly breached didn’t mean it couldn’t be rebuilt.

      “Do you know what could do something like this to the academy?” I asked Keaton, glancing over at him.

      Keaton’s green eyes were narrowed before him, taking in the wreckage. However, he said nothing to my question, and this time, I decided not to push. I would make him tell me later. Right now, we had a job to do, and so far, no one -

      “Kara?”

      My heart dropped. I thought we might be able to sneak around with no one the wiser. Instead, Dean Davidson himself managed to make an appearance. He walked through the wreckage himself, body tense. When he looked at me, I could easily discern concern in his tawny gaze, but other than that, his body was taut, ready for any kind of battle Keaton might deliver.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked, stepping forward. I didn’t want to think I was protecting Keaton by any means - Keaton could protect himself for all I cared, and I wasn’t going to get in the middle of a fight that definitely had nothing to do with me. But I didn’t want Davidson focused on the wrong thing. Maybe he could help - if he wanted to.

      “We have a shelter a couple of miles back,” he said, gesturing behind him. “They’re housed there until we can clean up and rebuild.” His eyes shifted from me, hardening as they found Keaton. Keaton didn’t stiffen behind me. Besides the subtle scent of smoke that filled the air, he didn’t seem to do any reacting to Davidson’s presence. “And you? What are you doing here?”

      I opened my mouth, ready to tell him, when the words got caught in my throat. I swallowed. This was ridiculous. Why would I hesitate in telling Davidson the truth, especially if he might be willing to help me?

      “We came here for her brother,” Keaton said gruffly when I wasn’t able to say anything again. How he knew I was having trouble, I didn’t know.

      “Richard is not -”

      “For fuck’s sake,” Keaton said. I didn’t have to look at him to know he had his cigarette between his fingers, rolling his eyes. “Obviously we know the kid ain’t actually here. We need a photograph of him.”

      Davidson’s eyes found mine. “Why?”

      “That’s none of your goddamn fucking business, that’s why,” Keaton said. He shifted so now we were side by side instead of me in front of him. “Do you have the picture or not, ‘cause if not, we’ll just get the fuck out of here before you do something stupid that would make me hurt you in front of my wife, and considering we’re newlyweds, the last thing I wanna do is give her a reason to be pissed off. Happy wife, happy life, right?”

      I blanched. This was not how I wanted Davidson to find out.

      He paled. “You didn’t.”

      I swallowed, my eyes filling with tears. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I wasn’t supposed to feel guilty about this. I made the decision. I knew what it entailed and I made it anyway. I had no right to be blubbering around here like an idiot because of that decision.

      But I hated the flash of disappointment in his eyes. It gutted me, more than any fancy knife could.

      And the crazy part was, I didn’t know why Davidson’s disappointment affected me in such a way. It wasn’t like he was my father by any means. My father was dead. So was my mother. The only person in my family who might still be alive was Richard, and he was the reason I married Keaton anyway. And we actually might have a lead.

      I tried to shove the burden of guilt down into my gut. I didn’t have time to regret my choices or even contemplate why I cared so much about what Davison thought. The only thing I could do was try and find the last photograph of Richard I had.

      I cleared my throat. I forced myself to look into Davidson’s eyes. “I did,” I said. “I married Keaton, and I intend to find Richard, which is why I did. So, if you could let me go to my room -”

      “Your room is gone,” Davidson said. His voice was gruffer than usual, probably in response to the news of my marriage. “The attack by those things completely wrecked it. We tried to salvage what was left in there. I know you didn’t have much. But there was nothing.”

      I swallowed. My last piece of Richard, gone. Nothing more than ash. Tears filled my eyes, but the last thing I wanted was to start crying right now. It wouldn’t help the situation. Me and Keaton had to leave, had to return to the Void and figure out our next course of action. If I didn’t have a photo of Richard, Keaton would have ro take me wherever it was he needed to go in order to obtain information on Richard.

      “Let’s get the fuck out of here, babes,” Keaton said, taking my hand in his.

      “Don’t touch her.” Davidson stepped forward and reached for my arm, trying to pull it out of Keaton’s grasp.

      Everything happened so fast, I couldn’t even respond. Keaton took his other hand, placed it on Davidson’s shoulder, and pushed him off. But Keaton’s strength forced him back, causing Davidson to crash into the rubble behind him. A sickening crunch caused my body to flinch.

      “Davidson,” I said, pulling away from Keaton and running over to him. I couldn’t leave, not knowing if he was all right.

      When I reached him, I dropped to my knees and leaned over him. He groaned, rubbing the back of his neck. He managed to sit up, though his movement was slow and strained.

      When I was sure he was okay, I turned to look at Keaton over my shoulder and glared. I wasn’t surprised to find him staring at his nails, the complete picture of nonchalance.

      “What was that?” I demanded to know.

      “A warning,” he replied, shrugging his shoulders. “He wants to pry me away from my wife, he has another thing coming. No one separates us, know what I mean? And I need him to understand that.”

      “Don’t call her that,” Davidson spat. The words didn’t come out as malicious as he probably intended them to, only because of the pain he must be in.

      “What?” Keaton popped next to me and leaned down, invading Davidson’s space. “My wife? That’s what she is, asshole. Get used to hearing it. She’s my wife. I’m her husband.” He lifted his hand to cover one corner of his mouth, like he was about to utter a secret. “Though, sometimes, between me and you, she likes to call me Daddy, so…”

      Davidson growled and lunged but Keaton popped out of the way, like Davidson was a child and not a threat.

      “How could you let this happen?” Davidson asked, turning his attention and frustration on me. “I told you we would help. I told you -“

      “You told me he was probably dead,” I said. “That there was no point in hoping because if my parents were dead, Richard was too. But I don’t feel…” I inhaled deeply, standing up straight and taking a step back. I stared up at the night sky, the stars as bright as a light up keyboard. “I know this is going to sound crazy, but I don’t feel like he is. Dead, I mean. And if he’s out there, I owe it to him to find him. At the very least, I have to make sure before I give up on him completely.”

      “Kara…why is it so hard for you to trust me?” Davidson asked. “Instead of just giving me time, you run off and marry Keaton? Do you realize what you’ve done? You unleashed him. He can go wherever he wants, do whatever he wants. Please tell me you can reverse this.”

      “It’s been consummated in every sense of the word, bub,” Keaton growled.

      I closed my eyes, partly to avoid the look I knew would be on Davidson’s face, and partly because I couldn't stomach my sense of sight right now.

      How dare he?

      “Kara.” Davidson’s voice caused my eyes to snap open, and I looked at him even with my face turned red, even with my gut churning. “Give me a chance. I’ll look into it.”

      “It’s already done,” I said. “And Keaton…he won’t do anything bad. He won’t.”

      Davidson looked away. I hated that look. “I know you think he won’t,” he said, “but you don’t know him. You don’t know what he’s capable of. My great-grandfather was the one to bind him to his crypt. It neatly got him killed. His wife died because of it, because of him. And you freed him all because you think your brother might be alive. Can you not see how selfish that is? You could have trusted me but you didn’t. You went to the worst wretch you could turn to, all because he made promises he has no intention of keeping. What do you plan to do when you realize it’s all a lie, Kara? What will you do then?”
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      Without warning, Keaton reached forward and grabbed Davidson by the collar of his shirt before hoisting him into the air. It was like Davidson weighed nothing. The muscle caused the loose shirt Keaton wore to strain slightly, revealing that he had more muscle than it appeared.

      “Listen very closely,” Keaton said, bringing his face close to Davidson’s. Each word was clipped, its own sentence. “You and me got history. I get that. But that doesn’t mean you get to lie about my word, about my promises. You’re the liar here, or do you forget? I know your great-grandfather. He wanted something from me just like everyone else. And when I refused to deliver, he trapped me like a goddamn rat.”

      “You’re a liar,” Davidson said. “My great-grandfather is a hero. He locked you up where you belong so you can’t take advantage of people, you can’t manipulate them and get them to believe your lies.” His eyes found mine. “He’s lying to you, Kara, and until you understand that, he’ll continue to take advantage of you. Richard might be out there, but surely you know, you know, the chance is slim. Why trust him? How?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, “but I saw what I saw. Shades took him. Shades killed my parents. I don’t know why, but it’s what I saw.”

      “You were young. You were scared -“

      “No.” My eyes filled with tears, the words watery. It happened so suddenly, I didn’t get a chance to control myself. “I know what I saw. I told you this. And now…you’re telling me I’m wrong?” I tilted my head, trying to read his face, willing it to not be true.

      “I’m trying to protect you,” Davidson said. His voice was still strained, throat raw so his voice came out rough, like he hadn’t quenched his thirst in a day. “That’s all I want to do, protect you. Kara, I look at you like you’re my own daughter. You have a home here, a real home with food on the table and clothes on your back. You have friends who care about you, who genuinely worry about you. Why…why wasn’t that ever good enough?”

      Tears started to fill my eyes. I tried to blink them away, tried to get rid of them, but they fell despite my efforts. I wanted to tell him my pursuit of my brother had nothing to do with everything he offered me here. It wasn’t like that. I was grateful - I was. But this was my brother. Surely, he had to understand that.

      “I…” My voice hitched.

      “Jesus Christ, now you made her cry,” Keaton said. “Should I kill you for that?”

      “No!” I snapped, turning all my inner turmoil against my husband. It wasn’t fair. I knew that. But Davidson didn’t deserve Keaton’s wrath. At the end of the day, Davidson was right. He had provided for me. He had given me a family.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m sorry. You just…this is my brother. And…I can’t…if there’s a way…”

      “There’s not,” Davidson said gently. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. There’s not.”

      Suddenly, I looked to Keaton. I wasn’t sure why. If Davidson was right, that meant that Keaton used me for his own purposes. He took advantage of me in the worst sort of way. And I, being ignorant and vulnerable, fell for it.

      Keaton held my stare. There was nothing intense about it, almost as though he was confident he had nothing to prove. He said nothing, didn’t even try to convince me Davidson was wrong. Instead, he let me think about everything myself. He let me make my own decision.

      The thing was, if Keaton really was using me, he would have left the second our marriage was consummated. He wouldn’t have cared one way or another about what happened to me. There was no way he was in love with me by any stretch - I wasn’t dumb enough to make that assumption - but I did know there was a good chance that he honored his word. He might not be much of anything else. He might lack in redeeming qualities. But his word was his binding, and whether it made me dumb or not, I believed that about him.

      “I don’t believe you,” I finally said, turning to look at Davidson. “There has to be a way.”

      “Kara,” Davidson said. His voice caught. It was tight, almost like he was holding back. “Tread very carefully here. Once you make your choice, you can’t go back. Do you understand? Those things that attacked the school are still out there? The second you left with Keaton, they vanished. Which means they were after you. Maybe they sensed your relationship to him. Or maybe Keaton used them to attack the school so he would have an excuse to play hero.”

      Keaton opened his mouth, ready to respond, but I jumped in first. “That’s impossible,” I pointed out. “He was in his crypt the entire time. He can’t use his magic while in the crypt.” I purposefully said nothing about him vanishing and reappearing all within the crypt itself. “You…you lied about that. Keaton came and rescued all of us because I called him. Because he really is a man of his word. And I…I told him I would marry him if he found out information on my brother. And I did, because I want that information. And you…you didn’t know it was out there, or you didn’t want to give it to me.” I swallowed. “If those things are out there, I know Keaton will protect me.”

      “Because he needs you,” Davidson snapped. “Open your eyes, Kara. He’s using you. He’s using you for some sick perversion he has about claiming your body. And he’s using you for his freedom. How can you not see it?”

      “I do,” I said. “I do see it. And I appreciate his honesty. At least I know why he wants me. I’m not standing around here, pretending he’s in love with me. I get it, okay? But he’s transparent about what he expects from me, and he knows what I want from him. We’re making it work, even if you don’t agree with it.”

      “And what if it doesn’t?” Davidson asked. “What if you come to find out I was right the whole time, that your brother is dead and you married him for nothing?”

      “If I’m wrong, I’ll deal with it,” I said. “But I wouldn’t have married Keaton for nothing. At least…at least I would know with absolute certainty.” I swallowed. “I’m assuming the picture is gone, then? There’s nothing remaining of it?”

      Davidson sighed. He knew I wasn’t going to budge, and he must know me well to drop the matter instead of fighting me again. “You are more than welcome to check,” he said. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if there is nothing but ash remaining. Like I said, we had to relocate the school while we rebuild.”

      I nodded. I glanced over at Keaton and gave him a look. He scowled but dropped Davidson onto the floor again. Davidson landed with a graceless plop. I winced, but I didn’t rush over and check on him. I knew there was more he wasn’t telling me. Maybe it had to do with my brother, maybe it had to do with Keaton. Whatever it was, I had made my decision. And, like Keaton, I intended to keep my word, no matter what that might mean.

      “I won’t be able to protect you, Kara,” Davidson said from the ground. “I just…I just want you to be safe, okay? That’s all I ever wanted. You’re too important to risk, and I don’t think a heathen is going to appreciate what you can offer.”

      “She don’t need your fucking protection when she’s got mine,” Keaton growled, throwing a protective arm around my shoulder as he began to lead me up the stairs. “And trust me, I appreciate everything my wife has to offer. Too bad for you it’s only for me.”

      Davidson grunted but he didn’t get up. I was glad. I didn’t want him following me up the stairs and watching me tear my room apart. It wasn’t even that he would say something to make me feel guilty. He didn’t have to do that. His eyes did that just fine. It was one of the reasons I held back on looking at him. Because I didn’t want to deal with it.

      Maybe I hadn’t made a choice he agreed with, but it was my choice to make. I wasn’t asking for support. He didn’t need to baby me, to coddle me and pretend he was okay with it. But lecturing me on how wrong he thought my choice was wasn’t going to change things either. And honestly, I had more important things to worry about than Davidson.

      “What’s going to happen if he’s right?” I asked when we reached the top of the stairs. We had to step around some rubble, and I crowded closer to Keaton to avoid the large gap in the wall from one of the attacks. “If the picture isn’t there?””

      “Then I’ll fucking find him without a picture, babes,” he said. I took the lead as he shoved his hands in his pockets and began to glance around. The stone walls crumbled but some still held the haunting paintings of Samhain in Ireland. “I’m assuming he’ll be the only breather around. Maybe he’ll even look like you. Maybe he’ll do that little wrinkle over the nose thing that always gets under my skin.”

      I didn’t even bother with a response. I wanted to go with him. I wanted to make sure it was Richard, but now was not the time. Instead, I made a left, and stopped at the first door on the left. It amazed me that my room was still standing, at least from the outside. Maybe Davidson was wrong. Maybe there was a good chance the picture was here.

      I opened the door and the two of us stepped inside. The subtle scent of sulfur tickled my nose and there was stained smoke on the ceiling. Keaton kicked the door shut and immediately swept me in his arms, pushing me against the wall, and attacking my throat.

      “What…what are you doing?” I managed to get out.

      I didn’t understand how his actions managed to shoot little bolts of electricity straight to my pelvis. How my mouth managed to grow dry. His hardness pressed into me, demanding and insistent.

      “You’re mine, babes,” he said. “You know that, right.” His teeth scraped against my skin and I moaned.

      The second the sound filled my room, I jumped and placed my hands on his shoulders. “Stop,” I said. “Stop.”

      Keaton pulled back but didn’t release me. “What if I don’t want to stop?” he asked. “What if I want to fuck you against the wall of your bedroom, make you scream so loud, Davidson will never question that you belong to me again, hmm?” He waggled his eyebrows. 

      I swallowed. This shouldn’t sound enticing. It should sound wrong. And yet…

      Keaton leaned in close, tilting his head so his lips nearly brushed my ear. “I can smell you, babes, remember? I know you want it. I bet if I touched you, you’d be dripping wet.”

      I whimpered.

      He grinned. “Let me do this,” he whispered. “Let me have this.”

      I shook my head. “Richard,” I said. “We have to find Richard.”

      He frowned but didn’t argue. Sticking up a finger, he muttered, “Don’t think we’re through with this.”

      The second he stepped back, I could breathe again. I gasped in air like I wasn't able to hold onto it permanently before carefully stepping around Keaton to take in the contents of my room.

      My mouth dropped open. Davidson was right. Everything in my room had gone up in flames. My bed, my desk, my closet.

      I dropped to my knees, forgetting Keaton was even with me. My hands filled with ash and soot as I dug through everything. This made no sense. There was no structural damage to the room. The fire…

      “Babes?”

      My head snapped at the noise, at Keaton’s voice, as it filled the silence.

      “I got bad news for you.” He slid his hands in his pockets once again. “This fire wasn’t started by anything supernatural. Whoever did this was a fucking human.”
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      I shook my head, pushing myself up into a standing position. “No,” I insisted. “No way.”

      Keaton didn’t say anything to my denial. Instead, his eyes scanned the room. There was nothing left. No furniture, not even the base of my bed. If Keaton was right and this fire was set intentionally, they either wanted all my stuff gone or they wanted me dead.

      He began to move. I couldn’t tell if he kept appearing and disappearing the way he tended to or if he was constantly fluid, going from one section of the room to the next. He examined things, picked up soot, rubbed ash against his fingertips before dabbing it on his tongue. I frowned, trying to understand what he was doing. His words tried to sink in, but I couldn’t wrap my head around them. They were too heavy, almost nonsensical. Someone purposefully started a fire in my room? A human? But why?

      Suddenly, Keaton froze. He picked up a piece of wood and held it close to his face. He cocked his head towards the left before doing the same thing to the right, as though looking at the plank from different angles was going to help him with whatever he managed to find.

      A few minutes passed by. When he still hadn’t said anything, I stepped forward.

      “What?” I asked. “What is it?”

      Keaton didn’t even acknowledge me with a look. Instead, he dropped his arms and clenched his teeth. “We need to see your redheaded friend,” he said through his teeth. “Now.”

      “Daphne? Why?” I rushed over to him, trying to figure out what he saw on the plank that would make him want to see Daphne of all people. “What’s going on, Keaton? Tell -”

      “Don’t say my name.” He whirled in my direction, and even though he wasn’t tall, somehow it felt as though he towered over me. He took one step towards me, then another. I moved in time with him, my body acting out of instinct. “You know better than to say my name.”

      I moved backwards until I hit the wall. I didn’t have anywhere to go. I was trapped.

      Keaton stood too close to me before planting one hand on either side of my head, boxing me in further. I swallowed. The plank was still in my hand, and there was part of me that thought I could use it like a weapon if I needed.

      “You gotta understand something, babes,” he murmured, leaning close like a lover. He cocked his head again, this time so his lips grazed the globe of my ear. “I don’t like to hear my fucking name from you unless I’m inside you, know what I mean? Unfortunately, you still have this power over me, this ability to send me back to the Void simply by saying it three times. And maybe I didn’t tell you that. Maybe that’s my fault. But I’m telling you now.” His mouth dropped to my exposed throat and I sighed as his tongue began to trail down slowly, making his way to my collarbone. “You see, I also don’t like being questioned. If I say we’re going to do something, we do it. Especially when it comes to the supernatural. I know what I’m talking about.”

      “But…but I want to know too.” I hated that he could affect me like this. I hated that the feel of his tongue on my flesh caused shockwaves down to my pelvis. I hated that the sound of his gravelly voice caressing my ear as he trapped me between my arms caused moisture to soak my underwear. It was pathetic, but there was nothing I could do about it.

      Part of me didn’t want to do anything about it.

      “I want,” I said.

      “Yeah, babes?” He nibbled on my skin and I let out a low moan. “What do you want, hmm?”

      “I want…I want to know,” I said, trying to ignore the sensation, which only made it that more difficult to do. “I want to understand. Please let me ask questions. Not to…to question, but to clarify.”

      “Hmm.” He sucked on my skin and I knew there’d be a mark.

      Bastard.

      But it wasn’t like I was reprimanding him. In fact, the way I arched my back, pressing into his pelvis and feeling how erect he was already, I only encouraged him.

      “You make an interesting point,” he said. “Fine. Tell you what. I’ll explain, but you still have to obey me. Got it?”

      I pressed my lips together. I didn’t do well when someone told me what to do. I had more than a few detentions to prove it too.

      But Keaton…Keaton was different. Keaton was my husband. I still wanted to rebel, but there was also a tiny part of me that found pleasure in obeying. I hated it, I hated myself for it, but I also couldn’t deny it, even if I wanted to.

      I wouldn’t respond to him. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing just how easily he could get me to do what he wanted to do.

      “You know,” he said, “I could take you right here. Fuck you against the wall. Maybe Davidson would come in while I did it too. Part of me would want that, just so he fucking knows who you belong to.” His hand cupped my breast and squeezed it, causing another whimper from my throat. “You like that, don’t you? Of course you do. We’re the same, babes. Don’t you see that? But the other part of me would never want anyone to see you when you receive pleasure. That sight’s reserved for me and me alone, know what I mean? I’d have to kill him if he saw.”

      “We-we can’t.” I stuttered but at least the words came out.

      He gave me one last kiss, just above my pulse, and stepped back. Suddenly, I could breathe again, but I couldn’t help noticing a small sense of disappointment all the same.

      “We don’t have time,” he agreed. “Where’s your friend. Daphne.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “She has the dagger.” He took the plank from my hand. I was surprised I managed to hold onto it all this time. He brought it over to my face and traced a garbled cut in the side with his index finger. “You see the ridges of the piece right here? That came from the dagger she has. It’s an element only found within the Void.”

      “You said the fire was started by a human,” I said. “How do you know Daphne had anything to do with it? Maybe someone else from the Void used the dagger to start the fire.”

      “I know that blade,” Keaton said. “It’s mine.”

      “Yours?”

      He locked eyes with me. “The bastard took it from me when I was sent to the crypt,” he said. “It’s been in my family since Jesus Christ himself. It’s mine.”

      “Why would Daphne have it?” I asked. This didn’t make any sense.

      “Beats the shit out of me,” he said, rolling up his sleeves, “but I’m willing to find out.”

      “What’s so special about it?” I asked as I followed him out of my room. I tried not to think about everything I was leaving behind, tried not to think about the fact that a calculated attack was put on my room and there was a good chance it was targeting me rather than the area itself.

      “It cuts through anything,” he said. “It would cut through my goddamn crypt if I had it with me. And it would kill shades.”

      My eyes widened. “That’s impossible,” I said. “Killing a shade can’t be done. I mean, as Keepers, we can send them back to the Void, but killing them?”

      “It’s possible,” he said. “That dagger does it. Or don’t you remember your friend when those shadows started to attack? What happened when she sliced into one?”

      I didn’t want to remember what happened. That was the night Keaton saved us and took me to the Void. But those shadows…those black holes…they were after me. I didn’t understand why that was, but it was the truth.

      We made our way back down the stairs. I was surprised Davidson was still present, casting his eyes in the direction of the stairs.

      “Who the fuck wanted to kill Kara?” Keaton demanded, all but stomping over to him.

      “What are you -”

      “Her room,” he growled.

      “I told you, it was destroyed in the attack -”

      “Don’t toy with me.” He thrust a warning finger in Davidson’s face, narrowing his eyes. “Go look at it for yourself. Structurally sound, but the inside looks like a bomb went off. Someone used my dagger too, probably to cause the damage. Who the fuck wants her dead? And where is the redhead who owns my dagger, hmm? Maybe she knows. And why the fuck would you give it to a kid? You think she can handle that kind of power?”

      “I didn’t…what are you…?” Davidson struggled to form whatever he was trying to say.

      “I said, don’t lie to me, son,” he said. “Tell me where the brat is. I want my dagger back, and I want it back now.”

      “Then you’ll have to come and take it.”

      I whipped around, only to find Daphne standing at the entrance of the academy, said dagger in her right hand in a vertical position, ready to wield it if need be. Her blue eyes were narrowed in front of her, directly on Keaton, teeth clenched, lips curved down.

      “Daphne…” I stepped in front of Keaton, an arm out. Though whether I was protecting him from her or her from him, I wasn’t sure.

      “No,” Daphne said. “It’s my duty to keep him in that crypt, Kara. I’ve been bound by this legacy to do what I need to do, no matter what the cost. I’m asking you, as your friend, to step aside and let me do my job.”

      “I can’t,” I said. I was surprised to find that my words were firm, that standing up to her wasn’t as difficult as I thought. Then again, we constantly disagreed. I just never expected to be on opposing sides when it concerned heathens. I was positive she felt the same way.

      “What do you mean you can’t?” she asked. “Step aside. He can’t help you find Richard. He’s dangerous, Kara. Why do you think those things attacked the academy?”

      “They weren’t after him,” I said. “He was already in his crypt. He doesn’t have the magic -”

      “They came for you,” she said.

      I stopped. Keaton stiffened behind me.

      “What?” I asked slowly.

      “Those were Umbras, shadows of the king of Hell,” she said. “If you had stayed, you would have known. But you left. You left with a heathen. You didn’t trust us, your family.”

      “Then why didn’t Davidson say that?” I asked. My head began to pinch as I tried to make sense of what was going on. “We just confronted him about it. Why did he -”

      “He doesn’t answer to you,” she snapped. As usual, her biting tone cut deeper than that dagger ever could. “Why should he trust you after you abandoned us? After you left us for that heathen? The Umbras are after you, Kara. Because of your blood. They took Richard and now they’re after you.”

      “Richard?”

      “I told you to give me time,” Davidson murmured behind me, his voice broken. “I told you to trust me. But you didn’t. You chose Keaton. You married him. And now, there’s no going back.”

      Daphne lifted her chin. “We end this,” she said, her grip tightening on the hilt of the weapon. “Now.”

      ***

      Find out what happens next in Book 4, August of 2022. Preorder Defy the Void here!
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