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      Lila

      Breathing heavily, I wrap my arms around the tree and wince at the scratchy surface that sends prickles of pain through my torn skin. Dusty leaves and dirt dig into my sore, bare feet, and a whimper slips past my lips. “Help,” I cry, but it’s barely an audible croak, as my throat is too sore from screaming and sobbing to make any other sound.

      Tears slide down my cheeks as I will myself to calm down, and resume running when the other voice in my head—the one exhausted from all the torture that has been inflicted on me—begs me to sit down and rest.

      My knees wobble, and I’m about to listen to the voice, when I hear his footsteps several feet away, his heavy boots crunching the dry leaves under them as he darts through the woods, searching for his prey.

      I shouldn’t have expected anything different; after all, he is a born predator that feeds on the misery and fear of his victims.

      It’s funny that I ever did.

      With determination fueling me, I run to the far end of the forest, where the sound of water can be heard in the distance, and hope blossoms in my chest again.

      If I can get to the water, he won’t find me. I’m invincible in it.

      I run as fast as I can, blocking away the agony building in me and all the wounds that bleed, ignoring his deep, husky voice that shouts, “Lila!” I hate my name on his lips. I hate everything about him.

      I never should’ve trusted a monster, but they have the tendency to hide their true nature. Not that he ever hid it. He just showed me what he wanted me to see.

      Fool, I was such a fool, but no more.

      I won’t die as his victim; anything is better than this. I won’t ever again be at the mercy of someone else’s cruelty.

      I’m in my head so much I don’t see where I’m headed until it’s too late. Halting quickly, I stop almost at the edge of the cliff, and my eyes widen at the picture greeting me.

      Several feet down, there is indeed water. But to get there, I’ll need to jump and probably break my neck from the impact on the stones located around the edge of the lake. “No,” I murmur, desperation sinking into me while I shake my head in denial, removing the bloody strands of hair from my face. “No.” It can’t end like this, not when I’ve finally found the way out of the nightmare he’s created.

      “Lila,” he says from behind me. I freeze, air catching in my lungs, and slowly turn around. The breeze hits me in the face and adds to the tremors rushing through me, increasing the list of things that make me miserable. “Come here, Lila.” He extends his leather-gloved hand toward me, while his dark eyes practically order me to listen to his command.

      Studying him, I think that nothing but the angel of death describes him. He is so handsome in a sinister way, showing with his every breath that he dominates the energy and those around him.

      He is the king in his little world, and I’m just a pawn he happens to obsess over.

      Or more like a pawn who refuses to be his. “I hate you,” I tell him, and the muscle in his jaw tics, but he repeats again.

      “Come here, Lila.”

      How dare he call me to him? Insane. The man is insane.

      When I make a move to turn back to the edge, his low tone washes over me, as if he’s skimming his leather belt over my skin again. “Don’t you dare harm what’s mine.”

      Hollow laughter echoes through the wind, and I tell him, “I’m not yours.” And then I jump, accompanied by his scream of “No!” as birds chirp loudly above us.

      I fall and fall, and my whole life flashes in front of my eyes.

      Especially the last months and the events that have led me to my ultimate downfall.
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      New York, New York

      Fall, 1980

      

      Lila

      “If you just give me the chance to fix it—”

      Juliet huffs in exasperation and throws another of my paintings onto the street where passersby jump in surprise, and one of the men calls out, “Careful, you bitch!” But he shuts up really quickly when Juliet peeks her head out the door, and barks, “Keep on walking.” He huffs and mutters something under his breath, but his footsteps speed up, and shortly he disappears down the block.

      Yeah, in her current state of mind, I wouldn’t want to face her either.

      She grabs my painting kit and my portfolio, so I raise my hands, blocking the exit. “Please, don’t throw it. If something breaks, I don’t have the money to—” But my request falls on deaf ears, as she shoves me to the side and throws it on the concrete, smashing several paint bottles inside the bag.

      Rubbing my shoulder from the blow I received, I rush outside and try to gather everything, as much as I can, beneath the gathering storm. Loud thunder echoes in the night, the lightning gracing the sky with its presence.

      “Don’t even think about coming back here!” Juliet shouts, and I take a deep breath, doing my best to hold in my fury, and try for a kind approach one last time.

      “I promise you I will fix it. It’s just a misunderstanding.”

      Her jaw drops, and she places her hand on her hip, shaking her head at me. “Misunderstanding? I got my license revoked. They marked my name as a persona non grata because of you. And you call this a misunderstanding?”

      Okay, the explanation sounded way better in my head. “I need tonight to fix it. Please allow me to stay,” I beg, because I truly have nowhere else to go with my art. In the last year, it had become my secret sanctuary, where everything else went away, leaving only the deep desire to create something beautiful that hadn’t been tainted by my past.

      Her gallery also gave me a chance to make a name for myself, to have a fresh start, because no one else wanted to work with me.

      Before, I wasn’t aware of the problem, but now I know who stands behind all this mess. I can fix it; I just need a little bit of time. “Lila, remember you told me you’re no longer that rich, spoiled girl and you live in the real world now?”

      My brows furrow and my shoulders hunch when another thunderclap erupts, then everything around us darkens and humidity rises in the air. Any minute now, the rain will start, so I continue to pick up all my work from the middle of the street. “Yes.”

      She smiles widely. “Well, then that’s another lesson. Real world rarely gives second chances. You are fired, and don’t come back.” With that, Juliet shuts the door in my face and that’s when the sky opens up, instantly soaking me from head to toe.

      “No, no, no.” I groan when the pigments on my paintings slowly smudge from the water, everything blurring, and then my bag turns dark red, probably from all the containers damaged inside it.

      I try to pick up the paper, but it’s so wet it’s almost impossible, and the folder just sticks them all together. It reminds me more of a five-year-old’s album rather than a professional portfolio, and it’s impossible to salvage anything at this point.

      All the months of hard work have turned into this, a mushy pile of papers that hold all my pain and heartache on them.

      They’re all destroyed, flushed away by water as if they never existed.

      As if I never existed.

      As if what I’ve experienced never existed, proving once again that cruelty knows no mercy in this world.

      On my knees on the sidewalk, I wipe away the tears as they mix with the raindrops and just sit there numbly, pressing the heels of my palms into my eyes and willing all my self-control to come back.

      For a moment in time, I started to believe the nightmare was over and I could live my life freely, by pushing everything away.

      But reality has come back and slapped me in the face, reminding me that even if we can run away from our problems, we can never run away from ourselves.

      Sighing heavily, I reach for one more destroyed painting, just as a shadow looms above me, freezing me on the spot. I scrunch my eyes, trying to ignore the voices speaking loudly in my ear.

      Cry, cry, cry, my little angel.

      As familiar panic rises inside me, my hands drop the painting. My mouth opens instinctively to cry out when a person kneels in front of me, and my breath hitches once my eyes land on him.

      He’s wearing a dark hoodie, sneakers, and sweatpants, but the oddest thing is that his eyes are covered with sunglasses even though it’s dark outside.

      His gloved fingers click several times, and I take a deep breath, slowly coming back to the present. A light shiver runs through me, and I rub my arms, hating the fact that I left my jacket inside. There is no way Juliet will let me enter now.

      Taking into consideration the weather and public transport, it’ll be three more hours before I get home. At this point, maybe I shouldn’t even ask what else might go wrong, because life has an odd sense of humor when proving it isn’t done screwing with me.

      Without saying a word, the stranger swiftly removes his hoodie, and his tanned skin covered in a tight T-shirt, which showcases his muscled physique, comes into view. When he places it on my shoulders, warmth immediately surrounds me, creating a protective cocoon.

      Maybe this man is a godsent angel?

      Too bad I can’t look into the future, because if I could… maybe I’d know he is in fact devilsent.

      

      Him

      She wipes away her tears and finally gifts me with a smile that barely reaches her eyes. Their color, the deepest violet almost purple, has the tendency to knock me off my feet as I imagine seeing fear in them; fear that I’ve created.

      Lila is a thing of beauty with her dark hair, which practically reaches the top of her ass, and my fists clench at the idea of lacing my fingers through it and dragging her to my mansion.

      If she knew the truth about me, she’d run in a different direction.

      Instead, she takes her ruined paintings from me and says, “Thank you so much.” She tugs on my hoodie, which somehow protects her a little from the pouring rain, and removes the strands of hair from her face, giving me the perfect view of her porcelain skin. “Would you like—” she starts, but I get up, silently pass her by, and continue running while she probably sits there confused.

      As my feet slap harshly against the concrete and I concentrate on my breathing, I do my best to rein in emotions that try to suffocate me, demanding I go after her and finally introduce her to my darkness.

      But the time hasn’t come yet, and I can be patient.

      After all, a serial killer is nothing without the patience that allows him to wait in the shadows for his prey to come to him.

      And she will.

      Only then will she sink into the depths of despair and agony with me, where I will forever make her mine.

      Even if it kills us both.
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      New York, New York

      Fall, 1979

      

      Lila

      “So, to conclude… art is very subjective and so are the styles.” Professor Megan waits a beat and then adds, “That being said… do not bring me crap for your final project and call it your expression.” A laugh echoes through the hall while she gives us a wink and then announces, “We are done for today. Don’t forget to pick up your essays with my feedback on your project, and good luck. I’m sure all of you will do great.”

      All at once, everyone gets up, shuffling their books into their backpacks and murmuring to each other of their plans for the weekend.

      As if anyone will use it on the project; most of us, except maybe Larking, will get to it a day before when our asses are on fire. Especially since big concert is in two days, so everyone plans to go there. They even invited me, something they’ve never done.

      Artistic approach to life and all that jazz.

      Sorcha nudges me with her elbow. “Ouch,” I mutter, rubbing my side, but she rolls her eyes and leans closer. “Do you remember our pact?”

      Frowning, I pick up all my brushes and carefully place them in my bag while asking, “What pact?” I grin when I notice several paint smears on my fingers and can just imagine Mother’s reaction to that. She’ll get all red and then screech that I won’t be able to come to the party tonight.

      Which is exactly what I want.

      “Lila!” my best friend shouts in my ear.

      I blink at her. “I’m not deaf, girl.”

      “You totally zoned out on me.”

      “Sorry.” In my defense though, she tends to talk about the most random stuff, so through the years, I’ve learned to concentrate only on key phrases while everything else is just background noise. “So, what pact?”

      “What did we do when we celebrated our tenth birthday?”

      “Play with dolls?” I try, and she raises her brows, so I do my best to rack my brain for information, although it’s not an easy task.

      We have been best friends forever, as our parents belong to high society where money decides what you do, with whom you stay in touch, and what school you attend. Her parents doted on their own princess and wanted the best for her, so they figured I, the mayor’s daughter, was the perfect choice.

      They introduced us to one another, and the rest is history. We’ve been inseparable ever since, despite her being the social butterfly and the sweetest person on earth, while I’m the nerdy kid who mostly likes to stay in her room.

      Opposites attract, or so people say.

      Sorcha huffs in annoyance and then waves her hand up and down. “Your clueless face tells me everything I need to know.” She holds up three fingers. “Three wild things before we graduate.”

      I blink at her, and she sighs and wraps her arm around me. “You are lucky I love you.”

      I chuckle and want to dig for more information on that stupid pact, but Professor Megan calls me. “Lila, could you please stay after class?”

      Sorcha and I share a look, but she shrugs, and we gather our things. She murmurs in my ear, “I’ll be in the library.”

      Another thing about Sorcha, she has A-student syndrome, so even if I postpone my deadlines as late as I can, she likes to be done with all the work as soon as possible.

      With one last salute, she leaves, and I’m facing Professor Megan. “Is everything okay? Is it about my essay?” Based on the comments she made on the paper, she loved the idea and wanted me to continue working on a futuristic approach to modern art.

      She shakes her head and gives me a wide smile, but oddly enough, it doesn’t reach her eyes. “I have a weird request for you.” My brows furrow, because this is not something we ever do, but maybe there’s been some emergency?

      I adjust the bag on my shoulder and nod. “Sure thing.” I can’t really say anything else in this situation, but I hope it’s not something difficult.

      My good manners will be my downfall someday, I swear.

      “There is an art gallery at this address. Here.” She extends her hand with a small piece of paper, and the minute I take it, she quickly continues. “My friend’s the owner. I think it would be good for you to meet him and get a better perspective on your project.”

      “Oh.” So, this request has to do with me?

      Excitement builds inside me at the prospect of meeting a professional in my field, just imagining what they can teach me. One might say everyone has their own style, and it’s true, but there is always a necessity to study the craft from the masters.

      If you ignore someone else’s experience, how are you going to have your own? And more importantly, find your unique style?

      “That sounds awesome!” Scanning the paper, I ponder the address but come up blank.

      Strange, I know most galleries in this city, since I love to stroll through them every month, but this one never came up. “Is it a new building?”

      She nervously glances at the door and pulls on her jacket. She clears her throat while she avoids my gaze and packs stuff in her case. “Yes, new. Can you do it now?”

      “Well, I mean—” She freezes, and I can hear her rapid breathing, which confuses me, so I gently place my hand on her shoulder. But she steps back. “Sorry, I just thought you weren’t feeling well.”

      She huffs loudly and then snaps, “Can you just go tonight, Lila? I booked this meeting and wouldn’t want to anger my friend.” The way she says it, as if I must do it, rubs me the wrong way, but more so the fear skirting the edges of her words. She is practically vibrating with it.

      What’s going on with her?

      But despite my better judgment, I remind myself of all the things she has done for me through the years, and instantly guilt slips into me. I nod, even though this whole situation seems shady.

      Professor Megan was the first person who believed in my painting and advised me to enroll at the university, even though my parents were against it. She’s taught me several techniques and has always taken the time to listen to all my worries.

      The least I can do is see this guy and ease her frustration. With so many projects to check and the graduation coming up next year for our class, I imagine she has a lot on her plate.

      “Don’t worry, Professor. I’m gonna go now.” She glances at the door again, and I follow her gaze but see no one through the glass window. With a last reassuring smile, I leave the room, not noticing how she sits on the chair, her face a picture of despair.

      After all, she just fed me to the wolves.
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      “Are you sure it’s here?” I ask the cabbie when he pulls up next to a rusty, old building. There are several people drinking on the sidewalk and laughing loudly, while whistling to a female passing by.

      She flips them the middle finger and continues to walk while I blink in surprise.

      You wouldn’t see such behavior on the Upper East Side; that’s for sure.

      Several trash bins with their tops open, contents overflowing, are scattered through the streets, and buildings have graffiti all over them. The night sky only adds to the picture of doom and misery around it, not exactly playing in favor of this place.

      “Well that’s the address you showed me.” He looks through his window and then at me. “That being said though, I can take you home.” He waits a beat and then says, “For free.”

      For a moment, I’m tempted to take him up on his offer. The neighborhood seems dangerous, and with recent gangs going crazy in the city, everyone is cautioned to be extra careful.

      But Professor M’s desperate face comes to mind, and I decide to honor my promise, because she wouldn’t have sent me here if it wasn’t important to her. “No, that’s all right.” I give him a twenty and quickly get out of the car. My bag hits the door, and I groan, “Please, not my paint.” I quickly check that nothing spilled and walk toward the third building, and the same guys whistle.

      “Hey, pretty girl.” I keep my focus on the door and speedily head there as another whistle erupts. “Look at those legs.” And then I hear footsteps echoing on the concrete and one of the men ends up next to me.

      I gasp, startled, and shift to the side, but he grabs my hand and halts my movements. “Let me go,” I say, reining in the panic slowly building inside me.

      He lifts his hands up and mutters, “Hey, calm down, lady. We’re just shitting around.” Then he pushes something in my hands, and I see it’s my notepad. “You dropped it on the sidewalk.”

      “Oh.” My cheeks heat up in mortification, because I practically accused the guy of God knows what. “Thank you.”

      “No worries.” He scans my appearance from head to toe and then asks, “Visiting someone?” He looks at me, then at the building, and then back at me, like my presence here unsettles him on some level.

      Why does he care anyway? “Something like that. Thanks again, but I gotta go,” I reply, not wanting to share anything else with the man. Nice or not, you can’t trust strangers these days.

      Finally, I find the building, get to the second floor, and knock on the door three times, noticing how different sounds emanate from various apartments, either moans or whimpers. The smells in the air are so disgusting I have to breathe into my notepad, which still has lavender scent on it.

      The building reminds me more of a cheap motel with the stains on the walls and only one light flickering brightly above me.

      In less than a minute, the door opens, and a man greets me wearing a clown mask. Before I can ask anything, he wraps his hands around my neck and drags me inside, shutting the door behind him.

      And that’s the beginning of my nightmare.

      

      New York, New York

      Fall, 1980

      

      Lila

      “Fuck,” I mutter, and the lady next to me gasps, sending daggers my way while Sorcha chuckles, albeit covering it with her glass.

      I just wink at the old hag and nudge her elbow. “Don’t tell me you never curse, Lydia?” Her cheeks heat up, and she lifts her chin, while my mom shakes her head at me from the other end of the room, suspecting I said something inappropriate, as always.

      I raise my glass at her and take a large sip, not caring in the least how this affects my family.

      It’s not like they gave a shit about my well-being all those months, so I say you harvest what you plant. “Your grandfather probably rolls in his grave,” Lydia mutters to me, something between disgust and a grimace etching her face as she scans me from head to toe. “Just look at you!”

      I follow her gaze to study my black T-shirt, my high-waist jeans, and my knee-high black leather boots that only add to the whole rock-girl attire. A few colorful bracelets adorning my wrists and two huge oval rings dangling from my ears probably look out of place in the rich Manhattan gathering, where the richest of the rich came to celebrate my dad’s latest win.

      He became a senator, after all.

      “Looks good to me. Why? You have another suggestion?” I inquire, and as she opens her mouth to say something, her grandson interrupts her.

      “That’s enough, Nana. Stop harassing the poor thing.”

      Sorcha turns around and focuses her stare on the statue made out of gold that my dad recently bought on the black market—not that anyone here knows that, of course.

      As far as anyone else is concerned, he got it as a gift from one of his rich “investors.” And apparently no one is knowledgeable enough to recognize it as being one of the Renaissance art pieces, which means most museums would kill to have it in their possession so they could introduce it to the world.

      But no one cares about that, only about the prestige such things give.

      I sigh and smile brightly at Eugene. I haven’t seen him in forever. Ever since I fell from grace.

      He still wears three-piece suits, black, heavy glasses that constantly slide down his nose, and oversized white shirts that only emphasize his lack of physique. It baffles me that he still hasn’t changed his style. Maybe if he did, then fewer people would bug him about it and consider him their bitch.

      “Thank you, darling,” I murmur, patting his arm, and he beams at me, while sending a warning glare to Lydia.

      She huffs in annoyance and then pushes between us, heading toward the north wing where there is a game of poker about to start. “Sorry, Lila. I’ll talk to her,” he assures me, and I shrug, oddly touched by his protectiveness.

      “It’s nothing new.”

      Something flashes in his eyes, but it’s gone so quickly I can’t catch it. “It will end.” There is such confidence in his voice I almost believe him, but then I remember we are talking about Eugene here.

      Eugene Harrison is heir to the oil throne; his family is one of the richest in Texas and has so much money it makes them richer than sin. Private jet, five corporations, apartments all over the globe, you name it. All doors are always wide open for them, and they never struggle for anything in life.

      With the click of their fingers, they can make even the most powerful men in town bow to them.

      And while all this information should give enormous confidence to the heir of such an empire—Eugene is an only son in his family, or in the generation really—it’s almost a curse for him.

      He is always so quiet, so meek, and never argues with anyone over anything. Guys often make fun of him, while girls prefer to stay away, finding him too nerdy. I even remember how one of the starlets claimed he knew nothing about kissing a woman, and how being touched by him felt like the biggest torture.

      He doesn’t have many friends and mostly spends his days tripling his companies’ money. He is rarely seen anywhere, and women in his circle consider him a doormat.

      “You don’t believe me,” he says, and for a second, a slight grin appears on his face before he covers it up with his whiskey glass. “I’m not as weak as you think I am.”

      “Well, Lydia is a dragon. Who can blame me?” I tease, and he relaxes, chuckling and then taps my nose out of the blue.

      “And you need to remember that before antagonizing her,” he warns.

      I blink at the touch, and then our stares catch, and I blink again, because unfamiliar sensations rush through my veins, filling me with confusion and electricity that prickles my skin.

      I’ve never thought hazel eyes could be so mesmerizing.

      “She won’t harm me,” I assure. Well, maybe she would have tried, but life has harmed me already as it is. Besides, on the list of all the shit that can happen to me, Lydia is like a mosquito who bites but never brings much pain, only a sting.

      Stepping back, I clear my throat, and he immediately straightens, and for the first time, I detect an unfamiliar trait that surrounds Eugene.

      Dominance and power.

      Maybe he has changed in the last year after all?

      “I’m gonna bounce,” I tell him, before I do something stupid like find him attractive, or worse, dwell on the emotion swirling inside me.

      I’ve known him for the last two years, for crying out loud; surely, it’s too late to feel any kind of attraction to the guy. Especially to one who can’t even talk back to whoever sends insults his way.

      “Leaving so soon?”

      “Soon? I’d say too late.” Noticing my father’s glare from the end of the hall where he stands with his campaign staff, I shift uncomfortably. “First, I need to face my father dearest.” With a final pat to Eugene’s chest, I quicken my steps and mentally prepare myself for the blows that will come from my parents.

      Not physical, as they would never allow any kind of bruises to mar my skin, but mental. The ones that leave unseen scars and last a lifetime.

      “Here she is.” Dad grins at me, wrapping his arms tightly around my middle while the guests watch us, and I do the same, even though he murmurs in my ear, “I told you not to come, you fool.”

      I lean back, smiling at him brightly while winking at his managers. “Of course I’m here. How could I have missed my dad becoming a senator?” I extend my hand to his head manager, Rick. “It’s such an honor to meet the man who made it possible for my dad.” The man puffs his chest, loving the praise, but then he freezes when I say, “You even did a good cover-up for his whorehouse in North Carolina. I don’t have a clue how you’ve managed to do that. I’m impressed.”

      His cheeks heat up while his team glances between each other, not knowing what to do.

      Dad, though, has no such problem. Instead, he throws his arm over my shoulders, and tells them cheerfully, “I’m sure you are all tired. Have a drink and some food. I’d like to talk with Lila alone.” They nod and leave us. As the soft jazz music starts to play, Dad drags me to the dance floor, painfully digging his fingers into my palm. “Everyone is watching, so keep the smile.”

      “Well, my smiles don’t come cheap,” I say with a singsong voice and laugh loudly as he swirls me around on the dance floor, then slowly find the beat of the music together. I’ve learned to fake it so much it’s a wonder I didn’t go to acting school.

      “Why are you here?”

      “Because of your blackballing me, Father.” Fury is lacing my tone as I remember how Juliet rudely pushed me outside right after Dad’s lawyers showed up, spitting his orders.

      Apparently, Daddy dearest put the word out forbidding me from working in galleries—not if they didn’t want to be closed permanently.

      He chuckles, although it lacks any humor. “Still, it doesn’t explain your presence. You challenged me once, claiming not everyone lives by my order. You see the error of your ways now?”

      I still when the memory of the night a year ago flashes in front of me, and with it, bringing unbearable pain that sometimes wakes me up at night.

      So many truths discovered, so many secrets uncovered, so many hearts broken.

      I quickly shake my head, blocking away the images, and focus on the problem at hand. “Not really, but I thought you’d be fair. I guess I should be honored,” I say nonchalantly.

      His eyes narrow, as he asks, “Honored?”

      “Yep. I mean, if you weren’t scared of me making it on my own, you wouldn’t have created obstacles.”

      The veins in his neck strain so hard, and along with the redness marking his cheeks, it’s almost comical. By his rigid posture, I know he is barely containing his anger. “You little piece of shit,” he grits through his teeth, and I wince inwardly, but keep the grin he so hates intact.

      “Oh well. That’s what happens when people tell you the truth.” The song ends, and Mother joins us, holding a glass of champagne in her hand while she raises it to someone behind me.

      “Enough, you spoiled girl,” she seethes, and then addresses Dad. “Lucian is here.” And that’s when I feel the hair on my nape stand up along with radiating heat coming from behind me.

      A heat that sends disgust through my system, and goose bumps erupting on my skin, indicating the presence of this man is not wanted. But when did he care about that?

      “Lila,” he says, and I gather all my courage before spinning around to face the most handsome guy I’ve ever seen in this world. But also, the one who doesn’t deserve to breathe, considering what he does.

      “Lucian. I’d say it’s a pleasure to see you, but we both know I’d be lying.”

      Mother gasps in shock while Dad curses quietly, but Lucian just chuckles, finding it fucking amusing it seems.

      “Ah, Lila. You are truly magnificent. And wild,” he murmurs, touching a lock of my hair, and I turn away from his touch, hating it.

      Lucian Cortez is an heir just like Eugene, but with several differences. He is powerful, dominating, confident, and people flock to him like tan does to skin. No one ever goes against his word, not if they want to live anyway.

      He is one of the most powerful and dangerous men in New York, and there isn’t a woman in this town who wouldn’t want to be his.

      Except me.

      “I do my best to stand out,” I reply, and then throw over my shoulder, “Dad, please fix the issue. You wouldn’t want me to use my connections, would you?”

      Fear crosses his face as he quickly glances at Mom, but she just frowns in confusion, and he exhales.

      Yeah, fear is a powerful tool. Even senators have dirty little secrets that their teams won’t be able to cover up if someone spills the beans. I should have just mentioned it in the beginning; then I’d have spared myself another disappointment in life.

      Satisfied with how this conversation went, I kiss them on the cheeks, keeping the show intact, and pass by Lucian, my whole attention on the gate, because I know Sorcha will be waiting for me in the garden.

      But he grabs my elbow, pulling me against his chest and probably ignoring all the people staring at us. “Mustangs can be wild all they want, but I manage to tame them. It’ll be the same with you, Lila,” he whispers, lazily trailing his gaze over me. “I’d love to have you in my bed.”

      “Don’t hold your breath, because it’ll never happen.” He might be irresistible to everyone else, but not me. I’m not attracted to dark assholes who think they can rule my life.

      I leave the suffocating place, since my mission is done, but what I don’t know….

      I’m being watched by two men, and while their agendas toward me are slightly different, both of them want to own me in their own darkish way.

      And I just challenged both of them.

      

      Him

      She flashes the housekeeper a grin for the last time right before waltzing off to the gate, while no doubt each person in the room watches her every move.

      She is sensational news to the elite, reminding us what might happen if one falls from the glory of this life and lives among mortals. Her lush, curly, dark locks sway from side to side, cascading down her back while her boots click loudly on the marble floor. Her long legs draw attention to her perky ass, which calls me to squeeze it tight and bite on it, leaving my marks imprinted there forever.

      I notice the men murmuring among themselves, no doubt admiring her shape too, and the beast inside me roars, demanding justice, but I keep it at bay.

      The glass in my hand breaks, and a woman next to me gasps, quickly throwing a napkin over it. “Oh my God. Does it hurt?” I don’t pay her any attention, instead freeing my arm from her hold, because her touch alone repulses me.

      I want and need only one woman to touch me, and that’s Lila Lockwood.

      She is mine, has been mine from our first meeting.

      She doesn’t know it; she doesn’t even suspect, but she is mine.

      And the time has come for her to know though, because I cannot wait anymore.

      She will either be mine willingly… or else she’ll have to suffer.

      Either she is mine, or no one’s.

      There is no middle ground in this chase of ours.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      New York, New York

      Fall, 1979

      

      Lila

      Wincing, I shift to the side when piercing pain assaults my head, and my eyes scrunch shut, while my nose twitches upon registering a bitter smell in the air.

      I rise up a little, but with a cry, fall onto my back, hitting it painfully against… concrete? “What the hell?” I murmur through my dry throat, swallowing a little, hoping to get some kind of relief, but it doesn’t help much.

      Our house’s shiny marble floor shouldn’t feel this bad. Was I drawing before going to bed and fell asleep in front of the fireplace?

      Matilda, our housekeeper, probably prepared the freaking meat dish that I hate just to teach me a lesson. I pinch my nose close and my eyes flutter open. My loud gasp fills the space and I scream loudly, scooting back and pressing myself into the wall.

      The view in front of me reminds me nothing of our Hudson River mansion, rather an image straight from a horror movie, and instantly goose bumps break out on my skin, making all the hair on my body stand up.

      The room is spacious, sort of like a living room along with the arched kitchen that has a radio on the counter. Everything comes like a loud cry. There is only one wide couch, along with a round table that holds several half-full bottles of beer, vodka, and whiskey. Chips and chocolate wrappers are scattered on the floor along with other snacks. I also notice pizza boxes all over the place, and decide that’s probably where all the smells are coming from.

      The windows are covered with pitch-black curtains while only one light bulb brightens the place, giving it a dark gray gloom; it sends shivers down my spine, and fear slowly settles in the pit of my stomach. The floor doesn’t have carpets or anything else, just a cold surface with various cracks as if someone has hit it. I even notice bugs sneaking into some of the corners or lunching on the leftovers.

      That’s not what makes me hold my breath and blink rapidly though, no.

      It’s the weapons on the couch, which all have blood dripping from them, and the weird noises coming from the closed room, something akin to a saw.

      And that’s when memories come back, bringing up the throbbing in my head, and I touch my forehead, detecting a slight bump there.

      When the man dragged me inside, he hit me and then everything went blank.

      Oh my God.

      Have I been kidnapped? Are they after a ransom? Dad has always been afraid someone might do it, especially since he’s ventured into politics, but I’ve never listened to his warnings. After all, everyone who spends time in his company or has spied on him for just a day would know he doesn’t give a crap about me.

      But then, I imagine only money matters to all these people. As long as they can get a ransom out of him, they’re happy.

      I hear a rustling sound next to me, then something bumps my knees, and I would have screamed if the dirt-smeared hand didn’t cover my mouth.

      “Shhh, don’t say anything or they might come back,” she says, removing sticky blonde hair from across her nose and displaying her makeup-covered face. She looks young, around eighteen, and my eyes travel lower to her cropped top, belly button piercing, and short skirt that barely reaches midthigh. She is barefoot, and her right leg has a big scar on it, but she waves her hands at me. “It’s nothing major.”

      Blinking several times in shock at her calm voice, as if we are discussing the freaking weather, I ask, “Who are they? Did they kidnap you too?” Maybe they’ve already informed her family, and that’s why she’s so calm. Although based on statistics, families rarely get their loved ones back. Kidnappers don’t want to leave any witnesses alive; that way, there’s no opportunity for them to get caught.

      Her hollow laughter snaps me out of my thoughts. “No. No one is looking for me.” She whispers, “They took me from the street when I was on my way to work. I wait tables at the local bar. They said they wanted to have fun.” She shivers slightly, probably remembering the experience.

      “What?” I stammer, and she nods. Then she takes a deep breath and points at the room. “They hurt girls behind that door.”

      “Hurt?” I repeat like a parrot, still processing the information and then almost slapping myself on the forehead. My naivety didn’t allow me to venture in dark thoughts, but it should have.

      After all, men can take women for various reasons; their sick desires being one of them. “And they come out in the—”

      She doesn’t finish her sentence, because that’s when the door opens, and harsh, bright light shines on us. I block it out with my arm, wincing.

      “My, my, my. Our princess is awake,” one of them says, and I frown at the nickname, which reminds me so much of my high school days.

      Princess, go out with me.

      Princess, don’t be so rude.

      Princess, want to sit on my lap?

      I shake my head from the voices of the past, because they have no place here, and I focus my stare at the five men surrounding us. My eyes widen when I see their faces are hidden by clown masks, one more horrifying than the other, and all have a sinister smile on them. Their dark clothes have stains of different shades, and all wear latex gloves smeared in something red.

      Blood?

      One of them kneels in front of me, and I scoot away only to hit my back painfully since there’s nowhere to go. He laughs, the evilness of it spreading through me in spades, and then he leans closer, grabbing me roughly by my hair. His alcohol-infused breath fans my cheeks, and bile rises in my throat. “I’ve dreamed about you for so long, princess,” he murmurs, trailing his finger over my skin. I jerk to the side, hoping to evade his touch, but it’s useless. “Always so proud, so majestic. Acting like we are mortals beneath a goddess.” He then whistles to the other guys. “We will savor the princess, guys. No more trashy substitutes.”

      Substitutes? As if it’s always been me they wanted?

      “But before that, you need to know what awaits you. Anticipation is everything. So we’re gonna play with you now,” he addresses the girl and motions with his head to the men, who grab her by her elbows and drag her toward the room.

      “No, don’t hurt her,” I scream, lunging after them, but he pushes me back, tugging on the metal chain on my foot that only now registers in my mind. It digs into my skin, pressing against my bone, and I cry out in pain.

      “Wait for your turn, my love.” He trails his finger over my skin one last time and then gets up, while the girl screams for them to let her go and thrashes in their arms.

      One of the men emerges from the room, holding a bulging garbage bag, and tells everyone, “I’ll join the fun once I throw away the trash.”

      “Make sure to burn it right. I don’t need cops tailing us.”

      The guy holding the bag shrugs and then chuckles. “Who’s gonna look for her?”

      I cover my mouth with my hand, as fear washes over me and, for a second, freezes my entire system.

      I have no clue who these people are and why they want me, or why my professor helped them get me.

      One thing is obvious though.

      I’ve just entered the gates of hell, and the only way out of here is in a black garbage bag.

      

      New York, New York

      Fall, 1980

      

      Him

      A young man emerges from the club, laughing in the night air as he pulls a cigarette out of his pocket and appears to be reaching for a lighter but not finding it.

      He murmurs, “Motherfucker,” and glances behind him to the club door, where he can hear the boom from the loud speakers, then shakes his head, clearly too lazy to go back. Instead, he looks up and down the road, searching for a passing cab, but there are none to find in this secluded area in New York.

      He starts to hop from one leg to the other while breathing into his palms, as snowflakes cascade down on the road, creating an almost pure-like atmosphere in this place of sin and seduction.

      Tugging my baseball cap down more, I drive around the corner and slowly pass him, and it spurs him into action once more. He waves at me frantically, calling, “Hey, dude!” And I stop, rolling down my window as he puts his thumbs on it and his fucking mouth spreads in a wide grin. “Pretty please drop me at Fifth Street?” He shows me a hundred-dollar bill and says with a wink, “Not bad for a fifteen-minute drive, right?”

      I take a second to study his sandy-blond hair and green eyes that hold so much confidence. I wonder where this little shit gets it from, and then I finally notice his expensive designer clothes that emphasize his status in life.

      A status that allows him to do a lot of vile things unnoticed.

      I look straight ahead and motion with my head for him to get in, and he shouts, “Sweet.” He hops inside the car, and while I slowly put it in gear, a smile pulls at my lips.

      People think serial killers spend their time hunting their victims on the streets with various clever scenarios.

      And while in most cases it’s true, tonight, the victim falls into my lap easily. “Dude, you have a lighter?” he asks, leaning toward my seat. Instantly, his alcohol breath fans my cheeks, and my hands squeeze the steering wheel tighter.

      Again, keeping silent, I pick a lighter up from the front console and flick it on. He grunts in thanks and lights it up while my mind is occupied by only one thing.

      This is his last cigarette.

      And I’ve never been happier than in this moment.
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      “Please, I’ll give you whatever you want. Just please let me go,” he begs as I strap him to the surgical table, securing leather belts around his middle and legs, leaving him no room to wiggle or lift a muscle. “You know my family name? We’re rich. Tell me what you want and it’s yours. I swear.”

      A chuckle slips past my lips, because I should have expected something along these lines from him. Always the daddy’s boy ready to throw money at whoever to shut them up.

      Too bad for him it won’t work this time.

      Goose bumps pop up on his skin as I put on the latex gloves, snapping them against my wrists, the sound echoing through the space. “Please, I’ll do anything.” I catch his stare, and his eyes filled with terror, as sweat coats his forehead, sliding down his cheek while blood drips from his nose that I cracked a few minutes ago.

      He manages to talk despite the pain though, but it doesn’t surprise me.

      Humans, as I’ve discovered, have the tendency to survive a lot if they think they are going to make it. So-called hope that gives them determination. A useless emotion in most cases, because it’s built on the belief there is a higher power.

      Too bad no one told him hope is not going to save his ass tonight.

      “I’m tired,” I finally say, and his eyes widen at the sound of my voice. He squints his eyes as if trying to study me, but the bright light streaming on him from the ceiling right into his face blocks it. I had it specifically designed for that, even though no one gets out of here alive. I have no desire for them to know my real name.

      Only because I don’t want it to be spoken by pieces of shit in this world.

      “Shut up or it will be more painful.” But I know he won’t, and a familiar thrill rushes through my body, fueling my blood with euphoria at the prospect of bringing this human unbearable agony that will know no mercy.

      Twirling the sharp-edged kitchen knife through my fingers, I sing to him, “Cry, cry, cry, my little angel. I’m going to listen to it while bringing you your life’s salvation.”

      At once, his demeanor changes, recognition registers on his face, and he gasps, shaking his head wildly and almost moving the table. Of course, soon the beginning comes. “Please, it was a mistake. A mistake I won’t ever repeat.” For all their fancy education and money, they act so stupid. Do they think a man of my caliber who knows exactly what they do will ever believe that?

      Once you’ve experienced the thrill of the chase, sunk into darkness, and wear it like your second skin, there is no going back.

      “I don’t give second chances,” I inform him, right before I grab his dick and cut it off. His agonized screams fill the basement and bring me such needed joy.

      But they are short lived, as her cries come back to haunt me, and it powers the monster living inside me.

      He screams and screams, and then I ram his dick in his mouth. And while he chokes on it, I pick up the pliers to cut off his fingers one by one then proceed to slice him open while he is alive for the show.

      In time, his screams stop, and so does his breathing.

      But the monster in me still rages, because killing him fixes nothing.

      Only deepens the madness that slowly consumes me.
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      After reaching the edge of the cliff, I throw the garbage bag into the river, where he lands with a loud splash, immediately going down while I grin, saluting him. “May you rest in hell and know no peace,” I say and go back to my car, thinking about all the things that need to be done today to secure a multimillion-dollar deal.

      I turn on the radio just as the speaker’s dread-laced voice says, “The serial killer still wanders around the city. We advise everyone to be extremely careful, because—” My laughter bounces off the car’s interior as I shake my head at the stupidity of the authorities’ perception.

      They’re searching for an antisocial guy who barely makes eye contact with anyone and lives in a basement, or that’s their description of me. They even warn everyone to avoid such people.

      I’ve heard profilers on my case are searching for a white male above thirty years old who was abused as a child and probably works low-wage jobs.

      They’ve explained envy is the only reason I kill all the rich guys, wanting to punish them for things I can never have. Because they don’t deserve them, or so says the profile.

      If they only knew I’m an heir to the throne and own multiple businesses while people dream to be in my company, and antisocial is not even a word that exists in my vocabulary.

      But who will search for a serial killer among the elite?

      

      Lila

      I place the plate with a steak cooked rare in front of Bill along with his glass of beer, and he winks at me. “Thank you, darling. You are a sight for sore eyes.” I roll my eyes at his lame-ass attempt at flirting and teasingly scold him. “Be careful, or Marcy will have my ass.” His wife of ten years loves him to pieces but watches his food religiously due to his diabetes.

      And she can act crazy while on a mission, so I don’t freaking ever want to face her wrath.

      The TV blasts loudly in the bar, and everyone glues their gaze to it while the anchor presents the latest news. “There was another body found in the river by a local fisherman today.” The report continues to show the fisherman and a covered body in the bag, with not many details since it’s broadcasted on TV, but nevertheless shivers run through me.

      What a horrible way to die, but mostly how devastating for the family. I should have been familiar with all the shit going on in New York lately. Violence is exceptionally high this year, causing people to always look over their shoulder or stay home because it’s not safe. Gangs have become almost uncontrollable, and the government can’t do much to fix the situation except wait.

      Meanwhile, the news reporter continues her monologue. “The body has been identified as Tim Morgan, the heir to Morgan Enterprises.” The tray in my hand falls to the floor, clanging loudly as glasses shatter into tiny little pieces, and the ringing in my ears comes back, almost knocking me to the ground.

      Along with the memories I want to forget.

      Instead though, they haunt me day and night, and there is no escape from them no matter what I do.

      Cry, cry, cry, my little angel. I’m going to listen to it while bringing you your life’s salvation.

      I cover my ears, whimpering, and shake my head, familiar panic swirling in the pit of my stomach and rising up, up, up until I feel the invisible rope around my neck that tightens and tightens, blocking the oxygen from entering my lungs.

      And it lasts maybe for hours or seconds, until strong arms grab my shoulders and shake me so hard I snap out of my stupor, finally focusing my gaze as the ringing stops.

      That’s when my mind registers that I’m gazing at rich, hazel eyes through heavy black glasses, and the familiar scent of cigarettes and expensive cologne washes over me. With that comes the feeling of protectiveness that I oddly only associate with him.

      Eugene.

      “Someone, get her water,” he orders with such authority that people who previously gaped at me—if their shocked expressions are anything to go by—jump into action.

      Lucy, the other waitress who shares a shift with me, quickly brings me a glass of cold water, and I muster a weak smile for her. “Thank you.”

      She pats my back but bites her lip worriedly, probably confused as hell at my behavior.

      After all, I’m usually nothing but giggles and rainbows around here.

      “Get out of the way, people.”

      I sigh at Robert’s worried voice, because hell is about to unleash on me. The bar’s owner and the best boss in the whole damned universe pushes through the bodies and gets to me in record time.

      “Lila, what’s going on? Are you hurt anywhere?”

      I shake my head, my cheeks heating up, because the last thing I’ve ever wanted is for this mess to happen at work.

      Although my therapist claimed traumatic flashbacks can come at any time, whenever something big triggers it, I’ve been lucky enough to mostly experience them during sleep or at night, because I couldn’t protect my mind then.

      But Tim’s death….

      Robert clicks his fingers in front of my face several times, bringing my attention back to him. “Girlie, are you all right?”

      “Yes,” I croak through my dry throat and take a large sip of water, sighing in relief when the cold liquid travels through my system and brings pain to my teeth. In a way, it reminds me I’m still alive and I don’t live in a nightmare. At least not the one my mind so vividly remembers. “I’m sorry. It’s just—”

      Robert waves his hands in a dismissive gesture. “Don’t apologize. Maybe you need to go home?” he offers.

      With that, the overpowering fear sinks into me again, and I grab his arms hard, probably too hard, and beg, “No, please, can I stay?” Going home now would mean reliving it time and time again, and I can’t allow it.

      Not to mention the tips on a Friday night are the best, and I need to go grocery shopping tomorrow. Plus buy some paint supplies. I can’t afford this incident to affect my life.

      Work is my only saving grace at this point, because for a moment in time, it gives me reprieve.

      Robert hugs me close and rocks me in his arms a little bit, but then leans back and nods. “Okay, then have some of the tea you love so much.” I don’t miss the distaste lacing his voice and barely hold back a grin. “Then get back to work.” He turns toward people who still watch us closely, the news reporter long forgotten, and informs them, “There is nothing to see. It’s all good now.” They raise their glasses in acknowledgment and go back to either eating or drinking. Slowly, the bar fills with the familiar sounds of glasses clinking, people laughing, and forks scraping across their plates.

      Dropping onto the chair next to the small round table in the far corner, I rub my forehead and then tense when a shadow falls over me, blocking the light.

      My eyes travel up and then widen when I notice Eugene standing there, his arms crossed while he studies me curiously. “Oh my God!” I exclaim and jump up. “I’m so sorry! Your presence—” I’m searching for the right word to use in this situation without sounding rude, because the man here snapped me out of my panic attack, but I zoned out on him and then forgot about him.

      Eugene chuckles, pushes me back down on the chair, and sits next to me, still keeping his gaze on me. “Flew from your mind?” he offers, and it takes me a second to understand he continued my thought.

      With my cheeks burning from embarrassment, I reply, “Yeah. I’m an awful human being.” I groan into my hands, covering my face with them and hoping the floor will swallow me whole.

      “You stress so much over stupid shit,” he says, and then I hear something being placed on the table, and Lucy winks at me before waltzing off.

      I wrap my hands around the steaming cup of chamomile tea, and inhale it. “Well, that’s the perk of being the elite’s child,” I state, and he laughs, resting his elbows on the table and tsking with his tongue.

      “That’s true. In all uncomfortable situations, blame the parents.”

      Silence falls over us, and we stare at one another for a moment and then burst out laughing again, probably thinking about the same thing.

      Our childhood might have been filled with expensive gifts and trips, and we never knew starvation, but warmth and love were forever absent. With time, you learn to find humor in it and not dwell much on why sometimes people who are supposed to love you unconditionally are never happy whatever you do. Unless you are perfect, love is a hard sell in our society. Not in every family of course, but those are our experiences.

      “We sure live by that motto.” Clearing my throat, I ask him, “Why are you here?”

      “I came to see you.”

      I blink several times and then clarify, “Me?” Why would Eugene need to see me of all people? Truth be told, while we hang around each other from time to time, it’s not like our lives really cross anywhere.

      And Eugene doesn’t get along with many people anyway, or at least that’s what I heard.  Yes, he is one of the most interesting people to talk to I have ever met, and we can discuss anything for hours without getting bored, but we never keep in touch unless the situation requires it.

      “I have a business proposition for you.”

      It doesn’t escape my notice how he doesn’t touch the subject of my earlier panic, as if he didn’t witness it at all. One of the prime examples of elite’s upbringing… everyone has their own skeletons, and no one digs for stuff that’s not mentioned. Not because there is much tact, no. But because no one wants anyone else to discover their secrets either.

      “I’m a waitress at the bar.”

      He smirks, although it doesn’t reach his eyes. “You are also an artist.”

      I huff in annoyance, sipping a little of my tea. “Yeah, no. Dad forbade all the galleries to display my work. So, unless I sell my stuff on the streets, which is not a bad option by the way, but I kind of don’t have time for that with having to work, you know… since I need to eat. So no art for now.” My heart pangs painfully in my chest, my fingers prickling a little from my statement, because the idea of living without ever touching a brush kills something inside me.

      Art is my calm during the storm, the only place where I can express all my emotions without being judged for them. Not being able to do the work… it’s like someone putting tape around my mouth again and stealing my voice.

      “I’m opening up a gallery on Fifth Avenue,” he says, completely ignoring my words. “I’ve settled on a mix of contemporary art this time. So Rebecca is handling auditions for this. The first showing—”

      I put the tea cup on the table with a loud thud, gasping at him in shock. “Rebecca, as in Rebecca Dawson? As in genius in the performance industry?” He meets my questions with a nod, and I shout, “No way!” Several people look at us, and I mouth sorry to them before addressing Eugene again. “She’s a legend.”

      “I’m aware of that by the salary she demanded.” He clicks his fingers, getting Lucy’s attention. “Can I please have a coffee?”

      “Coming right up!”

      What the hell?

      “Eugene!”

      My urgent voice only amuses him it seems, because he leans back in his chair and lifts his brow. “I thought you left art for good?” He throws my earlier words back at me, and I narrow my eyes, not finding anything hilarious about this.

      Rebecca Dawson is a dancer turned artist who has mixed several genres in her work and has made it a movement in the industry, encouraging others to pursue different styles of work and not be stuck with just one thing. She never follows the trends, preferring to draw whatever she feels like, so no one can ever predict her next show.

      In short, being included in her gallery showing is like a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and a dream of any unknown artist. “Not if it includes Rebecca.” But then all enthusiasm slips out of me, and I rest my chin on my palm. “But she won’t work with me either; trust me. My dad’s name is that big.” Even though I threw several threats at him, as of now, his blackballing me still stands. I don’t want anyone suffering because of me, especially Eugene, who probably feels sorry for the poor girl. “Thank you for offering though.”

      Something unfamiliar flashes across his face, but the emotions are so quick I barely have time to detect them before he shifts closer. His now furious eyes dig into me while he grits through his teeth, “What the fuck happened to you?”

      I try to lean back, because I’ve never in my life seen him this emotional over anything, but he doesn’t let me.

      His hand curves around my waist, and he brings me closer, not allowing me to escape his domineering power that slowly surrounds us. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I place my hands on his chest and try to push him, but he doesn’t even budge. “People are staring!” At least that’s what I think, because I can’t see anything behind his wide shoulders.

      Has he always been this big beneath those oversized white shirts? This… this… powerful?

      “They stare anyway,” he replies and then lifts my chin, so I have no choice but to meet his gaze head-on. “What happened to the girl who, despite her family’s disapproval, enrolled in an art major anyway?”

      “Seriously.” I huff and hit him in the chest, but once again he stays unmovable.

      “What happened to the girl who snuck out of her house to go to the Queen concert, even though her parents told her not to?”

      “In my defense, it was Queen!” I fire back, hating the fact that he was with me and Sorcha during our little adventure time.

      He was the one who accidentally left his two tickets on the counter during the dinner our parents had, so Sorcha took them, and the rest is history.

      Although it had been awkward as hell seeing him there after we stole his tickets, he oddly found the whole thing amusing. Even treated us to dinner afterward—or it might have been considered early breakfast. “What happened to the girl who protested on the streets, even though her dad threatened to take her allowance?”

      “He did. For a month,” I tell him, remembering all the days I ate nothing but the bread I managed to get from Matilda on the way to school. “Why are you doing this?” I groan in frustration, slamming my fist on his chest, but even his pulse stays steady; that’s how unaffected he is by my efforts.

      Eugene’s hand fists my hair, and he shifts forward, our mouths merely inches away from each other. Unfamiliar sensations rush through me, fueling my blood while the presence of this man who is so familiar to me, yet seems like a stranger in this moment, disturbs my sanity and makes my body want things I thought it would never want again. “I want that girl back. Not the one who settles for anything.” He breathes the words over my lips.

      I grab the lapels of his jacket. “That girl is long gone.”

      She died in that apartment, and there is no chance of resurrecting her.

      “She is there. You just need to find her,” he replies, and for a second, I think he’s going to kiss me, but then he lets go of me and stands up, leaving me breathless and confused. “Have dinner with me.” Although it probably should come off as a request, all I can hear in his voice is an order.

      “I’m not sure—”

      “One dinner won’t kill you.”

      Oh my God, what’s wrong with him? I open my mouth to argue but notice stubbornness settling on his face. His eyes hold indifference, and his entire demeanor changes to cold and unreachable. Like my answers don’t even matter, because he has already decided for both of us.

      “I won’t go.”

      “Tomorrow night it is. I’ll pick you up at seven,” he says and then throws several bills on the table right before Lucy joins us, ready to give him his coffee, but he shakes his head. “Thanks, but I’m done here.” She blinks, and he strides to the door without even giving me a backward glance.

      Lucy fans herself, whistling loudly at Eugene’s back, and winks at me. “I thought the fireworks were going to explode from you two.” She drops onto the chair next to me and wonders aloud. “Is he your boyfriend?”

      “A friend.”

      She chuckles, quickly gulping his coffee and placing it on the tray along with my tea cup. “Friend, my ass. My friends don’t look at me like that.” She pats my back before standing up. “Anyhow, he’s handsome.” She walks away while I still sit there dumbstruck.

      I thought having a panic attack at work would shake me so much I wouldn’t be able to think about anything else for days. I even planned to call my therapist and schedule an extra session.

      Turns out though, I shouldn’t have worried.

      Because the only thing my mind is occupied with right now is Eugene, his strange behavior, and my body, which shouldn’t react to him like this.

      Even though neither of us voiced it, something just changed in our dynamics, and I’m not sure it’s the right choice for me.

      But like during a train wreck, it seems I can’t escape it.

      

      Him

      I despise the fear flashing in her eyes and the tremor of her body while I watch her from behind the building as she walks out the back door and inhales deeply, probably trying to calm herself down.

      She dumps the garbage bag along with some white gloves in the dumpster, about to go back, when a light hissing sound erupts.

      Lila frowns, looking around, and then zeroes her gaze near some green trashcans. She squats down and calls softly, “Hey, little one, are you lost?” She extends her hand, and though it takes a few moments, a furry red kitten comes into the light, hissing again—although it reminds me more of a whimper—and sniffs her palm. “You’re hungry.” He meows this time, and she laughs, the sound bouncing off the walls and seeming almost wrong in the night, because it reminds me of all the desires I have for her.

      She picks him up and presses him gently to her chest, rocking him a little before getting up and murmuring to him, “Let’s see if I have something for you inside.” She pats his fur, and I see how she exhales heavily again, but then plasters her fake smile back on and goes inside, leaving me alone on the street.

      No one has the right to scare my woman but me. She is not supposed to tremble or shiver from every sound because someone else inflicted pain on her.

      Be afraid of me and my actions? Yes.

      But no one harms what’s mine without consequences.

      And in this case, consequences mean death in the harshest of ways.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      New York, New York

      Fall, 1979

      

      Lila

      Shivers rush through me. I rub my arms, still keeping my eyes closed, and rest my cheek on the wall, praying for some kind of warmth to sink into me.

      Different sounds come from the adjacent room, like screams and laughter, that forever stay in my brain, reminding me that even if I try to hide from the truth, this nightmare has become my reality.

      “Please don’t do this to me,” the girl begs, but the request is met with a loud slap, and then an unfamiliar voice speaks.

      “Oh, I will do that and a thousand other things, little one.”

      She shouts something, but I cover my ears, hating to witness it when I can do absolutely nothing about it.

      I try to get up, but I’m dragged back by the short chain holding my legs, and drop awkwardly on my knees, stifling a cry of pain. Breathing heavily, I scoot back to my corner, and this time I don’t shy away from staring at the door where everyone continues to hurt the girl who previously sat next to me. They’ve been going at it for hours; aren’t they satisfied?

      “Don’t be so eager, darling.” A voice speaks next to me, causing goose bumps on my skin. When I look at the man in the clown mask, as he lounges on the couch and plays with his knife, fear spreads through me. “A few more hours, and it will be your turn.” He laughs, turning up the volume of the music. “I can’t wait to tarnish that beautiful skin of yours.”

      “Why are you doing this?” I ask, although it’s useless. After all, his kind of people probably don’t have any justification for their actions except that they want to do all those vile things.

      “Because we’re bored.”

      “Bored?” I echo his voice, and he nods, sitting up straight and tossing a knife at the table where it lands with a loud clatter. “Willing women are boring. Same sex, adoration, everything money can buy.” He points at the door behind him. “But this? No one can give us this high. We are the gods there.”

      “My God,” I mutter, but then his words dawn on me, connecting invisible dots in my head.

      Everything money can buy.

      Only people who have it can make such a statement, and the way they all interact… a tight group of five men who take turns hurting the women and laughing at it all… and their voices… they tried to cover them up with masks, but the disguised sounds weren’t those I could have just heard somewhere randomly.

      Oh, no. I’ve heard them quite a lot in my life.

      I shake my head, pushing away the conclusions, yet they don’t listen to me and stay.

      Clasping my hands on my knees, I carefully ask, “Ben?” He freezes and is then by my side in a flash, squeezing my throat with both hands. I gasp, struggling in his hold and trying to hit him with my fists, but he doesn’t budge.

      After all, he is a gold medal swimmer at our university. “You fucking smart bitch, figured it out,” he seethes in my face. His fingers dig deeper in my skin, and slowly I feel the oxygen leaving my lungs. I can barely keep up the fight, when the door of the room opens and another masked guy comes out.

      Ben lets go of me, and I fall to the floor, gulping as much breath as I can. I rub my throat that burns from his touch.

      “What the fuck, dude?”

      Scrunching my eyes a few times, I focus my attention back on the new guy, and a horrified cry slips past my lips.

      He wears nothing but black jeans that are unzipped; blood is smeared all over his chest, and he holds a kitchen knife in his hand while his eyes glisten with excitement. “Starting without me?” he asks Ben, who turns around, facing the other guy. By his voice, I suspect it’s Tim.

      “She knows my name.”

      However, instead of being concerned by it, Tim shrugs and then chuckles. “So what? By the time we’re done with her, she won’t be able to say anything. Only send our regards in heaven.” With that, he disappears behind the door and another scream fills the space, this time accompanied by a drilling sound.

      Monsters.

      All of them are monsters who feed on people’s pain and misery.

      Such people don’t even deserve to live.

      “Soon, darling,” Ben warns, and I hug my knees, chanting a prayer and hoping for a miracle to come and save us now. So even the girl can escape this.

      But a miracle doesn’t show up.

      

      New York, New York

      Fall 1980

      

      Lila

      “So, let me get this straight,” Sorcha says, placing her Vogue magazine on the couch while she stares at me. “Eugene asked you out, and you said yes.”

      I put the pizza box on the counter and grab two plates, huffing. “Yeah, but it’s not like that,” I feel the need to add, even though I don’t understand what the purpose of his action is.

      I mean it’s not like I like him or anything, but him acting like this sort of implies if I don’t comply with his orders, he will do whatever he pleases anyway. What the hell happened to the sweetest guy I’ve ever known for him to be this much of an ass?

      He’s always appeared to be the nice beta type, but tonight he showed me asshole alpha in all his glory.

      That’s the only reason I’m going out with him, because maybe something is bothering him, and he doesn’t know how to express it. Sometimes we all need a friend, but I suspect Eugene doesn’t have them.

      Who do you have besides Sorcha? No one believed you but her.

      I shake my head from the past that always manages to sneak into my mind and focus on the present, rubbing the band on my wrist.

      The support group gave it to me a few months ago, and I haven’t taken it off since.

      My mouth waters at the smell of pepperoni pizza, and I spin the box, quickly grabbing a piece and munching on it.

      Sorcha joins me, hopping on the barstool, and probes, “So, it’s not a date?”

      “Can’t hear you over the angels singing in my head,” I reply, pouring some ketchup on the slice and adding extra pepper on it.

      Sorcha groans. “Would you stop that? It’s not healthy. And spill, woman!”

      “Yeah, no.” After the day I had, I deserve to have a good meal without being judged for it.

      She exhales heavily in defeat. The fights about healthy food never end with her winning, and she greedily takes a bite herself. “I had no clue you guys were friends.”

      “Well, we aren’t.”

      She blinks and then frowns. “I’m confused here.” She finishes her mouthful and then takes the pizza box away before I can snatch another slice. “Hey!” She ignores that once again and then drums her fingers on the counter. “Spill, sister, if you wanna eat.”

      Huffing in exasperation, I decide to come clean; otherwise, her imagination will form wild images in her head, and she will blow this out of proportion. “He’s opening a gallery and wants me to participate. I said no. But he insists, so he sort of told me we are having dinner. Tomorrow night, he will probably try one more time to convince me to attend.”

      She puts the box back on the counter and chews on her pizza, staying silent, and relief skirts over me, because it means she finds nothing weird about it. So it must be my paranoid mind playing tricks on me, implying something is off with Eugene.

      Or I simply need an excuse to justify my desire for him, or rather for the man hiding beneath the suit. Just hours ago, he was Eugene, good friend; now, he is Eugene who evokes a hot flush in my body.

      Kill. Me.

      “Okay,” she finally says, wipes her hands with a napkin, and hops down. “In short, he went all alpha on you, and you want him.”

      “Yeah, corre—wait, what?”

      She covers her mouth with a hand and laughs. “Totally got you. But, oh my God, you have a thing for Eugene!”

      “I don’t have a thing for him.” I’m ready to defend myself until the sun comes up, when I see a red stain on her neck. I scrunch my eyes to examine it better. “Is that a hickey?” I point with my finger, and Sorcha gasps, covering it quickly with her hand.

      “No,” she replies, retreating into the room.

      But I follow her, saying, “It so is.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She runs toward the couch, but I manage to grab her, and we fall on it, laughing while I tickle her, fishing for the truth.

      “Admit it.”

      “You bitch,” she croaks between laughs when she can’t tolerate the tickles, and finally she raises her hands. “Okay, okay, it’s a hickey. Just stop!” she screams in my face.

      I let go, wiggling my brows. “Who’s the guy?” She sits up and looks to the side, which only sparks my interest more. “Oh, so it’s like that.”

      “It’s complicated.” She tugs on her shirt and exhales heavily. “He doesn’t fit the mold of… well, us.”

      “More like you. I’ve been disowned, remember?” I remind her, and she chuckles, dropping next to me while we both pant for breath. “Tell me about the guy.”

      She clears her throat, clasping her hands together. “He is…. He is…. He’s—” I glance at her lost face and notice how even though she tries to search for the words to describe him, she can’t find anything, since she repeats the same phrase over and over.

      In all our years of friendship, I’ve never seen Sorcha this gone for a man. She usually dates, and I use the term loosely, because she mostly goes on first dates and then drops them like hot potatoes. They are usually suit guys who are heirs to empires or are on their way to the top. They are all kind, polite, and safe.

      Did she stray from the norm, and it’s only now dawned on her?

      “He is what?” I probe, encouraging her to speak by squeezing her hand. She shouldn’t be afraid of my judgment, if that’s her fear. “Is he a bad boy?” I tease, but instead of sharing a laugh with me, she gets up and starts pacing the room in front of me.

      Finally, she stops, puts her hands on her hips, and starts talking, shocking the freaking soul out of me. “His name is Emmanuelle Emilio Giovanni.” She waits for some kind of reaction, but when it’s not there, she continues. “He’s an heir to an empire. He is rich. He is handsome. He is everything.”

      “Okay.” She still drills me with her stare, and I rack my mind for the name, but nothing comes up. Is he famous for something bad? Or we encountered him somewhere, and people hate him? Maybe he had a famous affair, and now no one likes him because of that? “That sounds good.”

      “It’s serious.” She fidgets with her fingers, sighing. “We need to tell my parents.”

      I wrap my hands around the pillow and rest my chin on it, still watching her as she hops nervously, and for the life of me, I don’t understand why. “That’s great, babe! And I’m sure your parents will love him.”

      She chuckles, although it lacks any humor. “I doubt it.”

      “Why would they object if he is—” But then it’s like a light bulb flashes in my head and the name rings a bell, reminding me of an event two years ago: the grand opening and the rumors that followed. “When you say Emilio Giovanni, do you mean the future don of the Cosa Nostra?” I ask carefully, dread coating my voice, because I pray inwardly it’s not the case and he just has the same name.

      Because if it’s true, then…

      “Yes,” she replies, and then we both silently stare at one another, because I have no clue what to say to that.

      Emilio Giovanni is an heir all right. An heir to the mafia Cosa Nostra throne, to be exact, and his family holds the city—and State, really—in an iron fist, ruling the underground with a total lack of concern for the police.

      Although most of what we hear are rumors and speculations, as we’ve never interacted with them much, they have an unlimited amount of power, and if the Cosa Nostra wants you dead… you will be dead.

      Even Dad has to take into consideration Don’s approval of his campaign, or he can forget about his political career in the city. And while no one goes against them, Sorcha’s father is the head judge. And he has been trying to put Emilio’s father behind bars for years now.

      In short, this relationship is doomed one way or another. Modern Romeo and Juliet fits the description well. “Say something.”

      “I think I need wine.” I saunter to the fridge, taking out a cold bottle. Sorcha already has the glasses ready on the counter.

      Once again, we stay silent as I pour the wine, and then we pick up the glasses, wait a beat, and click them together, the dziing sound solidifying our paths for good. “Good luck, babe.” That’s all I can muster, given the circumstances.

      “You too,” she replies, and I nod, because good luck to both of us, indeed.

      It seems tonight I receive one shocking bit of news after another.

      My best friend is dating a mafia man, and I’m going out with Eugene.

      Well, they don’t call the year 1980 in New York brutal for nothing.

      

      Him

      He picks up on the second ring, his deep voice filling the media room. “Is it snowing? Because you never call me first.”

      Ignoring his sarcastic remark, I pour myself whiskey and then ask, “Sorcha, really?”

      Dead silence greets my statement, and finally he speaks up again. “Don’t even think about touching a hair on her head,” he warns me, as if his threats could ever stop me.

      We both know no one can control me, even the powerful don. “I’m not interested in her.”

      “How do you know about us?”

      “A little bird told me.”

      “Cut the fucking crap. Sorcha is off limits. If she is guilty—”

      “Relax, Emilio. I do need a favor though,” I say, pacing back and forth. “I heard Ben owes Cosa Nostra.”

      I hear the sound of a lighter, and then he exhales loudly, probably smoking. “Yeah, so?”

      “Bring him to me.”

      His laughter echoes in my ear. “Since when do you think I’m your bitch?” Anger skirts the edge of his voice even though he doesn’t raise it. That’s not his style; he’ll never prepare you for his rage or attack. His revenge comes silently, creeps up on you when you least expect it, but it always has deadly consequences.

      One of the reasons I respect the man and keep him in my life. “He is one of the five,” I explain, and he grows silent again, musing over my request even though his father is supposed to have the final say.

      But we both know the old don doesn’t have much more time to live, and soon every decision will belong to Emilio. Why now of all times he has chosen to claim a woman is beyond me.

      She’ll have danger trailing her for the rest of her life, and Sorcha doesn’t look like a woman who can stand it.

      But then again, we can experience a lot of pain and pressure under different circumstances, pain we never expect to live through, and something holds us afloat.

      In most cases, it’s hope.

      In my case, it’s revenge, always fucking revenge for the wrongs done in this life.

      “If you continue this shit, eventually you’ll get caught.”

      “Will you bring him or not?” I’m not about to get into our never-ending argument, especially today when I need to hunt. “We can do it the hard way or the easy way.”

      “I’m not one of your victims. You don’t get to call the shots here.”

      “I’m your friend though,” I remind him, because that’s the basis of our relationship. I despise any kind of terminology that puts labels on people, but Emilio sort of insists, and since I owe him one, I never correct him.

      “You have a strange definition for the word friendship, Jake.” He calls me by my first name, knowing full well how I despise it. “First, Ben needs to answer to me.” Steel graces his voice, and I hear another exhale. “Then on Monday, I will drop him by the side of the road. Whatever happens to him after that is none of my concern.” A wide grin spreads on my lips when I imagine the various ways my victim can suffer, especially after Emilio’s brand of torture.

      The man never draws blood, finding it too disgusting to deal with, but his methods… they impress even me, and considering my experience, that speaks volumes.

      “Until next time,” I say, and slam the receiver back in the cradle. Pouring myself one more glass of whiskey, I sit in the chair and lean back, sipping my drink and watching the surveillance camera in Lila’s apartment as the two girls laugh about something even though the tension can be practically felt through the screen.

      In an hour, she’ll go to bed, and I’ll have a perfect view of the woman who belongs to me, yet has no idea about it.

      Soon, she will though, because no matter how much she wants to run from her fate, some things in this life are inevitable.

      Like her being mine.

      Because in her case, it’s a curse.
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      New York, New York

      Fall, 1979

      

      Lila

      “No, no, no. Please don’t,” I beg, but no one listens to me as the man drops me on the surgical-like table—although it reminds me more of an OB-GYN setup—and secures me to it with a leather strap across my middle. “Stop this!”

      They only laugh, while Sam orders, “Cover her mouth with tape. I have no patience in listening to another sob story.” Ben proceeds to do that, harshly sticking it to my skin, which will for sure hurt a lot when removed.

      If ever.

      After they finished “playing,” as they called it, with the girl, they took out another garbage bag and then sat on the couch, watching a sports channel and drinking themselves into oblivion. Finally, at some point, they all fell asleep, and I tried to get free, but it was useless. I had no hair pin or anything nearby to pick the lock, and I didn’t dare shout, in fear of them waking up.

      They did though a few hours later. One of them harshly slapped me on the cheek, reminding me once again about this nightmare, and then they brought me in here.

      “You are monsters!” I pant through the tape, although it comes out a muffled sound, and Ben tsks his tongue.

      “Lila, you already know who we are.” They all removed their masks earlier, not giving a shit about secrecy, since I’d recognized one of them. That’s when I understood they would never let me go. “Do you really think we’ll spare you? All this is different once you’ve seen our faces. And it’s you,” he says in wonder, swirling his finger over the space, and I scrunch my eyes several times, adjusting to the bright light. Then my horrified gasp echoes through the room.

      The space has nothing but walls of weapons, from knives to drills to pliers, reminding me more of a blue-collar worker’s tools. Blood stains the walls, floor, and the chair, while the smell of urine and something unrecognizable fills the air.

      “Bitches always piss themselves, believe it or not.” Ben winces, tapping on his nose. “You behave better, princess.”

      I grew up with all these guys; we attended the same schools. We always mingled in the same circles, but how had I not noticed their evilness? Their desire to hurt people? Their ego that must have dictated to them that they could do whatever they wanted to human lives, because no one would ever do anything to them?

      These guys have everything, and yet they’ve grown up to be monsters who steal lives.

      I shake my head, muttering muffled names at them, but they just chuckle. Then Tim, Roger, and Ken focus their attention on Sam, and it doesn’t surprise me. He has always been their leader, barking orders at them as if they belonged to him. Maybe because his father can always save their asses. Or because he has always had a house and car ready to cater to their every little desire. Not to mention girls who have loved his blond, darkish, sophisticated look.

      “How do you want to start?” Roger licks his lips, trailing his gaze over my body. “You can have the honor of fucking her first,” he proposes, while I still, afraid to even breathe when the meaning of his words register.

      Fuck her first?

      They are going to rape me one after another and then inflict damage before killing me? What inspires this kind of cruelty?

      How can you do that to other people, to a girl you’ve known forever?

      “Ah, you scared our princess.” Sam frowns and rubs my forehead gently, but then presses his thumb harshly into my cheekbone when I try to evade his touch. “Careful or you’ll make me angry. I’m willing to be more patient with you, because it’s you.” Reading my confusion, he elaborates, “We’ve watched you for years, strutting around school like some kind of princess who’s too good for everyone else. You never attended birthdays, parties, or anything else. Elusive,” he whispers, leaning closer, and his thumb resumes rubbing, overwhelming me with so much disgust I can barely control my gag reflex. “No matter how much I tried to get your attention, it was never mine.” His hold tightens around my neck, for sure leaving bruises, as he cuts the oxygen for a second and I can’t breathe, but then he lets go, allowing me to inhale. “But now you’re mine, and sure as fuck, I finally have your attention.”

      I vaguely remember all the things he refers to, the stupid invitations that usually came with his friends’ catcalls and the uncomfortable feeling whenever his blue eyes stared at me. No wonder I said no. I must have felt the vibes coming from him.

      “And your professor was so easy to persuade, with the right pressure of course.” I moan through the tape, and he taps my nose. “She has debts to pay and a son who is a drug addict. All is well for her now though.” He leans even closer, speaking right into my ear, barely audible to anyone else. “Maybe if you are a good girl, you can be my girl, and I won’t have to kill you.” He watches my reaction, but I stubbornly glare at him, ready to fight for my life.

      Something dark flashes in his eyes, and he barks, “Very well.” He clicks his fingers, and at once, his men change positions.

      Roger and Ken stand by my side, Tim shifts to the tool table, and Ben stands next to Sam, who forcibly separates my legs, stepping between them. “Don’t worry, love. First, we bring pain, and only then will we savor you,” he says, and then orders, “Number ten blade.” Before I understand what’s going on, Roger holds my shoulders steady, and Ken tears my shirt, exposing my belly button.

      Sam presses the tip of the blade over it, and informs me, “This is going to be fun, darling. Enjoy the night.” And with that, he cuts me open as a cry of pain tears out of my throat.

      It’s only the first of their many tortures. For the next several hours, they cut my hair, cut my nails with pliers, and with a knife create various incisions all over my body… all while allowing the blood to drip. Tim is a med student and knows how to control everything so their victim stays alive.

      My tears, my whimpers, my pain only highlight their pleasure as they groan and laugh and continue to drink, all while doing horrific things.

      At some point, one of them even jacks off, finding sick pleasure in my state.

      And slowly, it all becomes too much; I can’t breathe or feel my body. All I want to do is sink into oblivion and never come back, so I won’t have to face this reality.

      Reality where colleagues and professors and friends become monsters who are ready to sacrifice you like a lamb.

      Slowly, darkness takes me, lullabied by the unexpected siren screeching through the entire building and creating panic among my captors.

      

      New York, New York

      Fall, 1980

      

      Him

      Skimming my fingers over the knives displayed on my table, a slight smile curves my lips as I pick up a razor-sharp one and spin around to face the man with his hands and feet nailed to the wall, blood slowly dripping from his wounds.

      He wears nothing but a small towel wrapped around his waist. His eyes widen when he notices the weapon in my hands, and he shakes his head, his green eyes almost pleading with me to change my mind.

      I sigh and rest my back against the table then flip the knife between my fingers, waiting for the pleading that always comes from the victims. For some reason, they expect me to miraculously let them go.

      I wanted to kill you, but… oh well. I’m not feeling so well, so you can go now.

      Just imagining it brings a chuckle from within me. Then his raspy voice fills the space as he whines a little from the movement he tries to make, hoping to get free from his restraints.

      “Money. Is that what you want?” He swallows hard but then spits on the floor, wincing at the blood entering his mouth, and continues. “I have plenty. My parents will pay millions for me. Just let me call them.” The knife in my hand stops between my index finger and thumb, and he exhales in relief, his eyes shining brightly at the prospect of the allure of his fortune, and he adds, “Name the amount and it’s yours.”

      Some victims are so boring it makes no sense to keep them alive to play, although an evening spent chopping up the human body is truly a fascinating idea of fun.

      He breathes heavily and waits for me to reply, but instead, I throw the knife without warning, and it pierces his stomach right in the middle, causing him to cry out in pain, the sound bouncing off the walls of my basement.

      Ah, here comes the music.

      “Given the fact that the knife nicked an artery, causing internal bleeding, you have roughly ten minutes to live. Give or take,” I say, grabbing the pliers on the way as my boots thump loudly against the concrete.

      “Please—” he croaks through bloodied lips, barely inhaling as each breath sends the knife deeper and evokes more pain, but the click of my fingers stops whatever else he wants to say.

      “I don’t give a fuck about that. You are dead. Now, how you die is your choice.”

      “What—”

      I hit him in the face with my fist, and his nose cracks under my knuckles. He groans while tears stream down his face.

      I guess I should be grateful this one doesn’t piss his pants.

      “If you answer one question, I will shoot you for being the messenger. No fuss, no muss,” I inform him, taking the gun from the back of my pants. “But if you deny or keep your mouth shut, the next ten minutes will be hell on earth for you, and the worst experience of your entire life. Trust me on this one.” This time, I raise the pliers and shake them in front of his face, while he shifts his attention between the two and cries again. “And no tears, because they fucking annoy me.”

      He finally nods and whispers, “I will answer.”

      And within a few minutes, once he is done being interrogated by me, I shoot him straight in the forehead per our agreement.

      Crazy, irrational killer?

      No one can call me that now, for the generosity I have shown today.

      

      Lila

      “Oh my God, this is a disaster,” I mutter, scanning myself in the mirror from head to toe, and Sorcha laughs loudly, dropping onto the couch. “Shut it, crazy girl.” I glare at her, but she only wraps her hands around her waist and bends, continuing to laugh like a lunatic as if there is anything hilarious about my current situation. “He is going to run away.”

      The distress in my voice snags her attention, and her mouth drops open when she tips her head and studies me. “It’s Eugene.”

      “I know.” I barely restrain myself from rolling my eyes, as if I need a reminder of whom I’m meeting tonight. I keep saying his name in my head only to calm myself down, because it’s not a real date, just two friends meeting each other to discuss work.

      But no matter how much I want to feed myself this bullshit, all I can think of is his stare back at the coffee shop that created unfamiliar emotions in me.

      “And Eugene has been with us since….” She taps her chin and frowns. “I don’t remember him much during our childhood. Where was he?” she asks, and I probably have the same confused look on my face, because she murmurs, “Right.” She counts something in her head as she keeps bending her fingers one after another and then claps her hands. “Yep, can’t remember him. He only showed up what, two years ago?”

      “His family is in Houston,” I say, adjusting the gray wool pencil dress that hugs my body like a second skin. It stops right above my knees, where my black boots end and make my legs look very long. My hair cascades down my back in heavy black tresses.

      I’d look hot if it wasn’t for the word narrator written with a black marker on my forehead. I participated in a special, free art class in one of the kindergarten classes today, and no matter how much I’ve tried, I can’t wash away the damn thing.

      I wanted to cancel the date, but then figured it’s the perfect solution to my problem. Surely, he won’t find me attractive and try to prolong our visit with the freaking marker across my brow, so maybe it’s God’s way of protecting me from the inevitable heartbreak.

      “Yeah, but now I sort of wonder why he even relocated to their New York branch. It’s not like he has any friends here.” Then she blushes and quickly drinks her water, so I exhale heavily. She stays silent, so I raise my brows, and she mutters, “All right, all right. They are best friends.”

      “Who?”

      “Eugene and Emilio, duh.” She rolls her eyes and then wiggles her toes, before plunging them into the fluffy white carpet. “They play poker every Sunday together. Lucian plays with them too.” The last part is said carefully, as if she is afraid of my reaction.

      As long as Lucian doesn’t show up in my life… I don’t care what he does and with whom.

      I blink several times, digesting the information, but I still manage to shout, “What?” And that’s when the doorbell rings, startling both of us.

      “Oh my God, he’s here!” Sorcha jumps from the couch, clapping. “This is exciting!”

      “You are acting like a proud momma on her child’s first date.”

      She grins widely and then grabs the Polaroid camera from the table, ordering, “Smile.” Then she snaps a photo before I can protest. “Sweet! And hell yeah, I’m a proud mama!”

      Shaking my head at her antics, because my friend has a strange sense of humor, I go to the door, all while mentally repeating different art movements.

      No matter how nervous I am, naming them in my head always calms me down.

      Cubism, naturalism, modernism, luminism, orientalism.

      Finally, I reach the door and open it wide, only to see a bouquet of peonies in my face, their beautiful smell surrounding me instantly, while their mesmerizing pink-white color holds my attention for a second. “Oh!” I say, rubbing them a little, enjoying the silky texture against my skin. “How did you find them in November?” I ask with wonder and finally raise my eyes to the man who brought them and blink again, shocked at the picture presented in front of me.

      The man facing me is deliciously hot and reminds me nothing of the Eugene I know.

      Instead of his usual oversized suits, he is wearing jeans, a tight black T-shirt, and a navy blue jacket that emphasizes his rigid muscles and physique that could put the best athletes out there to shame. His dark hair reaches his shoulders in straight lines, and a five-o’clock shadow covers his face, bringing attention to his tanned skin. He still has his black glasses on, which give the whole hot look even more edge.

      “Oh my,” Sorcha mutters next to me, and I do the most idiotic thing ever.

      I slam the door right in his face before he can say anything then place my hands on it, exhaling a shocked breath.

      “What the hell are you doing, girl?” she mutters in disbelief, trying to snatch my hand back and open it again, but I don’t let her.

      “Have you seen him?” I squeak.

      “Hell, yeah. The dude is hot.”

      “Exactly. He is hot.”

      Her brows furrow, and she waves her hands frantically. “So why are you acting like a lunatic?”

      “He’s not supposed to be hot!” I exclaim, albeit quietly, because the freaking door is really thin, and the last thing I need is for Eugene to reach the wrong conclusion.

      Like the fact that he is so hot I wonder how I’ve never noticed it before, or how unexpected butterflies settled in my stomach the minute my eyes landed on him. It’s not even about his looks, but rather the vibe of protection and dominance he gives off.

      The scared part of me, which still lives inside me no matter how much I despise it, longs for it, like a moth to a flame. Even if it has the power to hurt me.

      “We need to stop drinking,” I say, and she whistles, crossing her arms.

      “Yeah, because that’s the only explanation for your blush.”

      “I’m not blushing.” Instead of arguing with me, she snaps another picture and points a finger at me. “Now I have proof. Woman, open the freaking door!”

      “This is a bad idea.”

      “Or the best one,” she suggests and then finally manages to push me away and greets him with a wide smile. “Eugene, long time no see.” She puts her hand on her hip and then leans on the doorjamb while I still hide behind the door, trying to get a hold on my behavior.

      Why does he evoke such hectic emotions all of a sudden? I shouldn’t feel a pull toward him just because he’s handsome. I’ve seen plenty of good-looking guys in my life.

      But also, my skin prickles, and I have this strong feeling of déjà vu. Which is even more ridiculous, as I’ve never seen him like this.

      “Hey, Sorcha. How are you?” His deep voice sends tingles across me, strangely caressing my skin in a way that makes me want to listen to him for hours.

      “Great. Graduated in Spring. You know, social life and all that jazz.” She continues to make small talk with him, while jabbing me in the side with her finger, and I give her a death glare even though she can’t see it.

      Vicious creature.

      “That’s great. Happy for you.” A beat passes, and then he says, “Lila, I’d like to talk with you now.” Then he addresses my friend again. “No offense, darling.”

      “None taken.” Then she finally grabs my elbow and pulls me out, hooking my coat over my shoulder. “You have fun, kids.” She also manages to take the bouquet from Eugene and waves at us for a second, before shutting the door in my face this time.

      While I’m left standing there in the hallway, facing it.

      Taking a deep breath, because at this point there is nothing I can do to escape, I swirl around, only to come face-to-face with Eugene, and I would have stumbled back if it wasn’t for his strong arm that wraps around my waist tightly and brings me flush against his chest.

      “You all right?” His voice wraps me in some kind of trance, and I place my hands on his chest, where his heart beats steadily under my palm. I can’t stop staring at him; it’s as if I’m seeing him for the first time.

      Like the brooding thing he has going on. The small wrinkles in the corners of his eyes indicate he laughs a lot, although I’ve never seen him do that, and the contradicting deep line between his brows, because he probably frowns a lot too. More importantly, there is something in his eyes that soothes me and scares me at the same time.

      His hazel pools have so many secrets swirling in them, but none I can name.

      Eugene Harrison is an enigma I’m afraid I won’t ever crack.

      “Yes,” I reply raspily, and his eyes darken, shifting their focus to my lips. On impulse, I lick them before saying, “Just surprised, that’s all.”

      “About what?”

      “About this.” I expect him to dig for more information or demand elaboration from me, but he does none of those things.

      His thumb rubs my cheek gently, and he tips my chin up, while he leans closer, enveloping me in his masculine scent that only adds to his appeal. “I’m glad.” And as quickly as he created the moment, he moves back but still keeps his hand on my waist and motions toward the elevator. “Shall we start our evening?”

      “Sure,” I mumble, and he drags me to the elevator, but then asks a question that reminds me of my embarrassment, and in this moment, I really wish the floor would open up and swallow me whole.

      “So, what’s the deal with the forehead?”

      Just fucking perfect!

      

      Him

      Sometimes, for the bird to fly to you, you have to set her free with someone else.

      So she can heal and get her wings back, only for you to crush them again.

      Having Lila is very much like hunting.

      You have to set up the perfect decoy to trap the beautiful creature so she will have no choice but to end up with you.

      Lila is mine, always has been.

      After all, we are forever linked with blood and pain that will never go away.

      

      Lila

      “You’re nervous,” Eugene says, his hands effortlessly sliding over the steering wheel, turning left while I shift uncomfortably, playing with a strand of my hair.

      Surprisingly, there is no traffic for this time on a Saturday night, but then Eugene doesn’t drive down Main Street anyway.

      In fact, I don’t recognize the road, but we’re probably heading to a jazz café on the side of the city where everyone frequents if they want to have a quiet but good time.

      Although I’m not sure the term “good time” is applicable in the current situation when I’m acting like an idiot waiting for the ax to drop.

      I groan inwardly, because all this is ridiculous. It’s not like I have a crush on Eugene, who has finally paid attention to me.

      Maybe in the current situation, honesty is the best policy after all? Taking a deep breath, I quickly blab before my self-doubt can stop me. “It’s weird.”

      “What exactly?” he asks, turning the car to the right, and I shift a little, leaning against his shoulder, and electricity instantly zaps through me, awakening my body to the male presence in the small car.

      Grabbing the door handle on my right, I sit up straight and huff in frustration. “All this. What we are doing right now.”

      “What are we doing?”

      Oh my God, can he really be this dense? Or maybe he has no experience at all with the opposite sex, so he indeed has no freaking clue what I’m talking about? “Having dinner. Together. It looks like a….”

      “A date?” he asks, stopping at the red light in the middle of the busy road and landing his intense hazel eyes on me, while they burn with something I can’t name.

      Is it desire? “Yes, a date.”

      “So that’s what’s making you so nervous?”

      “Yes.” I’m not sure what I expect him to do after my words, but adding volume to the radio and tapping on the steering wheel while humming to the song is not it. “Eugene!”

      “Lila, is this your first date? Or do you just need an explanation on everything?” My cheeks heat up, and I look through the window, focusing on anything as long as it allows me to escape his gaze. “Answer my question.”

      Although he speaks those words lightly, order laces his tone, so I reply, “No, for your information, I’ve even had a boyfriend.” With a gasp, I cover my mouth and lock my stare with his, because I just spilled my deepest secret to him.

      One I hid from my parents for years.

      His grip on the steering wheel tightens almost to the point of his knuckles turning white, but otherwise, he stays calm, cold even, if the vibe he gives off is anything to go by. “I’m aware. Dan, right?”

      “How do you know that?”

      “You’d be surprised how much I know about you.” His voice is so serious for a second I’m not sure what to make of it, but then he grins, although it seems forced to me. “Relax. I think Sorcha mentioned him during the concert.” I frown, because Sorcha never liked Dan, so in what context did she mention him?

      Shrugging off the uneasiness, I continue. “Anyway. I’m aware of dates and all. But you and me, we can’t”—Oh my God, I seriously sound like a little girl who has some aversion to boys—“date or anything,” I say lamely.

      Eugene pulls the car up in front of a big café with a shining red sign that says Cosa N, and I notice how the parking lot is almost full and jazz music streams through speakers on the outside of the building.

      He turns off the engine, leans to the glove box, and takes out something. He grabs a tissue from the backseat, wets it, and then gently cups my cheek while his other hand rubs my forehead. “This should help with the whole narrator thing, not that you didn’t rock the look.” He smiles gently, and all I can do is stare at him and drink in his calmness, which surrounds me so swiftly the breath catches in my lungs. “There you go.” He throws the tissues in an empty cup holder and then adjusts the rearview mirror, which allows me to gaze at my reflection.

      I gasp and then wrap my arms around him, squealing, “You took it off.” Then my actions register, and I try to get free of his hold.

      But he doesn’t let me, and instead he tips my head back so that our gazes clash. “It’s a date, pretty girl. Don’t stress over it,” he murmurs and gently rubs my cheek, before freeing me and announcing, “Now let’s introduce you to the best Italian food in town.”

      He gets out and I do the same, informing him, “For your information, Italian food is my favorite, so it’s really hard to impress me in that department.” He laughs, urging me inside with his hand on my back, and the minute we enter, it feels like we’re in another world.

      Or like we are in Rome.

      The spacious restaurant teems with life as old Italian music streams from the radio. People are chatting loudly around their wooden tables. The glasses and plates clatter against each other as the servers pass them around so quickly I barely have time to blink or admire their black pants and shirts and vivid red aprons.

      The walls have pictures of famous Italian actors and actresses scattered around, showcasing them in the best light, and some of them are even autographed. The smells of pizza and pasta fill my nostrils, making my mouth water and my stomach growl loudly.

      Eugene whispers in my ear, “I told you it’s the best.”

      “I have to try the food before making a decision,” I reply quickly but then study the place again.

      Even though the furniture and silverware are exotic, and it doesn’t escape my notice how all the customers wear expensive clothes or jewelry, the restaurant has a homey vibe, instantly making you want to drop onto the nearest chair and enjoy the good food and atmosphere to the fullest.

      “Eugene!” The deep, low voice snags my attention, and I follow the sound, only for my eyes to widen at the man to whom it belongs.

      He has to be one of the handsomest men I’ve ever seen. He has naturally tanned skin, high cheekbones, and emerald-green eyes that remind me of a tiger. His broad shoulders suit his height and muscular physique, only adding to the power rolling off him in spades. He’s wearing a white shirt with rolled sleeves and navy blue trousers that give him an edgier look. Several tattoos grace his skin on his neck and knuckles, and each one of them has either Celtic knots, Italian words, or just symbols that make little sense to me.

      In short, “Oh my” are the only words appropriate to do justice to this guy.

      “Stop drooling over him,” Eugene growls, and I glare at him, crossing my arms.

      “I’m just noticing the man.” Then I turn back to him, sliding closer to Eugene, because the stranger scans me from head to toe and something flashes in his eyes, but he covers it up with a smile. “You are not alone this time.”

      “I brought a guest. She loves Italian food, but she’s skeptical this is the best place for it.”

      The stranger sighs. “Ah, newcomers. Always need to impress those.” Then he comes closer and splays his palm open, waiting for my hand, and I put it in his so he can give me a light kiss on my knuckles. “Pleased to meet you. My name is Emilio Giovanni.”

      Holy moley, this is Sorcha’s man?

      You go, girl.

      But also, no wonder he gives off crazy vibes, since he’s a mafia man and all. While I don’t have any physical reaction to him, I still withdraw a little and bump into Eugene’s chest.

      Men that participate in violence of any kind inspire nothing but fear and panic in me. Who knows when the mood strikes them to inflict harm on innocent people? “Nice to meet you. I’m Lila.”

      “Sorcha talks about you a lot.”

      “I bet.” I push the words out, fidgeting with my hair, and then notice how both men share a look.

      Emilio clears his throat and whistles to a passing guy. “Alfonso, please take care of my guests.” Then he points at the table at the left corner, secluded from everyone else. “Your usual one.”

      We sit down, with the server quickly giving us menus and a bright smile that could blind anyone, because his teeth are so white. “Our special today is tomato soup. Any drinks to start?”

      “Umm, wine please. Red wine, any brand,” I say, and he writes something down and then waits for Eugene.

      “Just tea. Also, I have a special meal planned for us. Tell Rick that Eugene is here.”

      The young man nods, grabs the menus, and dashes off in the direction of the kitchen, I assume. “I didn’t even get a chance to order.”

      “Don’t worry; I have all the best dishes ready for us.”

      “Aren’t you the thoughtful one?” I tease, and then my brows rise when Alfonso comes back and pours wine into my glass and has Eugene’s tea ready for him. “Food will be here in ten.” And just like he came, he speeds away once again.

      “I already like the service,” I mutter to Eugene’s laughter and put the napkin on my lap. “So, Emilio is your friend.” I decide there is no point in beating around the bush; plus, I want to hear his opinion of this man. Eugene has never lied to me, and while Sorcha might think Emilio hung the moon and stars, reality can be very different.

      “Yeah, we studied at the same college,” he answers curtly, but I don’t take the hint and try again.

      “An odd friendship.”

      He picks up his glass of tea and asks, “Why?”

      “Well, he is a mafia member and you are—”

      “Weak, geeky?” he interrupts, and I huff in exasperation, sipping my wine.

      “That’s not what I meant.” Although it’s such a lie, because that’s exactly what I meant. Opposites attract and all that jazz, but really, why would a man like Emilio spend any time with a man like Eugene?

      Amusement dances in the corner of his eyes as he studies me. “You are a bad liar.”

      “Come on, Eugene. You know good and well I’m asking for a friend.”

      “I think your friend has no questions about Emilio.” He rests his back on the chair. “You, however, have plenty.”

      “He’s dating my best friend, and he’s a mafia man.” I hiss the last part, looking around, but people are all engrossed in their own conversations.

      “Yeah, so?”

      “So if he’s dangerous, she shouldn’t be with him.”

      Eugene frowns, playing with the rim of his glass. “Why? He loves her very much; I can tell.”

      “But it doesn’t mean she’s safe with him.” Love is good and all, but when shit hits the fan, it won’t save you. Besides, when you are in love with a person, you see him through rose-colored glasses. “Doesn’t mean he won’t be violent to her.”

      “No one can guarantee anything in this world, Lila. Sometimes you have to trust a person.”

      I open my mouth to protest, but that’s when Alfonso brings pizza and two pasta dishes. “Dear God, do you put magic ingredients into it to smell this good?”

      Alfonso puffs his chest and winks at me. “No, our cook is just that good.” He salutes us and dances off again. Based on this, I think Emilio either pays them a good salary or no one wants to piss off the boss. I’ve never seen service this efficient in my life!

      “Regarding Emilio—” Eugene picks up a slice of pizza and pushes part of it into my mouth to shut me up, and the rich taste of parmesan cheese and the softest of doughs instantly hits my tongue, and a moan slips past my lips. “This is—” He pushes the slice again, and I munch on it, greedily biting again. “—the best freaking pizza in the world.”

      “Lila, stop talking about another man on our date,” he orders, and for the first time, I detect steel in his voice. I swallow the piece and nod before the action even registers in my head. “Sorcha will handle her romance herself. She doesn’t need your help. Let’s talk about the gallery show.”

      Instantly. my mood sours. I grab the fork and dig into the pasta, swirling spaghetti onto it. “I already said no.”

      “And I don’t accept your answer.”

      I barely hear his voice, because the pasta tastes even better than the pizza. “Seriously, whoever their cook is… God bless him.”

      For a second, his gaze softens, giving me something akin to adoration, but it’s replaced with annoyance quickly. “You have to say yes to the art show.”

      Exhaling heavily, I come clean. “Dad has forbidden me to paint, okay? So, the minute you decide to have this show and Dad hears I’m in it, the show might as well not happen. So please accept my answer.”

      “I don’t care about your dad. He can’t control me.”

      A hollow chuckle erupts from me. “Yeah, right. He controls everyone.”

      “He controls those who have less money than him,” he corrects and leans forward. “I have much, much more. Accept the offer.” Again, his voice makes it almost impossible to refuse, then add to it his glorious eyes, and a girl might have a problem with her own speech.

      “Why is it so important to you?”

      “Because art is your sanctuary.” My breath hitches at his description, but he’s not done yet. “It’s what brings the smile to your beautiful face and brightens your eyes. Art is your oxygen, Lila, and I’m telling you to stop breathing through the mask.”

      Although he talks about the work, his words have such a different meaning when another image hits me.

      Like all the men who hurt me on that night, cutting my oxygen supply and forever giving me a mask. No matter where I go, they surround me and prevent me from truly living, because their imprint is everywhere.

      My hobbies, my studies, my life, everything taken away in one night, and since then, I do nothing but exist.

      Is such a life worth living? When you feel like time stands still?

      “I… I…” I stand up, the napkin sliding down my knees. Hoarsely, I say to Eugene, “I need a moment please,” and then dash toward the main door, because handling all the emotions he’s awakened by removing the lid from my Pandora’s box is frightening.

      “Lila!” he shouts my name, but I push through the bodies harder, finally getting to the exit and rushing into the cold night, gulping breaths. Slowly, as the air fills my lungs, the suffocating feeling disappears. “Lila,” he says, closer to me now, and then he palms my head, tipping it up to meet his gaze. “Hey, pretty girl.”

      Placing my hands above his, I whisper, “I’m messed up, Eugene.” Tears roll down my cheek, but I don’t wipe them away. I want him to see my pain so he’ll know why this can never happen. “I can’t function normally after—” I lick my lips and clear my throat. “I can’t talk about it either. Not now, and maybe not ever. You don’t need this kind of mess in your life.” He presses me against his chest, where I rest my cheek and listen to his heartbeat, which allows me to calm down and feel so protected… like nothing can harm me while I’m with him.

      Why have I never noticed this sense of power around Eugene?

      He runs his fingers through my hair and rocks me in his arms, while murmuring, “I can handle everything, pretty girl. You’ll see.” He leans back so I face him again, and he rubs away the tears with his thumbs. “All you need to do is trust me and give me a chance. I promise, I will never bring you pain.”

      Staring into his hazel eyes, I believe every word he says, and somehow, he awakens the dormant emotions living inside me, bringing warmth to the places in my heart I thought were forever frozen, creating longing in my soul.

      Even though it’s not an easy road, I take a deep breath and whisper, “Yes.”

      He covers my mouth with his, giving me a gentle kiss that barely touches my lips. It’s more like he shows the preview of what’s yet to come. For a moment in time, we are alone in this world, completely wrapped around each other where nothing but us exists.

      For a moment in time.

      

      Him

      Eugene gives her one thing I won’t ever be able to.

      Peace.

      How can I give her something I’ve never had myself?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      New York, New York

      Fall, 1979

      

      Lila

      “What the fuck is wrong with her?” I hear Ben say, although it seems like the voices come from far away, and I can barely understand them through the buzzing in my ears.

      “I have no fucking clue. I didn’t even drug her,” Ken replies, and then shouts, “I told you not to use pliers!”

      “Oh, shut the fuck up,” Sam says, and I hear a match being lit, and then he exhales audibly, my nostrils twitching at the smell of smoke. “She probably fainted.”

      “They never faint.” Panic laces Roger’s tone, and then, by the sound of his shoes, he comes closer and touches my forehead, and while I hate his touch and mentally roll into a ball, not knowing what his next blow will be, physically I can’t move a muscle.

      It’s like my body no longer listens to me. “Fuck! She has a fever.”

      “So? They all do. Let’s fuck her and kill her,” Ken says, and the smell of his cologne invades my space as his hands glide over my skin, digging his fingers into my hip. “She is hot.”

      “I don’t have sex with corpses, you fucker.” Before anyone can say anything else, a loud siren shakes the walls, and I feel a vibration underneath me, like the entire building is shaking.

      “What’s that? A fire alarm?”

      “How the fuck should I know, Ben?” Roger slaps my forehead again and then fists my hair, pulling me up. He slaps my cheeks several times, probably expecting me to open my eyes, but I keep them closed despite the pain; maybe then they will leave me alone to die in peace.

      I can’t take any more of their torture.

      Tears threaten to slide down my cheeks, but I hold them back, playing the part, and finally he sighs. “She’s out. If it’s a fire alarm, the cops will be here soon. Let’s leave before it happens.”

      “All the evidence!” Tim shouts, and the sounds of rustling bags disturb me. “We need to take the weapons away.”

      “No need. They won’t trace them to us anyway,” Sam assures him, and then says, “Spread isopropyl alcohol over everything and light it. They won’t find jack shit.” Then he leans toward my ear, because I’ve forever memorized the sound of his breathing; it will plague me for the rest of my life. “Cry, cry, cry, my little angel.” Ben joins him on my other side and murmurs the ending. “I’m going to listen to it while bringing you your life’s salvation.” I have no idea what it even means, but they’ve repeated it multiple times through the night. Is it some kind of ritual?

      Then they kiss me on the cheek, and revulsion rushes through me, but I swallow back the acid in my throat, and everyone runs away as the siren continues to sound.

      The smell of smoke slowly creeps to me, and my eyelashes flutter open, only to see the place being surrounded by the spreading fire. I notice my loosened state. Tim franticly tried to wake me up so much they removed all the chains.

      Barely breathing through the pain, I try to get up, but I cry out in agony due to the wound on my stomach that’s covered with a white cloth, now soaked red. Without warning, dizziness causes me to sway to the side.

      Nausea hits me, and I cover my mouth, holding it back.

      I try again, but my elbows slide off and I almost fall, barely hanging on the edge. This time, I allow the tears to come as desperation from my situation settles in.

      No matter what I do, I won’t be saved tonight.

      The fire reaches the table and slides closer, and that’s when I see the shadow on the doorjamb and blink my eyes harshly only to find a man standing in the smoke, wearing all black. “No!” I shout, expecting the men to have come back, but he is so different.

      The energy that comes to me reminds me nothing of danger but rather absolution. He quickly steps inside, and only then I see the black oxygen mask on his face.

      He places a mask on me, ordering in his deep, husky voice, “Breathe.” And then he picks me up in his arms, taking me away from hell on earth. Slowly, the smell from the mask spreads a smile on my face.

      And then everything goes blank.
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      Shifting to the side, I want the machine beeping loudly next to me to shut up, but no matter how much I move on the bed, the sound doesn’t go away. Annoyed, I snap my eyes open, only to close them again as piercing pain assaults my forehead, and it feels like tiny needles are injected in my skull all at once.

      Taking a deep breath, I repeat the action, and this time it’s easier, although the bright sunlight that greets me makes my eyes water. “She’s awake.” A woman wearing green scrubs and smiling widely leans toward me and murmurs, “Welcome back, Lila.” Warmth fills her voice while I look at her, confused, not understanding what’s going on.

      Why am I in the hospital? “I—” I cough from trying to speak through a dry throat, and she quickly gives me a water cup with a straw.

      “Slow, honey. You’ve been unconscious for three days. We’re so glad to have you back.” She softly pats my cheek, and I jerk. All the flashbacks hit me at once.

      All those men.

      All their torture.

      All their touches.

      “No!” I shout and sit up, only to groan when a stabbing throb cuts through my side. “Don’t touch me again, you bastards!”

      Despite the pain, I hit the medical person with all my might, and then several people rush inside the room, shouting, “Sedate her. Now!”

      “Calm down, Lila. It’s all right. You’re going to hurt yourself.” The woman soothes me even though I’ve acted unkindly toward her, but I can’t be soothed.

      Because I’m still in that horrible room.

      Someone injects me with a needle, then exhaustion overcomes me, and slowly I drop back on the bed, closing my eyes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Hey, pretty girl.” Sorcha’s voice snags my attention from the huge-ass window next to me that showcases the beautiful hospital garden, which reminds me more of a fairytale castle than a psychiatric ward. They don’t officially tell me that’s the hall they put me in, but it’s not hard to guess with how skittish they are around me.

      But then again, nothing but the best for our family. “Hey,” I reply, rising a little, and Sorcha quickly runs to me, adjusting the pillow behind my back. “Careful, babe. The stitches just started to heal,” she chastises me, but I just shrug. “Lila.”

      I wave my hand, stopping her before she gets into another speech where I want to strangle her. “I’m okay. I’m sorry if I’m not all sunshine and roses after the attack.” She doesn’t miss the jab in my words, but instead of shouting at me or getting annoyed like I expect and want her to, she huffs and drops onto the chair next to the bed.

      “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what’s going on.” Then she places her hands on mine, near where the IV drip puts vitamins in my system. They are telling me, due to my lack of appetite, they need to fuel my body. Or maybe they secretly think this will help to calm me down?

      “What happened, Lila?” Sorcha asks again, and I open my mouth to lie to her as always. That I don’t remember. That I have no clue.

      Or at least that’s the story my parents ordered me to run with for now.

      But I can’t. Instead, I shut it and shake my head. She taps her foot and wants to say something, when a loud knock echoes in the room and Doctor Caroline enters, smiling brightly. “I see we have a visitor today.”

      “You’ll see my face every day until this girl”—Sorcha points at me—“gets better. She might be grumpy, but”—she moves her head to me, focusing her green eyes on me—“I love her to pieces.” She squeezes my hand and I nod, acknowledging her words.

      I might act like a bitch, but the feelings are mutual. “That’s good.” Caroline glances at the chart and quickly writes something on it. “All your stats are good. No infections or internal damages. The wound on your stomach is healing nicely, and thankfully your liver wasn’t damaged, although it was a close call.” She exhales a heavy breath. “There is nothing that can be done about the scars for the time being. Anyhow, I’ve arranged a meeting with the top plastic surgeon in the country, Doctor Keith.” Doctor Caroline comes closer and glances at the machine, satisfaction reflected on her face. “But overall, you’re good,” she says, then fists her hand, and I recognize the gesture.

      During the last week, she always wanted to hug me or pat me, but she never touched me after my outburst. “So, I’m good to go?” I ask, and she nods but then slowly sits on the bed, clearing her throat.

      “Yes, physically you’re all right. But I’d like for you to see a psychologist, if you don’t mind.”

      “A shrink won’t help me.” I need a police officer and a judge to put all those assholes behind bars. I know their names, their faces, the vile things they have done.

      They deserve to rot in prison for what they do to women.

      “I don’t know what happened.” The fire in the building started on the first floor, and they found me just outside it, bleeding, and they brought me here immediately. Even though my injuries indicated kidnapping and torture, my rape kit was clean, so everyone assumed whatever they wanted to.

      Mommy dearest already came to inform me to keep my mouth shut, especially if I’m going to accuse people.

      “You don’t?” Caroline put the card on the bed and taps it. “Here’s her number. She’ll always listen when you’re ready.”

      This won’t be needed.

      Everything will be all right once those bastards are behind bars.

      

      New York, New York

      Fall, 1980

      

      Lila

      Dipping a brush into the red paint, I splash it on the canvas and then mix it with the blues, creating a deep pool of blood, the red mixing with the black.

      Slowly, the two merge, creating a mask that forever haunts me in my dreams but oddly brings comfort in my job.

      Because I’m showing an image from within.

      Dipping the brush again, I lean my head back between my shoulder blades and groan loudly as the soreness makes itself known.

      I’ve probably spent too long on these sessions without taking a break, which is a necessity in a painter’s life. They can last from ten to fifteen minutes, allowing the artist to relax his muscles and come back to the canvas with fresher ideas.

      Deciding to grab a cup of tea, I drop the brush and get up, shivering slightly from the gust of wind blowing in through the wide-open window. The purple curtains shift in different directions, the smell of lavender floating on the breeze.

      “Oh my,” I murmur, pouring myself a full cup from the steaming pot next to me, and walking to the window, inhaling the smell of wet concrete after a rainy day.

      Most people I know hate the fall weather, when it’s too wet and cold to stroll outside, yet not cold enough to put on winter clothes or expect snow.

      But I’ve always had a soft spot for it, because creating art while raindrops bang on the windowsill and gloom surrounds the sky is… magical.

      Or weird.

      Not that I care either way.

      Resting my head on the side of the window, I watch several people rush about franticly, searching for a dry spot to shelter them, but there are some who laugh and spread their arms wide.

      Maybe because the rain has a tendency to wash away all the sins.

      The husky voice from behind me snags me from my thoughts, sending awareness through my entire body. “A penny for your thoughts?”

      And as always, my heartbeat speeds up when this beautiful man shows up in front of me.

      But it has nothing to do with his looks and everything to do with his character.

      For the past two months, he has been nothing but perfect, reminding me that good people still exist in this world.

      Eugene has made it his mission to brighten my days, be it with movie nights, theater outings, or expensive art exhibitions. He even managed to get us tickets for a rock concert, front row, where Sorcha and I—Emilio and she went with us—had the time of our lives.

      Not once has he asked for anything but for us to be friends, and besides that one kiss we’d shared near Emilio’s restaurant, our lips have never touched again.

      He’s never made a move, and I don’t know how to ask for it after I’ve demanded space.

      But the most beautiful thing about him?

      He never asks about my past or wants me to explain myself, giving me the chance to experience all our moments away from my nightmares.

      Eugene clicks his fingers, bringing me back to the conversation at hand. “Hey, pretty girl. Where did you go?” I open my mouth to reply, when I see a box in his hands. He sees my interest, because he raises it up and rattles it a little. “Guess what it is.”

      “No clue, but I hope it’s not chocolate. Seriously, there is no place for that here.” I rub my stomach and he chuckles, the sound instantly breaking goose bumps on my skin.

      Oh my God, control yourself, woman. But what is my body supposed to do when I’ve been giving him hints lately I’m ready to take it further, but he stays oblivious to them?

      He puts his hand on his chest and sighs dramatically. “My heart is broken, lady.”

      I point near my painting kit at the basket full of different candies and chocolate. “You bring them every day. At this rate, I can paint myself in different forms for the show, and it will be my view on modern art.”

      He winks. “As long as you participate and have this smile on your face.” He taps on my nose before sitting on the nearest stool. “I don’t give a shit.” He watches me tentatively, as if expecting something from me.

      But I don’t understand what.

      He’s managed to convince me to participate in Rebecca’s show, promising he’ll control my father. And oddly enough, he has, because Dad hasn’t interfered at all.

      Or maybe he is scared of my threat. After all, he very much likes his club in North Carolina.

      Revulsion runs through me at those thoughts, and I shiver again. “You’re cold.” Eugene notices and removes his jacket, stands up, and throws it over my shoulders.

      He grabs the lapels of it and cages me in, and I gasp, because we are so close together, gazing into each other’s eyes. “You always need to have a blanket here with you, since you love fresh air so much,” he murmurs, his eyes sliding from my eyes to my lips and zeroing his stare on them before sliding back up to face me. “Otherwise, you’ll catch cold, and then who will participate in the show that’s only two days away?” he asks, rubbing my cheek a little and sending prickles of electricity through my system.

      “You’ll find another great artist, I’m sure.”

      He cracks a smile, his mouth half lifting while he slides his thumb to my lips. “You are priceless to me.”

      He leans forward, just inches away from my face, and for a second both of us share a breath. His presence awakens my entire body that longs to be soothed by him, and different images flash in my mind.

      Like us entwined together in bed, or him going….

      I blink, wanting to focus on the present and not miss his first move.

      A move that will change everything between us.

      But disappointment hits my chest like an arrow when he steps back, breaking the magic and once again leaving me cold. “I need to—”

      “Go, right?” I finish sarcastically and dash to my drawing chair, dropping onto it harshly and grabbing my brush, without caring about the paint drips on the floor. “Well, be my guest.” I bite my tongue to prevent adding “don’t let the door hit you on the ass.”

      If he is not interested in taking it further, then why does he act like my boyfriend?

      So freaking unfair!

      “Lila,” he calls, but I ignore him, using more force than usual to draw another red circle, so he calls again, “Lila.”

      “I have to work. So, if you don’t mind….” I trail off, not once stopping what I’m doing.

      A hand wraps around my wrist, stilling my movements, and he twirls me on the chair so we are facing each other again, him leaning over me. “Lila,” he repeats, and I lose it.

      Maybe people who say sexual frustration is a bitch are right.

      I get up and the brush drops to the floor just before I hit his chest. “Stop repeating my name. Lila, what? Don’t be upset that we are acting like high schoolers?” Then a humorless laugh escapes me. “Pardon me. High schoolers make out. We don’t even do that. If you’re not interested in me, just say so. Don’t give me mixed signals.”

      A stormy expression crosses his face, and his jaw clenches, and before I can blink, he pulls me flush against his chest, his hand on my lower back pressing me against… against… agai—

      A hard-on?

      “Feel this? This is how much I want you,” he says, fury lacing each word while he leans closer, our noses brushing. “I told you it will always be your choice.” My brows furrow, because I have no idea what he means, so he adds, “If you want it, then ask for it.”

      Instantly, denial floods over me. “I won’t do any such thing.” He wants me to what? Beg for his affection?

      No freaking way!

      My cheeks flush just imagining spilling all my dirty desires to him. Can’t he guess?

      “Until you ask, this won’t go any further.” With that, he lets go of me and storms out of the studio, leaving me standing in the wind so cold that even his jacket can’t protect me.

      Because it’s connected with the fear of never seeing him again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Well, if this is your idea of fun…” Sorcha whistles, drumming her fingers on the table while I pour tea into cups. “Lila.”

      “What?” I bark, hating that people always use my name as if I’m some kind of annoyed child.

      “What’s going on with you and Eugene?”

      “Nothing.” I munch on toast, glancing to the side and watching the latest fashion show on the channel she constantly has on. “Absolutely nothing.”

      “Right,” she murmurs, taking a sip and exhaling heavily. “You know I’m always here for you, right?” Something in her voice niggles my mind, and I look at her, noticing worry etched on her face while she scans me from head to toe, as if searching for some injury or physical evidence of my sour mood. “No matter what, you can trust me.”

      Frowning, I place my hand over hers and squeeze it. “Of course, babe. It’s nothing big.” I notice her sigh of relief but don’t focus on it much, although it’s odd. Instead, I surrender to my desire to discuss this stuff with someone and finally say, “Eugene told me nothing will happen between us unless I ask for it.” Sorcha pauses her cup midair and raises her brow, so I clarify. “As in sex.” She nods, and I’m instantly pissed. “You don’t find it stupid?”

      She clears her throat and shakes her head. “Nope. I think it’s understandable, given your experience.” Silence follows her words, because it’s the first time in a long time she’s mentioned my past.

      Or nightmare, as I call it.

      Now it’s my turn to clear my throat. “He doesn’t know about it.”

      “But he knows someone hurt you. He doesn’t want you to suffer any kind of trauma.” She puts her cup on the table and traps my palms between hers. “Lila, that man is crazy about you. But such an important step as lovemaking… you have to give him the green light.”

      “Why can’t he make the first move?” I don’t understand why it’s so important to me, but aren’t guys supposed to be the chaser in a relationship? Wanting a woman like crazy while she dwells on it?

      Does Eugene even want me a little bit, or doesn’t it matter to him if we have sex or not? “And do what, go all alpha on your ass?” She chuckles, although it sounds hollow. “Not with you, not now. He won’t touch you, unless you say yes.” She gets up, walks around the table, and kisses me on the cheek before wrapping her arms around me. “Make a choice, babe. But remember, no matter what you pick… you won’t lose anyone. Because we all love you.”

      She leaves me alone in our apartment while the past months flash in my mind; for every horrific experience, Eugene was there to soothe it with his gentleness.

      Slowly, piece by piece, he puts me together, allowing me to shine and enjoy my life to the fullest.

      Asking him for sex will mean I’m ready to give him access to my body, to my vulnerability, because so many scars mark it.

      Although they hadn’t raped me… those awful men left their imprint on me, forever connecting us.

      Deep down, I’m afraid if he sees true Lila, he won’t want her anymore.

      But fear cannot rule my life.

      At least, I no longer wish for it to do so.

      

      Him

      So, she’s finally decided to be his.

      

      Lila

      Despite my soaking wet clothes from the pouring rain outside, I take a deep breath and knock on the apartment door in the exclusive Manhattan building.

      My hair is messy and my makeup is probably all over my face, but I don’t care, because my heart beats so fast I feel like it may jump out of my chest.

      In only seconds, the door opens wide and Eugene stands there in gray sweatpants, his hair still wet from a shower. His eyes focus on me, a question burning in them.

      I’ve never been to his apartment before.

      And oh my God, since when did he have such a six-pack?

      Before I lose my courage and run in a different direction, I gulp breath into my lungs and blurt, “Please make love to me. I want it.” The minute the words slip past my lips, he yanks me inside, locks the door, and presses me against it, his rigid muscles digging into me.

      He puts a hand on either side of my head while his intense stare sends fire through my skin. “Are you sure? Everything, no limits?”

      I see his pulse beat rapidly in his throat, and it’s all I can do to control the desire to lick the place, tasting his skin on my tongue for the first time.

      His eyes darken at my nod, but he makes no move toward me. Instead, he fires another question. “You know that if you ask me to stop, I will, right? Do you understand that?” Another nod followed by another question. “Are you absolutely sure you want to become mine tonight?”

      He gives me so many outs, as if I might need one.

      But the truth is… I don’t.

      Because with all his questions, he proves to me he is the right man for me. My safety and comfort mean more to him, and isn’t that the definition of love?

      Even if we’ve never uttered those words to one another.

      “Yes,” I state, and something akin to growls and groans leave his mouth right before he slams it on mine.

      And the world as I know it ceases to exist.

      Something inside me shatters, like an invisible chain locked around me, and I gasp into his mouth while he explores mine, pushing his tongue deep and taking ownership of me.

      With one single kiss, he forever puts a claim on me that no one will ever be able to erase, sending desire rocketing through me, awakening every hair on my body while arrows of need nip my skin.

      My moan dies in my throat when he places his hands under my ass and hikes me up. My legs immediately wrap around his waist, and he swings us around, not that I care either way.

      My hands circle his neck, and I bring us closer, needing to be close to him and inhale his scent, because as long as he is with me… no one else can enter this space.

      Space where all nightmares die and only his love lives.

      I snatch my mouth away from him, gulping breath as my lungs burn from lack of oxygen. He takes us farther and farther into the apartment until we reach a darkened room basking in the moonlight streaming through the balcony door. The curtains fly in different directions from the cold air blowing through the open window, chilling me a little.

      “Shh, pretty girl,” he whispers, his voice husky and raw as if speaking brings him pain. “You won’t get cold.” Instead of answering him, I lace my fingers in his hair and smash our lips together again, craving the connection only he can give me.

      I feel his hard-on digging into my core and twist a little, seeking its friction, but before I can fully enjoy it, I’m torn away from him and land on the bed, bouncing.

      Huffing, I glare at him as he looms above me, even though my heart beats wildly in my chest. “Buzz kill,” I grumble, but then my breath hitches when I notice his stare, so intent, so dark, so…

      Dangerous. Yet instead of wanting to run away from him, I long to run toward him so that in his arms I will find protection from every monster out there.

      Shrugging off the weird feeling, I decide to make the first move. I remove my leather jacket, leaving myself only in a wool dress. I kicked off the shoes earlier while he carried me to the room.

      Taking a deep breath while holding his gaze, I hike up the dress and quickly dispose of it, throwing it on the floor. I sit on the bed only in my lingerie and stockings, while goose bumps erupt on my skin.

      Not because I’m naked for the first time in front of him, although that’s nerve-wracking as it is.

      But because now there is no hiding my scars that will forever mar my skin.

      I expect him to say something or flinch, something that would indicate his emotions on the subject.

      But he does none of those things.

      Eugene puts his knee on the bed and slowly picks up one of my legs, skimming his hand over it and sending awareness through my entire system. When his fingers hook on a stocking and rolls it down, bit by agonizing bit, his hot breath fans my skin. “Soft, your skin is so soft. It should be a sin,” he murmurs, placing butterfly kisses on my thigh as he slowly exposes me with each roll of the silk. “I want to do obscene things to this body, Lila,” he announces, bending my knee and then shifting his attention to the other leg, repeating the action, all while I buzz with desire so strong I’m afraid to breathe. “Ruin you and then put all your pieces together,” he says while bending my leg and resting between my splayed knees, his hot breath on my core. My stomach dips, anticipating his next move. “But tonight… tonight, I will show you what it’s like to belong to a man like me. I’ll be gentle.” Our gazes clash, and his eyes hold me prisoner. “But after tonight, don’t ask for mercy. I’m not going to give it to you.”

      “I’m—” Whatever I want to say dies on my lips as he reefs my panties to the side and latches onto my clit, brushing his tongue over it.

      My hips rise, and a surprised gasp escapes me, which quickly transforms into a moan when he french kisses my damp flesh, swirling his tongue inside me and stroking between my sensitive folds. “Eugene.” A rush of heat envelops me, making me dizzy. I grab my bra, hating how it scratches against my breasts and makes me feel like I can’t breathe.

      He opens me with his fingers, giving himself better access to me, all while he continues to lavish my core with attention. He licks me as he slides his hands, fisting my ass cheeks, and lifting me up for a better angle. “Oh my God,” I murmur hoarsely, barely able to even think straight as pleasure unlike anything I’ve experienced before crashes over me.

      Abandoning my modesty, I tangle my fingers in his black locks and twist them, torn between the need to push him closer and dragging him upward so he can soothe the inferno he’s slowly creating within me. “Please, just—” I’m not even sure for what I’m begging, but he just growls against me, tickling me, and my hips jerk.

      He bites my lower lips and I groan, tugging on his hair a little. “That hurt.”

      “Stop trying to control me,” he advises, diving in again, but this time his licks are gentler, slower, as if he is tasting expensive wine and wants no interruptions.

      Then he presses his tongue against my clit, flicking it and massaging it.

      My hips thrust upward, fire burning in me and perspiration coating my skin, as I anticipate his next move.

      But he goes back to licking and sucking and biting, repeating his actions and driving me crazy with them, to the point of pain.

      Each time, he takes me higher and higher and higher to the desired peak while my body buzzes with anticipation.

      His hot mouth envelops me everywhere, not giving me a chance to escape the deep need that has no boundaries.

      Everything fades away while I close my eyes and arch my back, getting so close to the—

      He snatches his mouth away though, and instantly cold air breaks goose bumps out on my skin, snapping my eyes back open. “Eugene.” My voice is hoarse and resembles one akin to accusation and annoyance, and I focus my stare on him.

      Instantly, all the air leaves me as I study the male perfection in front of me.

      His naked body glistens in the moonlight from the sweat sliding down his six-pack, while his tanned skin along with his brown eyes and black hair give him a sinister appearance.

      Like an angel of death.

      My angel, I think. Satisfaction and a smile curve my lips, while my gaze slides all over him, and I lick my lips, wanting to taste his skin on my tongue.

      But then my eyes glance lower, and I notice his cock, and oh my, but that thing is big.

      He chuckles at my barely audible gasp and leans forward, pressing his palm over my mouth, and orders, “Wet it for me, pretty girl.” My core clenches at the command and I lick it, enjoying my smell all over it.

      He takes it away and then wraps it around his erection, running his hand from the base to tip and back again. Precum leaks from the slit, and he brushes his thumb over it, then brings it to my mouth, giving me a taste.

      Without hesitation, I suck on it, and a growl echoes in the room. “Just a taste.” It pops out of my mouth loudly, and then he pushes me back on the bed, once again looming above me.

      He makes room between my legs and does the most unexpected thing.

      Eugene bends to my stomach and slowly puts kiss after kiss on my scarred flesh, where the marks of the stitches are still visible.

      Each kiss is short and light, but yet filled with so much love… so much acceptance… my heart pangs painfully and then soars from his care.

      Because this man knows my scars but loves me despite them.

      In his arms, I’m not the broken princess everyone sees, but the most precious possession.

      How could I have kept him away from me for so long?

      He must feel the change in my mood, because he murmurs, “Thoughts on me, pretty girl.” He travels upward, leaving bite marks and light kisses in his wake right before he settles between my legs, splaying my thighs on either side of his hips, and I wrap them around him, digging the heels of my feet in his ass.

      Eugene reaches for my bra and, with a short snap, tears it apart. My breasts spring free, and I gulp in a breath, enjoying the freedom and relief of my aroused nipples.

      “Beautiful,” he informs me, palming one breast and then bringing it to his mouth, swirling his tongue around the nipple and then sucking as much flesh as he can.

      A zap of electricity travels from my breast to my clit, and I arch my back while grabbing his hair in both hands.

      With each pull, he becomes more relentless in his assault, not even giving me time to breathe as he moves to the other breast, focusing his attention on it too, all while I beg for relief. “Eugene, please.” I wrap my legs around him, feeling his cock digging into me but not entering me. “Please.” I can't take this emptiness anymore, I need to feel him inside me, with me, being part of me.

      So that I know it’s real and won’t disappear at any minute.

      Something in my voice must give me away, because he lets go of me, flicking my nipple one last time, before he informs me, “All right, Lila. Now you’ll be mine.” He slams his mouth on mine and thrusts inside me at the same time, freezing the world around us.

      He stretches me so much that tears prickle my eyes and I gasp into his mouth, digging my nails into the back of his neck. He jerks back, only to slam home again.

      He continues to kiss me, passionately and all-consumingly, bruising my lips and staking a claim that I should find alarming… yet all it does is fuel my desire for him.

      Our bodies move smoothly on the bed, flesh slapping against flesh, all while our hearts beat against each other. With each thrust, he takes me deeper and deeper into a spiral of bliss, shattering any kind of walls between us there could have been.

      I snatch my mouth away from him, skimming my lips over his neck while we both breathe heavily, and murmur, “Eugene, this is too much. It feels—”

      “Like I’m making you mine,” he informs me, fisting my hair and arching my neck so he can leave his own marks, sucking on my skin while he pulls his hips back, and I whimper in distress, needing him to fill the emptiness.

      He pushes back, growling, “Mine.” I’m so far gone I don’t even bother to tease.

      “Yes, yours and only yours.” Because after this night, how can there be any other man for me?

      His movements speed up while the ringing in my ears increases, and that’s when he shifts on the bed and slides his hands between us, flicking my clit.

      Along with his erection thrusting just right inside me, sending waves of pleasure one after another, until I crash and cry out, clenching around his thick cock.

      I slump into the bed while he continues to move, deeper and slower. He hikes my legs over his hips higher, growling, “Lila.” I open my eyes and look at him in all his male glory and give him what he asks.

      I clench around him again, dragging him closer to me and hugging him with all my might, then whisper into his ear, “I feel so good… so good, Eugene. But I want to share it with you. Please share it with me?” I plead, swiping the sweat on his skin with my tongue. And that’s when he loses it.

      With a guttural groan, he comes apart in my arms, locking our mouths in the kiss that forever cements our relationship.

      In this bed, in this moment, we become something more than a couple.

      In this moment, we become one.

      And for a moment in time… no bad things exist.

      For a moment in time.

      

      Him

      Eugene is everything Lila needs right now.

      Safe, steady, and normal.

      He gives her a false sense of security that allows her to open up about her pain and let herself be vulnerable to another.

      And while the beast inside me rages at her desire and love for another man, part of me accepts that.

      She is not ready for the likes of me, but she will be.

      Soon, very soon, she will be mine.

      And then no one will ever hurt her again.

      No one but me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      New York, New York

      Fall, 1979

      

      Lila

      Tears stream down my cheeks, and I hiccup into my hands, but I continue to throw things in the bag splayed wide open on my bed, not caring in the least how everything dangles outside like a big mess.

      “Lila, could you please stop these hysterics?” Mother’s voice freezes me for a moment, and I spin around to face her as she stands in the doorway, resting her shoulder against it while she gazes at me with a bored expression. She takes a sip of her white wine and continues. “Nothing extraordinary happened. Act rational for once.”

      Disbelief along with betrayal slip into my bones slowly when the meaning of her words fully settles in, and I hiss through my chapped lips, “Rational?” I point at the various bruises on my face and hike up my shirt so she has a clear view of my cut stomach, where the doctor sutured the gaping wounds, leaving the skin puffy and red. I’ll have scars to last me a lifetime. Even the plastic surgeon has refused to perform the surgery, because he’s not sure I’m strong enough physically or emotionally at the moment. “How is this rational, Mother?”

      She winces, waving her hand in a gesture for me to pull it back down. “Really, Lila. I think—”

      I wipe away the tears and resume packing, quickly grabbing my money and drawings, because no way in hell will I come back to this house. “They will be put behind bars for what they did.” I take a deep breath while the memories of the last few weeks assail me, not allowing me to ever forget the raspy breathing and touches that destroyed my innocence.

      “Please, don’t do this. Please.”

      “Lila, you are my prize that I won. Of course I’ll do it. And scream, baby. That’s always music to my ears. Along with your tears.”

      I cover my ears, wishing for the disgusting voice to go away, but it never does. He is forever imprinted in my brain. I can never forget any of their faces, not after what they did to me.

      His eyes will always haunt me. The desire and hatred mixed together as his palm slid down my thighs and forcefully opened them. It’s a wonder Sam changed his mind at the last minute and allowed Roger to carve different letters with the knife on my skin.

      The ringing of my phone on the desk snaps me out of the painful and terrifying memories, and I dart toward it while Mom gasps loudly, her fucking wine glass slipping onto my white, fluffy carpet. “Lila Kristina Lockwood, you will do no such thing.” Her tone suggests that even such a thought seems scandalous to her.

      Picking up the phone, I hear Sorcha on the other end of the line say, “I’m leaving my house now. Should be at your place in ten minutes.” I hear her dog, Link, bark in the background while she breathes heavily into the phone, probably hastily gathering her purse, because I called and begged her to take me from here.

      I close the bag, pick it up, and I’m ready to go down, but my father’s figure blocks the doorway and I still, my heart beating rapidly against my ribcage so much I almost feel it in my throat.

      “Father.” He scans me from head to toe, pausing a moment, but then he raises his eyes and holds my stare while he utters the words that forever shatter my world. “You step one foot out of this house and you are disowned. No one will listen to you without my help.”

      “You won’t do this.” Is he threatening to remove his support if I decide to make them pay for what they did? To call them out on the evil they’ve performed, God only knows how many times per week? “They almost killed me, Dad! Killed me! Does that mean anything to you?” I ask, hating how I can’t control the tears that give him so much power over me, as they show him my weakness.

      His jaw tics, but he shakes his head, calmly replying, “Sam’s father is too powerful. Your truth won’t bring good to anyone. Keep your mouth shut and continue to live as you did. No one will touch you now. Do not seek justice where you can’t find it.” He waits a beat, and then says, “Not Ben. His father finances my campaign. All you’ve seen might be a fragment of your imagination, yet you’re so ready to destroy five lives.” My mom joins him and nods in agreement, although she has the decency not to meet my eyes.

      Is it shame, or that she doesn’t want to deal with my emotional outburst, as she calls it?

      With each word, he opens my eyes wider and wider, so much so that I can no longer hide from the truth that has been in front of me my entire life.

      The prestige and selfish desire will always be more important to my parents than I am, because I’m just this annoying child who never played according to the rules.

      What kind of people wouldn’t support their daughter after an attack? How can they live with themselves after that? “I’m going,” I say, because the choice is easy.

      I can never accept their way of doing things and will fight for my right to demand justice. “You will lose your trust fund. I won’t let you get it, no matter how much you beg. No one will pay for your tuition. For once in your life, think, Lila, before acting irrationally,” Father warns, although it sounds more like a threat, like the prospect of independent life should scare me.

      Yeah, I know nothing about it.

      But people have to learn at some point, right?

      I leave the house and seek the truth, only to discover no one wants to listen to it. None of the five men have been charged, and they live their lives like the kings of the world until the first news comes announcing the death of Roger.

      That’s when some of my nightmares start to disappear.

      

      New York, New York

      1981

      

      Lila

      Soft kisses trail down my back, and I smile even though I burrow my head into the pillow, inhaling the intoxicating smell of my man. “Wake up, baby,” he whispers, sliding his hands from my waist to my hips, bringing me closer to his hard-on.

      “No, it’s dark,” I whine, hooking my leg over his and keeping the connection while, this time, his palm travels down my stomach to my aching core, where he slides his fingers inside easily.

      My back arches at his invasion, which rubs my ass harder against his erection, and he chuckles. “You little liar,” he murmurs into my ear, biting on the flesh and earning himself a groan. “You are so wet and needy for me already.” He twists his fingers inside me, and I bite my lip, whimpering, but he doesn’t let me move an inch. He clacks his tongue, skimming his lips over my shoulder. “What is it, Lila?” His other hand locks his fingers with mine, so he has me exactly where he wants me. “Is there something you need?” He sucks on my skin, marking it for everyone to see, but I don’t care.

      I want the whole world to know I belong to this man, just as he does to me.

      I place my hand over his and push his fingers deeper into me, clasping my thighs around it. “Yes,” I reply, my voice husky from desire. “I ache, Eugene.”

      He murmurs something before leaving me bare and taking away his hand.

      “No,” I call after him, but he doesn’t let me suffer for long.

      He shoulders my hips apart before he settles between them

      “I think this pretty pussy begs for attention, don’t you?”

      A moan is my only reply as he places his hands on the inside of my thighs, making room for himself, and licks me from clit to bottom, searing my skin with each touch of his tongue, and causing desire to spread through me.

      He slides his hands under my ass, digging his fingers into my skin as he raises it to give himself better access. He latches onto my clit, sucking on it gently, biting, and then immediately soothing it with a lick, all while my loud moans echo in the morning stillness.

      I fist his hair, my heels rock into his back, and I arch my back as the gentle breeze from the open window nips at my skin and creates goose bumps. “Eugene, please,” I beg, scratching the back of his head, but it’s no use.

      Instead, he dips his tongue, swirling it inside me, drinking me in, and sending me deeper into a spiral of bliss and pleasure. “Please what?” he asks, pushing two fingers into my core while sucking on my clit again, but this time, sensations become too strong. I grab the pillow and groan into it, pulling the material with my teeth, needing his touch like my next breath.

      The pressure continues to build, demanding release, and right in this moment, I hate my man a little for playing with me. “Fuck me hard already,” I say, groaning again, this time in mortification, because who surrenders so easily?

      He chuckles against my skin, sending vibrations through me, and my breath hitches, but he eases his fingers out, and then licks me again, swiping his tongue from one lower lip to the other, savoring my wetness on the way.

      I feel like one more lick or touch and I will burst from all the need filling me.

      Before I can even blink, he rolls me on my stomach and brings me to my knees by grabbing my hips, and then he spreads me wide open for him.

      He nips on my ass cheeks then slaps them. He places a few open-mouth kisses on the tender skin and then skims his lips up, up, up, leaving a wet trail all the way to the back of my neck where he fists my hair and brings my head up, resting his cheek against mine. Our heavy breaths fill the room. His hand slides to my core, covering it, while the heel of his palm digs into my clit, and I gasp, clasping my thighs around it again. “We’ve come back to where we began, pretty girl,” he murmurs, turning his head to me and catching my mouth in an all-consuming, passionate kiss where our tongues clash and we can't get enough of each other.

      He pulls at my bottom lip before probing inside again and allowing me to taste myself on him. Something from within me feels such satisfaction that, in a way, he is marked by my scent and taste. He angles my head a little to gain deeper access and continues the assault on my mouth, almost fucking it, as if forever claiming it for himself time and time again.

      Finally, he lets go, and I gulp a breath while he sucks on my neck harshly. I wince but love it at the same time.

      The whole world should know I belong to him. “Place your hand on the bed, love,” he whispers, and I follow his command, my skin coated in sweat. He knees my legs apart and moves his hand up, bringing his fingers to my mouth and ordering, “Suck.” I wrap my tongue around them, moaning at the feel of us together, and that’s when he presses on my stomach and enters me with one swift move, stifling the screams threatening to erupt from me.

      I suck in air, letting go of him and adjusting to his hard cock. Wiggling my ass a little and throwing him a look over my shoulder, I raise my brows and ask, “Is that it?” Whenever we make love, I always need to antagonize him, to bring up the man he becomes when he needs to have me.

      When all his control is simply not there, and only I matter for him. In those rare moments, he is mine and only mine, and no one gets to see this side of him but me.

      A harsh slap bounces off my ass cheek as he pushes back and then slams inside again, filling me to the brim, and I stifle a moan into the pillow. He pulls my hair, inhaling my scent, and I slide my hand across his neck, scratching him lightly, while he jerks back only to come home again.

      The headboard hits the wall with his thrusts, which send me spiraling higher as he presses in all the right spots. I can feel his muscles flex as his hot breath caresses my skin. I am aware of his growl, his tightened grip, our mingled breaths as the world becomes a blur and only our desire exists.

      I could live in this cocoon he creates around us forever, forsaking food and everything else as long as he is close to me. Because in his arms I find heaven on earth.

      “Your mouth, baby.”

      I arch my neck, giving him free access to pour all his need into me with a deep, wet, harsh kiss that sends electricity from my hair to the tips of my toes while his hard cock continues to pound into me.

      In and out, in and out, making me so full that taking breaths becomes more and more difficult.

      He lets go of me and flips me onto my back again, momentarily disconnecting us, and I whimper in pain, because it physically hurts me not to have him inside me.

      Eugene looms above me, his muscled chest glistening in the sun from the sweat. He slides his hands from the base to the tip of his dick, and I lick my lips while his groan echoes in the room. “Don’t even think about it,” he hisses.

      I long to wrap my mouth around its purple head and suck to savor his taste. I need him inside me.

      No, I crave him.

      So I lie on my back and open my legs, lacing my hands above my head while asking breathlessly, “Don’t you want to have me, baby?” I mock the word, and he growls, leaning on me and locking our mouths again, then he slams into my pussy, holding my legs wide open for him.

      As raw and dirty as it is, I’ve never felt more loved in my entire life. These moments are everything, because with each touch he shows me that I’m the only woman he loves and desires.

      But never pities.

      Isn't that the greatest gift of all?

      I hug him close to me, not wanting even an inch of space between us while we continue to kiss. His thrusts become slower, barely even there.

      We are pressing so hard against each other I don't know where he ends and I begin.

      I gasp for breath, arching my neck, and he sucks on my collarbone all while sliding in and out, allowing me to get off on him.

      Slowly, oh so slowly, he finds the spot I so desperately need him to hit to bring me to the edge.

      Thrust, thrust, thrust.

      And finally, I clench around him while wave after wave of spasms rush through me, leaving me breathless and powerless.

      He gives a guttural groan into my neck and I feel him spill into me. I wrap my legs tighter around him, never wanting to let go.

      I graze his back with my nails, breathing in his scent while our heartbeats thump against each other and peace settles in me.

      Every time we make love, it’s like the world is ending and we are left alone in this universe. He cherishes and loves every bone in my body, with each touch reminding me that I belong to him, and he’ll never harm me.

      He is the only person in this world I trust wholeheartedly. A man who’s shown me that I might have scars that will last a lifetime, but they never have to define me. “I read a magazine article that said sex should be postponed till the honeymoon.” I nip his neck, and he jerks inside me. “So we won’t lose the drive.” Teasing laces my voice. He rolls onto his back, tearing a squeal from me, and places me firmly on his chest.

      “Trust me, pretty girl. There won’t be a day I don’t want to fuck you.” He waits a beat, and then adds, “Well, maybe once we are eighty and I…. Nope, not even then.”

      I nudge him a little in the side and then sigh dramatically. “The magazine was right. I should keep you away before tying the knot.”

      His hold on me hardens, and he growls, “Just try, baby. Just fucking try keeping me away.”

      I shiver under this display of dominance that always feels so strange coming from this sweet man, and only emerges after or during our lovemaking.

      Eugene popped the question a month ago, and of course, I said yes.

      A smile spreads on my face when the memory flashes in my head.

      “I’m so tired,” I whine, digging my heels in the concrete on the way to the studio, but Eugene has none of that.

      Instead, he tightens his fingers around my wrist and drags me to the door then throws me over his shoulder. “Don’t you need that painting?” After my first gallery show was successful, Rebecca invited me to participate in a few shows with her. I would have said yes just for the prestige alone, but the contract and the salary she offered me sealed the deal.

      All in all, life seemed like a dream come true with my man, my best friend, and the career I’ve always wanted.

      “Yes, but I can do it tomorrow.” I tug on my hands, but it’s useless. “My feet are sore after all the dancing we’ve done.” Not to mention my full stomach. I was supposed to work all day today, but Eugene showed up a few hours ago and told me we had a reservation at Emilio’s place.

      There, we ate delicious food and had the best time. “Shouldn’t this romantic escapade end with hot sex?” I ask huskily, sliding my finger over his arm while he jiggles the keys in his other hand and tries to unlock the door.

      “A little patience, my love,” he murmurs and finally opens the door, sweeping me inside.

      The minute my foot steps inside the place, my gasps bounce off the walls, because everything is lit with hundreds of candles surrounded by rose petals. “What’s this?” I whisper, but then my eyes widen when Eugene drops to one knee and opens a black velvet box containing the most beautiful sapphire ring I’ve ever seen.

      It’s so blue, clear like the sky, and reflects the candlelight. There are no other stones to take away from the beauty or vividness of the gem. “Lila Kristina Lockwood, will you make an honest man of me?”

      How can I say anything else but yes to the man who has given me everything?

      I rest my chin on my hands and watch him from under my lashes while he gently plays with my hair. “Do you think we’ll be boring once we get married?” He grins and shakes his head. I fist the hair on his chest gently, and he growls. “A little bit more reassurance than that please,” I prompt.

      “Of course not.” He laces his fingers in my hair and draws me closer, until our mouths are inches apart. “How can this be boring?” He captures my mouth in a kiss, playing my tongue like an instrument and invading my mouth as if his single focus is to stamp his claim all over me.

      Heat slowly creeps back in, and I want to dive in for round two, when my eyes land on the alarm clock. “Oh my God,” I mutter into his mouth and jump on the bed, sitting up on my knees.

      He groans, “Protect the family jewels, woman.”

      “I’m dead, Eugene!” I shout and quickly get out of bed, grabbing my silk robe on the way. “I have exactly one hour to get ready before we need to meet with Sorcha at the bridal salon.”

      “Calm down, Lila,” he orders, and immediately I freeze, watching him carefully as he comes to stand next to me, then walks toward the bathroom, completely unashamed of his nakedness.

      Why would he be? The man could grace magazine covers displaying his beauty, but he hides it all under baggy clothes.

      Who cares though? I like knowing he’s only mine.

      His possessive ways clearly touch me too, because just the idea of another woman so much as touching my man sets me on a spiral of rage where the green-eyed monster rules.

      “Let’s take a shower together.” He crooks his finger at me, his heated gaze scanning me from head to toe.

      I cover my eyes and march toward the guest room, shouting, “No way, you tempting devil. At this rate, I may as well not show up. Sorcha will kill me anyway.”

      His laughter radiates through the space, and I speed up my pace, ready to get this wedding thing over and done with.

      I love my man to pieces and can’t wait to become his.

      Even if sometimes I wonder why he never allows me access to certain aspects of his life.

      

      Him

      Leaning on the hood of my car, I study the family in front of me and think how perfect an image they make.

      The man kneels next to his son in the park, adjusting his baseball cap, and winks, while the kid laughs at something his father says. His beautiful wife gazes at them with love and pats her son’s head gently. They continue their walk, the man hugging her close and whispering what’s probably some stupid shit into her ear, and I ponder how appearances might be deceiving.

      People rarely pay attention to those who fit into the mold of the perfect or well-put-together person, never wondering what hides beneath their skin. It’s easier to pass judgement on someone from a bad neighborhood or someone who doesn’t wear proper attire; they rarely think real monsters live among them too.

      They are just excellent at hiding their true nature.

      Footsteps from expensive leather shoes echo next to me. I know the owner well, and he asks, “Is he the last one?”

      I turn my attention from the happy family and look at Emilio, who takes out his Cuban cigar and lights up, awaiting my reply. Why he’s stuck with me through the years, I’ll never know, but nevertheless, I’m glad we have this fucked-up friendship that usually covers only the dirty aspect of our lives.

      After all, with my alter ego, our professional paths rarely cross. The private ones merge only due to our women, and certain roles have to be played. “Yes.”

      “And they call us screwed. They certainly don’t know what that perfect man is capable of.” He is right, of course, but on the grand scale of things, none of it matters.

      Violence done out of honor or good, or violence done in the name of sick desires… it doesn’t change the actions and variables in the equations.

      We’re all the same, even if we have different justifications for our crimes. “You will end her nightmare once and for all,” Emilio says and squeezes my shoulder. “I just hope you know what you are doing.”

      “Everything is going well.”

      Emilio chuckles, although it lacks any humor. “You intend to live a double life, my friend. But things like that have the tendency to come to light. What will happen when Lila knows the truth?”

      She won’t ever know it, because my alter ego will never touch her. She is so pure and so beautiful, something that solely belongs to me and is not tarnished by the horrific events in my past. The only source of light in my darkness, and she deserves to keep it.

      After what those men made her go through, the truth about me would devastate her. “Don’t worry, Emilio. Tonight, it will be over.”

      “For them. But not for you,” he replies, and with one last squeeze, he leaves me alone while I give the man in the park two more hours to enjoy his life.

      Not for his sake, no. I’m not that fucking generous. But for the little boy who watches his father with so much awe it reminds me of me.

      And I hope this boy will never find out what kind of man sired him, because living with such knowledge is almost unbearable.

      I’m the living example of that.

      

      Lila

      “Oh my God!” Sorcha squeals, covering her mouth with her hands when she scans me from head to toe. “This is the one. You are so pretty!” With a deep breath, I spin around and gasp at my reflection in the big-ass mirror, almost mesmerized by the stunning woman looking back at me.

      The off-the-shoulder, pearl-white ballgown with a tulle lace train streams down my figure, hugging it in all the right places while presenting me in a dream-like light, as if I’m some kind of princess from a fairytale. It gives my waist an edge and boosts up my breasts, making them seem bigger. “We have a veil for that too,” the sales woman says, coming closer. I nod, giving her permission to pin it to my hair and place it over my face, finishing the look in a chic way. I almost remind myself of the Hollywood starlets from the ’50s. “I think it’s the perfect choice,” the saleswoman compliments me and then disappears behind the door, while I keep watching myself in the mirror, twirling back and forth, falling in love with this look more and more.

      While originally I didn’t want anything fancy and was ready to marry him in any of my dresses, my friend told me I was an idiot and signed me up for my first fitting. And in moments like this one, I adore the fact she is my friend, because sometimes she knows me better than I do.

      I’m a rock-and-roll artist chick through and through, but the idea of being something special for just one day… it’s amazing.

      “Eugene will melt when he sees you walking down the aisle.” Sorcha sighs. “Weddings are the best.”

      I rearrange the veil on my head and glance at her over my shoulder. “Oh, is that why you and Emilio ran away to Vegas and got blessed by Elvis?” I ask, and she throws a candy wrapper at me, but I step back just in time to avoid it. “Guess not.”

      “Ha, ha. How long will those jokes about eloping continue?” She crosses her arms and huffs, but I laugh, because seeing her all worked up over this is truly hilarious.

      Tapping my chin, I muse, “Well, given the fact that we are best friends and had a pact to be each other’s bridesmaids.” She opens her mouth to protest, but I wiggle my finger. “Nah uh. And that I wasn’t even invited… plus, Eugene is Emilio’s friend…. Yeah, I don’t see the jokes stopping any time soon,” I say, with her death glare shooting arrows into me. “Objections?”

      She exhales heavily and ruffles her hair. “You’ve presented valid points, so… no.” She dashes toward me and wraps her hands around my waist, resting her chin on my shoulder as we both look at our reflections. “I’m so happy for you, babe.”

      I place my hand on hers and nod. “I’m happy for you too. Who would have thought we’d find perfect men, huh?” She chuckles but then squeezes me tighter, and I joke with her. “Hard to breathe.” But she doesn’t let go.

      Instead, she whispers for my ears only, and her words send confusion spiraling through me, as none of it makes sense. “I hope you will always be happy, no matter what you uncover.”

      “What?” Puzzlement laces my tone, but she exhales heavily and shakes her head. “Just decided to give you some advice before the wedding.” She wiggles her brows, and I still see traces of something in her eyes, but I can’t name it because she covers it well. “Did you invite your parents?”

      I tense in her arms and clear my throat, stepping forward to adjust the dress a little bit. “We have to, since Eugene insisted on this big event.” No matter how much I wanted to narrow down the guest list, he wouldn’t budge. It’s important for him to make it a great event, period.

      The only argument I’ve managed to win is the whole walking down the aisle with my father thing. I don’t want him to give me away, because our bond is beyond saving. “This should be fun, since Emilio’s dad is coming too.”

      “Imagine.” Despite their bad reputation and less than stellar dealings, the Giovannis are actually pretty awesome people with their own moral code and values. While no one will ever call them perfect, I’m glad they are in my life.

      Family is not only an environment you are born into. No, family is made out of people who love and care about you no matter what, and who are always there for you. When you are happy and when you are sad; and while sometimes I wish my parents had more feelings toward me, it no longer saddens me, as I have my own family.

      My man and everything in this world are different.

      The soft music is cut off by urgent news when the speaker’s voice breaks the serenity in the room and sends chills down my spine. “Another victim, this time Ben Herkins, was found in the river. The Hudson River Hunter continues to—”

      The sales woman quickly switches it off, giving us an apologetic smile. “I’ll find something better. This kind of news shouldn’t be in the bridal salon.” She settles on some classical tunes and rushes out once again.

      Sorcha rubs my spine, worriedly searching my face for any kind of sadness. “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” I reply, cracking my thumbs. “I mean… it’s…. Ugh.” I drop onto the couch, exhaling loudly, and she joins me, ready to listen as always. “I hate them for everything they’ve done. Especially when you know Sam’s dad managed to shut my dad up. But—” I lick my dry lips and rest my head on the back of the couch. “—I never wished them dead. But somehow, knowing they’re dead… I’m glad,” I say, and guilt immediately sinks into me, because isn’t that a vile thing to think?

      They might be evil people, but how am I different if I’m glad they got chopped up and tortured so much that some of their families couldn’t recognize them? Justice done through the law is right, and this vendetta-like agenda is not.

      Yet, I can’t help but feel grateful toward the serial killer who, with each killing, makes me sleep better at night, because the men who frequent my nightmares no longer grace this world.

      But then thoughts about their families and the people who love them come to mind, reminding me that while those guys might have deserved death… their relatives didn’t, and being happy about it puts me in the same box as them.

      “There is no shame in feeling relief, babe.”

      “I know. But the guilt doesn’t go away anyway.”

      Her brows furrow as she opens her mouth to say something, but a husky voice coated in a heavy accent booms in the room. “Mia amata donna, you do not leave the house without informing me of your whereabouts. And you absolutely do not sneak away from your security.” The minute Emilio steps inside the salon, it shrinks as his energy fills every little crack and gives a vibe of absolute power.

      His brooding eyes settle on his wife, who breezily saunters to him and grabs him by the lapels of his jacket. “Hey, my beloved man.” She repeats his phrase in English and then presses her mouth to his, giving him a hot kiss right in front of me and the sales woman who is standing there, with her mouth hanging open.

      Considering it’s one of the most conservative salons in the city, it’s probably never seen any action inside its doors.

      I chuckle and remove the veil, addressing her so she won’t give my friends any trouble. “I’m going to buy this one. Is it possible to get all the alterations ready by next week?”

      “I’m sure.” She finally finds her voice and takes the veil from me. “Do you need help with the dress?”

      “No, thank you. My friend will help me should the need arise.”

      “Very well, I’m going to prepare the paperwork then.” She stalks out, her face still red.

      Emilio walks to me and hugs me tight, rocking me in his arms. “You are beautiful, Lila.”

      “Oh, aren’t you a charmer?” I tease, and he grins, displaying all his freaking white teeth.

      But then it dies on his lips, and he asks, “Where is Eugene?”

      “He has some stuff to do, and we’re supposed to meet later at the restaurant with you guys, remember?” With all the wedding hoopla, we didn’t have much time to celebrate their union, and Eugene wanted to fix that.

      “Right,” Emilio murmurs and then glares at his wife, and a second silent communication passes between them. He focuses his stare back on me and says, “Actually, I met him a little earlier. He said that if he didn’t get here before me, then there would be a slight change of plans.”

      “Oh?” I pause on the way to the fitting room, frowning in confusion. “Is he busy with a contract?” Lately, he’s been working like crazy, so he’ll have time off during our honeymoon.

      Or so he claims, at least. Besides visiting his office in New York a few times, I have no clue about his work. I know he plans to go back to Houston once we get married, and I don’t mind.

      As long as we are together, nothing matters.

      “No, something else, I think. He wants you to meet him at his mansion. I’ll give you the address.”

      “Mansion?” I ask in disbelief, because it’s the one thing always off the table. I know he owns one, but he dodges my attempts to see it. He says his father bought it, and he hates the place. “Why?”

      Emilio shrugs. “I have no clue.”

      “Well, okay. So, we’ll have dinner tomorrow?”

      Again, some kind of silent communication, and then he says, “Yeah, something like that.”

      And although everything is right in my world and there is nothing weird in the conversation, as I go back to my fitting room, I can’t help but feel like I missed something.

      But it’s ridiculous, right? It’s not like the three of them know something I’m not aware of.

      Maybe Eugene’s planned a surprise for me, and Emilio’s helping him out?

      Satisfied with this conclusion, I eagerly remove the dress so I can dash to my man and see what’s really going on.

      I’m sure he will manage to surprise me.
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      Lila

      “We’re here,” the cabbie says, but then frowns. “Miss, you sure you have the correct address?” I follow his gaze, and my eyes widen when I see the Victorian-style mansion surrounded by iron fencing with sharp ends.

      Even though the garden around it seems spacious with different mazes, the building made out of bricks stands out even from far away, almost scaring you with its power.

      Clouds loom above it as if signaling doom, and crows fly around it, their annoying cawing grating on my nerves.

      All in all, if one had to give a description of this place, it’d be one out of a horror movie.

      Eugene, you and your love for scary stories.

      Chuckling under my breath, I give the cabbie the money and try to reassure him. “Yep. That’s my fiancé’s house. He has a thing for…” I fail to find suitable words to describe it. “…all that.” He shrugs, even though he still sends wary glances toward the building.

      It only takes seconds after I get out, and he’s gone, then I jog toward the gate, which surprisingly has no security guard waiting there.

      Weird. Though, based on what he’s told me, he barely spends any time here. Wouldn’t he have staff around to watch over the mansion when he’s not around?

      I press the bell on the gate and wait, but nothing happens, so I try again.

      Bzz. Bzz. Bzz.

      But still nothing happens, as if the place is deserted. But Emilio told me he’s here, and as I’ve found out in the last couple of months, the future don of Cosa Nostra always knows everything.

      I grab the gate bars to get a better peek through them at the surroundings. I find nothing but the concrete road leading to the house. “Hello! Is anybody here?” I call, and shiver a little when several birds chirp at me.

      Shaking my head from the ridiculous thoughts, I try again. “Hello? My name is Lila. I really need to talk to—” I shut my mouth when a man emerges from the bushes, wearing huge, yellow gloves along with boots and holding giant-ass scissors in his hand.

      What the hell?

      Stepping back, I gulp a little breath, not sure how to proceed. “You’re very loud,” he says, annoyance coating his voice, and then he inserts the key into the gate, unlocking it quickly. “Enter, so you can be quiet,” he orders. And like the idiot I am, I step inside but still keep my distance from the man.

      However, relief rushes through my system when I notice a hat behind his back, hanging on his neck, and several instruments peeking from his pocket, recognizing them from all those times I wandered outside in the garden and Mother screamed her lungs out that princesses don’t get dirty. “You’re a gardener.”

      He nods and, without elaborating on his job, points at the house. “The door is open. Eugene is there,” he murmurs and disappears behind the bushes before I have the chance to ask any questions.

      Okay, clearly the mansion is not the only odd thing here.

      I slowly walk along the concrete path observing various trees in different shapes and forms that greet me, each scarier or more beautiful, depending on how one might look at them.

      The place is freaking massive, and no wonder Eugene never visits it; a sense of loneliness oozes from it. And why would his family need such a mansion anyway, considering he’s an only child?

      I finally climb the stairs leading to the massive double oak doors and press on the handle, and surprisingly, it opens with a loud clunk.

      My heels click loudly on the marble, and the first thing I notice is the lack of light, but after my vision adjusts, I see lots of furniture covered in white sheets, indicating to me that indeed no one lives here. “Hello? Eugene?” I call his name, but only silence is my answer.

      I’m ready to go to the kitchen and have a glass of water before searching for my man, when a light from the far corner of the living room catches my attention.

      I go to it and notice a door. After entering, I see concrete stairs that remind me of a basement.

      Muffled sounds float up the stairs, and something akin to a saw?

      Confused, I stupidly follow it too, and with quick steps, I end up in a nightmare.

      The minute my eyes land on everything going on, my breath stills inside me and horror settles in every bone of my body.

      Because the man I love is a monster, and I just discovered his dungeon.

      

      Eugene

      “Why?” the man croaks through chapped lips, lifting his head to me but then hanging it again. Most likely, he can barely breathe because of all the wounds inflicted on him.

      His hands and feet are nailed to the wall, while various cuts drip blood on the floor. His tanned skin is covered in deep purple bruises that will hurt inside so badly he will have to watch his every breath and gasp.

      And finally, his blue eyes are almost blank, surrounded by endless areas of red and disfigured skin from the acid I threw at him. His screams were such music to my ears. “I have a son.”

      “I’m going to tell you several names. Molly, Miranda, Kelly, and Lila.” He freezes, and then something akin to a whimper echoes in the room. “Ah, I see the names ring a bell. Tell me, Sam.” I come closer, and with each step, his shoulder presses harder against the wall, like trying to meld with it can save him from my wrath.

      Naïve fool. “When they asked you why and begged you to stop… what did you say?” He stays silent, so I fist his hair, lifting his head again, even though he can’t see me. Slowly, I say in his face, “What. Did. You. Say?”

      “That I’m bored,” he whispers, and I clack my tongue.

      “Is that all? What else?”

      “Bitches like them deserved a little excitement in their life.”

      “Correct. So, do you want to hear my answer now?”

      He shakes his head, little tremors starting to vibrate his body, but I make no move toward him.

      Truthfully, Sam has behaved better than most of his friends; he didn’t surrender immediately, and he tries to keep his dignity intact. I might have respected that if he was just a regular victim.

      But a man who kidnaps and rapes women? He deserves nothing but to die a torturous death. “I asked a question.”

      “I’m sorry,” he speaks instead, and I sigh dramatically, finding it hilarious.

      “Yeah, I don’t care. I’m bored. And a man like you doesn’t deserve to live,” I inform him right before stabbing a knife in his heart, letting the scream die inside him. He freezes, and then his body slumps a little, as much as the nails allow.

      And that’s when I feel the prickling on the back of my neck that I hadn’t registered before, because I was so occupied with Sam.

      Without turning around, I say her name loudly, and it bounces off the walls, forever solidifying this moment in our life.

      A moment when a beautiful princess finds out she is in love with a horrible beast. “Lila.”

      Then I hear the footsteps farther away, and with a curse, I grab a rope and chase after her.

      She shouldn’t have come here.

      With this, she has forever smeared herself in the dirt of my world, and now she can never escape it.

      

      Emilio

      “Why did you do that?” Sorcha asks me, a little tremor shaking her voice. “If she finds out, she won't be able to live with it.” My woman rushes to the phone, but I latch onto her hand, stilling her movements.

      Spinning her around, I pull her flush against my chest even as she tries to fight me. “You sent her to that place where he creates his own kind of death penalties! Let go of me!”

      Palming her face, I dig my fingers into her cheeks, and she finally calms down, focusing her attention on me. “Trust me,” I whisper, but she glances to the side, not wanting to face my stare. “It’s the only right way.” A way that my friend doesn’t see.

      “Why?” Isn’t that the most important question?

      After all, I just betrayed my best friend, but worse… I allowed Lila to find the monster living within him.

      They say the road to hell is paved with good intentions, and maybe they are right. But for once, I want to do something for my friend that he is unable to do himself.

      Facing the bitter truth of his own reflection. “Because she needs to accept his darkness.”

      Sorcha blinks, the tears running down her cheeks only emphasizing her vivid eyes. “And if she doesn’t?”

      Then God help us all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Eugene, 7 years old

      

      Shivering under the harsh light, I wrap my hands around my knees tighter while the water in the sink continues to drip.

      Splat. Splat. Splat.

      The place has one open bathroom, a sink, a mattress, and a round table with one chair where the man sits, sipping his drink. The heavy metal bars surrounding it remind me of our gates at the mansion where Daddy likes to take us for the summer.

      It’s huge and cold. I never like to go there, but Daddy always insists. I think it’s because he has a special place in the basement where no one can go, and Mommy says he creates music there.

      The sound of dripping water grates on my ears, and I whimper when the man in the chair a few feet away from me barks, “Stop whining, little shit.” I hide my face on my knees, hoping he won’t see the tears forming from his harsh voice, while I pray for Mommy to wake up soon.

      She lies several feet away from me in the corner, covered with a white sheet. The man brought her back a few hours ago after he took her somewhere. I wanted to go with Mommy, but she told me to be brave and stay silent.

      I’m not sure what that meant, but I didn’t cry, because Mommy asked me not to.

      I hear the sound of scraping and see the man turning his knife back and forth on some kind of stone, while the screechy sound buzzes in the cage. “Someone has to invent a machine for this shit, or my arm will fall off from making them sharp,” he mutters, and then swivels on his chair, facing me.

      The single light in this cage—as he previously called it— shows the bad man wearing glasses and a suit, although it has red stains on it.

      Maybe he spills tomato juice, just like I do all the time. “I want to go home,” I say, and he laughs, throwing the knife at the opposite wall where it sticks on the round, wooden board.

      “Once your daddy dearest pays what he owes me, kid, you can go,” he informs me and gets up while I press my back against the wall, shifting closer to Mommy, who is still asleep.

      I frown in confusion at this. For the last two days, she’s held me in her arms and rocked me back and forth whenever the bad man wanted to talk to me. She never let me stay alone with him.

      Why doesn’t she wake up? “Mommy,” I whisper, gently rubbing her forehead, but her skin is so cold. “Mommy, are you okay?” She doesn’t even flinch, just lies there without any movement, and the man laughs, as if the happiest thing in the world has happened.

      “Ah, you are so naïve.” I see his heavy black boots tapping on the floor when he walks closer and closer to me, and then he hunches next to us, pressing his finger on my mommy’s neck. “You know what that is, kiddo?”

      I shake my head, and even though I hate his hands on her, I don’t say anything, because he might help her. “No.”

      “This is a pulse point.” He points at my fingers. “Press them to your neck.” I do and feel a slight vibration under it, and he explains further. “That’s your heart beating. Now put them on your mommy’s neck.” I follow the command, but this time I don’t feel anything. I try again and again, and then check mine.

      “She doesn’t have one!” I exclaim, and he grins widely.

      “Exactly. Mommy is dead, kiddo.”

      I blink at him and then at Mommy. Then I place my hands on her shoulders, shaking her. “Mommy!” I shout, not believing the evil man who probably lied to me, because he is bad. Mommy said not to listen to him no matter what. “Mommy, wake up. He’s saying you’re dead.” But she stays in the same position while fear spreads inside me, and my tears fall on her face. “Mommy,” I whisper, putting my ear to her heart, but it’s not beating. “Mommy,” I say with a whimper, then cry loudly while hugging her close, because he’s right.

      She is dead. Mommy is dead!

      “Shut up, kid, or you’ll follow her,” the man shouts, and then he picks up a belt from the floor, bends it in two, and slaps it against his hand, creating a thumping sound. “This should make you more compliant.” He grabs me by my hands while I struggle in his arms, trying to hit him and go back to Mommy. “Little shit,” he mutters and then pulls his arm back and slaps the leather against my back.

      I cry out, falling on my knees as he repeats the action. I try to crawl away, but he kicks me in the stomach and pushes me to the side where I roll onto my back. “Now shut your mouth or you will follow her. You wouldn’t want to upset your daddy, would you?” he asks me, and I quiet down, remembering that my daddy is a hero.

      He will save me.

      Lullabied by those thoughts, I rest my head next to Mommy, hoping to feel her warmth, even though she is so cold.

      And that’s how my childhood ended for me, dropping me into the world of darkness and pain.
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      Lila

      I run with all my might through the hallway out to the sidewalk again, my heels sounding loudly on the floor—thump, thump, thump—as fear unlike anything before rushes through me and puts all my senses on high alert.

      My lungs burn from the lack of oxygen the minute the freezing air hits my face, but I don’t let it stop me.

      If he catches me, it will be over.

      The cries of the man still ring in my ears, the way Eugene inflicted pain on him with a completely blank expression… and blood, so much blood, everywhere.

      And all those vile acts were performed by the man I love.

      How could I have fallen for someone like that? How didn’t I see his darkness covered in the boy-next-door image?

      Wiping away the tears, I continue running toward the gate, ignoring the stinging pain in my legs, but then I stumble forward when one of my heels breaks.

      Not waiting even a second, I toe them off franticly while hearing heavy footsteps in the distance, but I don’t turn around. I can’t.

      If I give him just one minute of advantage, he will catch me.

      The iron bars are almost here; I just need to fly through them and disappear into the night. And I almost reach them, when strong arms wrap around my waist and lift me up as I cry out. “No!” I kick the air as he spins me toward the mansion, not giving an inch. I slap his hands, shouting, “Let go of me, let go of me!” But he doesn’t listen. Instead, he carries me back to the house, and that’s when I see the gardener who gives us a bored onceover before resuming his pruning. “Please help me.”

      “Quiet,” Eugene orders, but I try to kick him, using all my strength to get out of his hold, but he doesn’t let me.

      He curses under his breath and then flips me so swiftly I have barely a moment to blink and realize he’s placed me over his shoulder, his firm grasp on my middle while jogging to the house.

      I hit and bite his back, hoping the discomfort will allow me to escape him, but it’s useless. “Monster!” I scream.

      That’s when he slips back inside and walks toward what I assume is the living room, based on the spaciousness and couches. He drops me to the floor where I fall with a loud thud, hitting my knees painfully. “Enough with the hysterics, Lila.” His voice is so calm, so well put together, like I lost my shit over the weather and not the fact that just minutes ago he killed a man in his basement!

      Breathing heavily, I get up, wincing from the pain, but keep my chin high while facing him. If my time with the horrible men taught me anything, it was that you never show weakness to the likes of them. “You are a monster. A killer.”

      His jaw tics, but it’s the only indication of his emotions, while his expression stays completely blank. “A serial killer,” he corrects me, and for a second, I forget how to breathe, when suddenly all the dots start to connect in my head.

      His baggy clothes, meek personality, his absence on the day before a new killing has been discovered.

      Scars on his back and hands, which he would never explain.

      His fascination with crime shows and reading newspapers about recent events in the cities. “You’re the Hudson River Hunter,” I whisper, covering my mouth with my palm, shaking my head in disbelief. “You killed all those men.” And who knows who else?

      “That’s me,” he replies once again, calm as fucking still water in the sunlight.

      Before I can even think about it, I jump at him, slapping him hard in the face and then kicking him with all my might for all the dreams of mine he has destroyed, for all his deceptions and cruel ways. “I hate you. I hate you! How could you have done this to me?” I deliver blow after blow, waiting for him to retaliate, but he doesn’t.

      Instead, he locks my wrists in his hands and raises them, stilling my movements, and we gaze at one another, the sound of our breaths filling the space. “Calm down and listen to me,” he orders, but I have nothing but bitter laughter for him, which echoes through the empty house, underscoring the finality of our situation.

      Listen to him? “You lost any right to ask me anything.”

      “Lila,” he warns, as I try to twist away from him, but he shakes me harshly to the point of my teeth snapping against each other. Then he brings me closer, glaring in my face. “Either calm down, or I’ll have to calm you down. You don’t want me in a bad mood, woman.”

      “You mean in your real mood?” I laugh again, barely holding back spitting in his face. “Go fuck yourself with your orders, Eugene. You are a killer.” I kick him in the knees, and he groans a little, but then he squeezes his hands around my neck and instantly blocks the oxygen from my lungs.

      I wrap my hands around his, while he presses and presses on the side of my neck so much that numbness slowly overtakes me, and everything goes black as I fall into his arms.

      

      Eugene

      What happens when good girls discover truths they can’t live with?

      I’m about to find out.

      Willing or not though, Lila is mine, and nothing will change that.

      

      Lila

      Something hits my face, and I shift from side to side trying to avoid it, but no matter what I do, the wetness follows me.

      What in the world?

      My eyelids flutter open, and I see Eugene splashing water from a glass onto me, and I mutter, “What in the hell are you doing? Stop!” I still, and instantly whimper, “Ouch.” I touch the back of my head, which seems to be throbbing like a bitch, and wonder what happened last night.

      Did we party too much with Emilio and Sorcha, and I’m facing a hangover now?

      But then my blurry vision adjusts, and I gape at my surroundings as memories slam into me hard.

      I’m in a cage or cell, surrounded by metal bars, inside a basement. The rust-stained concrete underneath me has seen better days, but surprisingly it seems clean enough.

      Outside the cage is a surgical table, some kind of electric chair, a plain table, and walls full of different weapons and an entire section in the corner with cleaning supplies.

      In fact, the smell of chlorine bleach is really strong, and everything shines so much, as if he just cleaned it. He probably did after his last victim.

      The bile rises in my throat from the reminder of that victim, so I focus my attention on the inside of the cage, purposely keeping my gaze away from the single chair a few feet away from me and the man who stands nearby, watching me like a hawk.

      There is nothing else but the mattress I’m on and a blanket laying on it, while nearby a sink drips water drop by drop, probably intended to drive the occupants of the cell insane. I see a long, silver chain manacled tightly around my left ankle, which will probably let me walk freely but never run away. Even the slightest of movements chafes my skin as it rubs a little under the round cuff.

      “Glad to see you awake.” He breaks the silence, and I finally look at him in all his handsome glory and wonder how one event in our life changed everything.

      Just this morning, he was the love of my life, a man who taught me to trust again. A man I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.

      But a few hours ago, he became a vicious serial killer I need to stay away from, as he stirred nothing but revulsion in me.

      He puts a few bottles of water next to me and then some candy bars, expecting me to… what? Happily munch on them in the room where he freaking kills people?

      “You’re a monster,” I whisper, plastering my back in the corner while the chain thumps loudly over the concrete with each movement.

      Eugene drops onto the chair, the knife in is hand going back and forth as if he can’t decide what to do with me now that I know the truth. “You make judgments without hearing my story first?”

      My hollow laughter ricochets off the walls. “Story? However you want to spin it, you are a killer. A serial killer who hunts his victims!” I shout, but he doesn’t even flinch, just exhales and continues to flick the knife. “You killed all those men in the news.”

      “I did,” he admits breezily and then swirls his index finger as if pointing at the whole place. “Many more actually. Brought them here, tortured them, and then enjoyed their screams of pain.” He throws a blindfold to me while fear rushes through my entire system just imagining his actions.

      How could I have not seen the madness in the corner of his eyes? Or his cruelty or complete lack of emotion? He played the role of the geeky, awkward man so well I never once doubted his sincerity. “You are sick.” My throat hurts so much, as if someone is scratching it from the inside, but I won’t sip the water he brought me. Accepting anything from him would mean submitting to his desire, and I won’t do that.

      I once submitted to men, hoping they would let me go, but instead, they brought me pain time and time again. I’d rather die with dignity than beg. “So, marrying me was a cover-up for your dark desires?” No one will look for a serial killer in a stable relationship and with kids, I imagine.

      I ignore the pang in my heart, pushing away all good emotions, and focus only on the rage and anger that make me want to slap the shit out of him.

      He chuckles, finding it amusing, even though something flashes in his eyes. “I don’t need a cover-up. You are mine, Lila. Have been since the beginning.”

      What? “I don’t understand.” The flicking of the knife finally stops, and the chair falls on the ground when he leans forward. His mouth is tight while fury crosses his face like a shadow. He scans me from head to toe in such a possessive way it causes me to shiver.

      If before I loved being his, now I despise it. Though my betraying heart still hasn’t gotten the memo and reacts to his presence, proving to me it’s possible to hate and love a man at the same time.

      Sadly, love doesn’t vanish simply because the person you love is someone evil. I meet him head-on, lifting my chin and not shying away from his watchful stare.

      “I never wanted to be Eugene Harrison, but life didn’t give me the option of an out. But as a serial killer, I’ve found my calling. And I would have been completely content if it weren’t for you.”

      “Don’t use me as an excuse for all this,” I whisper, motioning behind him, but he shakes his head.

      “No, I kill because I want to. Because they deserve it. And I don’t excuse it. But me being here? It’s for you.”

      “Are you insane?” How can he even say something like that? “I’ve known you for what… two years now? And we’ve been together only for a few months.”

      “You became mine from the first glance.” We both breathe heavily when he kneels in front of me and catches my chin between his fingers, even though I try to jerk away from him. He painfully digs them into my skin while his other hand holds the back of my head, not allowing me to pull away from him. He drills his stare into me. “It was supposed to be just a business meeting with your father. Grandma wanted to invest in his company, although I knew it was a bad idea. But then you waltzed in.” I vaguely remember what he’s talking about, playing the scene like a colorful movie.

      Laughing loudly, I nudge Sorcha’s elbow as we enter the hallway, barely holding the big-ass freaking canvas in our hands. Professor Megan asked us to draw something from home, and we picked my place, because Sorcha has no interesting views at her house.

      I’m about to ask Matilda for coffee, when Sorcha places her finger on her lips and points at the living room, and I sigh in resignation.

      Is there another investor in front of whom I need to portray the perfect image?

      We share a look, and she mouths to me, I’m going to wait for you in your room.

      Nodding, I wipe my sweaty hands on my jeans and plaster a fake smile on my lips as I step into the living room, where two people sit.

      And old lady wearing an expensive outfit sips coffee and huffs in distaste while she watches me. Another one, a younger guy, leans on the window while he fixes his gaze on my mother’s garden.

      The clearing of my throat snags his attention, and when he turns around to face me, I see a very geeky guy.

      And although I put him in a box of the safe guys who probably get bullied a lot, I have never forgotten the first impression from his stare… as if the whole room belonged to him, especially me.

      But those kinds of thoughts are stupid, right?

      In future meetings, he never gives me such a stare again.

      “So beautiful, so innocent. I never thought I could want someone from one glance alone,” Eugene says, rubbing his thumb over my chapped lips, and his gaze heats like he’s in a trance. “I hated your family. I hated everything about the society you mingled in, but I stayed. For you. Even though I should have gone away and never dragged you into my world.” His hold on me tightens, while he mashes our chests together. “You are my everything, Lila,” he whispers right before he captures my mouth in a kiss, his finger pressing on my chin. I gasp from the contact, allowing him to slide his tongue inside to play with mine, as he dominates my mouth and creates a web around me.

      I slap his chest, trying to move him from me, but he doesn’t. Instead, his hand travels lower and he clasps it around my hands, blocking them while he continues to give me kiss after kiss, breaking it only for air. And for a moment in time, resistance leaves me.

      My body recognizes this man as someone who brought it pleasure, and instantly I want to give him free rein. I circle my arms around his neck, answering the kiss while heat spreads through me, reminding me that no matter how much I want to run from him, he has become part of me.

      But then the sound of the saw and screams of his victim slam back into me, and I find the strength to push him away. Since he doesn’t expect that, he falls back on his ass while we both pant heavily.

      I wipe my mouth, saying with coldness lacing my tone, “Don’t touch me anymore. You lost the right.”

      “You answered my kiss.” He throws that right back in my face, and I want to scream in frustration but hold it back.

      Instead, I raise my chin and once again coldly reply, “I had no choice. Do you really think after all this I can be yours? I was in love with Eugene. Not Jake Harrison.” His eyes widen, and I laugh bitterly. “So, my guess is correct. You call yourself Jake in this alter ego.” All this time, I wondered why he never used his first name, even in his professional dealings… only to discover he keeps it safe for his serial killer identity.

      Our psychology professor told us once that those kinds of people create an entirely different person and personality in their head, which allows them to have a separate life.

      Looks like Eugene didn’t need to create one; he just used his first freaking name!

      He slowly stands up, dusts his knees, and nods like he’s agreeing with me. “You don’t want to listen to reason, then maybe you need to stay alone,” he says and steps outside the cage, shutting the door loudly and locking it.

      The thick chain feels almost impossibly heavy on my ankle as I dash toward him and grab the bars. “Let me go, Eugene.”

      “When you stop acting like a child and are ready to listen, then you can go,” he informs me, leaning so close that our noses almost touch through the bars. “This hysterical woman is not my Lila.”

      “I will never accept that. People will search for me. You don’t think you can get away with killing me without people connecting it to you?”

      He jerks back as if I’d hit him and then shakes his head in disbelief. “You didn’t understand a single word I said to you, did you?” With those final words, he walks away and leaves me alone in the cold basement, where all his evilness is displayed in colorful glory.

      And while I’m mad and try to break free, hurting my skin as I attempt to dig at the ground, to do something, his haunted eyes don’t go away from my mind.

      Or the pain in my heart that suggests I said something I shouldn’t have.

      Exhausted with all my failed attempts, I fall onto the mattress and cry for all my shattered dreams and the pain that seems to become a permanent fixture in my life.

      

      Eugene

      I bang my head on the basement door while listening to her cries, each one of them feeling like a razor over my chest. My hands fist, but I keep myself glued to the spot, because my presence won’t soothe her.

      My beautiful girl can’t handle my truth. Because for her, I’ll forever be associated with the men who hurt her. Like I said to Emilio, darkness for most people means bad. It doesn’t matter what you are doing with it; killing someone in cold blood puts you into the monster category one way or another.

      I never wanted to harm her, only cherish her. Surround her with protection so she wouldn’t be afraid of this world.

      But what do you do with the woman you love, when the only thing left in this world that she is afraid of… is you?

      At first, I wanted to hunt her and make her surrender to my wishes, but her fragile state after the kidnapping changed my mind. Especially after we started dating.

      Abducting her was never one of my fantasies; she doesn’t belong in my darkness. She is my one bright thing that makes all this and the past bearable, giving me hope for a future.

      But I can never give up my darkness, because it’s part of me, just like she is.

      So, the ball is firmly in Lila’s court. She will either accept my darkness and our love, or… push me away and kill both of us in the process.

      There is no middle ground for us in this.
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      Eugene, 7 years old

      

      The man puffs out smoke from his cigarette and crooks his finger at me. “Come here, kiddo.”

      I stay in place, where Mom was until he placed her in the bag and took her somewhere. No matter how much I asked, he wouldn’t answer me where.

      “You need to eat, kid.” He picks up a plate with hot dogs from the table, puts it on the floor, and kicks it in my direction. The hot dog slides a little to the side, a bit of it dragging in the dirt.

      I turn my head to the wall and shake my head, too afraid to speak up, because the bad man gets angry easily. “I said fucking eat!” he screeches, but since I continue to numbly stare at the wall, he gets up quickly, grabbing me by the neck before I can escape in a different direction. “He will pay me good money for you, Jake. So eat the fucking food.” He picks up the hot dog and tries to push it into my mouth, but I keep it closed, not wanting the dirty thing. “Piece of shit,” he mutters and drops me back on the floor, kicking me in the stomach several times, and I roll into a ball, to protect myself as much as possible. “Stubborn like your father. He thought he could fool me too, but look what I’ve done to him?” He kicks me one last time before going back to his chair and stomping on the hot dog on the way. “If you get hungry, you’ll have to eat that.” I ignore the growling of my stomach and groan quietly from the pain, but I manage to sit back quietly and face the wall again. I close my eyes and rest my cheek against it, remembering Mommy’s lullabies that she used to sing.

      She used to say if people died, it meant God called them to heaven to grant them beautiful happiness. While I’m happy to know Mommy is in a special place, I wish God wouldn’t have called for her so soon and left me here all alone.

      The man has been impossible for the last two or three days. I’ve lost count of time. He leaves when it’s the morning, because when he opens the door the sunlight blinds me, and then he comes back when it’s pitch dark. He always either does something with his knives or talks about all the people he killed. He gives details I don’t understand, but all this only makes me want to go home even more.

      “Your daddy thinks he’s found a fool!” he screams, and I tense, afraid he’ll come closer, but then I hear him slump onto the chair. “But this business doesn’t work that way. He will pay what he owes me.”

      My nose twitches from the tears forming in my eyes when I hear loud sounds from behind the door, and the man mutters, “What the fuck?” Then the door is kicked open and several men in uniform barge inside, immediately jumping on the man and throwing him to the floor.

      Then Daddy rushes inside and calls, “Jake!”

      “Daddy!” I run toward him, and he picks me up, rocking me from side to side while leaning back and scanning my appearance.

      “My God!” He hugs me close again while I cling to him, because he is the only one left in this world.

      Because Mommy has been taken away in a garbage bag.
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      Eugene

      Finally, thirty minutes later, the cries stop, and silence falls, indicating to me she has probably fallen asleep on the floor while fear still rules her system.

      After the things those assholes did to her, I’ve never wanted her to be in the position where she has to fear another man, but she’s left me no choice.

      Once the shock wears off, she will be ready to truly listen to me. Either way, our life together is inevitable. I can’t exist without her, and if… for her to understand… I need to be cruel, then so be it.

      I enter the basement, my feet thumping loudly on the concrete floor as I walk downstairs and take in the environment around me.

      When I first built this place all those years ago, I only concentrated on the idea of my own comfort. Soundproof walls, all the weapons necessary to bring the worst pain imaginable, surgical tables and chairs so the victim would have no choice but to be stuck in one place.

      They were always afraid of me, but I never thought about how the room itself played on their mind psychologically. But watching Lila’s reaction to everything, suddenly it takes on a different meaning.

      I’ve created a hell on earth, and I can never regret it, even if this so-called hell has brought nothing but disgust to my woman’s face.

      Once I’m in front of the cage, I notice her through the bars sleeping in the corner, her hands wrapped tightly around her knees as she presses her face against the wall. Her cheeks are still wet from all the tears, and there are several bruises on her pale skin and dirt on her clothes.

      Did she try to escape?

      Despite it bringing me discomfort, I can’t help but be proud of her for staying brave. For trying to fight, even if it’s useless.

      For a second, another image from the past flashes in my mind, reminding me of the small boy who thought his entire world crumbled, and revulsion washes over me, but I push it back.

      I’m nothing like him.

      I’m a monster, but a monster who will never hurt her.

      As long as she stays mine.

      Unlocking the cage, I step inside and quickly remove the chain from her ankle, massaging the skin lightly and watching her closely. She barely moves, and then I finally pick her up. She nuzzles her nose into my neck, mumbling in her sleep, “You smell so good.” She exhales in relief, putting her hands on my chest right above my heart, and the organ, which is used to only pump blood, reacts oddly to her touch. “I’m so tired.” Her breath evens out, and I thank the gods, because the last thing I need right now is her disobedience.

      I take her upstairs through a spacious hallway, the walls lined with ancient paintings, which probably give off even scarier vibes. As a kid, I hated all this… eyes looking at me as they judged my existence.

      Finally reaching the master bedroom, I place her on the bed and cover her body with the blanket. She shivers a little, and I rub her forehead, giving her comfort, and she immediately relaxes under my touch.

      Ah, Lila, if only you would act this way when you are conscious.

      I light the fireplace and add several logs, making sure the room is warm enough before disappearing into the night where I have to face the ugly truth.

      No matter what I want… Lila will wake up hating me.

      And there is no going back to her ever loving me.

      But that’s the choice I made years ago, right?

      There are sacrifices one must make to serve the greater good, and unfortunately, I can never escape the sins of my past.

      Nor do I want to.

      What woman would love such a man?

      

      Lila

      Crackling nag at my mind, and I shift onto my side, burrowing my face into the soft white pillow that has a weird smell.

      My body is soaking wet. I wipe away the sweat from my forehead, pushing the heavy blanket away.

      I blink at the unbearable heat in the small space, and before my actions register, I get up from the bed and open the window, tugging with all my might. The cold wind almost knocks me on my ass, but I hold on to the windowsill tight. “Oh my God,” I gasp as the view of the beautiful garden is displayed in all its glory, and then I spin around, gazing at the room.

      It doesn’t have much besides a king-sized bed, a bedside table that has water and aspirin, and a fireplace where some logs burn. “The sound,” I murmur, and then return to studying the room.

      Heavy curtains fall either side of two spacious windows, but they have bars, so it makes it impossible to escape, even if one made it their mission. There is a door probably leading to the bathroom, but besides that… it seems dead.

      “The dust.” That’s the odd smell I detected earlier. I imagine he doesn’t spend much time in the house itself, since he has everything he needs in his freaking basement.

      Swallowing back the bile in my throat, I tug on my hair and whisper over and over again, “What am I going to do? What am I going to do? What am I going to do?” I pull at the handle several times, but it’s locked firmly, and there is no escape through the window.

      It might not be the cage, but it’s still a prison without a way to escape.

      Then my ears perk up at the sound of heavy footsteps as someone walks down the hallway. I rush to the fireplace, grab the poker lying next to it, and raise it high as he unlocks the door and enters the room.

      He’s still wearing the same clothes and it’s still dark outside, so it means I haven’t slept long in this hell. “Stay away,” I grit though my teeth, ready to hit him the minute he decides to come closer.

      “Lila, is all this drama necessary?” he asks, going toward the window instead and closing it tightly. “Let’s act rationally for once.”

      Rationally? My bitter laughter shakes even me, but it barely annoys him, if his heavy huff is any indication. “What did you expect? That I’d have tea with you and discuss your latest kill.”

      “That’d be nice, yeah, but I’m not a dreamer.” My brows furrow, so he clarifies, “You’d feel sorry for the victim either way.”

      “Of course! You think I’d ever feel sorry for a fucking killer?” Do serial killers live in some delusional world where they think their actions are right? Do they convince themselves their truth is the only truth in this life?

      A voice from the past echoes in my mind, slamming into me with such force I have to grab the fireplace not to fall down.

      Why are you doing this?

      Because we are bored, Lila.

      Human life is nothing but a game for them, an instrument to play; they love and value nothing. “You’re an artist, right?” he prompts, knowing damn well I am.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “I believe art teaches you to look at things from different perspectives and throws the narrow-mindedness away.” He clacks his tongue, scanning me from head to toe. “Too bad you haven’t learned anything after all.”

      I shake my head from his words, not sure if I’m shocked by what he says, or the way coldness slips into his features, almost wiping away the man I fell in love with.

      Did he exist at all, or was it all a masquerade no one informed me about? “Let me go, Eugene, or I’ll hurt you.” He doesn’t have any weapons, so my odds against him are higher.

      He barely lifts a brow and points with his hands for me to continue, not even one muscle twitching on his face.

      Is it possible to hate someone with a vengeance?

      Twisting the poker in my palms, I raise it higher and step toward him while he just waits there, as if nothing out of the ordinary is happening! “Let me go,” I repeat, ready to strike, but he chuckles, although it lacks any humor.

      “That’s impossible. Like it or not, darling, our lives are forever entwined. Till death do us part.” The last words are a catalyst for me to finally push into him with a loud cry, as I aim the poker at his head, because knocking him unconscious will be my best bet.

      Before I even manage to get close to hitting him, he catches the poker midair, wraps his arm around my waist, and swirls me around, pressing my back to his front, his arms tightening around me, and I feel the hard edge of the poker next to my pulse, lightly touching me… like a feather. I breathe heavily, ready for him to do whatever he pleases with it, but he just brings his face closer, running his nose over my neck, murmuring, “Not very smart, attacking a man who has more experience than you with fighting.” I stay silent, painfully aware of him next to me while I can’t do anything about it, since any movement might knock me into the poker.

      He skims his fingers over my shoulder, sending goose bumps across my skin, and I scrunch my eyes, hoping my body will get the latest memo and not react to his closeness. “Lila, my Lila.” He fists my hair unexpectedly, and my soft whimper echoes in the room. “Mine and only mine.”

      “I’m not yours. You are—”

      “A monster, I know. Kind of repetitive to say it all the time, don’t you think?” Although his voice is bored, he splays his palm on my lower stomach and softly rubs it left and right, as he skims his lips over my skin and then suddenly bites me, earning himself a gasp. “Sensitive, aren’t we? I taught this body to react to my lightest touch and presence.” Another bite as his other hand moves lower, covering my core through the cloth and pressing the heel of his palm right above my clit. “Taught it pleasure like you’d never known before.” He tugs on my hair, pulling my head back so our eyes can meet while I still pretend to act like nothing is going on, even though my body burns from him.

      My betraying body that still wants him so.

      “You can deny loving me or being mine, but this beautiful body of yours”—he hikes my dress up and slips his cold fingers past my panties, entering me swiftly while I try to get free— “knows who it belongs to. And no man on this earth will ever give you what I can, darling. The ones who try will be dead.” With that, he pushes me onto the bed, and I fall with a squeal, placing my hands over my heart, which beats rapidly in my chest.

      He throws the poker to the floor where it lands with a loud thud, and then orders, “Take a shower, because, quite frankly, you stink.” My wool dress is practically plastered to me, digging into my skin and burning me from the inside out. I dislike wearing heavy jackets, so I usually make sure to wear something suitable for the weather under it.

      “I won’t do that.”

      Eugene shrugs. “Suit yourself. But what if you catch pneumonia? If you get a fever, I’ll have to take care of you. Want to be at my mercy?” He throws that out right before shutting the door behind him, and I jump at it, loudly pounding it with my fists.

      “I hate you, Eugene!” My scream, of course, stays ignored, but I listen to what he says.

      I get sick at the snap of a finger, and with the sweat and wind, I cannot allow myself to be weak in this situation, so my health should be my number one priority.

      I run toward the bathroom and shut myself inside, exhaling in relief when I notice the lock. Who knows what kind of plans and fantasies he has in mind? Maybe one of them is rape.

      Something inside me objects to that idea, remembering all the good things he has done to me through all these months. The man I know isn’t capable of such a thing.

      But the man behind the mask?

      I can expect anything from him.

      

      Eugene

      Patience is a virtue, or so they say.

      I’ve used it through all the years of coping with my nightmares. For dealing with my father’s truth and the outcome of it.

      For hunting and killing my victims.

      But for the first time in my life, patience doesn’t bring me comfort.

      Maybe because nothing will ever change with time.

      She will forever hate me, no matter what I do.

      Not that it matters.

      I can give her the world, everything she wishes for.

      But I can never give her freedom.

      My Lila is forever imprisoned in my garden, held under a glass cage, protected from outside forces. And like the beast in the story… I keep watching with dread and hope that someday something might change.

      

      Lila

      With one last glance at my reflection in the mirror, I wince at the flannel dress and high socks that cover my body. The clothes seem so soft and bring so much comfort to my skin.

      But accepting anything of his under these circumstances is disgusting.

      I emerge from the room, drying my hair with a towel, as his footsteps come closer, and I sigh because he didn’t find me in the shower.

      God knows I won’t allow another man to bring harm to me. Better dead than experience that nightmare all over again.

      Although his torture will hurt me more, because it’ll be delivered by someone I love.

      Love, Lila. You loved him. Now you hate him.

      I’m not sure who I’m trying to convince in the moment, but maybe if I repeat the words enough in my head, they will ring true.

      Sitting on the bed, I wrap my hands around my knees, rocking back and forth. Even though the room is filled with warmth from the heat ducts all over the place, I can’t stop shaking, and I dwell on my current situation.

      The minute he left, I checked the windows and lock, but all of them stayed unmovable with my attempts to open them. Even if Eugene never planned to bring me here, he made sure no one could ever escape his castle.

      I want to scream into space, to let all the fear and agony consume me instead of boiling up inside me, but I can’t do that.

      Making myself vulnerable to Eugene is out of the question.

      I hear the lock turn and Eugene walks in, holding a tray of food with him. The smell penetrates my nostrils, and my stomach growls in hunger, but I place my cheek on my knees, ignoring him.

      “You need to eat, Lila.”

      “Go to hell.” Before he can say anything, I add, “Although we are probably there anyway, right?”

      “This dramatic act will end at some point, right?” He fires his own question instead. “Because it’s starting to get on my nerves. And I’m this close”—he shows a small distance between his index finger and thumb — “to snapping and showing you the real monster. So either act nice, or—”

      “Or?”

      “Or you’ll regret it.”

      Is he this delusional? “I already regret every minute spent with you.” I throw a pillow at him, but he ducks, skillfully placing the tray on the table before it can get hit as well. “What are you going to do with me now? I won’t accept this and act like nothing bad has happened, if that’s what you’re hoping for.”

      “I’m not hoping for anything really,” he says and then walks slowly to me, and I quickly move back on the bed, practically slapping my back into the headboard. “Lila, you are mine.”

      “Stop repeating that!” I scream in his face, but then yelp when he tugs on my legs, so I end up on my back. Within seconds, his muscular body covers me from head to toe, our mouths inches away from each other. “Stop repeating that,” I say again, pushing his chest, but he doesn’t budge under my strength.

      He raises his hand, and I scrunch my eyes, expecting a blow, since he doesn’t have to act nice anymore. But it doesn’t come, and I feel the lightest touch on my cheek, as if a feather dusted across me, and I realize it’s his finger trailing a path from the corner of my eye to my lips where he rubs them gently with his thumb.

      “Did you really think I could hit you?”

      I’m stunned by the intensity of his gaze, and something else.

      Is it self-loathing? “Eugene would never have hit me,” I whisper, relaxing a little in his hold, although still very much aware of his presence. “But I don’t know the man you are, Jake.”

      He cups my chin, lifting it a little, and leans closer, his breath fanning my cheek while I do my best not to lose myself in his hazel eyes that remind me of the man I love.

      He doesn’t exist though, right? Everything was just an illusion of his making. “You are the only one who does,” he says as he rubs my cheek again and then sits back, leaving me alone.

      Instantly, cold settles on my skin and a tremor runs through me, as if my body misses his touch. But how can it miss the touch of a monster?

      Killer.

      Murderer.

      “Even if you hate me, you have to think about yourself.” My brows furrow at his comment, and then he points at the tray. “Eat and think of the ways of winning in this fight.” He gets up, adds a few logs to the fire, which crackles a little, almost creating a magical atmosphere around us, and then grabs the door handle. “You are free to roam around the house. I’ll be downstairs when you’re ready to listen.”

      “No matter what you say, it won’t excuse your actions,” I reply and see his back tense before he straightens, and without a backward glance at me, he goes away. And with a frustrated cry, I throw a pillow, but it lands on the floor instead.

      Covering my face with my hands, I press the heels of my palms into my eye sockets and pray for the tears to stay back.

      I can’t give in to hysterics when I need to be in survival mode. How else will I find the solution to my problem?

      “Our topic today is serial killers.” Collective groans fill the auditorium once Professor Ronald announces it during psychology class, but he meets it with a chuckle. “Oh, come on. No one is interested in what goes on in their heads?”

      “Not really,” one of the students shouts, bringing attention to her. “They kill people; they are sick. What else is there to know?”

      I stay quiet, but I have to agree with her. Sane people should pray they never cross paths with those psychos.

      “See, that’s where it gets tricky,” Professor says, perching on the table. “If you know about their childhood, you can understand them. And if you can do that, you might even save yourself and not be another victim.”

      Murmurs erupt, and then Donald asks, “How so?”

      “Most serial killers are connected by their childhood. Traumatic events that forever shape their lives. When they do what they do… they are fighting against something done to them in the past. When they inflict pain, they either do that to those who, in their mind, remind them of the nightmares of their past, or those who are just like them. So, they either punish the abuser time and time again, or themselves.”

      I blink away the memory of our lecture and jump from the bed, breathing heavily while several thoughts play in my mind, one scarier than the other.

      Is it really so simple?

      All I need to do is find the key to his trauma and use it to my advantage, then strike him when he least expects it. He must have a phone around here. The minute I get access to that, I can call the police, and all this will be just a bad dream.

      With determination fueling my blood, I do my best to get my composure under control.

      Listen to me.

      That’s what he said, and maybe I should give him the chance, only then will I be able to run away from him.

      Shoveling the food down my throat, I ignore the part of my heart that bleeds for the child who lived through a nightmare.

      Because loving a man never excuses his sins.

      

      Eugene

      A smile curves my lips as I lean on the doorjamb, crossing my arms, and I hear her rattle the porcelain dishes on the tray.

      She must have finally decided to fight, instead of acting like a sacrificial lamb.

      My smart little vixen.

      She’ll analyze me, pretend, and then betray me the minute she gets a chance to act on it.

      So, my mission is to give her everything she wants, but not what she expects.

      Only this way I hold a chance of winning this round.
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      Eugene, 8 years old

      

      “Hi, Jake,” Miss Margaret says while extending her hand to me. “I’m very happy to see you.”

      I nod but stay silent, hugging the white cloth to me. It was part of Mommy’s dress, the one she wore on my birthday.

      She raises her eyes to my dad but quickly gives her attention back to me. “How are you?”

      Instead of answering her, I run to the yellow table and sit down, take several colorful pencils, and start to draw.

      While I do all this, I hear my father talk to Miss Margaret and notice his sad tone. But lately, he always has a sad tone, ever since he found me in that basement and I told him Mommy was dead.

      “He doesn’t talk. He doesn’t smile. He doesn’t sleep.”

      “I understand your concern, Mr. Harrison.”

      “Concern?” he asks with disbelief, and I stop for a second, looking at him as he fists his hair and then lets go, squeezing his hands harshly. “I’m not fucking concerned. I’m terrified. Something is wrong with my child, and no one has answers for me.”

      “He experienced a traumatic event. Kids need time to return to normal.”

      “I don’t even know what he experienced, because he doesn’t talk!” he shouts, and I cover my ears with my hands as a different voice enters my mind, shouting at me to pick up the hotdog. His smells and voice seem so close that I quickly pick up the red pencil and continue to draw the picture.

      “He just needs time, Mr. Harrison.”

      “My wife is dead.” A loud slapping sound, and then he says, “My wife is dead, and my son is not okay. I lost my wife, Margaret. I cannot lose my child.”

      “Yes, but…” She pauses and then I hear her walk toward me, her heels clicking loudly on the floor, before she sits opposite me on the chair. “What are you drawing, Jake?” Putting one last touch on it, I slide it to her, and she picks it up. She covers her mouth with her hand and then swallows hard, all while I watch her every expression.

      I always look at people like that now, so I won’t see the same madness the evil man showed.

      “Is this your mom?” She points at her lying on the floor while I check for the pulse. I nod, and she asks again, “And this is you checking on her?”

      I nod again and feel my dad joining us, kneeling next to me. “Did he hurt you and Mommy a lot?” I freeze when the images of those two days play in my mind and spin around to wrap my arms around my daddy, keeping him in a strong hold, and exhale when he does the same, patting my back. “It’s okay, son. No one is going to hurt you again,” he promises, and I dig my face into his neck, feeling his pulse.

      “Jake,” Miss Margaret calls, and I look at her again as she places another piece of blank paper on the table. “Let’s draw something else? Want to show me something else?”

      I nod and pick up the black pencil, showing her how this man gave me hotdogs.

      I want to vomit just thinking about them, but she needs to know.

      I don’t want Daddy sad, and for that, I have to get better.

      But soon, I’ll learn that my father is the only one to blame for the disaster that forever took my mother away.

      

      New York, New York

      1981

      

      Lila

      Taking a deep breath, I lift my chin high and step outside the room, grateful for the socks, because this freaking marble would be cold as ice on my feet.

      Slowly, I pad through the hall, avoiding all the expensive paintings that must have been acquired on the black market. Some of them go back to the Baroque era, if the style and paint used are anything to go by. But all their faces along with the demeanor of the mansion don’t really inspire in me a desire to study those without-a-doubt masterpieces.

      Walking down the stairs, I can’t help but wonder why such an exquisite mansion is barely alive. A crystal chandelier glistens in the moonlight as the ceiling displays some kind of image, probably created under strict orders. Everything is made of the finest wood and marble with heavy curtains of expensive cloth.

      The dining table can hold around twenty people, and the living room is so spacious I can imagine various meetings and gatherings where women chat about material things while men discuss business as classical music plays in the background.

      Now, covered by white, dusty sheets, all this beauty does is serve as a fleeting memory of the glorious thing it once was.

      Passing by the glassed terrace, I see an opening toward the garden, which has several alcoves and narrow paths coated in a light dusting of snow.

      Looking around, I notice several more doors leading elsewhere, but I choose not to explore them.

      A low voice snaps me out of my mood and reminds me why I’m here. “I see you made your choice.” His voice washes over me like silk, electrifying my skin to the point of pain, but I shake my head hoping to evade this feeling.

      I follow the sound farther and farther into the hallway until I stop by a huge door that’s slightly ajar, and a crackling noise reaches my ears.

      How many fireplaces does he have here? And why is there no heater downstairs?

      The door squeaks when I push it wide, and I gasp as the room comes into view, lit by hundreds of candles all around the corners and in the chandelier. Bookcases fill the space from top to bottom with small stairs leading to the adjacent balcony-like area, where there are even more books with lounging space. “A library.”

      Eugene stands by the fireplace, adjusting something with the poker before putting it back and then spinning toward me, his face void of any emotion.

      He’s changed into jeans and a black shirt that is unbuttoned and showcases his handsomeness in all its glory. “My father built it for my mother.” I blink in surprise, because it’s the last thing I expect him to say.

      In all our times together, he’s avoided talking about his parents, claiming it doesn’t matter. Based on some old newspaper articles Sorcha found, I know he lost his mother very young and his father died of a heart attack. Maybe some memories are too painful for him to relive, so I’ve never dug for more.

      Well, no better opportunity than now. “He must have loved her very much.”

      A bitter chuckle freezes me to the bone, echoing in the library like the sound of doom. Eugene drops onto the chair, resting his elbows on its arms. “Very debatable, but yeah, according to him, he did.”

      “According to you, he didn’t?” Without trying, I’m given the perfect opportunity to find what demons hide in his childhood. Licking my dry lips, I sit on the opposite chair closer to the fireplace and swallow back the exhale of relief when warmth surrounds me. “Children have different perceptions of certain situations.”

      He leans toward the table placed between us, grabs his whiskey glass, and takes a large sip, twisting the glass in his hand, and then his words make me gasp. “He killed her.” He says it so calmly, so… emotionlessly, as if we’re discussing someone else’s mother.

      Stammering, I ask, “Whaaat, how is that possible?”

      “It’s a long story. But in short… he killed her. Tragic really, because she loved him.” He picks up the bottle of whiskey and shakes it in my direction. “Want a drink?”

      “No.” Why is he even offering? He knows damn well I detest anything that’s not wine.

      As if reading my surprise, he explains. “Considering you’re talking to a serial killer, I thought maybe you might need some liquid courage.”

      Deciding to push back my hysterics, because they won’t do me any good, I hike my calves under me, getting comfortable on the chair, and rest my chin on my palm, staring right into his hazel eyes that reflect the fire. He reminds me of the devil in his dungeon, playing with his latest toy, aka me.

      But this toy is not some lifeless object, and I have no desire to burn in his freaking hell.

      Fisting my other hand, I will all my self-control back and continue the conversation, breeziness lacing my tone. “I won’t give you any advantages. God only knows what you put in there.”

      He nods, pointing a finger at me. “Smart girl. But for the record, I don’t need to drug a woman to get laid.” Instant jealousy rushes through me, the green-eyed monster showing its head while acid fills my throat at his statement.

      As Eugene, he was a geeky guy who rarely dated and had no luck with women. But as Jake…? “Had many of those over the years I imagine.” No matter how much I try, anyone would have guessed by my tone how much this bothers me.

      He stays quite for a few minutes and shifts his focus to the fire, still twisting the glass between his fingers. “It’s funny.”

      “What’s funny?”

      “You hate me, yet you’re still jealous.”

      “I’m not jealous,” I quickly reply, but it’s useless, and we both know it. Over the months, he’s probably studied me better than anyone else, learning everything there is to know about his prey. “It’s not because I care. We’ve been engaged up until this morning, and I discover you have all this.” I huff in exasperation, searching for words but failing. “So, it’s just, you know… who knows how many women you have had?” And we stopped using condoms a while ago.

      Stupid, stupid, Lila!

      Does it matter though? Faithful or not… experienced or not… if I manage to run away from him, we’ll never be together anyway.

      His true identity forever shatters any possibility of us being an us.

      “The human mind is a funny thing.” He changes the subject so quickly he could give me whiplash. “The brain has the ability to convince us of things that are not true.” He pours whiskey into his glass and then turns his gaze back to me, but his expression stays blank. “Because we desperately want them to be true.”

      “I prefer direct speech rather than riddles,” I say as I move a few strands of hair from my eye and hook them behind my ear.

      “You can’t love a serial killer, Lila. And as a result, you can’t be jealous of me fucking other women.” I barely restrain myself from reaching for that second glass on the table and throwing it in his smug face. “But you are in love, and you are jealous.” Heavy breathing fills the space, and it takes me a second to realize it belongs to me. “What is it, sweetheart? Are you mad that something of yours was touched by another?”

      I open my mouth to verbally jab him but snap it shut, reminding myself that outbursts of emotions won’t help me.

      I have to cross to the other side, learn his weakness, and then make him believe I agree with his methods. A willing prey is a boring prey. So, I settle on something else. “Right now, the least of my worries are your women.” And shut down the part of me that demands to know about them.

      His brow rises and he grins, lifting his glass to me. “Congratulations on trying, but, baby, you suck as an actress. So if the whole art job doesn’t work out, don’t plan on Broadway. And for the record, there hasn’t been anyone since my eyes landed on you.”

      Don’t, don’t, don’t.

      But putting this on myself doesn’t help, and my hands of their own accord wrap around the glass and throw it right at him.

      He has a split second to dip his head and avoid it, and then it shatters against the floor in tiny little pieces. “Here she is.” Something akin to softness flashes in his eyes, but it’s quickly replaced with indifference. “For a moment there, I thought you were Lila’s weak twin.”

      I jump to my feet, my hands shaking, and I practically vibrate with anger. Each word feels like someone tears it out of my throat. “Enough with the games, Eugene! You wanted me to listen.” I swipe my hands over myself, and his eyes immediately follow the path. “Well here I am to listen.”

      “Are you? I thought you were here to find my weakness and run away.”

      The breath catches in my throat, and I blink rapidly, not knowing what to say to the statement that is 100 percent true.

      But then, what did he freaking expect? Placing my hands on my hips, I fire back. “Who hides that? But at least this way you have ears you so desperately desire.”

      “You have no idea what I desperately desire.” He mimics my voice, and stands up, stepping closer while I retreat but I groan inwardly when the back of my knees hit the chair. Maybe I should have antagonized him in a different location. “You are so wrapped up in prejudices and flashbacks you don’t see what’s in front of you.”

      “A killer.”

      “A man who wants you. And will do anything to have you.”

      I lean back as he leans closer, so close our lips are inches apart, and I jerk to the right, but his hands wrap around my neck, cutting off oxygen for a moment, and everything inside me freezes while panic slowly sinks in.

      He wouldn’t kill me now, would he? Slowly, agonizingly slowly, his hold on me loosens, and I gulp breath greedily while he rubs my neck, probably the bruises his hold inflicted.

      “A man who can kill for you and protect you like no other. A man who lives for you.” His husky voice nips at my skin, enveloping me slowly in the cocoon where no one but us exists.

      But the memory of the man’s scream will forever stay in my brain. “You kill people. Hunt them. Strip them of their sanity. Put them in hopeless situations where they have to plead for their life. Something that’s a gift from God. And you take it away from them.” My heart aches for all his innocent victims who died because he was bored or whatever other excuse he has. I can still smell the room the guys had me in, their laughter and breath, everything.

      I wouldn’t wish such circumstances on my worst enemy, let alone someone else. How doesn’t he see that? “I can’t be with a man who does all this. And even if you stopped, your hands are forever smeared in their blood.” Tears roll from my eyes, but I keep my gaze on him, afraid that the minute I stop having his attention, he’ll do something drastic. “Even now, you make me a captive. This doesn’t have a future.” I finish on a raspy whisper, and his arm circles my waist, while his other hand travels to my nape and he tugs it back, putting a soft kiss on my forehead that for a moment in time brings me peace.

      But the moment is quickly gone when he says, “Right. People like me don’t deserve love.” He lets go of me so swiftly I drop back on the chair and blink in surprise.

      He throws the liquid from his glass into the fire, sending up a burst of flames, and then he shatters the glass against the wall eliciting a loud yelp from me and storms off, while I exhale heavily.

      “What the hell?” I mutter, running my fingers through my hair, and try to digest what just happened.

      Serial killers consist usually of psychopaths and sociopaths, right? They don’t have any emotions, but what is he displaying? He shouldn’t feel all those things.

      It almost seems like he is hurt by my words, but why? Surely he understands no woman would be happy with a monster like him.

      I press the heel of my palm into my chest, because the sudden throb there disturbs my mind, while my insides urge me to go after him and soothe his pain.

      That maybe everything is not as it seems, that maybe there is an explanation to this madness.

      But unfortunately for me, I’ve seen everything with my own eyes, and there is no running away from the truth.

      In this moment, I almost hate Emilio for sending me here.

      

      Eugene

      Pressing several numbers on the keypad next to the steel door, I enter and shut it quietly, not wanting to strain Lila’s nerves more.

      Although, with her attitude toward me, maybe I should act like the fucking monster she calls me.

      I grab the phone and dial Emilio’s number, and he picks up on the second ring. “Late call, brother.” I hear several male voices in the background along with a card deck being shuffled around, so I know he is now at the Cosa Nostra headquarters.

      “You betrayed me.”

      Silence greets my statement, but then he puffs his cigarette, replying, “I did the right thing.”

      “Right.” I barely control the laughter that threatens to slip past my lips but don’t want to show anyone my emotions right now. “She is shaking in fear and calls me a monster every other second.”

      “She needs time.”

      “You know what happened to her. She is reliving a nightmare because of you.”

      His deep chuckle echoes in my ear, and I fist my hand, punching the table, imagining his face instead of it. “What’s so funny about that?”

      “Jake, I’m sorry, but did you really think you’d be able to hide it?”

      “I trusted you with information. You didn’t keep your end of the bargain.”

      “Yeah, blame me.”

      Fed up with his attitude, I hang up on him without any further words while different scenarios play in my brain.

      Lila needs to listen to me, but she refuses, and I can’t get the look in her eyes out of my head. Like I’m a stranger who is set on hurting her, when in reality I’m a man who is only set on being with her.

      Let me go.

      If I could, I would have honored her request and let her go. But in this life of darkness, she is my only light. She brings out emotions in me I thought I wasn’t capable of.

      Knowing what having her means, forever seals her fate with me.

      Life gives us plenty of choices.

      But Lila lost all of hers when she became mine.

      The beast won and claimed the princess, and there is no point in waiting for a prince.

      The fairytale is over.

      

      Lila

      I tremble after a door shuts somewhere down the hall and shift my attention to the library. My eyes catch some weird paintings in the back, and I walk slowly to them, noticing the books around me are all hardcovers.

      Snatching one of them, I inhale the rich smell of the book. My grandma used to say that each book has its own story and smell, a special aura that allows you to dive into it and forget about reality for the time being.

      While I didn’t share her love for them, I was always mesmerized by the art hiding inside it.

      We artists show our imagination on canvases; they hold our pain and happiness like a badge of honor. Writers do it with words, so I inhale the rich smell of something akin to dust and wet paper, and instantly it takes me back to those times when I was a curious little girl trapped in a summer house when no one cared about me.

      Seems me and libraries have a special relationship after all.

      Flipping the book over, I notice it’s The Odyssey by Homer and quickly read a few verses.

      The idea of a man spending almost a lifetime going back to the one he loved always fascinated me to no end.

      A man who lives for you.

      The snapping of the book resounds in the room when I shut it and place it back on the shelf. “Wrong, it’s wrong,” I murmur, taking a deep breath and continuing my journey toward the paintings, and stop dead when I see so many canvases.

      Not because of their quantity, but the images of the beautiful woman displayed on them.

      She has rich blonde tresses, shimmering blue eyes, and she lifts her head to the sun, laughing about something. Her tanned skin emphasizes her almost perfect beauty that one might wonder if such a woman can exist in this world.

      In different variations, the woman is blissfully happy, either in the garden or in the library, holding books and cookies.

      My gaze travels to the wall behind the canvases, and this time I see various photos of a happy family doing all kinds of things. From walking in the park, to birthday celebrations, and finally, the last is a picture of a little boy hugging his mama close while she rests her chin on his head.

      I wince as my temples start to throb and I rub them a little, hoping to ease the discomfort, but it doesn’t go away.

      Because a memory from a long, long time ago slams into me so hard I sway a little to the side.

      The police still search for Georgia Harrison and her son, Jake, who were kidnapped two days ago. If you’ve seen either of them, please let us know.

      “Oh, no,” I say and close my eyes, willing the awful radio voice to disappear, but it continues to talk.

      Georgia Harrison has been killed by an unknown man. The police are trying….

      “Jake Harrison.” The name finally makes sense to me, taking me back in time to when my parents took me to Houston for the funeral of one of their friends.

      But the most vivid memory is the little boy who continued to stare at his mother’s coffin while not shedding one single tear.

      Just stood there so motionless that I thought he was a doll.

      “Oh my God.” Is this his trauma?

      The deep pain that doesn’t go away and demands him to harm other people?

      I spin around and run toward the hallway, shouting, “Eugene!” But he is nowhere to be found. “Eugene!” Still no reply, so I go from room to room where nothing but silence and dust greet me.

      Finally, I hear buzzing sounds coming from the basement, because the door is wide open.

      Swallowing past the lump in my throat, I take a deep breath and enter hell once again, because I need to know.

      “Eugene?” I call, my feet slapping against the stairs, and he finally comes into view, standing by the table sharpening knives, it seems.

      “How the mighty have fallen,” he says and looks at me over his shoulder. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your company?”

      “Eugene, I saw—” I want to ask him a myriad of questions, which might be stupid, because it doesn’t really excuse anything he has done, but my eyes catch the bulletin board across from him.

      Black and white photos of men with notes next to their names.

      Sam, Tim, and Ben, along with a bunch of others I don’t know.

      Their crimes are more horrifying than the others, and there are also images of them dead, lying on the table in pools of blood.

      “Oh my God,” I whimper and sink to the stairs, covering my mouth with my hands.

      If all of those are his victims, then none of the men he’s killed have been innocent.

      But does it matter who he punishes, if the outcome makes him a serial killer?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Eugene, 15 years old

      

      “That’s the guy.” I hear the whispers behind my back but continue to walk down the hallway to the library, ignoring the curious looks thrown my way.

      After almost eight years of this shit, I’m used to them. But then again, a boy who survived a kidnapping while his mother didn’t is almost unheard of, because serial killers usually kill kids first.

      No need for any kind of witnesses.

      So Eugene Harrison, aka me, is the anomaly in this city.

      When I walk into the library, my steps echo through it, and several people snap their gazes from their books. Some of them confused, because it’s finals week, and some annoyed, since they’re studying.

      But mostly they all have this odd expression, as if they don’t know when my control will snap.

      The librarian Annette smiles brightly at me when I put the books on the counter, and she points at the long shelf on her right. “We have some new books on topics you like. Want to check them out?” Her blonde hair hangs around her face, and in her blue eyes that remind me so much of my mother is hope that her behavior may change something.

      Even though I’m already beyond saving. But her resemblance to my mother is the only reason I reply, “Sure.” Instead of flat out telling her to go to hell.

      Any kind of angry outburst by me is forgiven at my school, because Dad is their biggest sponsor. And besides, I don’t hang around with anyone much for it to be an issue.

      I walk to the far corner and notice a pile of books, all glossier than the others, and I wonder if the principal mentioned my reading habit to my father again.

      The old man has been trying to do everything in his power for me to forget the nightmares, so any of my wishes is a damn command. Sometimes I want to ask my father what the hell happened to the man I grew up with, but then seeing the paintings done by him is enough to understand his pain.

      He just doesn’t have the privilege of showing it.

      I pick up several of the books, flipping through them, but none grabs my interest. They are either about history or architecture, which are interesting subjects, but mostly boring as fuck for me lately.

      Then my eyes land on the brown book with the title in big, gold letters Forensic Psychology. I open it in the middle and end up on an unexpected chapter. “Serial Killers and Their Early Traits.” I read, and my backpack falls from my shoulder to my elbow, so I drop into the nearest chair and engross myself in one of the most fascinating books of my life.

      And this book changes everything.

      Along with the truth that comes a few years later.

      

      New York, New York

      1981

      

      Eugene

      Tipping the sharp end of the knife, I place it on the magnet keeping them all together on the board and take another one. “Used that one a lot this month, so I’m making sure it’s in the best condition.” That’s the most idiotic sentence I’ve ever said, but I chuckle when she pales and gets up swiftly. “No questions?”

      She comes closer, still zeroing her gaze on the board, and her mouth falls open. Then she closes it and swallows hard. “Ah, you saw the pictures. They don’t require introduction, right?” I begin to sharpen the knife, the sound grating on my ears but allowing me to get a grip on my emotions.

      Having her here in my basement where I inflict the vilest desires and actions on human flesh… is fascinating and disgusting at the same time.

      And for the first time, I acknowledge the merit in Emilio’s words. My darkness will always be part of me, and sooner or later, she’d have found out about it.

      Because that darkness would have demanded that she accept me, all of me, without any reservations.

      I’m not sure people like me can love, or know what love is. But everything in me wants, no needs, to protect her… and desire her like no one else. She belongs to me. I rescued her and watched over her. I’ve been the only constant in her life.

      She might not see it this way, but that’s the truth she can’t hide from.

      “You know.” She clears her throat, her fingers digging into her scalp, and I shift a little to get a better look at her.

      She scans the board from side to side, and I can’t grasp the emotions flashing in her eyes. Is it relief? “You were the man who helped me that night?”

      “The one and only.” I finish with the knife, hang it on the magnet, and remove the gloves. “No need to thank me.”

      “How did you know?” She pulls at her hair now, screaming in my direction when she spins around to face me. “How did you know where to find me?” She sprints to me, fury flashing in her eyes, and hits me hard in the chest, even though I barely feel it. “Was it fun watching me being tortured for so long?” Hit. “Did you get off on my suffering and then have to save me from the fire, so no one would permanently damage your toy?” Hit. Hit. Hit.

      Locking her wrists in my hand, I push her against the nearest wall and press my body into hers. “I got into an accident on my bike while I trailed after the fucking cab that took you to that place.”

      “What?”

      “I broke a few fingers but used all my resources to find you. And the minute I did, I created the fire and got you out.” Her brows furrow while confusion settles over her features, and she shakes her head. “I couldn’t kill them then, Lila.” I slam my hand above her head, and she jerks in my arms. “An easy death would never have been enough for them. They deserved everything I dished out to them.” I step away, pacing back and forth, all while she still stands by the wall, blinking rapidly.

      But then she asks me the question that freezes me on the spot and takes me back to a time I want to forget.

      A question that explains everything.

      A question that reminds me of my beginnings.

      A question that the answer will forever cement her view of me.

      “What really happened to your mom?”

      

      Lila

      Eugene lets me go, steps back, and breathes heavily while I wrack my mind for any kind of clue to his behavior.

      His truth will never change the outcome of our situation. After all, no matter the reasons, he is a killer. But I want to know what happened that made the successful heir choose this life of death and gore.

      A life where no one will truly love you if they know your real face.

      Or maybe it’s a selfish desire for him to give me a reason to excuse my love for him. “Eugene, tell me.”

      His bitter laughter sends chills down my spine, right before he grabs the knife from the table and drags me upstairs, all while my feet slap harshly against the steps, bruising my skin.

      “You’re hurting me,” I cry, twisting my wrist in his grip, but it’s useless against his strength. The skin around his knuckles whitens, and I groan in pain, while the sting travels through me. “Jake!” But he doesn’t listen. Instead, he takes me through various hallways and up the stairs, probably moving to my room.

      “Since you call me a monster, I’d say it’s very fitting, don’t you think?” He kicks the door open and throws me inside, where I land on my side on the bed and bounce a little.

      Pushing the hair from my forehead back, I gaze at him while he paces the floor, back and forth, his arms behind his head, which allows me to see his muscles flex with each step.

      He reminds me of a caged lion looking for a way out, but none is in sight.

      I didn’t know helpless prey like me had such power.

      “You telling me the truth won’t change anything,” I say again, because the silence becomes unbearable. “I’m forever a prisoner in your castle.” The lie slips past my lips so easily I’m surprised myself. But for him to relax in my presence and give me any kind of an out… a hunter has to lose his focus.

      And he can only do that while the iron control he has over himself is stripped bare.

      Then he’ll make a mistake, and I will use it to my advantage, even if it makes me a heartless bitch. But I can’t be a woman who stays with a serial killer.

      I just can’t.

      “He killed her.” I freeze when he starts to talk, resting his back against the fireplace wall while the logs still burn brightly, and then he adds another one, the crackling sound giving our conversation an even darker tone, if that’s possible. “Not in the traditional sense of the word, of course.” He chuckles, but it sounds more like self-loathing. “You see, my father loved my mother like a madman. He constantly drew her, and I found it touching.” I stay silent, afraid if I speak, he’ll stop talking. “But I found this book in the library you know. About serial killers. I was so fascinated with this I memorized it. And then I started to see clues in Dad.”

      Oh my God.

      Was his father a serial killer too?

      He must have noticed my expression, because he waves his hand as if dismissing my thoughts. “No, my love. He wasn’t. Don’t worry. It’s not genetic in this case.” He waits a beat, another crackle sounds, and he continues. “But he obsessively loved her so much she couldn’t breathe with his love. Perfect wife, mother, friend, yet all she truly wanted was to die. So, my mother decided to divorce him.”

      I’m not sure I want to listen to it anymore, because agony slips between his words, alerting me to how much pain it once brought.

      Or maybe still brings.

      But I asked for it, so I need to sleep in my own bed now. “He didn’t give it to her. So, he created a plan. His wife would be kidnapped, and he’d save her. He’d forever be her hero, and she wouldn’t leave him.”

      “My God.”

      He clicks his fingers, ignoring me. “But the plan failed, because the guy he hired, he knew my father’s worth, and he wanted more money. And when it wasn’t delivered, he killed my mom.”

      “I’m so sor—”

      “I don’t need your pity,” he says coldly, walking to the small table with a bottle of whiskey on it and pouring himself a drink. “Where was I? Ah, yes. So Dad, in his obsessive desire, lost his wife and son as a result.” He laughs, the bitterness of it chilling my bones. “How ironic that his obsession became his ultimate downfall.”

      “You killed him,” I conclude, because every serial killer has a trigger and a first victim. After the trauma he experienced as a child, watching his mom die in front of him, then the kidnapping and isolation. His dad’s true identity probably broke the camel’s back.

      He sips his whiskey—more like gulps it—before throwing the glass on the floor where it shatters all over the place, the smell of alcohol filling the space. “I should have. Me telling him I knew was enough for his heart to give up. He couldn’t face me, the last link to the love of his life… hating him.” He gazes into space, completely in a trance. “I think he would have been less devastated if he’d just lost me. But her? Oh, he couldn’t live without her.”

      “Then why are you doing this? Why?” All this is very tragic and fucks up a person, but it doesn’t give him a reason to go around and kill people.

      Nothing justifies taking a life, nothing.

      “Because I want justice.”

      “For who?”

      “For my mother, dammit!” he shouts, spinning around to face me. “I kill those who use women for their selfish desires. Who harm them, rape them, kidnap them. I bring them death, and I’m not sorry about it. And I will continue doing so until the day I die.”

      “Your father wasn’t any of those.” I remove my hair from my face again. “Your father loved your mother, and he made a fatal mistake. Desperate people in love make mistakes.” But those words mean nothing to the child living inside him who still cries for his mother.

      “His obsession killed her.”

      “Love is not an obsession that has to do with serial killers, Eugene,” I say, finally understanding his true problem.

      For him, love is an obsession where a woman suffers and has to be with the man. No, for him, deep desire to be with a woman and give her everything equals obsession. But due to his trauma and twisted psychological mind, studying serial killers allowed him to act like some noble guy who erases the bad in this world.

      Except love and all that bad fucking shit has nothing in common.

      “I’m sorry for what happened to you. And I’m sorry your dad did this.” I get up slowly, going to him. He watches me like a lion ready to pounce on a lamb. “And even if you kill all those men who bring harm to women, it’s bad, Eugene. You could have been a police officer who catches them and puts them behind bars.” I stand next to him, my toes touching the tips of his boots while our gazes clash. “This forever ruins your soul.” And us.

      I expect him to jerk from my hold, or bark more stupid shit, but he does none of those things.

      He palms my face and presses his forehead against mine, while I hold back the tears threatening to spill. His scent surrounds me, and while it used to bring me peace, now it only brings me sorrow. For the life we had for a moment in time.

      “Accept my darkness, Lila,” he whispers, his thumbs rubbing my temples while I whimper, shaking my head.

      “I can’t.” I wish I’d never found out about this.

      I wish I didn’t have to choose.

      Life is not generous to me though, because his darkness is a part of him. A part that will win against my love.

      “Please,” he whispers, and my heart stills when pain travels all through my system, not even letting me breathe.

      He once said he’d never beg.

      Is he begging now?

      Vulnerable—he’s vulnerable now.

      Taking a deep breath, I decide to give us what we need before I betray us both.

      Because my morals are greater than my love. And my morals will clash with his darkness, forever tarnishing our love.

      So, with a rapidly beating heart, I fist his shirt and rise on my toes, then lock our mouths in a kiss that will end it all.

      And I hear my heart break into tiny little pieces, and now… no one will ever be able to put it back together.

      

      Eugene

      Desperation laces our kiss as our tongues entwine in a passionate dance, and a small moan slips past her lips.

      A kiss that tastes of deception, because it’s nothing but a deflection.

      Her every touch, stroke of her tongue, the press of her beautiful body against my hard one… all this is a weapon in her hands she subconsciously uses to run away from me.

      Give the monster what he craves… and he might drop his guard.

      Too bad for this broken princess, this monster never sleeps, but broodingly watches her all the time.

      And for a moment, this monster wants to pretend that the princess in the castle prefers the villain to her prince.

      Even if she deserves better.

      So I place my hands on her hips and hike her up, allowing her to wrap her legs around me, and spin us toward the bed.

      Before I can take a single step, she leans back and palms my face, breathing heavily. “Tonight… tonight….” She licks her lips, her mesmerizing eyes holding mine when she finally finds the courage to say, “Tonight, I want to lead.” Her hands slide to my nape, and she brings us closer, our mouths just a breath away from each other.

      Lead.

      We’ve had sex in every position and location possible, passionate and slow… wild and gentle… fast and long… but in all those circumstances, only one person was in charge.

      Me.

      Giving her control means allowing myself to be vulnerable to her… and it’s far more dangerous than the running away she plans to do.

      But it’s Lila, and there isn’t anything in this world I won’t do for her.

      Even give her the control that has the power to destroy me.

      Resting my forehead against hers, I breathe in her scent and reply, “Whatever you want.” And I hear her sigh of relief, and then she is kissing me again, slowly sliding down my form to the floor while her hands unbutton my shirt, one button at a time, our lungs burning from lack of air.

      God, was she always this wild for me?

      Closing my eyes, I throw my head back, allowing her lips to trail to my neck, leaving light kisses that my skin barely feels, yet they send wave after wave of desire straight to my dick that hardens against my zipper.

      “I want to do such obscene things to your body, Eugene.” She repeats my words from our very first night, biting on my collarbone and dragging her tongue over the exposed skin of my chest. “Each dirtier than the other,” she murmurs, her finger fumbling with the button of my jeans, and she finally opens it, lowering the zipper and sliding her hands inside, wrapping around my dick, and my growl echoes in the room. “And I don’t want to wait for it.” She swirls around and I try to catch her in my arms, but instead, she flattens her palm on my chest and pushes me to sit on the bed, and fuck yeah, her tits are in front of me.

      But before I can reach for her, she wiggles her finger at me and clacks her tongue, “Nah, uh. Didn't you say whatever I want?” She steps closer, making room for herself between my thighs, and her fingers skim over them, leaving fire with each touch.

      “You want to drive me crazy?” I ask hoarsely, not giving a shit about my voice now. She can have all the evidence of my desire she wants if it gets my hands on her.

      Lila taps her chin, musing on my words while she shifts closer, her perky breasts almost reaching my mouth.

      I breathe in, but she chuckles, sliding her hands over her waist, and slowly, so fucking slowly, hikes the end of her dress and drags it up, up, up, revealing her gorgeous body that would make a weaker man beg.

      Fuck that.

      That makes me beg.

      She throws the dress to the side, and the only thing covering her are her lacy panties and ridiculous high socks.

      I lean back, placing one palm behind me and tapping on my lap with the other. “Climb up, pretty girl.” Lila shakes her head and drops to her knees instead.

      I grit my teeth as she brushes her hand over the bulge in my pants, and my dick jerks under the touch.

      She winks at me, and I can see mischief playing in her eyes, even if it’s tainted with pain and devastation.

      Nothing like having our last time in style, right? My hands lace in her hair, and I pull at it slightly, bringing her closer and enjoying the moans slipping past her lips. “You want me in your mouth?” Her hand drifts inside my jeans, and she runs her thumb over the tip and takes my cock out. I barely hold back a fucking groan as I threaten to spill.

      Pressing my fingers on her chin, I open her mouth wide while her eyes darken with a mixture of emotions playing through them, and order, “Well get to it, then.” I thought her kiss tasted of deception.

      But I was wrong.

      Her kiss tastes like agony.

      

      Lila

      The breath hitches in my lungs, and I resist the urge to listen to my rapidly beating heart that screams at me to stop all this and run far, far, away, to not bruise it any more.

      Mom once told me that the greatest misery in this world is love, and whoever gets trapped in it knows nothing but sorrow.

      I used to think those were the words of a bitter woman, since my dad was far from perfect. But maybe her words have merit after all.

      Loving a man can push one to do despicable things.

      Like lose all self-respect when the body craves the person, even if he is a serial killer ready to hunt anyone who so much as looks at you wrong.

      We have no future, but we have this moment… when the monster loses his control and becomes mine.

      For a moment in time.

      Eugene pulls my hair and brings me closer to his erect cock, coating my lips with the precum leaking from the tip. “Ah, pretty girl. You want it but don't know how to ask for it.” My cheeks heat up, but I have no chance at a comeback, because he slips the head in my mouth, and instinctively I close around it, sucking it, and moaning as his taste hits me.

      I glide my palm along his length, all while dragging my mouth up and down, savoring his rigid member and enjoying the power it gives me as he groans and curses above me, tightening his hold on my hair to the point of pain.

      His cock reaches the back of my throat before my gag reflex kicks in, and I release it with a pop. My lips skim his length all while my hand continues to pump him, and I get off on his groans and the softness of the skin on his dick. With my tongue, I swipe away his precum, wanting to taste more of him. Sucking on his tip, I groan around it, sending vibrations through him.

      “Lila.” His voice is hoarse, uncontrollable, demanding.

      Yet he is completely at my mercy while I make love to him with my mouth, lavishing his cock with the attention it so desperately wants.

      Fire spreads through me in waves, demanding release, and I feel my core dampen my panties, and I can't take it anymore.

      My hand slides down my stomach and sneaks under the silk, reaching my clit.

      His growl bounces off the walls, freezing my movements. “Is your pussy wet from sucking me off, pretty girl?” he asks, and I moan around the tip, dragging my mouth back and flicking my tongue over the head. “That’s right. No matter what we do, it’s always fucking wet for me.” He pulls at my hair again, angling my head better, and orders, “Pinch your clit, darling, and then slip two fingers inside you. We can’t have it unsatisfied, can we?” I immediately follow his command, whimpering in distress, because it’s not enough.

      I hear him mumble something before he barks, “Fuck it.” And then he drags me up from my knees. “We both know no one can bring this pussy relief but me.” He takes off his jeans and pushes them to the side, and then in one swift move, he rips my panties away, leaving me in the stupid socks. “Fucking come here.”

      And even though my heart bleeds, my body soars. How can I do anything but listen?

      

      Eugene

      She climbs on my lap, settling on top of me, and I growl at the feel of her wet pussy leaving a wet trail over my chest. She wants to settle over my hips, but instead, I pull her hips up right above my face, and immediately feast on her puffy, red pussy while she cries out above me.

      I feel her fall forward, slamming her hands on either side of my head while my tongue sweeps through her slit, my fingers leaving marks of ownership all over her ass.

      Her scent, her taste, the softness of her skin… I can bathe in this fucking heaven forever. “Jake.” Hearing my first name on her lips fuels my blood, awakening the beast inside me, which longs for her acceptance. “Please, Jake. I need—”

      First, I flick my tongue around her clit and then suck it in, and then I drag my tongue through her lower lips and slip inside, fucking her with my mouth. She grinds on top of me, pressing against my mouth and seeking pleasure she can’t find anywhere but in my arms.

      If only it was enough.

      She arches her back, the ends of her hair swaying over my chest, and then I groan into her pussy when she wraps her hands around my dick and strokes up and down. Her feet dig into the bed while I summon all my control.

      With her taste and smell all over me and her hand, I could fucking come right now, but I won’t.

      “If you’re playing dirty, so can I,” she warns, need coating each word. And with that, I decide I’ve had enough of this.

      With one last flick inside her, I flip her onto her back and settle between her thighs. Her hips cradle me home, and I hike her knees over my elbows, rubbing the tip of my dick over her wet slit and earning myself a moan.

      “Don’t tease,” she begs and closes her eyes, lifting her chest, which gives me a perfect view of her rosy nipples, and makes my mouth water.

      “Your show, pretty girl,” I say, stilling my movements and expecting her next command, all while my dick continues to press over her and probably drive her insane with need.

      Too bad she has to beg for it first.

      Tonight, more than ever, it’s important for me to know she wants this as much as I do.

      After all, tonight, she is not in bed with her fiancé.

      She is in bed with a serial killer who lives and breathes for her, who is completely obsessed with her and doesn't need a cure for his insanity.

      He just needs her.

      Her eyes snap back open and she holds my stare, breathing heavily as her chest rises and falls, and we have a battle of wills going on.

      Finally, she swallows and sighs in resignation, for a moment in time accepting me as I am and admitting her love for me.

      Even if it kills her. “Make love to me, Jake. Please.” The last word is barely out of her mouth when I thrust inside her and place my mouth over hers, swallowing her cry.

      And finally we connect when it matters the most, because when I’m inside her, all the stupid and impossible reasons of why we can’t be together no longer exist.

      Swaying back, I drive inside her again, continuing to kiss her passionately, feverishly, all-consumingly as she wraps her legs around me.

      My fingers find her breasts and tweak her nipples all while she writhes under me, moaning, whimpering, and scratching my back as my cock plunges inside her deeper and deeper, stretching her to the hilt.

      I slide my mouth to her neck, sucking on her skin, all while she gulps for breath and repeats, “Jake, Jake, Jake.” And each time I hear my name on her lips, I thrust slower and slower, grunting at her pussy tightening on me with each jerk of my hips.

      How can she stay so tight, yet stretch all around me?

      “Like being in control, Lila?” I whisper in her ear, biting on her earlobe and then soothing it with my tongue. She hisses but lifts her hips anyway for better friction. “Or would you like me to run the show now?” I skim my lips to her shoulder and leave a hickey there, licking away the sweat and savoring her unique taste.

      Lila, my Lila.

      She shakes her head and stays silent, turning her face to the side, but I won't allow her to do that.

      I grab her chin and shift her head to me. Our breaths mingle together, and I don’t fucking know where she ends and I begin.

      It has always been like this between us. Why does she fight it? “Look at me.” She blinks but keeps her eyes on me, and then I lean closer, our lips brushing against each other while I slam my hips harder and harder with each word. “You. Are. Mine.” Thrust, thrust, thrust. “And no matter what, you will always stay mine.” I enter her again and again, and plant my hands on her hips, stilling her on the spot, so she is pinned under my weight and can’t escape—us. This. Or pretend like it never existed, or we are someone else. Being with her is like heaven on earth, a moment of peace in this chaos I call my life.

      When I'm with her, I can forget about the past and see the future.

      My world revolves around her.

      I feel her tighten, almost sucking my dick inside, and she clenches around my length and screams, arching her back and mesmerizing me with her fucking beauty.

      She falls back on the bed but still has her head thrown back while I continue to drive inside her, my orgasm coming dangerously close, but I can’t have it.

      Can’t have it without her arms wrapped tightly around me like she always does.

      What if she doesn't give it to me this time?

      But then her fingers twist in my hair and she scratches the back of my neck lightly, bringing me closer to her and enveloping me with… her.

      She breathes into my neck and then kisses me softly on the cheek before whispering, “Jake.” And I fucking lose it.

      My balls press against my dick, and I slam inside her one last time before I spill into her, finding solace in her arms for a moment in time.

      Because despite what people think, life is made out of these moments.

      And as life taught me, none of them last forever.

      

      Lila

      Eugene’s breathing evens out next to me, and I gasp for breath, rolling onto my side and staring right back into the flaming fire, which sends crackling noises through the room.

      My attention zeroes on one of the burning logs, as the orange and blue licks consume it from different sides, with no way of running away from the inevitable death. Soon there will be nothing but ash, as if the wood never even existed, while the fire will continue to burn.

      A perfect representation of what will happen to Eugene and me with time.

      His darkness, just like this fire, will slowly turn me and everything I stand for to ash, until I slowly disappear in the infinity of this life.

      “Ugh,” I mutter quietly, pressing on my chest from the sudden ache in my heart. For a second, I’m afraid I’m going to have a heart attack from all this.

      But slowly, it eases, allowing me to gulp air into my lungs, but the sign is clear.

      My heart will forever belong to Eugene.

      However, my heart can never live with Jake and accept what he does, because in choosing him, I’ll have to forever kill who I am.

      Not all love stories have a happy ending, and ours is one of them.

      He had to experience horrible things, and I do feel sorry for the small boy he was, but I can’t be with the man he has become.

      To escape a hunter, you have to think like a predator and not the prey.

      So, with my body still sore from our lovemaking and my heart bleeding for the man lying on the bed, I put on my clothes, grab the bed sheets covering the chair, and wrap them around the bed post. Tying it securely there, I attached the other end to Eugene’s foot. He barely moves under my machinations, and I exhale in relief.

      Leaving him after this feels almost as if I’m betraying him, and I can’t allow those emotions here.

      Guilt cannot be present when a victim wants to escape the abuser, and even though he is not the one who hurt me… he keeps me here against my will.

      Satisfied with my efforts, I raise my knee to jump over him to search for shoes and get the hell out of here, when strong hands reach for me and flip me onto my back. I let out a loud yelp. “Eugene!”

      He looms above me, putting his hand on either side of my head while his hazel pools send daggers my way. “Well, darling, your strategic brain should have caught me off guard.” His voice vibrates with anger, and guilt slowly sinks into me, even though I do everything in my power to avoid it. “Fucking bravo, because rarely does anyone do it to me.”

      “You really thought I’d surrender so easily?”

      “No, but I never thought you’d use your body as your bargaining chip.” A loud slap echoes off the walls, and only by my smarting palm does it dawn on me that I slapped him in the face.

      His expression darkens, and he informs me coldly, emphasizing each word, “Do. Not. Ever. Hit. Me. Again.”

      “Don’t call me a whore, and you know what? I don’t care what you think!” I scream in his face, but he only shifts closer, and his fingers catch my chin, pressing forcefully on it. I moan in pain, which allows him to grasp it even harder.

      “You are acting irrational. Do you realize that?”

      I shake my head, not wanting to believe his words, or rather see truth in them.

      My behavior can’t have a logical explanation, but should it? I’ll act however I see fit if it ensures my freedom. “Go to hell.”

      “I’m already there.” He smashes his mouth on mine, delving his tongue inside, but I bite it instead and push him in the chest.

      He growls but leans back to sit on his haunches, and it gives me the perfect opportunity to slide my hand under the pillow and use the knife he left for me during breakfast.

      I hid it just in case he’d come to rape me, but apparently, he has more morals than that.

      And if we look at the grand scheme of things… he’s not a completely evil man.

      My conscience has no place here though.

      Before he can even blink, I stab him. It doesn’t register that the knife seems to slide too easily, and I quickly run away; otherwise, the voice screaming inside my heart would make me go back to him.

      Because a woman who loves a man doesn’t leave him to bleed on the bed, right?

      As I move with lightning speed down the stairs, I hear the phone ringing on the way to the hallway, and I frown, because has it always been there?

      I follow the sound, and it’s located right behind the huge lion statue that I mostly avoid; it’s too scary with its mouth open and sharp teeth sticking out.

      Thinking about it now though, it sure reminds me of Eugene. I snag the phone and say, “Hello.” My voice is raspy, and I listen to Eugene calling my name, but he probably can’t get out of the bed sheets. But I don’t have time to waste, because only God knows about his abilities and what he is liable to do now.

      “Lila?”

      “Emilio?”

      “Are you—” But there is no time to waste for a useless explanation.

      “I stabbed Eugene, so you might want to send an ambulance for him. Also, I’m going into the woods, so you’ll need police too.” I wait a beat and say, “If you want both of us to live, that is.”

      Because my end with Eugene is very simple, if no one comes to the rescue.

      Either he will die, and I will escape.

      Or he’ll catch me, and I’ll die.

      The ball is in Emilio’s court.

      

      Eugene

      “Lila!” I shout after her, snatching away the blanket. “Fuck.” I tug on my foot that she wrapped with the bed sheets then snatch the knife she tried to stab me with from the blanket. My stubborn woman has no idea how to use the weapon. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have missed me.

      I rip the bed sheets away and quickly put on my pants, boots, sweater, and gloves, running downstairs where the wind hits me right in the face. The front door is wide open, so she must have dashed outside barefoot in the fucking cold!

      If she planned it all along, then she wanted to seduce me and escape her nightmare.

      For her, is being mine worse than death?

      Unreasonable anger floods through me, and indifference settles on my face when I go out. By the footsteps, I know she’s moving toward the woods.

      I turn off all my emotional attachments and inhale the frigid air into my lungs, channeling the hunter and focusing on my prey.

      Lila will learn that no one harms what’s mine without getting punished.

      Including her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Eugene, 19 years old

      

      Whistling, I walk through my office and throw the latest oil contract on the table. Pressing the red button on the phone, it immediately connects me to my secretary, who answers loudly, “Mr. Harrison.”

      “Is Emilio Giovanni here?”

      “Yes, he arrived five minutes ago, but you were at the meeting—”

      Not interested in hearing much of her voice, I cut her off. “Let him in. And make sure no one disturbs us.”

      “Yes, sir.” Disconnecting, I lean on my desk and wait for the man to enter, all the while wondering if he will agree to my offer.

      For the hundredth time, I study my father’s office and dwell on the past, his last words to me before the heart attack that took his life a year ago.

      But oddly, his death evokes no emotions inside me. I generally never felt much after my mother’s death, but I couldn’t even feel sorry for him.

      His end was the product of his choices.

      According to his will, he left everything to me, and I have full control with my grandmother who is on the board. Since she has zero interest in the business side of things, unless it requires her to reduce her expenses, we get along well. I was trained from a young age for this role, so everything runs as smoothly as it did.

      And only at night have I allowed myself to hunt, to pick up the scum of the world on the streets and practice my craft on their flesh. But it never goes according to plan. Always too much blood, or tears, or the wrong weapon.

      I even studied karate and boxing, but those don’t give me the much-needed advantage.

      To master the craft, you have to learn first, and I think I’ve found the perfect teacher for it.

      Emilio Giovanni barges in without knocking, wearing a three-piece suit almost identical to mine. His emphasizes his power and family name. Several tattoos on his neck speak about his status and the experiences he’s lived through, at least that’s what my research has told me. “Let’s make something clear. I’m not your bitch who you can summon at your every wish, Harrison.” Although he doesn’t raise his voice, the tone speaks volumes.

      Perfect, always in control. I can relate to such a character.

      Motioning to the leather chair opposite the desk, I say, “Welcome. Please sit.” Then before he can argue, I pick up the contract and wave it in his face. “According to this, your family is my bitch.”

      Fury flashes in his face, and his hands fist, but he quickly pushes it back and gives me nothing but a bored expression as he drops onto the chair and rests his elbows on the sides, propping his chin on the back of his hand. “What do you want?”

      Yeah, I thought so.

      My father might have been a bad man, but he sure was smart with his investments. He acquired starting companies all over the country, investing in the stock market, all while expanding his products and brand in different chains. One such company belonged to Emilio’s father, who at one point in time almost lost his empire.

      My father helped him out, of course for completely selfish reasons; who wouldn’t want to have the Cosa Nostra in their control? And as a result, I own the majority of the action in their business, which means I could make them bankrupt with the snap of my fingers.

      “I need your experience.” He raises his brows but stays silent, waiting for me to elaborate. Stubborn fucker. “In torture and everything else that requires a skill to kill someone. Also, how to make sure no one can trace it back to me.”

      He laughs as if finding it funny, but it dies on his lips the minute he understands I’m not joking. “Have you lost your mind?” he asks and gets up swiftly, his anger on full display. He is ready to punch me at any second if his fisted hands are any indication. “What is it, rich boy? Someone’s told you no and you want to kill them?”

      “No, rarely anyone refuses me,” I reply calmly albeit bored, because I shouldn’t have to explain my actions to him of all people.

      “Oh yeah? Well how about that.” He claps his hands loudly and spits out, “I just did. Go fuck yourself with your orders.”

      He spins around and goes toward the door, when my words pause him midway. “I will give your family back their stock shares.”

      I wait for my words to fully sink in, and he finally turns back to face me, conflicting emotions running across his face, one after another. “You can’t buy me.”

      “You’re right. I can’t.” I throw the folder back and then pick up another one. “But your family means everything to you. And the minute I request my shares, everyone will be out on the streets. Banks will even take your precious car.” His jaw tics while I continue to paint a rather sad picture. “Your aunts, uncles, and nieces will lose their houses. Not to mention the Cosa Nostra will crumble. And we both know you guys have a lot of enemies. Are you sure you can handle the fallout?” Blackmail isn’t exactly the way I wanted to go about all this, but he left me no choice.

      Young Giovanni sure has a temper.

      Minutes tick by while he considers my proposition, and then he nods, hooking his thumbs on his pockets. “Fine. You’ll sign the shares over first, and then I’ll do the work.”

      “Fine by me.” If Emilio promises something, he always keeps his word. Honor is far greater for him than money.

      “But let me make something very clear. You use the abilities I give you to harm women or children, I will kill you myself. In the most painful of ways.”

      I half smile, noticing how he’s decided to have the last word after all.

      “Very well.” I extend my hand to him and he shakes it, cementing our agreement.

      In the next few years, he teaches me religiously, but he also introduces me to the world of the elite, which has all the prey I need.

      And somehow along the way, a strong friendship has grown, which will know no boundaries of time.

      

      New York, New York

      1981

      

      Lila

      Breathing heavily, I wrap my arms around the tree and wince at the scratchy surface that sends prickles of pain through my torn skin. Dusty leaves and dirt dig into my sore, bare feet, and a whimper slips past my lips. “Help,” I cry, but it’s barely an audible croak, as my throat is too sore from screaming and sobbing to make other sounds.

      Tears slide down my cheeks while I will myself to calm down and resume running, when the other voice in my head—the one exhausted from all the sweet torture that has been inflicted on me—begs me to sit down and rest.

      My knees wobble, and I’m about to listen to them, when I hear his footsteps several feet away, his heavy boots crunching the dry leaves under them while he darts through the woods, searching for his prey.

      I shouldn’t have expected anything different; after all, he is a born predator that feeds on the misery and fear of his victims.

      It’s funny that I ever did.

      Clearly, our one last night didn’t change his outlook on our situation or prove to him I want out. He only selfishly cares about his desire, but what about me?

      I can’t live with a man who kills others on a daily basis!

      With determination fueling me, I run to the far end of the forest, where the sounds of water can be heard in the distance and hope blossoms in my chest again.

      If I can get to the water, he won’t find me. I’m invincible in it, because I was the best swimmer in my high school class.

      I run as fast as I can, blocking away the agony building in me and all the wounds that bleed, ignoring his deep, husky voice that shouts. “Lila!” I hate my name on his lips. I hate everything about him.

      Maybe because it tugs on my heart and makes me think about all the wonderful moments we’ve experienced, about his life that he led before me, about his reasons. Some part of me forgives him for all the wrongs in his world and doesn’t care about his present or past if I’m his future.

      But another part pulls me in a different direction.

      I should never have trusted a monster, but they have the tendency of hiding their true nature. Not that he ever hid it, he just showed me what he wanted me to see.

      Fool, I was such a fool, but no more.

      I won’t die as his victim; anything is better than this. I won’t ever again be at the mercy of someone else’s cruelty. I have no illusions that after stabbing him and running away, he’ll want me dead. He relaxed with me, and I betrayed him, just like his father.

      Men like him don’t give second chances.

      I’m in my head so much I don’t see where I’m headed until it’s too late. Halting quickly, I stop almost at the edge of the cliff and my eyes widen at the picture greeting me.

      Several feet down, there is indeed water. But to get there, I’ll need to jump and probably break my neck from the impact on the stones located around the edge of the lake. “No,” I murmur, desperation sinking into me while I shake my head in denial, removing the bloody strands of hair from my face. “No.” It can’t end like this, not when I’ve finally found the way out of the nightmare he’s created.

      “Lila,” he says from behind me. I freeze, air catching in my lungs, and slowly turn around. The breeze hits me in my face and adds to the tremors rushing through me, increasing the list of things that make me miserable. “Come here, Lila.” He extends his leather-gloved hand toward me, while his dark eyes practically order me to listen to his command.

      Studying him, I think that nothing but the angel of death describes him. He is so handsome in a sinister way, showing with his every breath that he dominates the energy and those around him.

      But how can I stay? What future awaits me if I say yes?

      He is the king in his little world, and I’m just a pawn he happens to like.

      Or more like a pawn who refuses to be his. “I hate you,” I tell him, and the muscle in his jaw tics, but he repeats again.

      “Come here, Lila.”

      How dare he call me to him? Insane. The man is insane.

      When I make a move to turn back to the edge, his low tone washes over me, as if he’s skimming his leather belt over my skin again. “Don’t you dare harm what’s mine.”

      Hollow laughter echoes through the wind, and I tell him, “Even death is better than you. I’m not yours.” And then I jump, accompanied by his scream of “No!” as birds chirp loudly above us.

      I fall and fall, and my whole life flashes in front of my eyes.

      Especially the last months and the events that have led me to my ultimate downfall.

      And right before I plunge into the water, the stupidity of my actions catches up with me.

      

      Eugene

      “No!” I shout at the stubborn woman and, without thinking, jump after her, making sure to place a hand in front of me to be ready for any kind of blow.

      The most important thing is to protect the head; otherwise, I’ll be of no help to her.

      With a loud splash, I dive to the side, and everything goes silent as water surrounds me. I hit my leg on a stone, but I move my hands and legs propelling me up, up, up, and finally break the surface, gulping in as much as I can. “Lila!” I shout again and look around, but she is nowhere in sight.

      The flow is so strong in the freezing water that I can barely hold on to a rock. I dig my fingers into it frantically, scanning the place, and that’s when I notice a body floating to the edge. Fear sinks into me at the prospect of her going over the waterfall.

      Diving toward her, I swim, doing my best to reach her, but she is floating so fast it seems like all my strength won’t be enough.

      The edge of her dress hooks on a branch from a low hanging tree, and it stills her for a moment, giving me enough time to reach her right before she is about to drift to the edge. “Lila,” I call her name, but she is unconscious, her body heavy. I cry out as I keep a firm hold on her and swim to the shore, doing my best to keep a tight grip on her, so the water will give me a chance to get the fuck out of here alive.

      A huge wave flows over us, and I still my breath, hiding Lila’s face in my neck, and she almost slips from my arms, but I catch her in time.

      Taking a deep breath, I continue to swim and swim toward the shore, all while praying to all the gods out there that she will survive this.

      Stupid, stupid girl.

      Why would she do this? She never hung her head for all those assholes, but she was ready to kill herself because of me?

      One more stroke and I get her on the cold ground, shaking her, but she’s still unconscious and already turning blue.

      Pressing my ear to her chest, I don’t hear a heartbeat, so I tangle my hands on her chest and pump several times then give her a couple breaths, and then pump more, and more breaths.

      But no matter how much I try, she still stays the same, and slowly I realize I might not save her.

      Come on, Lila. For me. Please, just please.

      The last time I begged this much for a heartbeat was with my dead mother in that fucking cage.

      

      Lila

      I feel the press of his lips on mine and then the urgent need to cough, and at once, he lets me go as water gushes past my lips then down my chin and neck while I try to get it all out of me.

      “Lila,” he whispers, rolling me onto my side while shivers run through me as the cold wind blows on my skin, and my almost naked state registers.

      The wet dress clings to my skin while my hair is probably smeared with dirt, and Eugene looms above me, no better himself, as the water from his forehead drips on me. He continues to probe with his fingers on my body, murmuring, “Are you all right? Does it hurt anywhere? Tell me!” I’ve never seen him in such a state of panic before, where fear carves his features and his voice trembles from the emotions enveloping him.

      But most important, the love that surrounds me in his every touch and question, despite his cruel ways. “Why did you jump, crazy girl?” He hugs me close, squeezing the life out of me, all while rocking me gently in his arms and kissing me on the cheek and neck. “I thought you died.” He leans back and cups my cheek. “Don’t do that again.”

      I hear the sound of sirens echoing in the forest, and they move closer and closer, becoming louder and louder, and I open my mouth to tell him something, when my head snaps back.

      “Lila!” he shouts, and the shock in his eyes is the last thing I see before everything goes dark.

      

      Eugene

      “How long has she been unconscious?” the paramedic asks me while the ambulance moves speedily toward the nearest hospital, and I shake my head.

      “I’m not sure. Around five minutes before you arrived.”

      He adjusts the breathing mask on her better and continues watching the stats, all while holding his hand on her pulse point. “I meant in the water.”

      “Not much. Maybe a minute before I got her out.”

      “She has a bump on the back of her head, so she must have hit it hard.” He glances at his watch and curses. “She’ll need a CT scan as soon as possible.” Then he gives me a reassuring pat. “You did everything you could.”

      Yeah, I did.

      I drove her right to the edge of the cliff, where she thought her only option was to kill herself to escape my company.

      How could I have been so selfish? Didn’t I ultimately do what my father did to my mother? Killed her spirit?

      He couldn’t accept that she wanted to leave him, so he organized the kidnapping, but the joke was on him, since the kidnapper wanted more money.

      He couldn’t live with himself.

      If Lila doesn’t survive this, I won’t be able to live with myself either.
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      Eugene

      “Eugene!” Sorcha shouts, rushing to me and hugging me with all her might. Emilio trails after her. He pats my back, but I barely acknowledge their presence. “How is Lila?” she asks, hiccupping slightly, and only then do I notice her eyes full of tears and her red nose, probably from crying.

      “They are operating on her. I’m waiting.”

      “I’m sorry, brother,” Emilio says, and irrational anger slams into me. Before my actions settle in my mind, I step away from Sorcha and punch Emilio right in the face, as I shout, “If you had kept your mouth shut, none of this would have happened!” His desire to meddle in my relationship brought this on us.

      Nurses gasp and probably want to run for security, but Emilio’s raised hand stops them, and he addresses them gently. “I’m sorry, ladies. His fiancée is fighting for her life, so he isn’t himself.” Although their expressions sadden, they still throw me a worried look, so he says, “This won’t happen again.” They finally nod and resume going through folders or whatever else they were doing before. “Control yourself, Eugene.”

      Fuck this. “Why did you tell her to go to the mansion?” I hiss, and Emilio pushes Sorcha behind him, facing me head-on.

      “Because she needed to know the truth. You cannot build a life on a lie.”

      “Yeah? Well we’ve been doing great until you stuck your nose in my business.”

      He laughs, although it lacks any humor. “Really? You think her reaction would have been different after a few years? You, my friend, are dangerous.” He pokes me in the chest, and his voice drops a few octaves. “She deserved to know the truth, so she can decide if she wants to live with you and your shit, or not. Living a double life is impossible, especially when you have a woman you love by your side.”

      We stare at one another for a beat before I pull at my hair and groan into my elbows, pacing back and forth. “She doesn’t want any part of me.”

      Sorcha sits on the chair, clasping her hands, and doesn’t seem very surprised.

      Then it dawns on me. “You know?” Emilio probably doesn’t hide anything from his beloved woman, and she nods, sighing heavily. “I don’t agree with your methods, but if the likes of Sam and Ben are no longer with us because of you? I can accept it.”

      Isn’t that ironic?

      Sorcha doesn’t mind me being a serial killer, but the very woman for whom I’ve done all those things despises me to the core of her soul.

      “She needs time.” Sorcha might know her friend well, but this is another level of problems. Lila is and always has been the good girl who follows the rules.

      And marrying an evil beast instead of a prince is not following the rules. “Time is one thing we might not have.”

      “Eugene—” She doesn’t finish whatever she wants to say, because the double doors burst open and a doctor in blue scrubs emerges, removing the mask from his face and pinching his nose.

      “How is she?” I ask, my heart beating rapidly in my chest as I await his reply.

      “She had internal bleeding in her brain, but luckily we found it in time. She should be fine, but we’ll only know for sure once she wakes up.” He waits a beat and continues, this time more carefully. “But this kind of injury sometimes brings unexpected results. Like the loss of memory, or sight, or speech. We have no guarantees until she wakes up.”

      “Oh my God!” Sorcha exclaims, and Emilio clears his throat.

      “And everything else?”

      “Her broken leg needs surgery. She must have stepped on something as well, because there’s an infection, so we need to treat that as soon as possible. Apart from that she has some mild bruises, which only require time to heal. But overall, she is lucky to have survived such a fall.” The doctor squeezes my shoulder. “You can visit if you want. But make it short.”

      “Thank you.” With a last squeeze, he leaves. Exhaling heavily, I’m guided by the nurse to her room, all while dwelling on his words.

      Loss of sight or speech.

      She has to get better; otherwise, I will never fucking forgive myself.

      Finally, we enter the area, and the nurse murmurs, “You have around five minutes.”

      Lila breathes evenly on the bed, the machines beeping loudly, indicating her increased pulse. I sit on the edge of the bed, placing my palm over hers, and slowly the pulse slows down, and she exhales in her sleep as if relaxing at my presence.

      Several bruises cover her face, neck, and body from her resistance and fall, along with her broken leg that will require extensive surgery to heal.

      But all in all, she is still my beautiful, artistic girl who is too fragile to handle the truth about her man to be with me.

      What will happen when she wakes up and sees my face next to hers?

      Will she scream and run away?

      Or run toward me?

      If you love someone, set them free. I always laughed at the saying, because only weak men allowed something or someone to slip through their fingers. But if my woman is no longer happy with me, how can I keep her?

      And even though the answer is obvious, I stay by her side and wait for her to make a choice that will forever define our lives.

      

      Lila

      My eyelids flutter open, and I almost groan from waking up in a hospital again, but compared to the last time, I remember everything quite clearly.

      The room is bathed in navy blue light from the moonlight streaming through the windows, and machines beep loudly, indicating my strong pulse.

      I lick my dry lips, desperately needing water for my mouth that tastes awful, and I almost exhale in relief when I notice a glass with a straw on the bedside table.

      I want to reach for it, but I can’t move my hand.

      Furrowing my brows, I glance down only to see an IV drip attached to it, and dark hair cascading on my lap as a man sleeps, a troubled expression on his features. The deep line between his brows is still visible, and although he is sleeping, he’s tense.

      Eugene.

      The nurse walks in at this moment; her eyes widen, and she wants to greet me by the movement of her lips, but I whisper, “Shh,” and she smiles, understanding me.

      She comes closer, picks up the glass, and allows me to sip a little from it, and instantly cool liquid wets my throat and brings much needed relief. “I need to call the doctor,” she informs me and then winks. “Your fiancé has been by your side all this time. He has been worried sick.” Then she leans closer, murmuring, “Especially when the doctor told him you might lose your memory or other stuff.”

      My brows raise at this statement, but she is already off to fetch the doctor while Eugene doesn’t even stir. He must be really tired, if his hunting senses are off.

      Gently, I slide my hand from under his chin and put it on top of his head, softly running my fingers through his dark locks, while the image of him saving me from the water pops into my mind.

      Along with everything else.

      Who has given me unconditional love in this world beside Sorcha? Who hasn’t demanded anything back? Who was willing to risk his own life in order to save mine?

      Are my morals more important than the person I love?

      I never wanted you to see this. Because now there is no going back.

      Is it possible to build a relationship with a man who loathes his ways and thinks I’m going to bolt any minute? Granted, I acted stupidly and irrationally, but I think the shock was riding me hard.

      But with almost dying has come clarity.

      Some evil is necessary in this world; it’s just the question of me being able to live with it.

      But can he be with me if I’m not the Lila he knows, but the Lila who sees every dark part of him?

      In this moment, I see clearly what Eugene truly needs, and finally knowing all the truth, I’m able to give it to him.
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      Eugene

      The loud voice startles me, and I raise my head in time for the doctor to burst into the room, with the nurse hot on his heels. “Her vitals are all good, and she even spoke to me.”

      “Excellent.” He gives me a curt nod and then grins at Lila. “You scared us, young lady.”

      I focus my attention on Lila, who is wide awake, and I exhale in relief, squeezing her thigh. She glances at me, smiling slightly before looking at the doctor again.

      I stay silent as he issues orders, holding a pen in front of her. “Look to the left, to the right.” She follows his command, and he exclaims, “Great!” Then he takes out his small penlight and checks her eyes. “It seems like you’re doing good, Lila.”

      “Well, great,” she mutters, and he rubs her temples and then the underside of her chin. “No swelling, which is always good.” He grabs the notepad from the bedside table and quickly scratches something on it. “You have no problem with your speech or sight, so thankfully, the operation went well.”

      “Her memory,” I say, and everyone shifts their focus to me, while I clear my throat. “What about her memory?” She is not thrashing in bed or screaming for the police, so it must mean she doesn’t know who I am.

      And somehow, the idea of her not knowing me hurts me more than her hating me. This way, at least I existed somehow in her life. Otherwise, everything is wiped clean. “Right.” He then addresses Lila. “Do you remember what happened to you?”

      A beat, and she shakes her head and replies, “No.”

      I close my eyes, receiving an imaginary blow to the heart, but hold back any emotion, because she doesn’t need them right now.

      She will always be my first priority.

      “Do you know who you are?” he asks another question, giving me a sympathetic look, and motions for the nurse to get her more water.

      “Yes, of course. My name is Lila and this man is my fiancé, Eugene.” I freeze, afraid to breathe, and she continues after licking her dry lips. “The last thing I remember is going to his mansion to have dinner and then nothing. What happened?”

      No, impossible.

      Life can’t be this kind to me, can it?

      What are the odds of her remembering everything but the truth?

      Null.

      Those are our odds.

      And the impact of it almost sends me down on my knees.

      The doctor continues to talk, check her vitals, and advises her therapy with something else. But I zone out from most of the conversation while different scenarios, one after another, play in my head.

      But most prominent is the one where I won’t have to give up Lila or watch her walk away from me.

      

      Lila

      “So, no hiking or anything fancy for the next several months.” The doctor finishes, and I nod. Satisfied with my health, he shakes Eugene’s hand and leaves the room.

      We stare at one another for the longest of moments, while probably both of us think that our road to this moment was not easy, but so worth it.

      Who said you can’t fall in love with a villain? Why is it always the prince who gets the girl?

      He drops back on the bed and helps me adjust my pillows behind me before I lean back.

      Eugene rubs my cheek gently and brings us closer, his mouth inches away from mine, and as I gaze into his hazel pools, I don’t see anything but love.

      Twisted, dark love for me that is mixed with vengeance.

      I know he won’t ever be able to let go of me no matter what, but he never wanted me to know the truth about his life. Because in a way, he doesn’t want to smear me in it.

      His basement is something that belongs solely to him, which brings peace to his soul in a way I will never understand, because I never lived his experiences.

      I smile brightly at him, circling his neck, and meet him halfway, our mouths connecting in a deep, toe-curling kiss filled with so much love and passion I become dizzy from it.

      Eugene Harrison is the love of my life.

      But he is also a serial killer who notoriously kills those who have wronged others.

      And while no sane woman would have probably stayed with him, accepting this life and his bloody hands… I can’t imagine living in this world without him.

      Letting go of him, I rest my forehead against his and whisper, “I love you, Eugene.”

      He waits a beat, and then exhales heavily before whispering back, “I love you too, Lila.”

      And that’s enough for me.

      Because for a moment in time, we’re happy.

      

      Eugene

      My artistic girl can never hide the thoughts flashing in her mind.

      She remembers everything and still accepts me, giving me this opportunity to keep her forever away from my dark world.

      Lila chose to run toward me.

      And this means so much to me I can’t do anything but breathe her scent in and vow to myself that, no matter what, I will never allow my other identity to hurt the beautiful life we will build together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          For a moment in time…

        

      

    

    
      New York, New York

      Fall, 1984

      

      Lila

      “Look at him,” I murmur, adjusting him better on my elbow, and he frowns for a minute, clearly not happy with the interruption. His eyes snap open as he gazes at me questioningly, and I sigh.

      Breastfeeding sure will take some adjustment.

      “I know. He’s beautiful. Just like this little guy,” Eugene says, and I shift my attention to the bundle in his arms when he rocks our other son gently.

      Three knocks on the door and Emilio enters, bringing with him a flushed Sorcha, who tugs on her short dress. I bet her Italian ravished her in the hallway.

      At the rate these two are going, it’s a wonder we are the first ones to have babies.

      Our gazes flash when I wink at her, and although her cheeks heat up, she shrugs. She sure became better at the whole living just once thing. “Giving birth in the woods. Only you, my friend.” She quickly joins me by the bed and leans to me, touching the baby softly. “He is so precious,” she mutters, tears welling in her eyes as she sighs. “And beautiful.” But then she frowns and glances at Eugene as he stands by the window, and her jaw drops open. “Is that another baby in his arms?”

      “Surprise,” I announce, and pout my lips at her glare. “Before you go all best friend on me, I just want to put it out there we had no idea either. The other baby hid behind the first one.” I wait a beat and add, “And you got married in Vegas without me.”

      “For fuck’s sake, I’m ready to have a reception in New York so you will stop throwing it in our faces,” she grumbles, and I give her a soft nudge.

      “That’s why you ate like the world was ending,” Emilio says, and I groan, but Eugene shares his amusement. He sobers quickly though under my frown and shrugs as if asking what can he do.

      My pregnancy was eventful, to say the least. From the morning sickness that lasted for the first five months to the constant appetite that knew no limits. Not to mention how I cried my eyes out at every movie out there. Eugene didn’t really know what to do with me besides play the piano for the babies, which always calmed them down when they decided to play football inside me.

      I wouldn’t have had it any other way though.

      “Hurry up and have your own kid so they can be best friends,” I say to Sorcha, and then add just to rile Emilio, “or a baby girl for one of my boys.”

      “Over my dead body,” he replies, and Eugene frowns, giving his friend a death glare. “Why the hell are my sons not good enough for your daughter?”

      “Because they will probably be cocky fuckers, and my daughter needs someone else.”

      Eugene shakes his head, and then whispers in the baby’s ear for everyone to hear, and I giggle when Emilio’s eyes narrow. “Don’t listen to Uncle Emilio. If you ever want his daughter, just go for it, son. You have my blessing.”

      Sorcha laughs and, with one last hug, joins her husband.

      “Did you choose names?” Emilio wonders, wrapping his arm around her, and she kisses him gently on the cheek.

      For all the horrible things we have experienced, and all the things Eugene still hides from me… life is bliss with such friends. He still sometimes comes home in the middle of the night after his hunting trips, and mostly he keeps me out of his business, and I never ask. I accept him with all his faults; I just pray his second identity will never disturb our beautiful life.

      Eugene walks toward us and drops down next to me, bringing the babies closer to each other, and they open their eyes, watching us curiously. The nurse said that twins have special connections and can always feel one another, even if they’re separated. She even said one of them cried all the time during the night, so they placed the other one next to him, and he calmed down.

      Ah, my older one already taking care of his baby brother.

      I pray my boys will never have to experience pain or heartache, because they will be raised with so much love… so much care… because after their father, they are the most precious things in this world to me.

      My man trails his fingers over our babies and finally says the names we picked for them out loud. “Damian and Dominic Harrison.”

      And for a moment in time, my life is nothing but endless happiness.

      For a moment in time.

      
        
        The End

      

        

      
        If you want to read about their kids…Check out my Sociopath Duet series here.
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