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  Run.


  That was the only thought in my mind, so I did.


  My bare feet burned from touching the hot concrete, but I didn’t care. With everything in me, with all the power I had, I ran until I had no strength left.


  I fell to my knees on the rough ground as I breathed heavily, trying to control my rapidly beating heart.


  I heard him move; he was behind me.


  “Sapphire.” His disgusting voice softened as he said my name. “Come with me.” My hand moved to my abdomen where my baby lay, and a determination like never before hit me as I stood up. “Good girl. Now let’s go. We need to get out of here.”


  He’d ruined so many lives. I wouldn’t allow him to touch my child or continue living in this world. Turning around, I pointed the gun in my hand at him and he froze.


  “Put the gun down.”


  My hands trembled as all the memories we shared flew through my mind.


  How could he do it? How could he live in this world after taking away so many lives?


  And more importantly, how could he think I’d go with him willingly after he killed the man I loved?


  Never.


  “Goodbye,” I whispered as I pulled the trigger.


  With a guttural groan, he fell to his knees. He held his hand to his chest and looked straight at me with hatred in his eyes. Then he collapsed on the ground, dead.


  My hands fell to my sides. Tears slid down my cheeks, but not because of him, no. The bastard didn’t deserve it. My tears were for all the evil he’d done.


  The sounds of sirens in the background snapped me out of my stupor, and after a second, or an hour, or maybe more, a man softly touched me, covered me with a blanket, and helped me into the ambulance.


  “Don’t worry, honey. Everything will be all right,” one of the paramedics said, gently squeezing my hand reassuringly as I gazed numbly at the ceiling of the ambulance. My lips were dry and they hurt. The last thing I could remember before oblivion consumed me was D’s kisses and how I would never have him again.


  Over.


  Everything was finally over.


  In that moment, I allowed myself to weep and let the grief overtake me.
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  Five Weeks Earlier


  New York, 2011


  


  Sociopath


  The man in the chair was pinned to the wall with several straps across his chest. He cried out in pain as I relished the exquisite torture my hands inflicted on him. It was truly a work of art to make a man suffer agonizing pain, but not enough to die.


  I’d mastered it for many years, learned everything there was, and practiced my craft religiously.


  Knives, guns, chains, wires.


  Nothing was off limits for me.


  I loved this—the feeling of power and knowledge that I could play with my victim for days, and sometimes, if the mood struck me, for weeks. When I finally had enough, and it was always about me, I’d kill the fuckers quickly. They tended to get on my nerves with all their whining.


  The most boring part in the whole process was disposing of the body—not much work there—and then covering my tracks so the traces would never bring anyone to me.


  However, the idea of anyone suspecting me of such things was laughable.


  I was the one who sent condolences to their wives and families, if they had any, and the one who actively participated in police searches.


  People were very naïve sometimes. They had no idea appearances could be deceiving.


  What they thought was good, might be dark.


  What they thought was dark, might be the only salvation to human kind.


  “Mercy.” The fucker was choking on his own blood; his voice was barely a whisper, and his eyes were wide with fear. It made me chuckle.


  “Never.” I held the knife, small but sharp, and engraved small patterns on his back, which earned me another cry of pain. The familiar, disgusting smell of urine filled the air. How many fucking times could this guy piss his pants? Adjusting my nose mask better on my face, I continued to write the names on his back, so he would know what the fuck he suffered for.


  You’d probably think I was a monster.


  Well, you wouldn't be wrong.


  I loved torture and pain, but only when I was the one to inflict it.


  I was the witness, judge, and executioner all at once.


  No one knew better than I did what it was like to be in their position.


  Helpless.


  Afraid.


  Starved.


  Neglected.


  And in pain.


  Always in fucking pain.


  No one was born a monster.


  He made me the person I was, and I was glad for his ‘gift.’


  Sociopath took care of men like him, made sure they suffered to death. They would never get an easy death from me. I’d make them suffer for all the shit they’d done. It was fun and well deserved.


  Mercy. What a funny concept.


  I would never have mercy for anyone in this world, let alone for people who were the same monsters as I was.


  Life wasn't that generous.


  I was not that generous.


  No one knew about it; no one knew my name. They only knew a nickname.


  Sociopath.


  And those who received an e-mail with that name knew the end was coming.


  It was part of my high, to watch them for weeks being cautious, uneasy, and frightened of every step. They knew why they would suffer.


  Life was fucking great.


  It thrilled me.


  And I never wanted more.


  Women were interchangeable, and I only used them when I needed a cover.


  I never wanted to touch them, never wanted them to touch me. Fucking hated any physical contact with them longer than what was necessary. I never allowed them to touch my dick, or any other part of my body. I had to learn how to please them, so they wouldn't try any stupid moves.


  Sex was a chore, a necessary weapon to use when information or access was needed. Nothing more, nothing less.


  Until I met her.


  Meeting her changed something inside me, and my control snapped.


  She was a target, just like everyone else. One touch from her, and she became my everything.


  Instead of being repulsed by her, I yearned to touch her, and for her to become undone under me. My head was filled with images of our bodies covered in sweat when she was spread on the mattress in my dungeon, her body covered in my bite marks of ownership.


  I never wanted to hurt her, but I wanted to own her. Brand her as mine for the world to see and accept me as I was.


  She had the bluest eyes I’d ever seen; it was like looking into the clear blue sky.


  They were warm and beautiful.


  Sapphire.


  My Sapphire.


  If I were a better man, I would have left her alone and never made her part of my life.


  But I was a monster.


  And monsters didn't have hearts.
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  The event bored me out of my mind, as always. I almost rolled my eyes over how much ass-kissing Dad did to make sure those sponsors considered our little family perfect and kept on investing in his company. The grand masquerade ball wouldn't have happened if it weren’t for the media exposing his affair with his assistant. He and Mom held a press conference to convince the public the words of his ex-employee were just vengeful attempts on her part for her firing when she supposedly stole from the company. To prove everyone wrong, all night, Dad stood glued to Mom and listened to her every word.


  How could she live like that? I never understood why she stayed with my dad through all the years. He always cheated, and she always cried over it¸ but then a bottle of whiskey fixed her issues, and she had a new jewelry box lying on her bed.


  Shaking my head, I headed outside to the terrace, which opened onto our beautiful garden. One more minute in this freaking place and I’d suffocate to death. My face hurt from all the fake smiles I had to plaster on so my parents would be happy and continue to pay my college tuition.


  After watching my mom suffer for so many years, I refused to play in their stupid game of the perfect image, but this time, it was needed. Dad threatened me, and I had no other choice to make. My degree was the only thing that could take me far away from their mess. Not to say they were awful parents or treated me badly, they just despised any kind of rebellion from their rich life. My childhood was filled with dinner parties, expensive toys, nannies, and absent parents. No love or warmth was present in the house. Truthfully, I always wondered why they even wanted to have a kid. As it turned out, once, when my mom was really drunk, she confessed my dad needed a ‘whole’ family; otherwise, he would have looked selfish. The saddest part in all this was I didn't even cry over it all that much. How could one feel sorrow over having cold parents, when she or he never knew differently? So, although they required me to be here, most of the time they couldn't care less what I did.


  Deeply inhaling the heavenly smell of roses mixed with fresh mown lawn, I admired the view the terrace opened onto. The garden was a wide space with green, perfectly cut grass and several large oak trees. Some of them were a hundred years old and an amazing place to hang out. Roses in different colors surrounded a few benches, arches, and concrete pathways. The full moon was mesmerizing. My mind—my imagination—drifted away from here to the place of magic lands and wild adventures where love, friendship, sisterhood, and soul mates existed. The garden was a constant source for my inspirations. My stories lived on paper, but I had yet to publish them online. My creative writing professor repeatedly told me it was a crime to keep them to myself.


  During our last class, he threatened to fail my final work if I didn't show him an eBook version of my latest story. The thought made me laugh, and it echoed in the silent night.


  “Gorgeous.”


  Stunned, my head moved to the right to the stranger who stood behind the trees.


  “Hello?” My brows furrowed as I waited for him to move out of the shadows, so I’d have a better look at him. Who the hell could he be? Almost no one knew about this hidden bower, one of the reasons I decided to hide in here.


  The stranger came into the bright moonlight and my heart stopped.


  He was tall, above 6 foot 5. His broad shoulders fit perfectly in the tight jacket he had on, and although muscular, lean would describe his body better. His hair was in a bun behind his head. A mask covered half of his face, leaving only his beautiful amber eyes staring at me and his full lips begging to be kissed.


  The energy around him made my stomach flutter, and something deep within me yearned for his touch. Had I found that one person in the world who could be it for me?


  Where the hell did that thought come from? Those two glasses of champagne to calm my nerves before the event clearly were a mistake.


  And more importantly, who was he? I’d never met him before. I took a step back and he raised his brow.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.” His voice was like the rarest music, husky and soul-shattering. In my twenty-two years, I’d never reacted like that to a man.


  “I’m just surprised to see anyone here; that’s all.” He extended his hand to me. Without thinking, I gave it to him, and his lips gently pressed on my skin in the lightest of kisses. With that one touch, desire so profound ran through me, making it hard to contain a moan. When his eyes rose to mine, something flashed through them, but it was quick and impossible to catch. For a second, no one spoke. The air between us was electrified. Licking my lips, I finally asked, “Who are you?”


  His mouth spread in a sinister smile.“Isn’t that the whole point of a masquerade ball? To not know anything about anyone?”


  I nodded while I tried to swallow the disappointment.


  You just freaking met him, woman; get a grip!


  “Probably.” My hoarse reply made him squeeze my hand harder, and then he let go.


  “What’s a beautiful girl like you doing outside alone?” His abrupt change of subject seemed wrong, like he was acting a part. His demeanor changed; his mouth lifted in a cocky smile.


  “Just boredom.” My cheeks heated at his compliment, and for the first time, I was grateful to my mom for convincing me to wear the golden dress, which hugged me like a second skin. Made out of silk, the dress was long, ending at my feet. The back was open, and the whole ensemble emphasized my curvy body and drew attention to my breasts. When I first tried it on, showing so much skin made me angry and I flat out refused to wear it. But apparently, Dad had some important plans for me, since even he argued about the dress.


  Right at this moment though, nothing brought me greater pleasure than knowing the stranger found me attractive.


  He smirked then sat down next to me on the bench. A small gasp escaped me as his thigh brushed my hip; however, he showed no indication he heard it.


  “Yeah, could get boring.” He still hadn’t told me his name.


  “So are you a friend of the family?”


  He shook his head. “Business acquaintance. One of the people your dad needs to convince he hasn’t slept with his assistant.” My mouth opened as my eyes widened at his words.


  “You know who I am?” What happened to the mysterious ball thing? And how could he recognize me if I had no freaking clue who he was?


  “Hard not to recognize those blue eyes, Sapphire.” A jolt ran through me at hearing my name on his tongue. He drew out my name, as though tasting the sweetest chocolate in the world and he didn't want it to disappear. I had no idea it was possible to make a name sound so delicious. Then the annoyance creeped in.


  “So you know my name, but I can’t know yours?”


  He froze and then nodded. “Pretty much. You don’t want to know me, sweetheart.”


  Folding my arms, I glared at him. “You are pissing me off.”


  His laughter filled the air, making butterflies flutter in my stomach. Seriously, who was this guy who turned me into a cheesy female?


  “I understand. I don’t want to ruin the image though.” At my confused glare, he continued, “You know, meeting a stranger in the garden and liking him.” This guy was unbelievable.


  “I see. Are you an expert on female fantasies or something?” A bolt of jealousy hit me at the idea of him with other women.


  His face hardened. “Yes, I am, sweetheart.”


  Good to know I was dealing with a serial player. Maybe that explained why my body and mind felt dizzy around him. “Good for you.”


  Suddenly his hand was on my nape, turning my head to his, and our faces were inches apart. A soft gasp left my lips from surprise.


  “They don’t matter.” Still shocked from his action, my eyes admired his high cheekbones. The smell of his expensive cologne went perfectly with his manly scent, which I wanted to bathe in. “No one but you,” he whispered, his thumb gently running over my lower lip. My hand rose to touch his cheek, but he stopped me, enclosing it in a tight grip with his hand. “No,” he said, and then he slowly leaned down as my lips opened, waiting and needing the kiss he was about to give me.


  My father’s harsh voice snapped me out of my haze, ruining the cocoon around us. “Sapphire!” I shivered and glanced down, but not before noticing anger in the mysterious stranger’s amber eyes. “Come back inside now. Benjamin is here with his family, and Erik would like to talk to you.”


  My hands clenched, and bile rose in my throat at the thought of meeting Erik again. We were the same age and grew up together. I considered him a great friend until he started touching me inappropriately and didn't stop, no matter how many times I asked. Since my family loved him, the easiest way for me to deal with it was to ignore him, which I had done for the last year.


  Clearing my throat, I replied in a steady voice, “Coming.” Then I stood up and was about to say goodbye to my midnight stranger when he grabbed my hand and stopped me. My eyes found his and a shiver ran through me at his words.


  “This is not the end.”


  Once I nodded, he let go of me and I quickly made my way inside, putting a fake smile on my face yet again.


  


  Sapphire


  “Stop crying. You’ll ruin your makeup,” Sophie nagged, and I just rolled my eyes, despite the tears that were slowly sliding down my cheeks.


  “Who cares, Soph? The moment was so beautiful.”


  She took out a tissue from her purse and gave it to me. I tried to blow my nose into it as quietly as possible.


  “It’s lame. I can’t believe you made me watch it. I hate romances.”


  It was true. She usually preferred horrors and dragged me with her a couple of times, after which I had lots of awful nightmares. Shudders ran through my body remembering some of the scary scenes in those movies.


  The lights came on, people stood up to leave the theater, and Sophie exhaled a loud breath of relief. “Finally.” Her high heels clicked softly on the floor as she was going down to the exit, and a few men admired the curve of her ass. Not that it was anything out of the norm.


  Sophie was beautiful, in a model kind of way. She had long legs, a fit body, and wavy raven hair that fell down her back that was made into some hairdo, which made it look thicker. Her vivid, emerald-green eyes stood out with her tanned skin. She was never in short supply of men. I used to be jealous, especially when we were growing up and I discovered men didn't really like curves, but I snapped out of it quickly. I wasn't a bitch, and being jealous of your friend was a bitch move. Not that I was hideous-looking or anything, but I was not the type men generally found attractive.


  Well, at least in my experience.


  I was medium height and had an hourglass figure, and as a result, I usually wore skirts and dresses. Sometimes people teased that I should have been born in the 1950s, but I never found that amusing. I had D-cup breasts, a narrow waist, wide hips, and good legs. My hair was thick, curly, and long. Sometimes I wanted to cut some off, but no hairdresser would oblige as they said it would “ruin” such beauty. They thought I had a rare hair color that was shiny in its own way and was somewhere between dark brown and black—the color, apparently, millions of women wanted to have, but found hard to achieve. My eyes were crystal blue. My parents initially named me Caitlyn then decided to change it to Sapphire and kept my original first name as my middle one.


  Not that anyone saw much of my eyes anyway, since they were covered in glasses with black frames. I used to wear contacts, but they were expensive, and lately, there wasn't any money to spare.


  Sophie reached the gate, watching me impatiently. It always took me ages to come down the stairs after the movie, because she preferred to sit in the last row, and I had a problem with hurrying down stairs in high heels.


  “Seriously, Sapphire, how come you still don’t know how to do it quicker? It’s not like you walk without them.”


  “Because it’s hard for some people, and at work I wear flats. I have to wear heels with you. Otherwise, I look like a dwarf.” My curves and short height next to a gorgeous friend? Yeah, so not happening.


  “Stop wearing flats to work then.”


  “Funny,” I murmured, and we finally made it outside. I took a deep breath of fresh air. It was Friday night and the middle of summer, and the weather was magnificent. Strangely, New York wasn't as busy or occupied as usual. I loved the city, the magic of it, and the happiness it provided me. Some people complained about it being dangerous and too crowded, but that just made me shrug.


  If they didn't like it, they could move.


  Rude, I knew that.


  But it was the truth.


  For some reason, my mind was restless lately, as though something was about to happen. In addition, a feeling of being watched wouldn’t leave my gut. My hair stood up on the back of my neck, and uncomfortable goosebumps ran over my skin. I put my hand on my waist over the belt around my blue skater dress. The belt helped emphasize my body and didn't make it look like one big mass of breasts. I wore nude heals and held a red purse, which added a splash of color to my outfit.


  Friday was the only day off I had. I didn’t want to go home so soon, so I spun around to face my friend.


  “Where to now?”


  Sophie brushed her hair from her face, took out her phone, and shoved it in front of my eyes, as if she was ready for my question. “I want to try out this new place. It’s like the in place; everyone has been there but us.” The place was indeed beautiful, if the pictures were anything to go by, and considering the neighborhood, it was most probably expensive.


  “It looks pricey, you know.”


  Sophie rolled her eyes and raised her brow. “So? It never stopped us before.”


  “Yeah, but before, we had money. In case you haven't noticed, we were disowned a year ago.” She winced, and then her eyes started to tear up. I knew I was screwed, because tears were her ultimate weapon.


  “Please, Sapphire, you know how much I need it after the sucky year we had. It was awful. We live in a dump. Our parents want nothing to do with us, and this party…maybe Logan will be there,” she whispered, and I groaned inwardly.


  Logan was bad news and an old crush of hers, but nothing could have kept Sophie away from him. He was once a legendary musician and a member of a famous rock band, but he was kicked out for heavy drinking and drug use. He was never faithful to her, never gave a shit about her, and always shut her out. Truth be told, he probably never even considered her anything but a casual hookup. She was able to follow him around when we used to be part of the elite, but that was no longer the case. I had no desire to go in search of the asshole, but it was better to agree to the plan. One way or another, she would find him, and I preferred to keep an eye on her.


  “Fine.”


  Sophie squealed and hugged me tight. She waved with her hand and caught a cab.


  “Let’s go,” I muttered under my breath. Sitting inside the cab, I prayed for this not to end chaotically.


  Anytime I was in a vehicle, I loved to gaze out the window and admire the view in front of me, but like I said, tonight I was feeling exceptionally restless. The beautiful sight of New York at night in all its glory did nothing to calm my nerves or put me in a better mood. Sophie was retouching her makeup, making sure her lips shined with glossy lipstick while her cheeks stood out, thanks to bronzer.


  Twenty minutes later, we stopped in front of a big, dark building with a long line at the entrance. Clearly, whatever it was, the owners didn't want to advertise their assets.


  “That will be twenty dollars,” the cabbie said, and Sophie turned her head to me as she opened the door.


  “Sapphire, you’ve got it, right?” She bit her lip worriedly, and her wide eyes held mine in a begging stare. With a sigh, I shook my head, opened my purse, and gave him the money. We got out and, as always, she grabbed my hand and smiled thankfully. “Babe, I know you are probably tired of paying all the time, but I promise once I get this contract I’ll make it up to you. We could even move somewhere else.” That was the thing about Sophie. She dreamed about a lot of things, but rarely did anything to achieve them.


  When the fallout with our parents happened, neither of us was prepared for what was to come. Sophie was resistant and wanted to fight it, but I stopped her. She had no idea what our parents did, what shit they got into, and how dangerous everything was. I was just glad we got out of it alive. I had some money from my savings and, thank God, I went to college. I was able to get a job as a librarian at the university, which didn't pay much, but at least allowed me to cover rent and food for us. Sophie tried to land some jobs in modeling, but so far, no one replied, and I doubted anyone would. She was beautiful, but she was too old to make a name. Probably no one wanted her due to her reputation as a party girl, which she earned in our “before” life, as we liked to call it. She never went to college; so mostly, she sat at home or made us waste the money I earned. She had been my best friend since middle school, but to be honest, I was starting to get tired of supporting both of us, in addition to her escapades.


  “Sophie, maybe you need to take the waitressing job in that restaurant. I heard the tips are very good, and you know better than anyone we could use some money.” She huffed and brushed her hair from her face once again.


  “Girl, I’m no waitress. I don’t know how to do it, and I don’t want to learn.” It was our constant argument these days, and it made me mad. On the weekends, I worked as a bartender in a local bar, and she thought waitressing was a job beneath her. A job was a job, as long as you worked hard and earned the money honestly. How could it be beneath you? I couldn’t find any logic in her words.


  “Then you better find something suitable soon, because I can’t support us forever.” I gave her a look as she hugged me and giggled as if it was a joke. However, this time, I was not joking.


  The line was long, consisting mostly of young people. I made my way to the end of the line, dreading all the time we would spend standing here. Truth be told, my body was exhausted from all the work. The only thing I wanted was to curl up on the couch with a good book and, for a few hours, forget about reality. I envisioned a walk in the park after a movie, not a club.


  Suddenly, Sophie grabbed my arm and dragged me to the beginning of the line, where we stopped in front of a bouncer who gave a ‘fuck off’ vibe. The dude was massive; his arm seemed the exact same size as my thigh. Frightening, really.


  “End of the line,” he growled.


  “Come on, handsome. You can’t keep beautiful girls like us waiting now, can you?” Sophie sent her most gorgeous smile his way and leaned a bit in to him so he would have a good look into her cleavage. He completely ignored her innuendo and pointed with his hand to the end of the line again.


  “Come on!” she started to whine, and he moved slightly closer to us, his face masked in a scowl with his eyes narrowed.


  “You make any more trouble, and I will make sure you’re tossed out permanently.” His voice was low, but the threat was loud enough. Sophie raised her chin and put her hands on her hips, and I groaned inwardly. She was in her all-or-nothing mood, and those never ended well for me.


  “Listen, mister—” she started, but I didn't let her finish. What the hell had gotten into her? Any mentioning of Logan’s name made her lose her damn mind.


  “Sophie, let’s go.” My voice was apologetic when I addressed the man, “I’m sorry for this. We don’t want any trouble.” His eyes softened a bit when they rested on me, and he was about to say something, when a gruff, husky, and sexy voice spoke from behind him.


  My heartbeat started to race. The voice.


  “Lance, let them in.” The bouncer tensed then stepped aside to make room for the man with the most beautiful, yet dangerous voice I’d ever heard.


  “Oh, my,” Sophie muttered, and I couldn't have agreed with her more.


  ‘Oh, my’ was right.


  The male in front of us was positively one of the most handsome men I’d ever seen, and I’d seen many.


  He was perfect.


  Gorgeous.


  And dangerous.


  He had long–slightly below his shoulders—straight, honey-brown hair, which shined like the finest silk. His beautiful amber eyes were covered in long, thick lashes. They would make any girl jealous. He was tall, well above six feet, with broad shoulders and muscles all over. He was lean, but his body was in no way thin. He was wearing black jeans that hugged him perfectly, with a black polo shirt, which almost made him seem like an angel, and his lips were lifted in a smile.


  Angel of Death, more accurately, since dark colors dominated his looks.


  But what a beautiful angel.


  Sophie let go of my arm and strolled over to him, and blood boiled inside me. My hands squeezed into fists, and every cell in my body wanted to push her away from him. The idea of him with her didn't sit well with me, which was crazy, because I’d just met the guy, and it was ridiculous. The only time I’d ever felt like that was when—


  A sense of recognition hit me like a ton of bricks.


  “Hey, handsome.”


  He took a step forward, ignoring Sophie, who narrowed her eyes in annoyance. He came so close to me that I felt his breath on my lips. I was so mesmerized by him, I couldn't have looked away even if I tried. He took my chin in his fingers, his hot skin burning mine, and raised it.


  “Gorgeous,” he whispered, but then his gaze hardened into something sinful and intense, which made me almost moan, so I quickly closed my eyes to protect myself from his prying ones. Those eyes.


  I would have recognized them anywhere.


  The amber in my dreams.


  I felt a slight huff of wind on my face, and when I opened my eyes, he was gone.


  As though he didn't happen.


  Feelings from one year ago hit me hard, almost knocking me down to my knees in its intensity. My chest ached, as though it was ripped open and I was powerless to stop myself from the onslaught of memories running through my eyes. The night that ruined everything in my life but at the same time gave me one perfect moment with my Midnight Stranger.


  Once again, I felt as though I’d experienced the biggest loss there was, and it hurt.


  Deeply.


  I finally acknowledged Sophie, who was shaking my arm.


  “Girl that was something! I thought he was about to kiss you. Come on! We can go in now!” she squealed, grabbing me, and we went inside, but she made sure to stop in front of the bouncer first. “Fuck you,” she said. He gave her a scowl and attempted to move toward her, but he was stopped by another bouncer next to him. I swear that girl could be so immature sometimes.


  “No, Lance, you heard the boss.” That stopped him, but the anger was still there.


  The boss. My mysterious stranger was a club owner. Suited him.


  Once we were inside, and for the second time tonight, my jaw dropped.


  Living in the Upper East Side as the heiress of a prestigious company for most of my life prepared me for all kinds of luxurious things, but this place was magnificent, and it managed to surprise even me.


  The gold wallpaper covered the walls while the floor was made out of black, shiny stone which allowed women to walk freely in their high heels. Dancers moved with grace on stage, probably arousing every male in proximity; waitresses wore provocative golden shorts, black corsets, and black stockings with stilettos. The light was dim, and the air was oddly fresh. The pearls dangled from the completely mirrored ceiling, decorated the corner booths that were upholstered in gold velvet and composition finished the exquisite diamond chandelier which somehow managed to give the club the mysterious allure. There were couches and VIP lounges, and apparently a VIP corner on the second floor, with a mirror-glassed balcony view to the whole club and several bouncers. I had a feeling there were cameras too, but they weren't visible. People looked as though they stepped out of Vogue magazine, and they spent more time trying to be sophisticated as they drank and danced, and it was then I understood the crowd outside.


  The people who were here got private invitations and were from the elite, the high society of Manhattan. So all the folks outside waiting in the line were meant to be playthings for the invited elite. The bouncer first had to make sure the people had good assets and could sell well. Sex could be bought. Especially in a society like ours.


  My legs shifted uncomfortably while my head was checking out everything, and with each glance, deep humiliation started to spread through me. I was an outsider in an old dress, who only got inside because of the owner. I didn't fit.


  “I want to leave.” My voice was loud enough to hear over the music. Sophie’s eyes widened and she frowned.


  “Are you fucking kidding me? We just got inside, and look at those people!” When she took off her jacket, she was left in her top, which emphasized her small but firm breasts, and jeans that highlighted her great ass. A middle-aged man who was on his way to the VIP lounge let his eyes linger on it, and he sent her a half smile.


  Gross. The man looked old enough to be our dad.


  “I thought we were here for Logan?” As much as I didn't like the guy, he was the only reason I agreed to come. So where the hell was he?


  “What about him?” She shrugged, but I saw pain flash through her eyes. “I just saw a photo of him on Instagram at a house party. He isn't coming, and I want to have some fun.” With those words, she moved onto the dance floor and forgot herself. The mood she was in meant she was about to find herself someone to hook up with for the night. It was a constant occurrence when it came to Logan not making an appearance when she wanted to see him.


  She made a move with her hand toward me, and my hesitation from earlier vanished. When was the last time I danced and relaxed? Since we were already here, my body could enjoy the music and dancing. We let go and gave in to the music. I closed my eyes in pleasure and blocked out everyone else in the club, including what they might think about two girls dancing on an almost empty dance floor. Nothing mattered in that moment.


  K-Maro’s “Take You Away” made me numb to anything else, and for once, I was grateful for that.


  Every part of me wished I could do one-night stands. Maybe it was time to end my dry spell. I hadn't been with anyone for more than a year, and sometimes it got lonely. I was tired of all the problems around me and the whole living from paycheck to paycheck life.


  I just wanted to let go for one night.


  What’s the worst that could happen if I only did this just once, right?


  I tried to block the image of beautiful amber eyes filled with desire and hunger.


  He never came back for me after our night in my house, never contacted me after things went to shit. Wasn’t this an indication his interest was fleeting? Today’s act of kindness was just that, an act of kindness.


  A part of me felt like I owed him my fidelity, because of dreams filled with him coming after me, rescuing me, and slaying all my dragons.


  But he never came.


  It was time to accept what happened more than a year ago meant nothing to him.


  Men like him were out of my league.
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  “Who were you talking to outside?” Dad asked suspiciously.


  “No one.” The bench was located far away from the door, so although he knew my favorite place, he wouldn't know I was lying.


  His brows furrowed. “I heard voices.”


  Shrugging, my hands grabbed champagne from the tray a waiter was carrying. “You must have imagined it, Dad. Rarely do people know about that place.”


  After a few seconds, he nodded, and then his hand on my lower back pushed me faster toward Benjamin and his son Erik, who stood near my mom. Erik’s eyes lit up seeing me, and I barely contained an inward groan. He would bring trouble; clearly, his interest in my breasts was still there.


  “Sapphire,” Benjamin greeted me with a soft kiss on my cheek, and I tried not to wince at it. For some reason, he always made me feel uneasy, and no matter how much I found it strange, the feeling wouldn't go away. Guess his son inherited that from him.


  Erik took my hand in his and kissed it. I was repulsed and snapped my hand back while his eyes narrowed. His touch was nothing like the stranger’s.


  “Sapphire,” he repeated after his father. I hated my name on their lips. In the same moment, musicians started to play a slow song, and his mouth lifted in a half smile as he addressed my father. “Would you allow me to take your daughter for a dance?”


  My dad beamed in pleasure and he nodded. “Of course, Erik.”


  Before I could protest, he grabbed my hand and we ended up in the middle of the room as the musicians played an instrumental version of Adele’s “Someone Like You.” Loved the song, but hated the moment with him. His hand ended up on my lower back as he pulled me closer to him, although I kept as much distance between us as possible.


  “You are breathtaking.”


  “Thanks,” I mumbled, counting the minutes ‘til the song would end.


  “Sapphire, you never answered any of my calls,” Erik grunted. “We could have had a great time together in Aspen.” His hand moved lower and almost squeezed my ass, but before he could do it, I raised it back up and gave him a glare.


  “Behave, Erik. Or I’ll stop this dance.”


  He snorted mockingly. “Right, like your father would want to upset me or my dad.” My brows furrowed, and I was about to ask what the hell he meant by that, when someone patted his shoulder and we stopped our dance. The stranger from the garden stood behind him, and my heart started beating rapidly again.


  “I’d like to dance with the lady.” Although his words made me warm, apprehension about the scene that it might cause worried me. Erik wasn’t known for his good temper. To my surprise, he let go of me and gave me to the guy.


  “Sure, man. Can’t wait to see you again at the club,” he said, and the dirty look in his eyes made me instantly want to wash myself. Whatever the club was, it clearly appealed to his kinks. The rumors had it Erik liked it rough. Disappointment filled me at the thought of the stranger having fun in such places. So much for my fantasy.


  He took me into his arms, and my body tingled from the sensation of being near him. When he pulled me closer, it allowed me to admire his hard chest and strong, muscled arms. One of his hands ended up on my lower back, while the other took my hand in his, and since there was nothing else to do, I put my right hand on his chest, where his heart beat steadily.


  “Thank you,” I breathed out, and his eyes darkened.


  “Not a friend of yours?”


  My head shook and it made him draw me closer. “He always tries to touch me inappropriately.” The disgust I felt for Eric couldn't be hidden anymore, so the words left my mouth before I could stop them.


  His hand on my back tightened possessively as he whispered, “And you don’t like it?”


  “No,” I whispered back, closing my eyes, imagining we were far, far away from here and no one but us existed on the dance floor. I wanted to let the power that was coming from him in waves protect us from this society and the demands my father had on me. Was it so bad to get lost just for one night? This man offered me attention and sexual magnetism that I had never felt in my life. My father would never let me explore it any further, if the glance he gave me when I changed partners was anything to go by. After tonight, I would never see him again. Wouldn't it be a shame to have nothing to remember him by? My body felt like it was his, and in that one perfect moment, my mind didn't want to explore how ridiculous, unrealistic, or untruthful that statement was.


  Before my mind could stop me, I pleaded against his ear, “Take me away from here.” He stilled, leaned back to hold my gaze, and after probably reading determination in my eyes, moved us through the people to my father’s study, and then closed the door behind us.


  


  Sociopath


  Sapphire was like a goddess dancing in an ancient ritual.


  Beautiful, powerful, feminine, and happy.


  Her blue dress displayed her gorgeous beauty in all its glory, and I wanted to punish her for that. For every male who looked at her with desire, and there were plenty. I noticed. Didn't she know that for a body like hers, men started wars? She shouldn't have exposed it so much, emphasized something that belonged to me.


  She was mine; there was no doubt about it. I wanted to strip her naked and fuck her hard in those black glasses of hers. To tug on her hair and see her face light up in pain and pleasure at the same time. I wanted to take her from behind while she faced the wall, and I would lean close to have her cheek next to mine and listen to her every moan and breath.


  Fuck, I was hard just thinking about it.


  This had never happened to me before, but then, she was my first in many things.


  I put my hand on the glass and rested my forehead on it. Although I could look at anyone I wanted from this point, the glass was mirrored from the outside and didn’t give anything away. I had no desire for anyone’s prying eyes.


  The club was a good way to start something on my own, where I could use the connection and glory of my name, as well as find and lure my victims.


  The thought brought a smile to my face, because among many guests today, there was a man who I would enjoy torturing. I could already see images of knife wounds and burns on his skin, and that brought as much pleasure to me as imagining Sapphire’s body under mine.


  He had no clue he was stepping inside the lion’s den, although he did receive the e-mail.


  Yes, this evening was going well.


  After I was done with him, I could start my plan of kidnapping her and making her mine.


  Sometimes I had flashes of using hot wax on her and torturing her, but they were swiftly replaced with images of hot sex.


  Maybe it would stay that way, maybe not.


  After all, I was an unpredictable sociopath.


  She was about to receive her first e-mail.


  I couldn't wait to observe her as she tried not to go crazy with fear. She would be stupid not to know about me at this point. I was international news.


  There was some odd thrill present.


  She would be my first innocent victim.


  Like I said, she was my first in many things.


  


  Sapphire


  Once the dance was over, I snapped my eyes open and almost blushed, because everyone seemed to be staring at us. Thankfully, several girls joined us and the dance floor was getting busy. My eyes searched for Sophie, and there she was with two guys, one to her front and the other to her back, and it reminded me more of a threesome than a dance. She smirked at me and lifted her hand in a thumbs-up gesture.


  Great, so much for a night out with a friend.


  Exhaling a heavy breath, I strolled to the bar and studied the drinks. My budget was tight, but there wasn't anything less expensive than a hundred dollars. Well, I got my paycheck today from the library, and I had a few bucks on my credit card. Why not allow myself one drink, right?


  The bartender seemed young, in his early twenties. He was wearing a tight black shirt and jeans. His face was spread in smile.


  “What would you like to drink, beautiful?”


  I bit my lower lip. “I’m not really sure. What’s good?” The booze never really did it for me, so when everyone was experimenting with wines and beers back in high school, I preferred cherry-flavored sodas.


  He raised his brows in question then picked up a bottle and asked, “Do you like to try new things?”


  Not really, no. What if those new things could be dangerous and end me up in shit? Although I was already in some deep shit, maybe new things weren't so overrated. Making a final decision in my head, I nodded and he winked.


  “Be right back, babe.” He put several substances in the gray shaker with ice, and his hands moved so easily, fast, and smoothly they made my head spin. Finally, he was done, shaking it one last time, and then he poured the drink into the glass, put a straw there, a pineapple piece on the edge of the glass, and gave it to me. The thing looked delicious, and my mouth watered at the idea of tasting it.


  “How much?”


  He shook his head. “On the house, babe.”


  His words made me blink in confusion. “But why?” Suddenly, everything inside me froze, and the hot, uneasy feeling spread through me. Was he taking pity on me because of how my dress looked? Was it clear I struggled for money compared to all those other girls? “I do have money.” My voice was defensive and biting, and he frowned.


  “Didn’t mean to imply you didn’t. Just wanted to buy a drink for a beautiful girl. That’s all.”


  Freak! The dude just tried to be nice, and all I did was throw it back in his face.


  “Sorry, I’m just…well, there is no excuse. I’m sorry.”


  He laughed heartily and winked again. “No problem, babe. Go have some fun.” Taking the drink in my hands, I finally took my first sip and almost groaned in pleasure. That shit was divine! The cherry flavor combined with pineapple and some alcohol, probably vodka, made it sweet, but at the same time sour, and it tasted more like juice than any alcoholic drink. Perfect.


  Since my whole attention was on the heaven in my hands, I wasn't watching where I was going. I bumped into someone else, which resulted in splashing my delightful drink onto someone.


  Oh, hell!


  The man was wearing white sneakers and blue jeans that seemed a size too big for him. Somehow, I found those two details exceptionally odd in a club setting.


  My eyes traveled from his white shirt covered in a pink stain to the man's face. He was wearing huge glasses with frames that covered half of his forehead, eyes, and nose, so it was impossible for me to see his features clearly. His brown hair was in a messy bun on the back of his head, and his jacket, which was a size too big, covered his wide shoulders.


  Overall, the man wasn't anything special or spectacular to look at.


  That was before the club light flashed on his face and I had a clear view of him. Wait…was it? How the hell could he look so different? And why would he wear those clothes in the first place?


  “I’m so sorry,” I quickly mumbled and tried to dry his shirt with my napkin, but somehow made it worse while he stood there shocked. “That’s probably not what you imagined when you allowed me to enter your club.”


  He frowned, and then raised his eyes in confusion. “Have we met?” Freak. I could feel that stupid blush heating up my cheeks again. Of course, he wouldn't remember meeting me. He probably had girls throwing themselves at him all the freaking time, and my words were putting him into an uncomfortable position.


  “Yeah…well, kind of yeah…outside just now? When you allowed me to walk in?” Finally, recognition filled his eyes. It was safer to mention the recent meeting. Our night together in my father’s study probably meant nothing to him and he forgot all about it. The connection and lust that ran through us back then must have been the act of my imagination.


  Stupid, so stupid.


  That connection was one of the reasons I hadn’t been with anyone. It felt like cheating on him. How ironic was it that the man in question didn't even remember me or my name?


  “You met my brother.”


  “Brother?” It was my turn to be confused. What did he mean by brother?


  “My twin, he’s the owner.”


  Instant relief washed over me at the thought that the mysterious stranger didn't forget about me, and then it was replaced with many questions. Well, at least his appearance answered one of them. This dude looked more like some geek kid compared to his brother, and he didn't have the aura of confidence that attracted me in the first place. “Oh, sorry, I didn't know that.”


  His mouth lifted in a half grimace. “Not many people do.” Then he laughed nervously. “Although, one glance at me makes them question what’s wrong.” He adjusted his frames more firmly, and part of me felt sorry for him. It probably wasn't easy to be, well, the less attractive brother. He took out a napkin from his pocket and tried to do damage control too, and it snapped me out of my thoughts. I ruined his shirt, and he wasn't even pointing that out.


  “I’m so sorry once again! I wasn't watching where I was going. The shirt is probably ruined.” After a year of doing laundry for myself, I became almost an expert in such things. He shook his head.


  “It’s okay. It wasn’t that great a shirt anyway.” It was hard not to agree with him. “You, on the other hand, lost your drink.” Yeah, it was a delicious drink, and now it was all over his shirt and the floor. I was surprised no one was paying attention to us.


  “Looks like I will have to buy that drink after all.” Those two sips weren't satisfying for me, and I still wasn’t even close to being drunk enough to master the courage to sleep with someone.


  “You got that drink free?”


  “Yep, the bartender told me it was on the house.”


  Something flashed through his eyes, but it went so quickly, I couldn't catch it.


  “Did he now?” he asked, and then smiled. “Let me buy you a drink then. Are you here with someone?”


  Was this guy for real? He didn't owe me anything, yet here he wanted to make it all better.


  “You really don’t have to buy me anything.”


  A blush covered his neck and he nodded. “Yes, I’m sorry. You probably have better things to do than hang around with me. Have fun.”


  This made me feel like a freaking bad person, really. Wasn't he essentially the same as me?


  An outsider among people who fit into this place? How many times had people passed an opportunity to be with him, or just invited him because of his brother? He never said those things, and I hadn't known him long enough, but it was obvious the dude lived in the perfect shadow. I could relate, really. I placed my hand on his elbow, and a spark of something filled my body and put it on high alert. He froze, but didn't take his eyes away from mine, gazing into them.


  What the hell was going on?


  The same spark ran through my body in the garden a year ago. What were the odds? Or maybe my body reacted to the image in my head, since they both basically looked alike.


  “My friend is right over there.” I pointed at Sophie, who was chatting at another bar stand with the guys she was dancing with. One of them put his hand on her thigh suggestively, and she flashed him a smile and turned around so he would have a better view of her ‘assets.’ “As you can see, she already has company and doesn’t need me. I’d love to have a drink with you.” He gulped then gave me a tentative smile and raised his hand to the bartender.


  “Tim, the same drink she had and a shot of whiskey on my table.”


  Tim saluted and replied, “On it.” The stranger put his hand on my lower back and pushed me in the direction of the VIP lounge, which had crystal tables and comfortable couches. Several people studied us with interest, and some women just rolled their eyes, whispering to each other.


  Oddly enough, at the moment, I didn't give a shit what anyone thought, just wanting to enjoy the moment. Finally, we sat down and a moan of pleasure escaped my lips, which turned his attention to my mouth.


  “Those heels were killing my feet.”


  His dark brows furrowed. “Why did you wear them then?” Men were so clueless sometimes.


  “They do have their appeal, and besides, girls look prettier with heels on. Men pay them more attention.” It was strange sharing all this stuff with him, but hey, he didn't even seem in a league for a one-night stand, and since I couldn't see a guy in him, so to speak, it didn't bother me being completely open and honest in my opinions.


  “I think you’d get attention with or without them. There’s no need to torture yourself.” An edge to his tone made me uneasy and my eyes cast down, as though displeasing him was my biggest sin.


  Maybe the drink was very strong and two sips were enough to make me drunk, because I was acting crazy. Before I could reply to his comment, a waitress showed up with our drinks and placed them in front of us on the table.


  “Tim said you ordered those.” He nodded, and then she licked her lips. “Anything else you might want?” Her finger trailed down her neck to her open cleavage.


  His eyes darkened in anger, but his tone was firm and bored when he spoke up. “That’s it for now, Angie. Thanks.” She sent daggers my way, but left immediately.


  “Bad breakup, huh?” I tried to joke to lighten the mood while he took a sip of his whiskey.


  “No. She just wants to sleep with me.” So, he had no problems with ladies.


  “Why not? She’s hot.” And she was propositioning him. No offense to the guy, but he wasn't exactly some Gerard Butler type to get the ladies fawning over him. In fact, I was surprised she tried to nail him in the first place. His self-mocking laughter sent chills through me.


  “She doesn’t want me. She wants my brother. Trust me on this, sweetheart; none of the women here are interested in what I have to offer.” His words stung, and part of me wanted the floor to open up and swallow me whole. While I decided to enjoy his company originally, my thoughts were on his brother too, which made me no better than any other woman he’d met before. Suddenly, his fingers grabbed my chin and lifted it to his face. The gesture was unexpected coming from him, and I shifted uncomfortably. Up close and personal, he reminded me a lot of my mysterious stranger.


  “What’s your name, sapphire eyes?” For the first time, my lips drew a smile that probably brightened up the room.


  “Sapphire,” I replied softly, and his brows furrowed once again.


  “Yeah, like the precious stones.” He was still not getting my meaning.


  “No, I mean that’s my name.” He stayed silent for several seconds, and then let go of me and leaned back on the couch with his drink in his hand.


  “Well, your parents sure gave you a suitable name.”


  My nose wrinkled in distaste. “Yeah, it wasn't delightful growing up with it.”


  “Seriously? What’s wrong with it?”


  “It’s different,” I whispered, tugging on my dress, trying to make the small wrinkles on it go away. His hand gently touched mine as he studied me with those eyes behind his big glasses, which I wished were off him. At the same time though, it helped the image of his gorgeous brother vanish from my mind.


  “What’s wrong with being different?”


  My teeth nipped my lower lip, and it didn't escape my notice how his eyes traveled to it and the dark hint of desire that colored them. “Kids don’t really like when someone is not like everyone else. Don’t you know that?”


  The chuckle escaped his lips, but he shook his head. “Not really. I never went to school, grew up homeschooled along with my brother. He had no problems with my differences.”


  “You’re lucky then.”


  His face got a wistful expression as he gazed ahead of him at the crystal chandelier.


  “Luck is a fickle thing, Sapphire. Believe me.” His hands fisted, but then he relaxed, put one arm behind me, and sat closer. “Any plans for the night?”


  “Getting laid.” He froze beside me, and I slapped my hand on my mouth, dying in mortification because of what I just said. Did I seriously let the guy know I was looking for a hookup? Who does that? This was just ridiculous on so many levels, but there was no way of taking those words back. “It’s been a long time for me,” I added defensively, and if it was possible, it made him tense beside me even more. What was this guy’s deal anyway? “Not that the last time was anything spectacular, mind you, but at least I got off.” Well, if we were counting the actual sex and not what happened with his brother. Because his brother had some spectacular skills.


  His hand covered my mouth, so I finally shut up and part of me was grateful for that. Maybe the drink had some truth serum added?


  “No need to continue.” He cleared his throat. “Sorry for ruining your plans.” He looked down, let go of me, and placed his drink back on the table while trying to adjust his damn glasses again, which kept sliding down his nose. To some extent, the whole action was adorable.


  “You didn’t ruin it. It was a stupid idea anyway.” What were we doing here in this club where everything felt out of place? None of it ever appealed to me, and he didn't seem like the type either. Who were we trying to fool? Making up my mind, I stood up to his utter confusion and gave him my hand.


  “Want to get away from here?”


  His eyes widened in surprise and he opened his mouth, but then his eyes rose and his expression hardened. Curious about what got such a reaction from him, I glanced behind me, but there was nothing but mirrors. When my eyes were back on him, his expression was closed off and he shook his head. “I can’t go right now.”


  And he needed to look into the mirror to come to this conclusion?


  His reply stung. I wasn't offering sex or anything, just a walk on the streets in New York, but clearly he wasn't interested.


  I tucked my hair behind my ear and tried to smile, acting fine when I was anything but.


  “Right. Okay, then. I have to go. I have an early shift tomorrow at work.” Which wasn't a complete lie, even though translating word documents didn't require me to get out of the house. He stood up and made a move toward me, but I took one back.


  “Sapphire.”


  “No, it’s fine.” Without waiting for his reply, I quickly moved through the bodies and inhaled the fresh air outside the club, enjoying the cooling sensations of the wind on my skin. To my surprise, a cab was waiting for me, which almost never happened in such places, so I got inside after giving my address and tried to forget this bizarre night.


  The side of my head rested on the window and I closed my eyes. The image of the sinful stranger, the club owner, popped in my mind and a tremor ran through me.


  His kisses, his touches, his smell. He was a constant guest in my dreams; thoughts of him made me wake up sweaty and needy, not that anything helped to dull the ache.


  And he didn't even remember my name.


  Hysterical laughter came out of my mouth and I was powerless to stop it. The cab driver turned and raised his brows, but said nothing, and thank God for that. Finally, when my sides started to hurt and tears ran down my cheeks, I got myself together and wished to forget all this mess.


  Then it hit me.


  I never learned their names.


  How those brothers managed to get information from me when I knew nothing about them was beyond me.


  


  Sociopath


  Alan was taking her home per my instructions, in the cab I had specially ordered when she started to run away from the club.


  I sent someone to keep an eye on her until she got home. As much as I wanted to punish and kidnap her, no one else was allowed to touch Sapphire. She lived in a shitty neighborhood after that family of hers disowned her.


  No one messed with what was mine.


  No one but me.


  Unfortunately, it was inevitable.
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  Once inside the study, he spun me around, my back to the door as he placed his palms on the sides of my head. He gazed at me with lust-filled amber eyes as I licked my lips. His eyes followed my movements and I couldn't wait anymore. My hands grabbed his jacket, pulling him closer to me as my mouth ended up on his.


  My imagination convinced me kissing him would be like hot lava flowing over me.


  However, nothing happened. He stood there silent, with no movement. He didn't open his mouth for my tongue. My body froze as cold spread inside me. He didn't want me; how could this be? Desire filled his eyes. Humiliation had a sour taste. I let go of him and began to move away, when suddenly his hands grabbed my ass and lifted me up as a yelp escaped my mouth. My legs circled his waist as his lips instantly sought mine with a demanding and heated kiss that made my toes curl. His tongue roamed chaotically in my mouth, our teeth clashing.


  I broke the kiss as we both breathed heavily. He frowned and growled disapprovingly at my action, leaning to kiss me again, but my hands stopped him. His erection pressed against my stomach, making me wetter than I had ever been. My hands moved to circle his neck as my fingers laced through his hair and my lips closed the distance with his. I slowly licked around his lips, earning a groan from him, and then my tongue entered his mouth and enjoyed a gentle dance with his. Slowly, he settled and learned what I wanted.


  We kissed for several moments, or was it hours? He trailed his lips lower to my neck, sucking the skin gently as my lungs drew in much needed air. His hands squeezed my ass harder, probably leaving marks, not that I cared in the moment. With a swift move, he carried me to the big, wooden, black table in the middle of the room, placed me on the edge, and stepped between my legs. He moved the zipper of my dress lower, displaying my breasts. My nipples throbbed.


  “Sapphire.” His low whisper against my ear made me tremble in the best of ways. He flattened his hand on my stomach and laid me down on the table. Before I could say anything else, he licked my nipples, making me moan louder than I should. He stopped his action and removed his jacket and tie. The latter he put over my mouth, essentially gagging me.


  “Your moans are only for me.” He returned his attention to my breasts, sucking and playing with my nipples, while his hands hiked my dress up to my stomach. The cold air forced goosebumps along my exposed skin. Then he moved lower, placed a soft kiss on my stomach, and pushed my thighs wider. He nipped the tender skin then pushed my thong aside, leaving me bare for his gaze. His tongue flicked my clit then he started sucking. He flattened his tongue and lapped at my core, gently licking and pushing his tongue inside me. I raised my hips in pleasure, wanting more. His hands caressed my thighs and then he placed them over his shoulders, allowing him deeper access, and God, was it good. My hands tugged on his hair, and my heels closed around his back. My body was on fire, every touch bringing newer sensations until one of the most powerful pleasures overtook me.


  “Mine,” he softly whispered.


  


  Sapphire


  “Stupid, so damn stupid.” Muttering those words to myself probably didn't change anything, but it was a good way of reminding myself how stupid a female mind could be.


  I grabbed my favorite mug and poured in my green mint tea, strolled to the big window in the kitchen, and opened it up to admire the rain pouring heavily from the sky. I inhaled deeply the smell of freshly soaked granite while some raindrops touched the skin of my face and neck. The tickling sensations made me laugh lightheartedly. No better weather than a cloudy day.


  So back to last night. I had the perfect guy to spend a good night with; despite being geeky, he was interesting to talk to and made me feel comfortable.


  My mistake hit me the minute I came to the empty apartment I couldn't make a home, no matter how hard I tried. I was alone once again, and for some reason, yesterday made me mad. However, a little part of me laughed at all this, and I couldn’t help but think about one good point.


  He wasn't the same as his brother. But I felt even worse, because I saw his twin out front of the club for only a minute and couldn't forget his eyes.


  Something about the brother I met last night spoke to me on a deep level, although his touches didn't inspire a raging inferno inside me. Yet one touch from his club-owning twin to my chin, and my body trembled just from the memory.


  Here I was the next morning, wearing my sweatpants and a sweater, drinking tea alone in a cold apartment, because no matter how much I tried, it was impossible to get warm in this hole. The heaters didn’t work, and the walls were so thin I heard the neighbors screwing each other’s brains out every night. Not to mention the constant problem with the water. Unfortunately, my salaries combined didn't allow me to have better when it came to two-room apartment hunting in New York. The only choices left were to suck it up and always remember to wear a sweater, drink something hot, and under no circumstances flush the toilet when the shower was on. Pretty simple rules.


  Sophie hadn't checked in yet, but I wasn't worried. She usually came back in the afternoon when she had a one-night stand, and it wasn't as if she had a job to attend. I sounded bitter, but I’d had enough. I was young too and wanted to have some fun. She had to either find a job or be on her own. This place was big enough for two, but I’d rather rent something smaller and cozier, not to mention in a better neighborhood.


  My job wasn’t until evening, so I had some time to work on the paper I was writing for some extra cash. I guess all those Spanish and French classes I hated came in handy after all, because translating made me some good money, which allowed me to have a savings account.


  I opened my laptop and was about to start working, when a new e-mail notification distracted me. Maybe it was another job. I could use more money. I was excited when I clicked on my inbox, and then I frowned when it said ‘Anonymous,’ but whatever. Money was money. Finally, it opened, but the words I read left me frozen and terrified.


  It couldn't be.


  Why would I get this e-mail?


  I had watched the news like every other person and knew about his victims, or rather whatever was left of them. They just disappeared, and a few weeks later, their remains were found in the weirdest places.


  Sociopath.


  He was a sociopath, and he always e-mailed his victims that they were about to be taken. Sick, cold bastard who loved it when people suffered.


  But why does he want me? The only time I ever did something wrong was a year ago, and I paid for it dearly.


  Panic hit me, and the mug slipped out of my hand to the floor and shattered into tiny little pieces, the sound deafening me for a second.


  What was I supposed to do? Ask for help?


  Police? I didn't trust them, not after what happened last year. Then a memory flashed in my mind, taking me back to that fateful night when everything went wrong in my life.


  


  My coat was soaked from all the rain as I was sitting on the bench, and my body was so cold. My boots had water inside them. Probably all this would lead to pneumonia.


  None of those things registered in my mind though; numbness consumed me. Besides the clothes I was wearing and a half-broken phone in my pocket, I had nothing.


  No family.


  No home.


  Not even clothes.


  Nothing.


  In that moment, a weak part of me wished I had never found those papers on my father’s desk and read all the bad things he had done. I wished I’d never gone to the one person who worked for Dad and sold me out. I could have lived in oblivion not knowing where everything came from, what kind of person gave life to me.


  The other part, the one that was brave, preferred to die on the fucking street than live off the money that came from my family.


  My hand went inside my pocket and took out the card with a name and number on it. Mary gave it to me before I left the house for good. She instructed me to use it if I felt I was in danger. The person whose name was on the card would help deal with whatever problem I had.


  My situation sucked, but it was better than the near-fatal problem it could have been.


  I put the card back inside, took a deep breath, stood up, and, as I was walking in the direction of Sophie’s house, I prayed I’d never have to use this number.


  


  I quickly went to my room where I dug into the pocket of my worn-out coat. The card was still there. It was wrinkled from the rain and the number was washed out. My stomach sank, but then I noticed there was still an address attached, along with the name.


  Without another thought, I changed my clothes, grabbed some money and my cell, and left the house. The broken mug would have to wait.


  I left my laptop on with the e-mail displayed that said only one word, but had a lethal meaning to my life.


  Sociopath
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  Taking a deep breath, I knocked on the door firmly and took a step back. I got here as fast as possible, but now I was getting nervous.


  It was a luxurious building in the Upper East Side; in fact, my parents lived only a few blocks away. I used to love the architecture and the extravagance of it, but right now, it all felt out of place here. In fact, the name on the card finally settled in my mind.


  Dominic Scott.


  If my family was considered rich, they were nothing close to the Scott Empire. I’d never met them. My dad dreamed of doing business with them, but they always said no. I hoped it wouldn't factor in with him helping me, but I came too far to walk away without trying to convince him that my life was worth something. Mary never would have given me his number if he weren’t a man who kept his promises. At least, that was what I kept saying to myself all the way here.


  No one answered the door after my first try, but as I raised my hand to knock again, the door swiftly opened, and everything inside me froze.


  The man was shirtless, which showed off his perfect abs. He only wore a pair of jeans that were still unbuttoned and his feet were bare. His long hair was loose, and his amber eyes were sleepy and tired. All I wanted to do at that point was run into his arms and let him save me.


  He was the last man I would have expected to see behind the door.


  “Hey.” My voice cracked and I cleared my throat. “I’m looking for Dominic Scott?” I licked my lips, and it didn't escape my notice that he followed the movements of my tongue with his eyes. Then he raised them back up and fury filled them. I took a step back.


  “He’s asleep.” His voice was low and husky. “What do you want?” He didn't even try to hide his annoyance with me, as if the moment we shared last year didn't happen. I was hurt, and how freaking ridiculous was that?


  It meant nothing.


  And was he related to Dominic, or maybe…


  God, was he his boyfriend?


  “I would have liked to talk to him.” My voice shook slightly, but it was hard to keep myself calm when he was acting this way. I was already terrified out of my mind, and he wasn't helping the situation much.


  He cursed then grabbed my hand. It felt like electricity ran through us as he pulled me inside the room and closed the front door. Then he pointed at the couch in the middle of the living room, and I understood I had to sit there. As I sat, I looked around and noticed the room was very stylish, in a bachelor kind of way. Everything was in shades of brown. He didn't have much inside the apartment: sofas and chairs, a table, a bar, and then a large window that probably looked over an amazing view of New York City. Although it wasn't a penthouse, it was still high. Views from this neighborhood usually never disappointed.


  “I’m going to wake him up, and he’ll be here in a minute.” I just nodded, and he went upstairs, leaving me alone and nervous.


  My attention shifted to a picture on the piano that was placed near the middle of the room. The two boys, who couldn't have been more than six years old, hugged each other, wearing pirate costumes and flashing smiles with missing teeth. So adorable it made me smile. I had no idea boys could be so pretty, let alone at this age. I picked the picture up, ran my finger around the frame, and then flipped it around, shocked to see the date and the words written on the back.


  


  My sweet little boys.


  Mama will always love you.


  Dominic and Damian


  October, 1991


  


  Those words brought tears to my eyes, and my heart hurt from the pain evident in those lines. They spoke of such longing, as though she was never going to see them again, as though it was a last token of her affection.


  Maybe she died of cancer. I lost my nana to it and knew how devastating it could be.


  No one would write such words if they didn't truly love their child. A part of me was grateful those boys had such a loving mother.


  “It was our birthday. We turned six and wanted to be damned pirates. Well, Damian did; I wanted to be Peter Pan. Thank God he made sure I wasn’t.” The firm yet gentle voice broke the spell the picture had on me, and I spun around to face him.


  Oh, my God.


  My stranger from the club?


  He had on a t-shirt and sweatpants, and quite honestly, it was hard to tell them apart. The only difference was his huge glasses and the bun behind his head. They probably got it a lot. He watched me closely for a moment and then laughed.


  “Don’t worry. It’s me.” Yeah, it was him. The only difference was that he was nice and kind, and his brother was anything but.


  “So it’s you?” He frowned in confusion and came closer to me. I placed the card in his hand. “Mary gave this to me.” His eyes were looking downward, so it was hard for me to know what he was thinking. When he raised them back to me, his gaze was unreadable.


  “What’s wrong, Sapphire?”


  I gulped and tried to hold back the escaping tears that were sliding down my cheeks. He removed the frame from my hands and put it back on the piano. Then his hand covered mine.


  “I received an e-mail today.”


  “Okay,” he said with a confused tone. I understood he probably thought it was stupid of me to react that way because of some silly e-mail.


  “It said that one word. Sociopath,” I whispered.


  His demeanor changed at once and he hugged me close. “Sociopath?” Although it was posed as a question, I knew he wasn't really asking one.


  “Yes. I’m sorry, but I had no idea who to ask for help. I don't trust the police.” I decided not to elaborate on why.


  “You decided to use the card?”


  “I have only you.” How surreal this situation was, considering we had met last night before the e-mail. My body trembled as he ran his hand soothingly over my back.


  “Shh, sweetheart. Do you know why he would want to target you?”


  “No. I’ve never done anything wrong.” It was a lie, but I doubted Sociopath’s reason was my father and his side business. “Why did Mary give me your number? What do you do?”


  His face was devoid of any expression. “Try to stop injustice. I worked with Mary on one of the cases. I’m a lawyer, Sapphire.” Relief washed over me; he wasn't some kind of dangerous criminal. “There must be a reason,” he said stubbornly.


  “Somehow, I don’t find that less terrifying.”


  “No, you wouldn’t,” he muttered. “Let’s sit on the couch. You’re cold. I’ll make you some tea and grab you a blanket.” Although I did what he asked, my brows furrowed.


  “How do you know that?”


  “Know what?”


  “That I like tea? People usually offer me coffee, assuming it’s what I’d like to drink. Yet you haven't done so.”


  I was weird that way, paid attention to little things, and then it would bug me until I couldn't help but ask my questions.


  He gave me a soft smile. “Mint.”


  “What?”


  “Your breath smells like mint. Usually people who drink coffee first thing in the morning smell like coffee beans. You don’t. So I made an assumption, and I see I’m correct.”


  “Oh.” I felt like an idiot for even asking, but he just made his way to prepare tea in the kitchen, and then came back with two mugs. He put them in front of us on the coffee table, sat next to me, and put his arm on the back of the couch behind me. His other hand put the blanket on my legs, and I instantly felt warmer.


  “Was the e-mail anonymous, or maybe we have some address?”


  “No, it was anonymous.”


  He nodded and scratched his chin. “That’s what I thought. The situation with you is highly unusual. I’ve never once dealt with someone who’s just received the e-mail. Not to mention a woman too. He’s never touched women or kids.”


  “Looks like he made an exception.” My voice was less than enthusiastic, and I finally asked the question I came here for. “Will you help me?”


  “Of course.” He even looked slightly offended by my question.


  “Thank you. I’m sorry for dragging you into this, but I really have no one else to go to.”


  “Sapphire, I’m already deep in the investigation. If anything, I should be grateful to you for even considering me a good choice after last night. The bastard killed most of my clients.” Again, that stupid blush on my cheeks.


  “I’m sorry about last night,” I tell him. He frowned, confused. “I shouldn't have left the way I did.”


  “Do you want to go out and grab some breakfast?” My stomach chose that moment to growl loudly—I was mortified—but it was no wonder. I hadn't had a bite since dinner last night. “I think that’s a yes. Let me change quickly. I know a perfect place for a good breakfast. That is, if you really want my company.” Some kind of message was in his eyes, something I couldn't read. I nodded, and for a second, I thought disappointment appeared in his gaze, but it was quickly replaced with a smile.


  Maybe I was starting to hallucinate from nerves and hunger.


  “I’ll be out in a second.”


  “What about your brother?”


  “What about him?” he snapped, and I moved back slightly. He didn't seem happy with me bringing him up.


  “I thought maybe he would like to join us? I think I sort of woke him up,” I said guiltily, but he just shook his head in disapproval.


  “He wasn’t asleep. And he won’t be joining us either.” He went back upstairs and I took a deep breath.


  What the hell did I get myself into?


  And more importantly, why the thought of not seeing his brother again today made me wish for something I couldn't name?


  


  Sociopath


  She came over.


  She was inside my house, terrified. The darkest part of me felt thrilled. I loved this feeling of power. I knew she received my e-mail and was out of her mind with worry. I was anticipating the things I would do to her body.


  Mine.


  But the other part of me wanted to hug her and soothe her, to let her know nothing would ever happen to her. She was safe with me.


  Well, as much as a woman could be safe with a monster like me.


  Sapphire came to Dominic when she was terrified. She had no one else, and probably thought what she did was wrong. Her father was one of the next people on my list, but she wasn't the one to blame.


  I would punish her though.


  Because she was contemplating sharing her body with another man—a body that belonged to me since the moment I laid eyes on her.


  Yes, she would be punished.


  Then she would learn that her body was only mine to touch.


  Mine.
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  His lips softly trailed back from my stomach to my breasts and up to my lips again. I could taste myself on him. The idea always repulsed me, but with him, it felt right. My body hummed in satisfaction, as my hands moved lower to unzip his pants. His hands stopped me.


  “No,” he said firmly, letting go of my mouth and nibbling on my earlobe.


  What?


  “Why not?” I squeezed him hard between my thighs; the length of him was driving me crazy.


  “I won’t take you, not here. Not the first time.” So, he thought we would have more? His words thrilled me, because I would never refuse him. The connection I had with him made no sense, and probably wasn't normal, but I didn't care.


  “Then where?” He froze then fisted his hand in my hair and tugged my head back painfully, making my breath hitch as our eyes held each other’s.


  “Wherever I see fit.” My chest was rising and falling as wetness dripped down my thighs. No one had ever gone down on me the way he had, but the dominance in his gaze and the pain he provided created feelings inside me I couldn't place. Part of me craved more than what he had shown me. “You’ll have dinner with me.” He hadn't asked; he commanded.


  “Okay.” My soft reply calmed him. His body lost some of its tension.


  “Tomorrow.”


  “When?”


  “At 6 o’clock. We will meet in Times Square.” Then he looked down to his watch and rose from me. “I need to leave, Sapphire. This is not over,” he warned. He helped me sit up on the table and zipped my dress. “Walk out of here ten minutes after me. Your swollen lips and ripe body are for my eyes only, understand?” I nodded. Although, shouldn't those words be scary coming from a guy I barely knew? He kissed me one last time, and with quick steps, ended up near the door. He glanced over his shoulder and smiled.


  “Sapphire,” he whispered, and then disappeared.


  


  Sapphire


  “Please, no more.” My voice was pleading.


  “I think you should.”


  “I’m going to burst, seriously.”


  “You barely ate anything,” Dominic pointed out and took a bite of the amazing chocolate cake in front of us.


  “Barely ate anything? I ate eggs with toast, and then you decided to order a dessert you knew I wouldn't be able to resist,” I said accusingly, but that didn't really stop me from taking one more bite. I couldn't help but moan at how delicious it tasted. This place was the best for dessert. I used to come here a lot when I lived nearby. The prices were high though, so I couldn't afford to indulge myself anymore. Dominic said it was his treat. No matter how much I tried, I couldn't change his mind, so I gave up. I finally noticed he was looking at me strangely as he grabbed some napkins. For few moments this place allowed me to forget all my current problems in life.


  “What’s wrong? Is there something on my face?”


  He shook his head, but that didn't diminish the intensity in his eyes. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a woman enjoy her dessert so much before.”


  That made me blush self-consciously. “Well, I do love to eat.” It felt like I was apologizing for my curves, when the truth was I really wasn’t. My mom always nagged about how I should lose weight to fit into all those designer clothes I had to wear.


  “I meant that in a good way. You’re beautiful.” The way he said it left no room for doubt that it was the truth.


  “Thank you.”


  He smiled then glanced at his watch and frowned. “I’ve got something to do today. Let me take you home, and then I’ll see you again tonight, okay?”


  “I’m sorry I’m taking up your time.”


  “You aren’t. I just have an important meeting I can’t miss. Then I’ll get back to you.” He grabbed my purse, and we stepped out of the café as he motioned for his driver to pick us up. For all his awkwardness back in the club, he had an aura of confidence that in no way reminded me of the geek I’d met—well, except for his glasses and messy hair.


  “I can walk home. There really is no need.”


  His gaze hardened. “I’ll take you home, Sapphire.” His tone left no room for arguing, so we got in the car. The Mercedes had black-tinted windows and a partition window between the driver’s seat and us.


  New York was as beautiful in the morning as it was at night, but it had a different kind of beauty. People were rushing to their work, not paying much attention to anyone. I could have moved to some smaller city. God knows it would have been better for my finances, and I’d have some peace and quiet. But New York was my love, and nothing could change that.


  “You love the city, don’t you?” Dominic’s amused voice broke into my thoughts, and I smiled.


  “Very much, I can’t imagine living anywhere else. Can you?”


  He was quiet for a second. “Depends.”


  “On what?”


  “On many things. Sometimes a city can be just a city. It takes a lot to call somewhere home.”


  “That’s true too.” It was hard not to agree with him.


  My home could be taken away from me though.


  Sociopath.


  The anxiety started to build inside me again, and suddenly I felt him shift next to me. He leaned forward and raised his hand. His knuckles slowly caressed my cheek as his eyes held mine. “I’ll make sure to keep you safe.” Without a thought, I leaned forward as he slowly ran his thumb over my lower lip. His lips were only inches away from mine. I wanted him to kiss me and take all the worries away. He must have read my mind, because the next thing I knew, we were kissing.


  Deeply.


  He was everywhere, in the hand that held my head in a tight grip, in his other hand that squeezed my thigh. His mouth and tongue passionately devoured mine. I was like an instrument he was playing.


  I couldn’t remember anyone ever kissing me like that.


  His hand slowly made its way under my top, from my stomach to my breasts. I gasped as he lightly pinched my nipple then gently played with it between his fingers. I could feel myself getting wet and thinking that this could lead to something more.


  Like having crazy wild sex in the car.


  Then suddenly, the eyes of Damian, so similar to Dominic’s, flashed through my head and the memory of his galvanizing touch.


  Immediately, my desire was gone.


  For some reason, I felt like I was cheating on him, and it was ridiculous. I pushed back and he let go of me instantly. We were both breathing heavily. I straightened my top and made myself more presentable just as the car stopped.


  “Sapphire—” he started, but I just shook my head in dismay.


  “I’m sorry. I just…I just can’t.”


  “Why?”


  “Because it’s happening too fast. I thought I could do it, but I can’t.”


  “Is that all?”


  Of course, I couldn’t really tell him why. “Yes.”


  With a hard look, he finally nodded. “Okay then.” He leaned down once again and gave me a soft peck on the forehead.


  “I’ll see you tonight.” The car door opened, and his driver, Alan, as I found out earlier, gave me his hand and helped me get out of the car.


  With one last wave, I quickly took the stairs to my building. A few minutes later, I was inside my freezing apartment, already missing the warmth I felt in the car. I glanced at the clock. I still had some time to change and get ready for work; good thing I had half a shift tonight, so I decided to take a hot shower. Sophie was crashed on the couch, still wearing her dress and makeup from last night, and snoring loudly.


  I shook my head, fed up with all this shit.


  However, I had bills to pay, so I needed to get ready for work, and then I was bartending afterward. I had to get ready for both.


  My laptop was still on. My fingers were about to press the sleep button when a message popped up and made my heart race again.


  


  Nothing and no one can save you from me.


  Sociopath


  


  God, did he know everything I did? I noticed something else this time.


  It wasn't anonymous anymore. It was sent from some kind of random name, which was clearly a phony, and he was online on messenger chat.


  He must have just sent it.


  I had to call Dominic immediately. But before that, something compelled me to sit down, open the tab, and write a message.


  My heart was beating out of my chest and my fingers were shaking.


  


  <Cookie1988> What do you want from me?


  < Langer07sp> You.


  


  My palms were sweaty, so I dried them on my pants and tried to control the raging panic running through me.


  


  <Cookie1988> Please, leave me alone. I’ve never done anything wrong.


  <Langer07sp> No.


  


  Before I could reply, the conversation was rapidly deleting itself from my laptop as if someone was operating it, and then it shut off.


  Gulping for air, I stood up so abruptly that the chair fell to the floor.


  How could I fight him when he was so dangerous that he literally could do anything?


  My heart raced, and I felt like my ears were muffled. I was numb to everything, but I somehow managed to continue through the routine I had to do before heading to work. It gave me some peace.


  As I put light makeup on and styled my hair into a bun, I wondered how much time he would give me, and if it was long enough for Dominic to help me.


  


  Sociopath


  Reckless.


  I was becoming reckless with her. I’d never sent more than one e-mail to my victims, but for some reason, I wanted to convince her there was no escaping me.


  When she sent me those messages, I knew it was a mistake to answer her, but I did anyway. It was important for me to have a conversation with her as Sociopath.


  With a real part of me.


  I couldn't tell her much, and I knew I terrified her more.


  My sweet little girl.


  Mine.


  She was about to find out what it was like to be taken by the monster.


  I would stop at nothing to get her.


  Even if it meant jeopardizing my brother’s identity.


  She came first.


  Always fucking first.
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  The waiting was almost over. The huge wooden clock let me know it had been fifteen minutes since the mysterious stranger had left, so it was a perfect time for me to get out of here and survive the rest of the night. I was filled with a giddy feeling as excitement built inside me over the prospect of seeing him again.


  What girl didn't dream about love at first sight? It was crazy and made no sense, but in his arms, I felt whole and just knew he was the one.


  I stood up a bit shakily. My movements caused the penholder to slide and drop down on the floor, scattering everything around. Wincing inwardly, I quickly put everything back together, and just as I placed it on the table, my eyes noticed something unusual.


  A contract in the middle of the table.


  Between my father and Uncle David, who was the head of a company that specialized in cosmetics. He was an old friend of Dad’s; in fact, he never missed any of my birthdays. A weird vibe about him made me scream in fear every time he came near me when I was a kid. No one understood it, let alone me, but it was enough for him to stop trying to grab me or touch me every chance he got. Honestly, most of my dad’s close friends made me uneasy, and I preferred to avoid them.


  Curiosity got the better of me. I picked it up and started reading.


  With each word, my stomach sank lower and my eyes widened.


  No. It must be some mistake.


  My father couldn't be a part of such an organization, let alone run it. However, the proof was in my hands. Thinking about it, everything in my life clicked.


  Hiding the papers inside my dress, I left the study and quickly made my way to my room, and thankfully, no one saw me.


  I changed my clothes, picked up the car keys and my phone along with the papers, and decided to visit the one person who was like a true father to me. Someone I trusted, someone who would either help me or put all the doubt to rest.


  Sophie’s dad.


  


  Sapphire


  Exhausted.


  My feet burned like I’d walked miles today, and I wanted to sleep badly, but I still had two more hours to go. It was almost midnight, and I just got a break to grab a bite and refresh myself. I fixed my eyeliner and enhanced it a little, even though I hated it.


  The tips were good when my eyes stood out, and after a while, I learned I could push my pride aside and smile to get better tips, which provided me with good food at the end of the day and more money to save. Once I was done with my makeup, I soaked a paper towel in water and tapped it all over my neck to cool down. It was hot as hell inside the bar. Hank, the bar’s owner, who was a good guy, told me to take all the time I wanted. Although it was sweet and I knew he would never give me shit for taking a long break, I never took advantage. Don’t do anything to jeopardize the job. That was the motto I lived by these days.


  With one last glance in the mirror and faking a smile, I left the washroom and instantly bumped into Jack. My body instantly tensed up.


  Jack was sort of a bouncer in this place, and sometimes behaved as if he was the owner and not Hank. He would give orders. He would stare at the waitresses and me with lust-filled eyes. The worst part was he would proposition us. So far, I think I was the only one who refused to sleep with him, and he took it as a personal challenge. He tried to be nice about it, but lately he was losing his patience. He would harass me, and even threaten me sometimes. So I started to think that maybe I should have said something about it to Hank. I was already out of my mind with the whole Sociopath thing. I couldn't afford going crazy at my workplace as well.


  “Look at you, all ready to make those fuckers out there sweat. Yet you act too good for me.” His voice was sarcastic and he repulsed me. His breath smelled of beer. Suddenly, he grabbed me hard, surely leaving bruises, and he pinned me against the door. I couldn’t get away from him.


  “Jack, let me go.”


  “Why? I think it’s the perfect place for a quickie, don’t you?” He moved his mouth lower to mine and the bile started to rise in my throat. I had to think fast. I relaxed my body to distract him, and the minute his grip on me was looser, I aggressively rammed him in the nuts with my knee, which earned a pain-filled moan from him.


  His hands let go of me, and I was free to run toward the bar door, but not before I heard his angry and spiteful words.


  “You’ll pay for that, little bitch.”


  His words scared me; my legs moved faster, and finally, I reached the door and rushed inside the bar, where Hank stood arguing with one of the waitresses.


  His eyes shifted to me, and he frowned. “What happened?”


  


  Sociopath


  The guy was still groaning in pain from Sapphire’s kick, and it gave me satisfaction that my girl could take care of herself when she needed to, not that I appreciated her being in danger. Only I could put fear inside her; no one else would touch her without facing my wrath.


  I slowly made my way toward my next victim as he looked at me and snarled, “What do you want, man? Get the fuck outta here.”


  “I don’t really think so,” I said calmly. I grabbed his shirt, and with all my strength, I punched his face so hard that his head jerked backwards and his nose started to bleed.


  Then, before he could say anything, I held his filthy hand, which probably bruised my girl, and crushed it until it broke. I didn’t have a single regret. He cried out it pain and tried to escape, but I gave him one last kick in the knee that made his leg crack and he fell.


  His eyes were still open, and I gave him the smile all my victims received.


  “You ever touch her, or so much as breathe in her direction, you’re dead. And this conversation never happened, or I’ll make damn sure you won’t even wake up in the hospital.” Without waiting for his reply, I went into the nearest washroom, took off my gloves that would never leave traces of my DNA, made myself presentable, and walked out, not giving him a second glance.


  Having feelings for someone definitely made me reckless. I’d never hurt someone like that outside of the job.


  However, he tried to take what was mine.


  And no one took away what belonged to me.


  Not anymore.


  


  Sapphire


  The bar was slowly clearing, and I started putting everything in place before closing. Despite wearing a warm jacket, my body still trembled after what happened.


  After I told Hank about the assault, he reassured me that he would take care of this, and he was pissed as hell at Jack for taking advantage of the girls like that.


  The next thing we knew, Mandy, our waitress, ran to the bar area, screaming for help. We found Jack lying on the ground almost beaten to death, and we had to call an ambulance. Although he wasn't the nicest person and had mostly likely planned on raping me, I didn't get any satisfaction in knowing he sort of got what he deserved.


  No, the only thought that ran through my mind was there was only one person who could have done this to him.


  Sociopath.


  Was it him? Was he with me everywhere?


  “Sapphire?” Finally, it dawned on me that someone was calling my name, and I spun around to see Dominic leaning on the bar, looking at me worriedly.


  “Dominic?” All those hours feeling scared made me long for human contact. Without hesitation, I ran into his arms and let him hug me. I somehow felt safe, maybe not fully, but it was there, and I needed it tonight.


  His arms enclosed me tightly and he gently rocked me, without saying a word. I assumed he probably knew what was going on here tonight. Dominic tenderly ran his hand over my hair in a soothing motion, which calmed me enough to pull back and study him. He seemed tired, if his exhausted facial expression was anything to go by. His focus was on me as his mouth lifted in a gentle smile that barely reached his eyes. His hands palmed my head and raised it up a little.


  “Are you okay?”


  I shook my head. His eyes ran all over me, and he noticed the red bruises on my arms that were turning blue. Dominic’s face instantly flipped from soft and gentle to furious, and for a second, it felt like another person was in front of me. I took a step back. The look quickly disappeared, but I was already on high alert.


  Who was Dominic?


  “You’re not. He got his hands on you, didn’t he? Hank told me that he tried to force himself on you. If that fucker wasn't already suffering, I would have broken his bones myself.” Something lethal about his voice made a part of me like it.


  The fact that he wanted to avenge me.


  Are you out of your freaking mind, girl?


  “Don’t say that,” I whispered.


  “It’s the truth. I don’t see the point of sugarcoating it.” He shrugged then picked up my jacket and purse from the corner and extended his hand toward me. “Let’s go.”


  “I can’t. I still have an hour to work.”


  “Not anymore. I spoke to Hank, and you can leave.” As sweet as it was, I really wanted to get my full wage for tonight. Rent was coming up soon, and knowing Sophie, she had nothing to offer. I needed to make sure we had enough.


  “Thanks, but I need extra cash.” Maybe I should have felt ashamed for telling him I needed the extra five dollars and tips, but I didn't give a shit. I was damn tired of being sorry for the fact I worked my ass off. His gaze hardened.


  “He said it’s fine and you would get the money anyway. He told me you’d say this, that you’d be stubborn about leaving. Your life is more important than money, Sapphire.”


  He did not just say that.


  Was he for real?


  “Right. I used to be breezy like that when I had all my credit cards too, you know. Then, guess what? Real life happened, and it proved pretty much that I was screwed if I had no money. So how about not judging me, okay, golden boy?” I knew he didn't deserve my snapping comments and rudeness when he tried to help, but I couldn't stop myself from making a point.


  Sometimes people just didn't get it. I used to be a princess as well, without a care in the world, but that was no longer the case.


  After a minute of silence between us, he finally sat on the stool and motioned for me to go back to the bar, and I raised my brow in question.


  “If it’s important for you to stay here, we’ll stay one more hour, and then I’ll take you home.” Without waiting for me, he grabbed a glass and the whiskey bottle, and then poured himself a shot with such expertise that I stood there amazed with my mouth half open. He laughed at my reaction. “I used to bartend when I was backpacking through Europe. I learned to be a good judge of character.” That was true; in this kind of job, you got to see lots of people. Now it was my turn to blush, because I threw those words at him when he did actually know how to work.


  “Sapphire?”


  “Yes?”


  “Could you please stop thinking about shit? Finish your shift, and then I can take you home, where you can relax and take a long bath. How does that sound?”


  “Heavenly.” I almost moaned, because taking a bath was once a pleasure of mine. It allowed me to let go of all my problems. Then another thought came to mind, which kind of ruined the whole idea.


  “I can’t do it.”


  He frowned. “Why the hell not?”


  “Because my place doesn’t have a bathtub.” It only had a nasty shower, but at least the water was warm. I guess I would have to deal with a hot shower and sleeping under tons of blankets.


  “My place does.”


  I was slightly taken aback by his suggestion, but he wasn't joking. “Look, as nice as that sounds—” I started, but he immediately interrupted me.


  “Sapphire, you can come home with me and take a long, hot bath. I’ll make you dinner, and then you can sleep and relax. In my guest room.” His look spoke volumes, and what he described did sound tempting. His apartment was big, had an amazing view, was warm, and had a bathtub. It sounded damn good to me. But I needed to be sure.


  Because I knew I wouldn't be able to do more than that, even if I wanted to.


  And I didn’t. Not with him anyway.


  “That’s it? Nothing more?”


  His eyes held mine, which left no doubt about his answer. “Nothing more.”


  “Then I’d really love to accept your offer.”


  He chuckled and raised his glass in a toast. “It’s a deal then.”


  The evening looked promising enough.


  “I just need to call Sophie to let her know.” As much as I was angry with her and the whole job thing, I didn't want her to be worried.


  He nodded and gave me back my purse. I took out my phone and dialed her number. Putting it to my ear, I pinned it with my shoulder while I made some drinks for the cute couple who just came in. After several seconds, she finally picked up.


  “Sophie?” There was loud music in the background, and some male voices.


  “Hey, girl!”


  “Hey, where are you?”


  “You won’t believe it, Sapphire! I got a job today!” she squealed excitedly.


  “You did?” I asked skeptically, because really? Last time I checked, she was passed out on the couch, and all of a sudden, she found a job? “What kind of work?”


  “Modeling, duh! I got the call, and they said they liked my portfolio and invited me to dinner to discuss the terms and conditions. It’s one of the best modeling agencies in the city, a golden opportunity, you know?”


  “Yes.” I did know, and I was happy for her. But at the same time, I couldn't help but feel bitter that she was finally doing what she wanted, while I was stuck in the same dump.


  “So they offered me a contract, and guess what! I got my first payment already, and I’m leaving for Europe tomorrow.”


  “That’s great news, Sophie!” She was living her dreams.


  “There’s more!”


  “There is?” I gave the drinks to the couple, who tipped me well as I saluted them with my hand.


  “They offer housing as part of the contract, which means they’ll be giving me an apartment. So no more living in that shithole, and no more double shifts for you. You can quit bartending, and focus on your job at the library and your writing. We’ll live in a better place, and I will have enough money to get us by.” She was the only one who knew about my dream to become a children’s book author. The process of self-publishing cost money. A year ago, my life changed. My priorities shifted, and all the money I had was needed to survive, so I put that dream on hold for better times. Everything she said sounded perfect. But part of me was worried, because it sounded was too good to be true. In the light of all the events that happened lately, it was scary even.


  “Honey, that’s amazing, but are you sure it’s legit? I mean, all those things—”


  “Sapphire, you and your worries. This is the big break I was telling you about! It finally happened.”


  “Yes, I get that, but what I meant—”


  “Sapphire, everything is cool. Just be happy,” she snapped, and probably, it wasn’t the best time to have this conversation.


  “Okay, Sophie, let’s talk tomorrow. I’m not coming home tonight, and just wanted to let you know.”


  “Some hot dude from the bar?” she said as she giggled, and I just rolled my eyes. Girl was crazy.


  “Something like that.”


  “Okay. See you tomorrow. Love you.”


  “Yeah, me too, Soph.” She hung up, and Dominic placed his hand on mine once it was free.


  “Everything okay?”


  “Yeah, great actually. Sophie got a job, and she said we are moving to a better place.”


  “That’s good then. She’s doing something.”


  “Yeah.” The subject was pretty much closed after that, and for the next hour or so, he was watching me while I was tending to the last customers. Once my shift was done, I washed my hands, put on my jacket, and said my goodbye to Hank. He was still feeling bad about the whole situation, but I reassured him that everything was cool and I would be back soon. As happy as Sophie was about her new job, I wasn't about to quit mine. Not for now at least.


  Alan was as nice as he was in the morning, and that probably took some art, given the fact he was on the clock 24/7. The car ride was peaceful, and before I knew it, I dozed off on the backseat and only woke up when Dominic lifted me and carried me inside the building.


  “Dominic, put me down. I can walk by myself.”


  “You can, but you don't have to.” Too exhausted to argue, I went with the flow and noticed a few women, who looked like they came from some high society event, looking at me with envy. We took the elevator and finally reached his floor. He opened the door.


  “Damian?” He tensed and stopped for a second, but then resumed walking upstairs to the guest room, I assumed. “He isn't home.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes, he has the club, remember? He has to take care of it. Don’t worry. It’s not like I have to have his permission to do anything, Sapphire.” That may be so, but the idea of him in the next room was unsettling.


  The room was beautiful, big, and warm. The walls were purple, which was my favorite, and looked more like a girly room if anything. It didn't really go with the overall interior of the house.


  He put me on the bed, and for a second, we held still, our eyes locked in a sort of embrace.


  “So sweet,” he muttered, and then leaned back and straightened his spine. “You need a bath, dinner, and sleep. Everything in that order.” He pointed at the door a few feet away from us. “The bathroom is there. Take all the time you need. You have everything in there. Once you’re done, you can come down to the kitchen, all right?” I nodded, and with one last glance, he left the room.


  I had no idea what I was doing, but I tried not to think about it, because there was no freaking point at all.


  The bathroom was huge, and I instantly fell in love with the bathtub. It was a Jacuzzi type, and it had all the bubble generators pointed to the center. The towels and robes were ready, and all the body lotions I could ask for. I even found makeup remover. He either had a lot of female guests—but that meant he would have had to buy everything new for each of them—or he did all this for me.


  At this moment, I decided I didn't really care and was simply grateful it was all there. The bath was filling up as I twisted my hair into a knot. I climbed in and sat down, moaning at the hot water enveloping my sore muscles.


  


  Sociopath


  She really needed to learn how to control those moans of hers when she was in my house. I had a good view of her from where I sat, and she was beautiful.


  Just like I imagined. Her body, her scent, her voice did stuff to my body that no woman before her could do. The idea of sex repulsed me, but I used it all the time when it was needed. However, with her, I wanted to try things I’d never done before. I hadn’t touched another woman since meeting her.


  I had a deep desire to grab her out of the bathtub and eat her out on the counter while she moaned my name. Then I wanted to take her front-to-front and enjoy every cry of pleasure and pain she gave me as I lost myself inside her.


  She was clean. I knew that by the health bills she had. I was clean too.


  With her, I didn't want to use a condom. I wanted to give her everything.


  Soon.


  Soon, Sapphire would belong to me, and nothing in this world would change my mind.
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  Rushing through the lobby to Uncle Ken, I ignored the rapid beating of my heart and the idea that my dad could be a part of something so horrendous. My head rested on the elevator wall as memories of my childhood rushed over me.


  Dad and Mom always being busy. How all Dad’s friends had this glint in their eyes when looking at me when I was a kid. Dad being able to afford all the luxuries when the company wasn't doing so well.


  His side business explained all that and then some.


  The elevator’s door opened, and I went inside the penthouse where Uncle Ken stood by the window, admiring the view of New York. He spun around, studied me carefully, and then opened his arms. With a cry, I wrapped my arms around him, squeezing the life out of him. He gently patted my head, rocking me from side to side.


  “What’s going on, honey? Your call was unexpected.”


  I let his soothing voice calm me. Uncle Ken was more like a dad to me than my own father was. Sophie, his daughter, was my best friend, and he always found time to go to the movies with us, parks, or other everyday stuff my dad had no time for. Usually, when there was a problem, I counted more on him than my own family.


  I leaned back as he was holding me by my shoulders, and showed him the paper in my hand, which was a bit wet from the tears that had fallen on it. With a frown, he snatched it and started to read.


  The minute he was done, I knew coming here was a mistake.


  His face transformed from gentle and caring to angry and disgusting. Panic built up inside me. I tried to bolt, but his hand painfully grabbed my arm and pushed me to the floor, ignoring my cry of pain. I sat up, and fear paralyzed me when I noticed the gun in his hand. I couldn't breathe or move. The world around me shattered into tiny little pieces. Sobs sounded loudly in the silent room, and after a moment, it dawned on me they were coming from my mouth.


  “Shut up,” he snapped, and hit me across my face with the gun. My cheek burned. My fingers touched my lips and there was blood. I closed my eyes from the unbearable pain, afraid to make a move for fear of how unpredictable he was. “Did you tell anyone about this?” I shook my head. He ran a hand through his hair and opened his cell phone to make a call, when a familiar ding of the elevator rang and the doors opened again. None other than my father stepped out of it and took in the scene.


  Uncle Ken pointed the gun at me and snarled at him. “Mind explaining to me how your daughter found the contract? You have them lying around your fucking house?”


  Dad’s face was a mask of anger as his hands clenched into fists.“No. It was secure in the safe. Someone put it out there for her to see.” His eyes landed on me and they darkened. Was there agony in them for a second? “You hit my child?”


  “She was ready to expose us. Came rushing to me for help.”


  Dad crouched in front of me and took my face in his hands, moving it from side to side, examining the damage. They both repulsed me. The dizziness in my head made me want to throw up. With the little strength still left in me, I pushed back with my hands and rested my back against the couch. Two men, who were supposed to always protect me and love me, stood in front of me and wished for me to die.


  “She’s a liability,” Ken said; no fucking way was he an uncle anymore. Dad’s jaw ticked. “She always liked all those fucking charity cases and homeless pets. You think she’ll keep her mouth shut about this?” Dad still said nothing. He picked up the contract from the floor and ripped it in two. Ken laughed, and that laugh chilled me to my bones. “Won’t help, friend. We need to kill her.” My eyes closed; the end was near, and if Ken betrayed my trust, how could I rely on my own father, who never showed me any affection? “We’ll play it off as suicide, some bullshit story about unrequited love or an overdose of drugs,” Ken finished.


  Then it was my dad’s turn to speak. “Sapphire is my daughter.”


  Ken snapped, “And? I wouldn’t hesitate to kill Sophie if she found this shit.” Oh, my God, the man I considered an ideal father didn't even care about his own child. How could he have been so lovable and caring all those years, if we were nothing but pawns for him and our lives meant nothing in the grand scheme of things? Hopefully, my friend would never know how little she meant to her dad. If the piercing pain in my gut was anything to go by, the feeling would suck.


  “I don’t care, Ken. She’s my flesh and blood. I was the one there when she was born. I raised her. She’s my kid. No one touches or kills her; you got it? I’ll deal with her, and she’ll keep her mouth shut.” My eyes opened wide with shock. Dad was trying to save me? He took a step closer to Ken, both facing each other as he poked him with his index finger.


  “You tell people about it, fine. If anyone touches my daughter, I will destroy you and the rest of the team. You know I have enough evidence. No one touches her. Do you understand?” Ken snarled and made a move to gut punch Dad, but he saw it coming and blocked the blow, sending Ken to the floor. “Stop acting like an idiot and keep your mouth shut. The same immunity for her as your own kid. If she loses so much as a hair on her head, you’ll pay.” Then he picked me up in his arms and carried me out of the apartment. My cheek and lip hurt, and my head ached from the stress, so I closed my eyes and let the darkness take me.


  


  Sapphire


  My soft footsteps padded on the wooden floor as I entered the kitchen wearing a purple robe and feeling painfully shy. My skin was flushed red, and since I was makeup free, I resembled a teenager.


  Dominic stood, flipping something on the stove with a spatula as his other hand grabbed a glass of wine nearby and poured it on the dish, which immediately sizzled and created a little steam. The air was filled with the smells of garlic, tomato sauce, and grilled chicken.


  “Smells really good.” He glanced at me over his shoulder and winked.


  “Penne Arrabiata with chicken. Should be ready in five.” A man who could cook, seriously? It was a wonder Dominic was still single and no woman had snatched him for herself.


  I hopped on the bar stool and, oddly enough, found the whole image in front of me relaxing. Finally, he shut off the gas, placed the meat on the pasta, and put it in front of me. Then he picked up two glasses of red wine that stood on the counter, ready.


  “Thank you.” Grabbing the fork, I took the first bite and closed my eyes in pleasure. Italian food, in my opinion, was the best in the world. “It’s really good.” The wine was too sour for my taste, but it calmed my nerves.


  “Mom’s recipe.” His words made me pause with my fork halfway to my mouth, and I wondered if he would continue. Hoped, even. “She used to make it for us when we were upset or down. We loved it so much that Damian and I eventually learned how to prepare it. Sort of stuck with us, I guess.” He shrugged, but the pain in his voice was hard to miss.


  “That’s sweet.” I chewed a bit more, and then whispered, “My mom never cooked in her life. I think she found it beneath her.” No matter how much I tried, it was hard not to be bitter. Deciding not to dwell on it much, I finished my food and shifted my focus to the huge piano. “You play?”


  Dominic followed my gaze and nodded. “I do. Do you?”


  My cheeks heated up. “No, I wanted to learn, but I guess it wasn't meant to be. But I’d love to hear something though.” He put the dishes in the sink, went to the instrument, and opened it. He then sat on the bench, looked at me, and motioned with his finger for me to come closer.


  Dazzled, my legs followed and I ended up next to him.


  “What do you want me to play for you?”


  “You want me to choose?”


  “Yes.”


  “Anything. I just love the sound of it.” He stayed silent for several seconds then cleared his throat and slowly started to play the melody, which I recognized instantly.


  “The Way We Were” by Marvin Hamlisch.


  Dominic’s eyes were closed, like in a trance, as he gave everything to the music. The sense of sadness and longing overpowered me, and the only thing I wanted to do was hug him and make it all better.


  


  Dominic


  October, Harrison residence, 1995


  


  “Mama, again!”


  My mother was so beautiful. She was laughing and hugging us as we played the piano. It was cold, really windy, and rainy, so there wasn't much to do outside. Mama came up with the idea of pasta and music night. Daddy was at work and was supposed to be back any minute now.


  “Dominic, that’s enough, don’t you think? We’ve already played five songs. Aren’t you boys tired?” We shook our heads and she laughed again. That was the thing about Mommy; she always smiled, was kind, and smelled like cookies. And she was always there when we needed her.


  “The piano, Mommy!” Both of us begged, because it was our favorite. Usually, Daddy was home by that time, and we would sit on his lap and watch Mama play. Since tonight it was only us, she made us scoot aside as she sat between us and motioned with her finger for us to be quiet.


  Then she played.


  Damian and I swayed to the music as we listened, and watched her fingers move quickly and effortlessly on the keyboard. We heard the door open, and Dad came in, greeting us with a smile. He quietly put his briefcase on the kitchen counter, came behind Mama, and kissed her softly on the neck, which earned him a smile from her. Then he patted us on the head and closed his eyes, allowing himself to relax and enjoy the music.


  Damian and I slowly dozed off to the music as we always did, and then both Mom and Dad carried us to our beds and kissed us goodnight.


  We slept tight.


  Then the next morning, life as we knew it was over.


  We ended up in a constant nightmare that lasted eight long years.


  


  I opened my eyes on the last cord of music and shook my memories off. It was constantly like that. The minute I played something that reminded me of my parents, everything felt like shit, and it always came back to that last night all those years ago.


  Sapphire was sound asleep on my shoulder, her breath even, and she looked so damn innocent. She made my heart clench. I closed the piano slowly then shifted and picked her up. She mumbled something in her sleep, but said nothing. Laying her down on the bed made her bathrobe disclose every secret her clothes could hide from me. I gulped because she was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, but I covered her up quickly. Leaving her side and making sure the nightstand lamp was on, I closed the door and went to my room.


  


  Sociopath


  The nightmares.


  Fucking nightmares that didn't let me sleep.


  All the things that were done to us.


  All the cries begging for help, but no one ever came.


  Blood, so much blood.


  And tears that shamelessly slid down our faces.


  Laughter, awful laughter, of those who got off on our pain and made us feel more of it.


  Until we didn’t find salvation in it.


  I did. Dominic was different.


  He was a kind, generous soul who wanted peace.


  Just like our mom.


  Our sweet, beautiful mom who couldn't survive this shit life.


  I had never blamed her for what she did, although it made me wonder sometimes, How could she have done it? Didn't she at least have hope that someday we would come back?


  The glass in my hand shattered into a million pieces from all the pent-up anger inside me. My hand was bleeding, but I didn't give a fuck.


  Sapphire was fucking with my head, and it was time to make my move. I usually gave my victims more time, but not this one. I needed her. I was acting stupid and reckless without her touch.


  Sapphire’s life as she knew it was over. I just hoped I wouldn’t become one of her nightmares, but right then, I didn't give a shit if I did.


  As long as she was with me, nothing else mattered.
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  The whole drive home was a blur for me. Dad made it to the house in record time, where the party was almost over. He told Xander, our head of security, to take me upstairs and, under no circumstances, let anyone enter my room, not even my mom.


  Once I was left alone, I rushed to the bathroom to see myself in the mirror, even though I knew nothing pretty awaited me.


  My right cheek was swollen, a purple bruise forming across it. My lip was split, with dried blood on my chin. It was impossible not to wince while touching it. A headache was killing me, so I took a couple pills to numb some of the pain and grabbed the hot water bottle I used during my periods to warm myself up, but put cold water inside it instead. Once it was full, despite the pain, I pressed it against my cheek and lay down on the bed, muffling my cries of agony with a pillow. My body trembled, and even two blankets did nothing to warm me up. I’d never felt so cold in my entire life. Suddenly, my cell phone rang, making me squeeze my eyes harder from the pain in my head. I never thought a ringtone would be the most disgusting sound I could hear. Not even looking at who it was, I answered.


  “Yes?” My voice was hoarse and quiet.


  “Sapphire? I’ve been texting you for hours. What the hell are you still doing at that party?” Sophie asked.


  “My cell wasn’t with me. I’m sorry.”


  “Are you all right? Something is off about your voice,” she said tentatively.


  “Yes, I’m just tired.”


  “Are you sure? I can come over,” she offered.


  “No!” My scream was probably loud enough to wake the dead, and it made her pause for a moment. I cleared my throat to elaborate. “The party was boring and my head is killing me. I just need to rest; that’s all.” She couldn't come here. As long as she was unaware of the evil in this world, she was safe.


  “Well, okay. But I’m calling you in the morning to check on you,” she warned, and then added, “Steve’s saying ‘hi.’” Steve had been in love with her since we were ten, and he followed her around like a lost puppy. Although she never wanted a relationship with him, she didn't mind crashing at his place whenever she felt like it. He had an apartment in Brooklyn, and that was where she decided to hang out until I fulfilled my family obligation and we could go back to campus.


  “Say hi from me too.”


  “Sure, bye, babe. Love you.”


  “Me too,” I whispered, and then hung up the phone. Deciding sleep was the best cure, I dozed off.
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  A soft touch on my sore cheek woke me up as my mom stroked me gently. Her eyes watered as she kept on mumbling something I didn't understand. My dad stood by my window, sipping whiskey.


  I sat up, ignoring the still present pain in my head, and pressed my back against the headboard.


  “What’s going on?” At my question, Dad turned his head to me, and my stomach flipped from his expression.


  Nothing good clearly.


  “You cannot live here anymore, Sapphire,” my mom said as she sobbed, trying to take my hand in hers, but I removed it from her grip.


  “Do you know about Dad and his business, Mom?” She nodded after a bit, destroying the last hope that maybe she had no clue what he did. But even after knowing that, she still stayed with him? What kind of fucking love was that? “How can you live with yourself, Mom?” Her face moved as if I slapped her, and she cast her eyes down in shame.


  “That business fed you all these years, made sure you had everything you wanted.”


  No.


  No!


  “The company—” I started.


  “The company gives nothing. The only reason I’m playing nice with it is so I have a great alibi. You wouldn't understand, Sapphire.” He finished his drink and the glass fell to the floor, surprisingly not shattering. “You shouldn't have gone to Ken. Now you have left me no choice.” Dread filled me.


  “You’d kill me?”


  He shook his head. “I know I’m a monster and despised for what you believe. Your mom and I love you. Ken won’t keep his mouth shut. I can’t leave you here or help you out.” His words confused me more by the second. “You’ll leave the country. I’ve found a house for you in Europe. You have only two months left in college, so you’ll build your life there and I’ll put money in your account.” So staying here angered his partners in crime?


  Europe? Accounts? Money?


  “I don’t want it.”


  He raised his brow. “Excuse me?”


  “I don’t want it. Not your money. Not Europe. Nothing.” His jaw ticked.


  “Then you’ll be out of my fucking house tonight. You can pack a bag and forget you were part of this family. No one will touch you, but you won’t get any help from me.”


  There wasn't really a choice. Nothing could have made me stay with them. I couldn’t ignore the truth I discovered in the study after I saw how dirty the world I lived in was. I had never worked a day in my life. Never had to struggle. I always had food and clothes.


  At what expense though? At the expense of innocent lives?


  They were my parents. It was impossible to shut off my feelings toward them all at once. But living in this world with them, while they acted offhanded about it? Never.


  “Okay.” Mom started to cry harder and made a move to hug me, but I stood up abruptly, breathing heavily. “No. Stop it! Don’t touch me.” Her hand froze then she hugged it to her chest. Dad’s eyes narrowed as he spoke in his low and dangerous tone, which didn't allow for any arguments. He threw papers on the bed, along with pen.


  “Sign it. The documents make sure you want nothing from this family and you are no longer an heir to Blake Enterprises.” His face darkened. “And remember to keep your mouth shut, Sapphire. Those people can do despicable things, and I won’t stop them a second time. And don’t bother going to the police. We have our people there too.”


  God, he even corrupted police officers? It shouldn't be surprising; that kind of organization had connections everywhere. How was it possible to get justice then? How could I live with myself in this world if I knew about them?


  With one last glance at me, he left the room, leaving me alone with my still sobbing Mom.


  “Sapphire.”


  “How could you love him?” I suddenly asked. “He is a monster. He kills people. He destroys lives. He cheats on you left and right. He probably hits you, if I think about it now.” Her face flinched and I knew I guessed right. So many revelations in one night. “How could you live with yourself knowing what you’re covering up?”


  She stayed silent, looking at the wall, and then replied in a hopeless tone, “Love makes you do questionable things. Once you fall in love with a man, it’s too late to question him or go against him. He becomes your only right. No wrong.”


  Was she for real?


  “Mom, those jewelry boxes you have? They’re thanks to those children whose childhoods were stolen. You can live with that, just because you love him? If that’s love, I don’t want any part of it.” She shook her head, went to the door, and then turned around to speak her final words to me, after which I never saw her again.


  “You cannot understand love unless you experience it yourself.”


  No one could love a monster.


  And no one would ever convince me otherwise.


  


  Sapphire


  The sunlight made the room brighter than any other light could have. It was all over my face, and after a minute, I opened my eyes. I felt goofy and sleepy, but at the same time, I was relaxed, and finally had the best sleep in ages. My body wasn't sore; in fact, it felt pretty damn good, and I didn't want to leave this soft bed ever. Then I blinked, because I remembered where I was and why this bed felt so damn good. Obviously, my shitty bed in my crappy apartment wasn't anything like this one.


  Dominic.


  I spent the night in his house and must have fallen asleep on him when he played the beautiful song that made my heart hurt for some reason. It was like there was some kind of pain hidden and I wanted to soothe him, but at the same time knew it wasn't right.


  He was kind and talented, and took such great care of me yesterday. He would make an amazing friend, and even though we shared a kiss, I knew nothing could ever happen between us on a physical level. The only attraction my body felt toward his was because he reminded me of Damian. As pathetic as it sounded, part of me still believed he was the one, and no one inspired such emotions in me, even his gentle brother.


  I got up and stretched with a moan. The soft carpet on the floor warmed my feet. I smiled at my reflection in the mirror. I looked good—well, as good as I could look when I’d just woken up. A good night’s sleep could do wonders, apparently.


  I brushed my teeth, and then put on my clothes from last night, hating it instantly, because they smelled like cigarettes and the bar. I couldn’t wait until I could actually go home and change, but for the moment, they had to do. I fixed my hair in a knot and picked up my cell to check on Soph, but then saw I had a new e-mail.


  My heart stopped, because I’d never programmed my phone to receive my e-mails. Then the crushing reality of what was happening came back.


  Sociopath.


  He must have gotten hold of my phone. With shaking hands, I clicked on the inbox icon and my heart stopped.


  


  One day.


  Sociopath


  


  My body broke out in a sweat; it was hard to control the shaking of my hands as well. What he meant was pretty clear. One day of freedom, and then I would be his next victim.


  What the hell was I doing here anyway? Dominic. I needed to show it to him; he would know what to do.


  He was all I had to help me deal with the sociopath. I ran from the room and unexpectedly slammed into a hard body. I probably would have fallen back if it weren’t for the strong arms that steadied me. I looked up and my breath caught in my throat. Without a single doubt, I knew Damian was in front of me.


  My body was on high alert and my mind became fuzzy. God, they were twins! How could I feel such a difference?


  “Hi.” It was barely a whisper, and his body tensed at my words, but his arms didn't let go. I licked my lips and cleared my throat, because all this was ridiculous. “I was looking for Dominic.” His eyes hardened and he took a step back.


  “He’s in the shower.”


  “Oh.”


  “I can show you to his room if you want. Or you could join him.” Was there sarcasm in his voice?


  I crossed my arms in a defensive stance, and before I could stop myself, I blurted, “I didn't sleep with him.” Then it made me feel like a fool, because I didn't owe this guy any kind of explanation. Why the hell did I have the need to explain?


  “Not my business, Sapphire.” His tone was cold and indifferent, and it hurt a little. He wouldn't even care if someone else touched me? He whispered all over my skin that night in the study, made me promise I’d never give it to anyone else. Was it a lie? Or how he generally operated with girls? Promised them everything, and then could barely stand them in daylight? I straightened my spine and nodded.


  “Right, just wanted to make it clear that I can’t really go in while he showers. Could you, um, tell him that I need to talk to him?” My voice was hopeful and I tried to smile, but he just gave a humorless grimace and started to walk off down the hallway.


  “No.” And with that one word, the door of his room, I assumed, closed, and I was left standing like a fool in the middle of the hallway, while neither of them was with me. This shit took the word weird to another level.


  Suddenly, I heard a loud ringing sound, and it took me a second to realize it was coming from my hand. It was an unknown number. With a frown, I answered it.


  “Hello?”


  “Is this Sapphire Blake?” the low masculine voice asked, and it sent goosebumps down my body, and not in a good way. I had a bad feeling about this.


  “Yes.”


  “New York Police Department. We are calling you regarding Sophie Parker.” My body went cold, and it was hard for me to say anything, but somehow I found the strength to answer him.


  “Yes, I’m her friend.” The silence lasted for several seconds on the other end of the line, and then the man sighed heavily.


  “I’m sorry, Ms. Blake, but we need you to come to the station and pick her up. She is claiming that you will pay her bail.” Relief washed through my body and I exhaled freely.


  She was okay.


  Not dead.


  Thank God!


  “Of course. What’s the address?” He dictated it and warned that the amount might be an issue, but what else could I do? I needed to go to her and check what the hell happened last night.


  “Sapphire?” Dominic called out, and then he was coming out of his room, smelling like expensive cologne, hair in a messy bun again, but now his eyes were covered in stylish black glasses and he’d changed his sneakers to loafers. Had to say, he looked much better in this style, although his clothes were still a size too big. He finished his shower so fast? “Is something wrong?”


  “Sophie. She’s at the police station. Apparently she did something last night, and now I have to bail her out.”


  His expression looked pissed and he laughed mockingly. “And she wants you to fix it, doesn't she?”


  “She needs help.” My answer was defensive, but what else did he expect? She was my best friend.


  “Unfortunately for you, she always needs help and expects you to clean up her mess, based on what you told me.” He seemed almost furious with Sophie, and I took a step back. He must have noticed my hesitation, because his face instantly softened and he smiled. “I’m just angry on your behalf, sweetheart.”


  I relaxed a bit. “That’s just the way she is, Dominic.”


  “Maybe she needs to grow up?”


  “Maybe.” Actually, I needed to have a talk with her anyway, so this whole mess with her was a good opportunity for me to do that. “I have to go.” He grabbed my hand and stopped me. Why didn't electricity run through me when we touched? It was as though my body could only react wildly for Damian.


  Wasn't that a pity?


  “Not without breakfast first.” His voice was firm and held no doubt that even if I said no, he would have made me.


  “She’s there alone, Dominic.”


  “I think she can survive half an hour more, and then I will go with you. I have a bad feeling about this.” Without another word, he took my hand in his and took me downstairs. We were greeted by a petite Latina woman who smiled at us broadly. She had flawless tanned skin that went well with her green eyes. Her hair was made in a long braid that reached her spine, and although it was colored black, I could see some grey hair here and there. Over all, she had petite body, and wore a tight black dress, which seemed more suitable for going out rather than cooking. All in all, the woman spoke class and beauty on a level many girls try to achieve but fail. Since living in high society exposed me to many women with lots of money, I was somewhat an expert on guessing their real age, no matter how much they tried to cover it up. The Latina woman was probably in her late fifties.


  “Juanita, this is Sapphire. She was our guest last night.” She gave me a friendly hug, and I was too stunned to do anything.


  “Beautiful girl in the house.” Juanita gave an approving glance to Dominic then sat me on the stool. A plate of pancakes and a cup of tea were put on the table, and I smiled gratefully.


  “Thank you.”


  “Para nada, hija. Dominic?”


  “I already had my breakfast, Juanita, but gracias.” He then turned to me. “I need to make an important call. Then I’ll try to use my connections to see what the hell is going on with your friend. I’ll be back as soon as I’m done.” He leaned down, kissed me on the forehead, and left the room. The pancakes smelled delicious.


  Picking up my fork, I took my first bite and moaned. You’d think I was having mind-blowing sex with all the moaning I had done lately. “It’s really delicious.”


  Juanita beamed as she made something else on the stove. “I’m glad. Are you and Dominic dating for a long time?” A lot of curiosity was in her eyes, but I had no answer to her question.


  “Not really. I mean, we’ve only known each other for two days and we aren't dating. He is just helping me out.”


  “Yet, you are here. It must mean something.”


  “I sort of made myself come here with my problems.” It wasn't as if Dominic specifically invited me, but she just waved with her hand.


  “Please, he brings no one to his house. If you knew how to find it, he must have wanted you here.”


  “I don’t think Damian is happy about it.” Her hands stopped and she tensed.


  “You’ve met Damian?”


  “Yes. He is home now as well, so…”


  She looked shocked and worried, and all the joy present before was gone. She even paled a little. Before I could ask her what was wrong, Dominic came back, and by the way his forehead wrinkled, he noticed tension in the air. Then they started to speak in Spanish, probably thinking I had no clue, and I rapidly translated everything.


  ‘‘Dominic, she knows about Damian.”


  “Juanita.” His voice was full of warning.


  “What are you doing? She seems sweet and innocent.”


  “She is.”


  “Don’t do this to her, Dominic. You promised.”


  “Promises can change.”


  “Dominic—”


  “We’re done here. Sapphire, we have to go now. I contacted my family lawyer, and he will be waiting for us there. This stuff with Sophie looks more serious than I initially thought. I can’t really get involved in the case.” Although the conversation raised some alarm bells in me, I wondered what the hell was wrong with Damian that made meeting him dangerous. Sophie was my priority now, though. I quickly finished my tea and stood up. I hugged Juanita, who looked like a lost puppy, and thanked her for the breakfast.


  “Be careful, hija,” she whispered, and before I could say anything, Dominic grabbed me and we exited the apartment.


  This situation was beyond bizarre.


  Alan was already waiting for us with the car door open. We got in, and he drove faster than the two previous times.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “She’s accused of drug use. Cocaine was found in her bag. Those are serious accusations, Sapphire. I’m not sure it’s that easy to help her.”


  I just sat there and gaped at him, because what he said made no sense whatsoever. “She is not a druggie, Dominic.”


  “No one said she was, but she had it with her ready to sell. She knew what she was doing.”


  “Someone must have made that up. There is no way she would have done it.”


  “Right. Isn't her boyfriend a druggie?”


  “As much as I hate Logan, he would have never done it either. Plus, they aren’t together; all those fantasies are just in Sophie’s head. Someone must have set her up.” Dominic didn't exactly look convinced with my reasoning but said nothing for the remainder of the trip.


  It was fast, and before I knew it, we reached the station. The driver opened the door swiftly and we got out. A middle-aged man in a suit and a rather grim expression was waiting for us at the gate.


  “Dominic.”


  “Jefferson. Have you been inside?”


  “Yes, and it doesn’t look good. I’m afraid it’s worse.”


  I worried my lip then stood close to Dominic, and asked, “Worse how?”


  The lawyer’s eyes snapped to me and he raised his brows, but said nothing at first. It was as if he was freaking surprised I was even here. “In the beginning, I thought we could get around it if it was in her purse. Shit happens in the club, and at least she would have been out of it.”


  “But?” Dominic’s voice was sharp and cold.


  “That wasn’t the case. She knew what she was doing. It was part of some kind of deal the FBI has been looking into for a long time. She was there and voluntarily accepted the job. She is guilty, and they have all the proof, Dominic. Even as good a lawyer as I am, my hands are tied here.” Jefferson’s tone was apologetic, but it did nothing to make me feel better.


  She knew what she was doing? God, that was probably the new job she was telling me about.


  Modeling. It was not modeling; it was drug dealing. That would have explained all the money they promised her, and she probably grabbed the opportunity.


  I couldn't believe this shit. How could she have done something so stupid? She wanted a better life, and maybe I pushed her a lot lately, but the blame was on her this time. I tried to calm down and think logically, but I couldn't.


  Dominic palmed my head with his hands, giving me no choice but to look into his amber eyes, which calmed me down.


  “Do not panic.” His voice was firm yet soft.


  “You heard him. We can’t help her.” She was the only family I had left! Sometimes life seriously sucked!


  “I’ll think of something.”


  As much as I wanted to believe him, even he had no absolute power against the law. Drugs were freaking serious, and I think we were left only with one choice, even though I hated it.


  “We can call our parents. They are friends with the senator and—” As much as our fathers hated us, Ken wouldn’t want the FBI investigating his daughter’s case. They had connections, but surely not everywhere, right?


  “No. I’ll fix this.”


  “Dominic—”


  “I said I’ll fix it.” Then he let go of me and shifted his focus to Jefferson. “Let’s go in and deal with it. I need to speak to her. It’s possible, right?”


  Jefferson nodded his head, took out some papers from his briefcase, and gave them to Dominic. “She signed the documents, so I’m officially her attorney. I’m not sure we can see her now; she was so hysterical an hour ago they had to calm her down. She isn’t really taking prison life very well.”


  “Not surprising. Alan, take Sapphire home.”


  That made me still, and my eyes narrowed in anger. “What? I’m not going anywhere. In case you forgot, that’s my best friend in there, not yours.” He didn't seem pleased with my answer, but it wasn't like I cared much at that moment. As grateful as I was for his help in all the mess over the past two days, Sophie was my best friend since kindergarten. I would not be pushed aside in this.


  “Sapphire, you can’t do anything. Go home, change, and then we can have lunch and discuss the situation. There is no reason for you to be here right now.” His voice was patient, as though he was trying to reason with a spoiled child.


  “There is every reason. I’m the only person she knows. She would feel better if I was here.”


  “Sapphire, no.” His eyes were cold, and I tried to search for the familiar warmth within him, but instead, it was as if I had no idea who this man in front of me was. It was obvious there was no point in reasoning with him, so I passed by him, made my way to the station, and was about to climb the stairs leading to the door, when his firm hands around my waist stopped me and held me still.


  “Stop acting like a spoiled brat.” His words were whispered, and since I was pushed against him, my back to his front, he had all the power. His voice was low, dangerous, and made my body react in a way that I didn't expect and couldn’t understand.


  “She needs me.”


  “Going in there would solve nothing. Right now, they don’t know anything about you except that she gave them your name. The minute you go inside, they would track your every move and try to find any leads in the case. If she is a dealer”—my body jerked in denial, but he just pressed his hand harder on my stomach to keep me put—“I’m talking about them. If she is a dealer, it means you could have known about this as well. They would bring up everything, Sapphire, and when I say everything, I mean every damn thing.” As he finished speaking, I froze in his arms.


  Everything.


  I couldn't let that happen.


  Not now.


  Not ever. They couldn't dig into the events that lead us to live like we did.


  The alternative was too dangerous, although my life was already in danger with this sociopath. Speaking of which…


  “I forgot to tell you something.”


  His lips trailed down my neck and he inhaled my smell, which sent goosebumps down my spine. “What?” he whispered in my ear.


  “Sociopath.”


  “What about him?” he growled.


  “He sent me another e-mail.”


  “What did it say?”


  “That I had one day left.”


  He tensed and then spun me around, so we were facing each other. “I’ll protect you. You have nothing to fear.” It sounded like a promise, but with all the things that were happening lately, it was hard to believe.


  “I’m scared, and this situation with Sophie isn’t helping either.”


  “I know, honey. Go home with Alan, change, and I’ll meet you back at my house. We will discuss everything, and I prefer to have you where I can keep an eye on you.”


  I had no strength left to fight his attitude and what he was asking of me, because I had nothing else to do. “Okay.”


  He gave me a peck on the cheek and then smiled. “Good girl.” He let go of me, and I noticed how Jefferson and Alan were looking everywhere but us, clearly giving us privacy to sort out our problems. Dominic walked me to the car. I sat inside and left to do as he asked. Dozing off to the steady rhythm of the ride, I heard the sound of a new e-mail notification on my phone. Without much fear, because I couldn’t be frightened more than I already was, I opened it and read. I think that was the moment I understood my life as I knew it was over.


  


  Freedom or Sophie?


  Choose.


  Sociopath


  


  


  The message was loud and clear.


  He was giving me an out at the expense of my friend. Or he could free Sophie, but take me.


  Choice.


  Ironically, I had none at the moment, and if I had no idea how to live my life in this new world a year ago, now I had different kinds of feelings. There was no world for me anymore.


  


  Sociopath


  Choice.


  We both knew she had no choice, but it was important to give her an out. As I suspected, her stupid friend was useful. It wasn't that hard for those men to convince her to join their business. I was simply the one who made sure the FBI knew about this deal.


  She should be grateful to me. I saved her fucking life. They wouldn't have ever let Sophie go. They would have used her in the human trafficking business they ran. I used the situation to my advantage. I wanted her to give in by her own choice. I didn’t want to hurt her or kidnap her coldly.


  No, she was mine after all.


  I had to take care of her. I was going fucking crazy with desire and the images in my head. It got harder every day to suppress my cravings.


  I wanted to fuck her so badly, to make her gag on my cock, and watch her swallow everything I gave her. Then she would sit on my face and I would thoroughly lick her and make her come with my mouth, tongue, and fingers. Only then would I push her against the wall and fuck her.


  My dick was so fucking hard.


  Yes, it was time.


  One more day. She would be mine, claimed, and conquered.
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  Opening my wardrobe, I searched for my old coat and jeans, which were given to me as a gift by my grandmother. I wanted to rip apart all my other clothes because of what they represented. My hair was loose, covering half of my face, and the rain was pounding on the window. As much as I loved it, the idea of being alone in the night during the rain didn't thrill me. A soft knock sounded on the door, and Mary entered.


  Mary was our housekeeper for a long time. A rumor said she had previously worked for a family as a nanny where a homicide happened and two boys were kidnapped, but I never questioned her about it. She never showed me anything but consideration. Although Mary was part of the family, we were never close. I generally preferred solitude in my life.


  She gasped, noticing my cheek, and I flinched, hoping she wouldn't make any more noise. I had no desire to see my parents again.


  “What happened to you, Sapphire?”


  I shook my head. “Doesn’t matter, Mary. Don’t worry about it.” Her eyes noticed my clothes and suddenly something clicked in them.


  “You know,” she whispered as shock filled me. She closed her eyes, and then she grabbed my hand hard. “Get out of the house and don’t come back. Never,” she said ruthlessly, and then took something from inside her bra. “That’s the card of a man who will help you. Use it only if your life is in danger. Promise me.” My mind was still trying to register what the hell was going on, but I nodded. She placed her hands on either side of my face, and deep love shined from her eyes.


  “Be safe, honey.” And with that, she was gone.


  Just what the hell was going on in this house?
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  My soaked coat left wet spots on the floor as I made my way toward Steve’s apartment. He lived in a good neighborhood, although nothing fancy like the penthouses in Manhattan.


  I rang the bell and, a minute later, the door opened swiftly and Sophie greeted me, wearing black lingerie. Her eyes widened at the sight of me as she grabbed my coat and pulled me inside.


  “Sapphire! What happened to you? You’re all cold.” She removed my jacket and cursed at the sight of only my white bra on my chest. I didn’t have any shirt that they hadn't bought. She kneeled down to untie the laces on my sneakers and called loudly, “Steve, wake the hell up and help me!” With a groan, he mumbled something back, but then he appeared in the doorway.


  “Oh fuck, babe. Her face.” Sophie frowned, and then her fist clenched at the sight of my cheek.


  “Who did this? I’ll kill him. Come on, Steve. She needs to get under a hot shower or she’ll get sick.” They dragged me toward the bathroom, and Sophie closed the door. She pulled off the rest of my clothes, turned on the hot water, and pushed me inside the stall. Her hands applied shampoo to my hair and washed it. Done with the task, she pinned my hair up, but still kept me under the water. My body hurt from it; hot water on cold skin made me want to crawl from there, but Sophie held me in place. After a few moments, the warmth started to seep in and the trembling stopped. Sophie’s thumbs gently touched my bruises.


  “Who did this, Sapphire?”


  I shook my head, but at the same time, fear creeped in. What if he hurt her too? As long as she was with me, no one would touch us. Was there any reason not to tell her? She shut off the water, brought me out, and dried me with the towel. After that, she made me wear her bathrobe and took me inside Steve’s guest room as he placed steaming tea on the nightstand. He exchanged glances with Sophie, and with a final look, he left the room, leaving us alone.


  Sophie lay down next to me on the bed as her hands squeezed mine. “Tell me, Sapphire.”


  Without having any other choice, she learned the truth.


  And both our worlds were never the same afterward.


  


  [image: ]


  


  People passed me by without so much as a surprised glance at my face as my eyes searched for the one man who’d touched something within me. Sophie begged me to stay home and rest, but I couldn’t. I promised him I’d be here; he told me it wasn't over.


  The man of my dreams. He wouldn't care about my cheek. He could protect me. He could save me. I couldn't have been wrong about him.


  One hour.


  Two hours.


  Three hours.


  He hadn't come.


  


  Sapphire


  Funny how a sociopathic killer could kill my enjoyment of the beautiful view of New York from Dominic's apartment. My head moved in the direction of the door as the sound of a key opening the lock snapped me out of my thoughts about my dreadful future. In a second, Dominic entered the apartment, exhaling an exhausted breath. His shirt was pushed open, his jacket hung on his arm, and dark circles under his eyes indicated his day was less than thrilling.


  He hadn't called me the whole day, and as much as I tried not to overreact, it did make me worried.


  I spent the day calling my jobs and giving notice, packing some of my stuff into boxes and keeping them in the storage room. I didn't trust Sophie to look after the apartment. Huge chance I wouldn't need all my stuff, since he could just kill me and be done with it, but I needed to hope I could make it back, just to keep my sanity intact.


  Once all those things were taken care of, I enjoyed the long walk in the park, where a few kids played around while the mother's laughed at their antics. Children never really entered my mind considering I was still young, and my whole life seemed ahead of me. However, watching them in the park made me realize how much the idea of never having them hurt.


  While sitting on the bench, I admired the green grass, the fresh breeze that softly touched my cheeks, and the aura of peacefulness. People really didn't appreciate a lot of things in their life until someone threatened to take them away. My last stop was at my favorite pizza place, where I bought a huge slice of Margarita pizza and the cheese melted in my mouth. To think I hadn't indulged in it much, thinking stuff like freaking calories was important. I came back to Dominic's apartment exhausted, so I got myself a glass of wine and tried to admire the city at night, miserably failing to let my mind drift.


  I knew I didn’t have to agree to his terms and maybe let Dom handle all this, but I couldn't. Sophie might not have been perfect, but she was my best friend, and if I could save her, it was the only choice.


  His eyes wandered around the house and finally landed on me as satisfaction flashed in them, but he quickly covered it up, making his face unreadable. We stared at each other for several seconds, and with a sigh, I ended up in his arms, and something inside me calmed as he overpowered me with his strength.


  “Hey,” he whispered and squeezed me harder. My body trembled in fear and something unknown, and I desperately wanted to feel something else.


  “Hi. You came.”Part of me feared he’d leave me like everyone else.


  “Of course. It's my house, after all,” he teased, and my cheeks heated up.


  Taking this fact into consideration, my fear of him leaving me behind seemed really silly. Exhaling a heavy breath, I murmured quickly, “He wrote to me again.”


  Dominic tensed, but his voice stayed even. “What did he want this time?”


  “He told me that he'd let Sophie go if I went with him. ”


  He leaned back as his eyes searched mine. “And you agreed.” Just a statement, not a question. Not a single doubt about what my choice was.


  “Sophie is out, isn't she?”


  His eyes narrowed in anger as he let go of me, and he pulled his hair and snapped, “Fuck, Sapphire! How could you be so stupid?”


  Anger rose inside me. “It wasn't as if I had a choice! Sophie’s life was on the line.”


  “So is yours!”


  “We both know he would have taken me anyway. It isn't like my word meant anything.”


  “Doesn’t matter. You don't even care about your life, always putting yourself in some dangerous situations.”


  “You hardly know me!” Why was he fighting with me?


  “So what? I'm the only one who has dealt with all your fucking problems for the past two days, aren’t I?” His words hurt, and guilt washed over me. Dominic was a complete stranger, and I dumped all my problems on him then kept on playing games with his attraction. Maybe me waiting here was a big mistake after all.


  “I should just go. He’ll come after me tomorrow anyway. That way I can also see Soph.”


  His eyes held mine as we stood against each other, neither of us wanting to give in, and finally, he threw away his jacket and whispered harshly. “Fuck it.” And just like that, his strong hands grabbed my head as he smashed his mouth to mine. I tried to resist and move back. Kissing him was wrong on so many levels, but the stupid part of me that I didn't understand responded to him, and in a second, I gave in to the kiss.


  My mouth opened as he pushed his tongue inside, hard, and a thrill ran through my body. Everything inside me yearned for his harsh kissing, and my eyes closed of their own accord, and suddenly, my imagination was taking me back to my father’s study, one year ago, as a man in a mask gave me an amazing kiss my lips couldn't forget.


  Damian.


  The kiss changed instantly.


  Sweet and gentle.


  He softly nipped my lips, licking as I moaned into his mouth. Without further permission, he picked me up in his arms and made his way to my room. He closed the door and laid me down on the bed. His hands softly ran over my body and started to take off my little dress while he still kept my mouth hostage.


  Sweet and gentle.


  He pulled back and removed my dress completely, and my body was left in my silky pink panties and he groaned.


  “Beautiful.” He leaned down and slowly, softly licked around my nipples while I breathed heavily. His hands tugged on my panties, and he unhurriedly started to pull them down.


  Yes, his mouth. I craved and wanted his mouth on me. A gasp left my lips as he ripped my panties with one swift move and growled as my heat opened up to his eyes.


  “I want to taste you, devour you, and feel every part of your body,” he whispered heatedly.


  He delved his tongue inside me, mimicking fucking motions while his hands raised my legs over his shoulders, his hands running over my smooth thighs. He shifted his tongue higher then sucked on my clit. My body twitched as electrifying pleasure consumed me, making me feel every nerve in my body.


  “Like it, babe? Feel good?”


  I moaned again as he pushed his finger inside while his mouth sucked my lower lips, one-by-one. The room was filled with my soft gasps and his sucking sounds.


  Heaven.


  “Delicious, you’re fucking delicious. I could spend days here.”


  My body tensed as I slowly reached for my high. I heard the sloppy sounds of him jerking off, and then everything within me shattered as his fingers pushed inside and he sucked hard on my clit. A loud scream left my mouth as my body sagged back on the bed.


  A loud scream of a name.


  “Damian!”


  He froze, and it took me a minute to understand why.


  I screamed Damian’s name.


  Oh, my God!


  The minute the make-out session happened, I was far away from this room and this man, and deep humiliation ran through me.


  Dominic stood up abruptly, his chin and mouth still wet from my essence. I rose from the bed and covered my breasts with a nearby blanket. My cheeks heated up in embarrassment, and mortification hit me like a ton of bricks.


  “Dominic,” I murmured, but he didn't want to listen to what I had to say. Without another word, he left the room, shutting the door loudly.


  


  Sociopath


  She fucking allowed him to touch her, shared her body, and enjoyed it. My punishment would be great and painful to her; her only saving grace was that she screamed my name. Tomorrow, she would be fucking mine, and then she would know to whom she belonged.


  I stepped into the shower, took the soap, and scrubbed my body hard. The images of her naked on the bed, screaming in pleasure, made me hard.


  She was magnificent, more beautiful than I imagined when she came, and without another thought, I grabbed my painful erection and squeezed it hard. I imagined her in the shower with me, against the wall as I fucked her hard without any barriers between us. She would be loud, wet, and mine. I would bite her hard to mark her as my own, and teach her that she could do anything she wanted in bed as long as I was the one sharing it with her. I came with a loud moan and punched the wall. Semen leaked down my body and it made me fucking angry. She was mine, and I was hers. Every part of me should belong to her, even the seed I was producing.


  Tomorrow.


  I would have her tomorrow.


  My Sapphire.


  


  Sapphire


  What I’d done was mortifying. I came, shouting someone else’s name. Dominic’s brother’s name.


  I don’t know how it happened. One moment, I was with him, and the next, when I closed my eyes, I saw Damian and imagined it was him touching me, licking me, and making me feel as though I was rising above the stars. His actions took me back to the perfect moment one year ago. My body still trembled from the sensations, and I touched my lips, which felt swollen. Dominic would never forgive me for this.


  But the most terrifying thought was that I couldn't imagine it any differently. He gave me sweet and gentle, and I wanted rough and hard. Somehow, I imagined only Damian could give that to me.


  I put my head down on the pillow and willed myself to sleep. Tomorrow, everything would be better. I would find a way to fix this, and then I would deal with the fallout of Sociopath.


  Tomorrow.


  I closed my eyes and let the oblivion of darkness take me.
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  “I’m afraid, Damian.”


  “Don’t be, Dominic. That’s what they want.”


  “I don’t think I can take it anymore.” His voice was low and weak; it filled me with despair. He was sick, and those bastards did nothing to save his life. He was coughing so loud that, half of the time, I had a problem understanding what he said. Usually if he was sick, they were here to help us.


  Not anymore. We were fourteen, no longer kids. We weren’t that interesting for the buyers and those sick fuckers; they craved someone younger. Our bodies were too big, too masculine, and they didn't like the resistance we showed. They weren't asking us to suck them off anymore. They were afraid we would bite their dicks off.


  Dominic was becoming weaker and weaker by the day, and his body had more bruises that weren't healing. Especially the large, angry red bruise on his back from the belt buckle; it concerned me the most, as it could fester. I was worried sick about him, although I learned worrying brought you nothing. They just waited for us to break and die in this hole.


  That would never happen. I would do whatever it took to fucking survive. Then I would seek revenge.


  Killing them all was mercy.


  So I would learn how to make them suffer worse than we did. I just hoped my brother was strong enough to wait a little more.


  Before our time came.


  “Damian.”


  “Don’t talk, Dominic, sleep.” He smiled then rested his head on my shoulder. A deep ache filled my heart. We only had each other, and I hated that I couldn't help him. My twin, my other half, the only person who kept me sane, was suffering to death.


  “Always the protector.” He shifted slightly then took a deep breath. “If there is a chance to escape and I can’t do it, leave me behind.”


  “Stop, Dominic.” His words were making me angry; maybe because, deep down, I knew the choice would come to that.


  “Promise me, Damian. I love you…brother.” I squeezed his hand, which was next to mine, and whispered, “I love you too. We will make it, Dom. Together, as we have all these years.”


  It was a vow I intended to keep.


  


  Sapphire


  I woke up with a gasp at the sound of running water. It was so dark in the room. I found that strange, because it felt like I’d slept for ages.


  For some reason, the room was cold, and the mattress under me was hard and uncomfortable as I sat up on it. It was then I noticed my hands were in chains and I couldn't get far from the bed, and I finally realized I wasn't at Dominic’s anymore.


  I was in some kind of basement, and my fear was growing stronger, because he’d found and kidnapped me.


  “Oh, my God.” Although it was a low shout, it seemed like a scream echoing in this place. I was wearing the same shirt from last night, and I was glad I’d put on some sweatpants, because otherwise, I would have been almost naked.


  “Sapphire.” The deep, husky, and familiar voice sounded in the dark corner of the room. I was unable to see his face, but I didn't want him to get closer either. A slight tremble rippled through my body, and I hoped I could control my voice.


  “You found me.”


  He laughed, a humorless sound that made me dread my future. “Did you doubt I would?” His footsteps were loud, and I knew he was getting closer, but without my contacts or glasses, he would have to be very close for me to see his face.


  “No.” It was the truth. He made the deal, after all, and I accepted it.


  A deal with the devil.


  “Good. Never doubt what I say.” The warning was clear in his voice.


  “Why did you take me?”


  “I told you. I wanted you.” I shifted back, because he was coming, and I was afraid of what he would do.


  “Please.” My voice was pleading, but I was terrified out of my mind.


  “Please what, Sapphire?” The way he said my name, as if he was savoring the most delicious dessert in the world, was creating havoc in my mind.


  Why was his voice so familiar?


  “Don’t rape me.” What a stupid request; why else would he have taken me? For some sick reason, he wanted me, and he wouldn't have kidnapped me if he didn't want to rape me.


  He paused his steps then snarled, “I wouldn't.”


  That was confusing. Who was he?


  “Then why do you have me?”


  “I don’t answer the same question twice, let alone a third time. I want you, and you will grow to want me. I don’t think it’ll be that hard.”


  “Over my dead body.” That probably wasn't the best response, because he could arrange it easily. Finally, he came into view and I held my breath. He was tall, muscular, and had black hair. He was wearing a black shirt and a pair of jeans, and his face wasn't clear to me yet, but a thought came to my mind.


  Angel of Death.


  Angel of Death?


  It couldn't be; it was impossible. I must be wrong.


  I stilled and gasped as he leaned down on the mattress. His face was finally close enough for me to see him.


  “Damian?” It was a whisper. He smiled, although it didn't reach his eyes.


  “The one and only, sweetheart.”


  “What did you do to Dominic?” He couldn't have let Damian do this to me, even if he was angry that I cried out his brother’s name in climax. Humiliation ran deep, and I barely stopped myself from looking down from his prying eyes. How could I have wanted Damian? He was a monster.


  Killer.


  His face hardened, and his eyes became cold as ice.


  “Nothing.”


  “He wouldn't have let you do this to me.”


  “No, he wouldn’t,” he agreed, and then leaned closer, his lips an inch away from mine. I could feel his hot breath on my mouth. “It wasn't like I asked him, Sapphire.” He smirked; he probably found my question funny.


  He wouldn't have asked him. That’s true, because Dominic wouldn't have gone along with this shit. He was working with the police investigation to get to the truth. The joke was on him that he lived under the same roof with the guy. The truth would have been devastating for him.


  Then another thought entered my mind, making me feel even colder.


  “You killed him?” It was a valid question. The man was a sociopath. Who knew what he was capable of? That picture on the piano proved he did have a twin.


  I didn't want to think about that.


  He pushed back, his face transforming to anger. Damian picked up the chair nearest to the bed and threw it against the wall, and he shouted, “Don’t ever say that again. I would have died for my brother.” Then his voice lowered as he tried to regain control. “You are not here to ask questions, Sapphire.”


  “Then what am I here for?”


  “For me to finally claim you as mine.”
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  “Get in, piece of shit.” Dominic was tossed inside roughly. I was already there after another session of fucking by the great S. My brother was bleeding, and he had several fresh bruises. Fuck, he probably got Alfred again. The fucker liked some pain with his fucking. He usually made us kneel in front of him as heavy chains shackled our wrists and feet, making it impossible to move. He would pick up a leather belt, wrap it around our throats, and push his dick into us until he got off. John’s people made sure to watch so he wouldn't choke us to death, and since Alfred got off more while someone else was in the room, they considered it a perfect arrangement.


  “He is bleeding.” My voice was harsh. John, the man who kept us prisoner all those years, raised his brow and smiled his snake’s smile that used to send chills down my spine when I was a kid, but not anymore. The only thing I wanted to do to him was kill the motherfucker, and I would.


  Someday.


  “You wanna say that again, toy?” His favorite nickname for us. I hated it with all my being. We were nothing but pawns for them. As much as I hated the times when we were kids, and he took care of us because we were pretty and sold well, I wished he would give a damn now. Dominic looked worse with each day, and I wasn't sure he would last much longer without help.


  “He needs help.” John shrugged and then laughed. The two other guards—who he changed every week, so no one would get attached to us and try to help us—laughed along with him.


  “And you think I give a fuck? The clients aren't pleased with you two anymore. They don’t like your height and those bones you have, not to mention you aren't that pretty anymore.” He laughed again, and then he lit a cigarette and exhaled the smoke in my face. “Be grateful someone still wants your used asses, or both of you would be dead.” They kicked Dominic before I could do anything about it, closed the cage, and left.


  Again.


  I heard Dominic’s cough, kneeled in front of him, removed the only normal shirt I had, and put it under his head so he could lie down and breathe a little easier.


  His neck bore the print of the belt with red bruises. His wrists were covered in dried blood, and by the way he tried to adjust his back, the fucker had given him a rough fucking, probably without much lube. Dominic was skinny, exhausted, and wouldn't last much longer if I didn't think of a solution.


  I took some clean water from the sink we had, put it in our bowl, took a cloth, and removed some sweat and blood from his body.


  There was semen too. It made me furious, because, once again, he was taken without a condom. For the right price, John allowed the clients not to use condoms on us. It wasn't as if he cared about our health that much.


  “Damian,” he whispered, and I just shook my head.


  “Don’t talk. Let me clean you up, and then you can put some clothes on and lie down. It’s Sunday tomorrow. No one comes on Sunday, so you have a day to rest. They probably spend those days as perfect family men in their houses. Those fuckers.”


  At least, I hoped so. He couldn't take another rough fucking from someone, and he was the more popular of the two of us. Apparently, his smile made them harder than mine did, and I hated it. I preferred to experience all the pain, but couldn't help him in those moments. I was stronger than he was; he was too much like our mother, and it was hard to watch him break.


  He was all I had. We didn't have our parents anymore. No one who would give a fuck about us. John let us know how grief destroyed them.


  There was a whisper of a smile on Dom’s lips at my words that was quickly gone, and he groaned in pain when I cleaned his foot.


  “Sorry.”


  “That’s okay.” He swallowed some water I brought him, and then his amber eyes, which were a mirror image of mine, focused on me with a question in them. I just raised my brow. We rarely needed words to communicate with each other, but in places like this, it was a damn necessity to talk. Otherwise, we both would have gone crazy. Even the smallest human contact or a few shared words could save our sanity.


  “Remember the song Mama used to play on the piano?” His words made me tense, because he was usually the one who brought up the subject of our parents, and I hated that. It was too painful and I saw no sense in it, but it wasn't as if I could deny him anything.


  “Yeah.” My voice was hoarse, because I knew what he would ask next of me, and it was slowly killing me inside. Not that I ever told him about it.


  “It was a great song, wasn't it? I never remember the lyrics.” Then his hand grabbed the one I was cleaning him with, and his eyes pleaded with me. “Would you sing it to me?” His eyelids were heavy. I was done cleaning his body, so I helped him lie him down on the pillow, and I covered him with the piece-of-shit blanket that was there. I took a deep breath. I knew he would fall asleep quickly, so it was a no-brainer that I would do it.


  He was great with the piano, and I had a good voice. Not that it did me any good.


  I cleared my throat, put my hand on his head, and caressed it slowly. Then the sound of my voice filled the black, empty, cold room.


  I kept singing. Dominic smiled and grabbed my hand, while I guarded his peace and made sure he could sleep safely.


  Memories.


  I fucking hated mine and wished I never remembered this song, our parents, our house, or the life we had before this major fuck up. But my brother was in pain, and the only way to soothe him was to sing that song, so I did it and smiled, because both of us couldn't feel pain at the same time.


  Someone had to be strong.


  I had to be strong.


  


  Sociopath


  It was impossible not to hear the sound of her crying in the basement, but oddly enough, it didn't move anything inside me. I understood perfectly her feelings of hopelessness, fear, and distrust, but I couldn’t do anything about it.


  She pissed me off with her remark about Dominic, as though I was the one who hurt him. She clearly cared about him, and even though she cried out my name in her moment of passion, he was the one who had her concern and loyalty. It made the beast inside me roar in anger, because I wanted to have those feelings to myself.


  I went into the small room next to the main one she was in. I closed the door and stood in front of the mirror.


  The man who watched me in the reflection was lethal, angry, and dangerous. Nothing about him was soft. I leaned down on the countertop, rested one of my hands there, and removed the band from my hair with another. I let my hair slide down my shoulders. I preferred to have my normal length, and she would fucking get used to it. She was here with me, Damian, not Dominic. I wasn't going to hide who I was.


  Not from her.


  Never from her.


  Some part of me hated myself in that moment, because I had an innocent, scared girl in my dungeon. I took my victims to that place. She didn't deserve to be there, and everything in me wanted to take her to my room and hold her in my arms.


  But another part of me, the sick part, felt thrilled that she was finally with me and I could do with her as I pleased. The visions of her tied to the bed while I fucked her filled me once again, but I didn't let myself get off.


  I told myself the next time I came would be with her.


  With a last glance at myself, I removed the shirt from my body and disappeared behind the bathroom door.


  The game of making her mine was on.


  


  Sapphire


  I heard him shut the door. Only God knew what he was doing there, or had in there for that matter. He was a killer. He probably had weapons and shit like what was in the movies. My arms were hurting a little bit from being chained, but it wasn't too tight. I still had room to cover myself fully with the blanket, and I held it tight after his last comment.


  Claim you as mine.


  Those words sent chills down my body, and I wanted to die.


  Okay, that was too dramatic. I wanted to live, but I didn't want to discover what he meant by his comment. Yet, I screamed his name with my orgasm.


  It was hard to ignore the voice in my head. I was both humiliated and angry. I wanted the sociopath to go down on me. He probably knew it. He was acting as though sleeping with me was a fucking sure thing. I didn't swear much, but I figured the circumstances were good enough. How I wished to have something on that would make me feel more protected. No, I wanted to be away from here, period. Although he left the light on, I had no clear picture of the room in front of me, and frankly, it sucked. Without my glasses, I could only study nearby objects and the ceiling. The far end of the room stayed a mystery for me though.


  The mattress I was on looked new; I was grateful for that. The chandelier was beautiful. It looked as though it was made out of crystal. I was mesmerized watching it. I found it difficult to look away. It looked expensive for this hole, but then, who knew what kind of kicks he had going on? Maybe he preferred to have an expensive interior in the place he liked to kill his victims. The walls were white, unstained as far as I could see. The room also had a couch and TV, and even some carpet. A chair, which was probably very uncomfortable with all those straight lines and no place to put your arms, was slightly farther away. Overall, the room wasn't as terrifying as I initially thought. Not that it made me feel better, but at least I wouldn't live in the constant nightmare before Dominic came after me. He promised he would protect me, so I had faith he would save me. Maybe it was silly, but with no hope from anyone else, he was what I was left with, right?


  Suddenly, the door opened, and he was back. He wore only blue jeans that hugged his narrow hips. He was barefoot and shirtless, his long hair damp. He stopped in the doorway, putting both of his arms on the frame as we watched each other.


  I hated myself; I did. I also hated him for keeping me here and for being a killer. My breath hitched. I couldn't control my body’s reaction. I craved his hard masculinity. His eyes weren't icy anymore; they were filled with desire. Damian made slow movements toward me, and I backed against the headboard again, but that didn't stop him.


  My fear made him more eager. He stopped at the edge of the bed, picked up the blanket I covered myself with, and tugged hard on it.


  “Please,” I whispered. The blanket was my last shelter, and he wanted to take it away from me. Although my body reacted to him, my mind did not. “Please,” I whimpered again. He shook his head and tugged on it harder. Finally, my hands let go. My strength was nothing compared to his. He removed the blanket completely then leaned down and, with a key, opened the lock on the chains. Suddenly, my arm was free. I picked it up and winced slightly. My bruised hand had lost feeling. He noticed my discomfort. He took my wrist into his hand and examined it thoroughly.


  “Such sensitive skin.” His voice was husky, low, mesmerizing. He softly ran his fingers over the red, angry bruises. I closed my eyes, because I had no desire to see that he could be soft with anything or anyone.


  Then I felt it.


  His soft lips were on my wrist. I snapped my eyes open. He raised his eyes to mine and we shared a moment of connection, where his amber eyes held my sapphire ones prisoner. It felt like everything else faded away and we were the only two people in the universe. Then his expression hardened and the moment was gone.


  He picked me up effortlessly, and I squealed and tried to kick out of his hold, but it was no use.


  “Please.” How stupid it was for me to forget for a second his intention was to rape me. I was focusing on stupid moments, while I had more important things to worry about. “I will never be willing,” I warned him, but he ignored me. He carried me off to what I assumed was his room, and then put me on the floor there and took a step back.


  “I figured you would want a shower. Quite frankly, you stink.” Before I could reply, he continued, “In the closet, you will find more suitable clothes for you. Choose what you want and do whatever. I am not into taking unwilling bed partners. Once you are done, meet me in the living room. You need to eat.” With those last words, he left the room and closed the door behind him.


  Freedom.


  It was temporary freedom. I couldn't find anything in his domain to get myself free from the psycho. I was about to search more, when I heard the voice behind the door.


  “There is no escape, Sapphire.” There wasn't anger or warning in his words. He simply stated a fact that ruined all my hope. I sat down on the bed, covered my face with my hands, and wept. I may have hated what happened to me a year ago, may have wanted another life, and sometimes felt like life gave me a shitty hand with all those jobs and the places I had to live. However, right at that moment, I wished so much I had been more grateful for everything I had in life; maybe if I were, the universe wouldn't have put me where I was.


  


  Dominic


  “Where is she?” Juanita’s voice was low and worried, and she bit her bottom lip.


  She had been with our family for a long time, even before we were born, so she acted more like a grandmother than a housekeeper.


  “Gone.”


  Juanita shook her head, gave me her back, and started to wash the dishes again. The woman didn't care the Skype connection wasn't the best, and it was easier for me to have her ass sit on the chair. If I said something to her, she would give me the scolding a child deserved.


  I may be all grown up, but that woman still made me tremble in fear.


  “You know it’s not right.”


  “I had no choice.”


  I heard the crash of glass, and she spun around and pointed an accusing finger at me.


  “You did have a choice; you just preferred to ignore it. He can’t have her.”


  “It wasn't like I handed her to him on a silver platter.”


  “No, but you did nothing to stop him.”


  “It’s impossible to control Damian.”


  “She is a sweet girl, and you will ruin her life. Let her go.”


  I closed my laptop, thinking about all those police reports that hadn’t started yet, and probably wouldn't anytime soon. No one gave a damn about her, except her good-for-nothing friend, who was in one of my apartments terrified out of her mind with the accusations against her. I picked up my phone and dialed her number. I needed to be sure everything was set in motion. After the second ring, I heard a trembling whisper.


  “Hello?”


  “Sophie, it’s me.” I hardly needed to introduce myself; she probably knew my voice by heart. She swallowed loudly and took a deep breath as though she needed to calm herself.


  “Where is Sapphire?”


  “Protected.” I heard a slight gasp and could tell the crying was coming based on the sounds she made. Tears wouldn't help in this situation. In my book, she wasn't that good of a friend to begin with. But then again, I never had friends, so what the fuck did I know about such things?


  “Listen to me carefully, Sophie. You do not look for her or go around spreading rumors. As far as you know, she went somewhere and you have no idea when she will be back. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


  “I feel so bad for putting her in this situation. I never wanted for her to hide from those awful drug people because of me. I just thought this job would help us. But she is my friend—”


  I cut off this bullshit immediately. “The minute you say a word about this to anyone, the FBI will show up on your doorstep and take you to prison for a very long time. And then no one will be able to protect either of you.” There was a long silence at the other end of the line.


  “Promise to take care of her,” she finally replied with a hint of remorse in her tone.


  “I promise.” At least she cared enough about her friend. I personally had nothing against her, even though Sapphire, in my opinion, could have used a better friend. However, she could have been a problem, so I had to feed her a bullshit story about drug dealers threatening to kill Sapphire and, as a result, needed to hide and wouldn’t be able to contact her.


  “Thank you, even though I’m choosing my own comfort once again over hers. I guess once selfish, always selfish.” She sighed heavily, and a sob could be heard.


  “Okay.” Without another word, I hung up and tried to block out the unpleasant images that started to frequent me in the last month. Usually, they didn’t happen as often.


  The nightmares.


  Sapphire seemed like the only salvation for both of us, and as much as it sucked, she couldn’t have her freedom ever again.


  The door swiftly opened to my right, and Sapphire came out wearing jeans, a shirt, and a long black robe, which covered her from head to toe. Her small, soft feet had white socks on.


  Beautiful and scared, didn't she know it only highlighted my pleasure?


  Sapphire hoped for Dominic to come and save her. What would she do once she learned there never were Damian and Dominic, and all along, she only had me?
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  “You’ve become too damn old. But you are still a sight for sore eyes,” S said, exhaling smoke as he lay in bed and studied me once I had my clothes on. My body was freshly showered, and my skin was still sore from all the soap scrubbing I had done to remove his scent from me.


  Sight for sore eyes.


  His favorite phrase, and therefore, the most hated words for me.


  The S was a generous lover, if you could call it that. He allowed me to take a shower after him, and even brought some clothes. I was his favorite toy. The minute he saw me all those years ago, he was hooked. He never needed or wanted Dominic, and for that, I was grateful. He was a sick bastard, who was into chains, gagging, and begging. When I was smaller, around ten, I always cried and wept in the shower after his ‘sessions.’ It was useless, but back then, the small kid in me still had hope that someone would come and rescue us.


  No one ever came.


  So as much as I hated him, I learned to use his gifts wisely. Sometimes, he would give me good food if I asked, or medications. Every cell in my body despised the fucker, and I never asked anything from him for me. But my brother was more important than my pride, or any other fucking emotion I could have felt.


  He gave me a onceover, and then put his cigar back to his mouth and raised his brow. He knew I wanted something. Usually I raced from his room, but here I was, standing and getting the courage to ask.


  “Can I ask for a favor?” I asked, and he motioned with his head for me to continue. “I need some new blankets and medication, and John doesn’t want to give them.”


  “And you think I would?”


  Swallowing the bile in my throat, I replied, “Yes.” He exhaled again and removed the bed covers, leaving him naked with his old body in view. My stomach flipped, and with all my strength, I halted the gagging. I knew what was coming, but for him to help me, I couldn't show any emotion on my face.


  Of course, he was fucking hard again. After all, he took blue pills.


  “Everything has a price in this world, boy. Suck me like you used to, and you can have what you asked for.” He hadn't wanted it for a long time, probably too afraid of me doing something to his dick. But since I had asked for help, he held all the cards.


  I hated him. But for my brother, I would do anything.


  I went down on my knees and proceeded to pleasure the fucking pervert, who got off quickly. Thank fuck for that. Around the time we turned eleven, I learned to block everything during sex. Horrible things were done to me, but I had retreated so far into myself that it almost felt like I wasn't present during the act. All I did was count in my head, one-by-one, and then I always knew when someone was close to finishing. That was the only thing my mind concentrated on. Giving fucking head to S was not an exception.


  When it was finished, I studied my reflection in the mirror after almost making my mouth bleed from brushing it so hard. And I vowed once again to get revenge on every single person responsible for this organization.


  No one would be left alive.


  Once I was out, John and his people were waiting for me. He looked far from happy.


  “You fucking whore,” he grumbled and grabbed me harshly. He kicked me in the stomach, but I didn’t react. He hated it, but he could go fuck himself. “I’ll get those damn blankets and medications. The generous S decided to give you a good Thanksgiving dinner. You must have sucked him really hard.” My expression didn't change one bit, because I didn't give a fuck about his words.


  Medication, blankets, and good food meant Dominic had a chance of surviving this.


  And it was all that mattered.


  


  Sapphire


  “Are you hungry?”


  Seriously? Before I could say anything to him, which would have been mean, my stomach growled loudly. I wanted to die of humiliation. My body kept betraying me, no sense of cooperation or teamwork. Damian laughed and my eyes snapped to him. He seemed genuinely amused with me, and that played tricks on my heart.


  Get your shit together; you just find him hot. No biggie.


  It was easier said than done though.


  “Have a seat.”


  “You think I’ll eat with you?” He raised his brow in question. “For all I know, you could drug me and have your way when I’m unconscious.” He didn't even blink at my accusation and pointed to the table in the middle of the room that held a Caesar salad and green tea. Apparently, he had done his research well, considering it was one of my favorite dishes. If he thought I’d happily jump to follow his command, he had another thing coming. Tapping my foot loudly, my eyes studied the paintings around the apartment. There were several of them, all done in the same black and white filter, representing dull moments like trees without leaves or rain in the middle of the night. Clearly masterpieces, but those wouldn't be paintings I’d like to have in my house.


  Ignoring my statement, he placed his laptop on the table and sat on the couch. His piercing amber eyes focused on me. He brought havoc to my emotions as he spoke. “I don’t really need to drug you for anything, Sapphire. All I need to do is touch you.”


  My palms hurt from squeezing my fists so hard that my nails dug into my skin, but I held my tongue. What could I have said to that? I cried out his fucking name when his brother was going down on me. No matter what he thought, I wouldn't give him access to me willingly. However, if I wanted to get the hell out of here, I had to be strong, and for that, I needed food.


  My butt settled on the couch, I picked up a fork, and I started eating my dinner. Somehow, I found comfort in the simple act, and before I knew it, my plate was empty and my stomach full. The green tea with mint helped soothe some ache inside me, and the flavor calmed my nerves. We were quiet all this time. He was typing something, and it allowed me to study him for a bit. Damian’s face was completely empty of emotions. His fingers moved flawlessly on the keyboard without him even looking at them. With his silky hair in a bun and glasses on, he would look exactly like Dominic.


  “Are you done?” he said casually, and I jumped in my seat. His voice was loud in the silent room.


  I licked my dry lips and asked nervously, “Done with what?”


  He smiled, and that put some of the emotions back, although his eyes stayed cold. He shared this quality with Dominic; none of their smiles seemed genuine.


  “Staring at me.”


  Shit, that sent a blush to my body and cheeks, and it probably wasn’t missed by him. I straightened my spine and raised my brow. “Not really.”


  He was slightly taken aback by my attitude, but then, to my complete shock, he went back to what he was doing before, ignoring my comment all together.


  “So that’s all?”


  He exhaled a heavy breath, shaking his head. “All?”


  “No reaction to my comment?”


  “What kind of reaction did you expect?” He rubbed his chin with his three-day beard then furrowed his brows. “You weren't done staring, so I gave you the chance to do that. What else do you want?” His questions were valid; in fact, I didn't understand why I was agitating him or talking with him at all. Maybe because he was acting all nice, and that didn't really sit well with me. It was easier when he was an ass, scary, and cold-blooded. Yet here he was, lounging on the couch, doing God knows what on his laptop, and feeding me.


  That almost made him human.


  And sociopaths weren't humans. They were dangerous killers who needed to be locked up. Or that was what I needed to think in order to not develop any kind of stupid feelings for this man.


  “I want the truth. Why do you want me?”


  He leaned forward, put his elbows on his knees, and focused on me. I shifted uncomfortably.


  “Why not you?”


  Were we going to play the question game?


  “There is nothing special about me. I’m curvy, short, and, for the last year, poor. I think you have some kind of problem.” Although all those words were true, no matter how much they hurt, a part of me was upset at the idea of him with another woman.


  I was going freaking crazy in this place.


  The mood in the room changed abruptly to dark and dangerous. In a second, he was in front of me and had picked me up by my throat. It was hard to breathe, so I grabbed his hands holding my neck. He moved his face closer; his lips were a whisper away from mine.


  “Never talk about yourself like that. Do you understand?”


  With no reaction from me, he squeezed harder, and I nodded rapidly. After a few more moments, he let go of me and stepped back while I tried to catch my breath. My neck itched a little, probably from the bruises his hands would leave.


  Damian frowned then ran his finger over it. “My bruises will look good on you,” he said as though imagining what my bruised neck would look like.


  I stilled, but for some reason, an odd thrill ran through me, and I wanted to hide away from this feeling. It almost made me as sick as he was, and I couldn't have that. My heart was beating so fast I heard a ringing in my ears. His hand covered my heart and his amber eyes looked into mine.


  “Don’t be afraid.” It was a low whisper. He leaned his face forward. His nose was over my head, inhaling, and then he moved it down to my neck and chin. Through all this, I was powerless to stop him. Finally, he lifted up my chin and his lips claimed mine. They were hard, punishing, bruising, and painful.


  He dominated my mouth, and he didn’t ask permission. He bit painfully on my lower lip. I gasped, and he used the opportunity to push his tongue roughly into my mouth. I tried to push him away, but one hand grabbed my hair, and the other held my hands behind my back. There was no escaping him. It was hard to enjoy this kiss, because it was meant for claiming, not for pleasure.


  But my body reacted to it anyway. I trembled and felt hot inside. I struggled not to react to him anymore, but it was a losing fight. He finally let me go, and our gazes clashed once again. He looked satisfied, but at the same time frustrated, as though he didn’t do what he really wanted.


  “Sapphire, my Sapphire,” he said, and then his lips were giving me a gentle, soft, yet passionate kiss. This kiss made my toes curl. My body responded fully to his and I moved closer. He let go of my hands and I put them around his neck, pulling myself closer to him. He was a good kisser, and momentarily, I hated every other woman who had touched him. And that was insane. My nipples puckered. His hands moved lower and pinched them so hard I swayed forward, but he steadied me. His lips moved lower, allowing me to take big gulps of air, and then I felt him sucking on my neck hard, marking me.


  “Mine,” he whispered harshly as he bit me lightly. Then he picked me up, and I wrapped my legs around his waist. That brought my breasts higher, and he tugged open my robe and sucked them hard through my shirt, not giving them any mercy. I laced my fingers through his hair and moaned loudly as my head fell back. It was one of the most erotic things that had ever happened to me. He knew how to suck, how to bite, and how much pressure would make me sing. Being in his arms felt so good and so right for some reason. The feeling of belonging was always with Damian. Even that first night in the garden, when we saw each other and the world stopped to exist for us.


  Immediately, my mood disappeared and my body stilled. He felt it too.


  Sociopath.


  What the hell was I doing? I couldn't be doing this with him of all people. He confused me and made me question everything I knew and wanted.


  I couldn’t have that.


  I couldn't let him do that to me. I struggled to get down, and he let me. I knew it was only because he was allowing me to do whatever I wanted, not because my hard stare or desires mattered. I pushed back from him, took a few steps, and we were once again facing each other. Both of us were breathing heavily, and it was the only sound in the whole damn house. My body was humming, my nipples hurt, and my lips were probably red, swollen, and bruised. The only thought in my mind was that I wanted to experience it all over again, but I knew it was a mistake.


  My problem was that I liked and wanted Damian instantly, but then he turned out to be Sociopath. And I couldn’t want such a man.


  Never.


  “Don’t do that again,” I whispered. My voice was hoarse and trembling. He looked at me softly, but there was no other indication of his feelings at all.


  Without another word, he grabbed his laptop and ignored me. It was confusing, and I had to blink several times to be sure he wasn't about to do something. Still trembling, I went back to the room he showed me, got under the covers, and closed my eyes.


  I still smelled like him. The smell was easy to recognize. It was manly, heady, and strong. Maybe I should have taken another shower to wash the feel of his lips, his smell, and the memories away. But I was tired and wanted to sleep. Or at least that was my excuse.


  It was hard to think and accept the fact I loved the smell of my sociopath so much that I had no desire to wash it away.


  Tomorrow.


  I could think about my escape plan tomorrow, and based on what happened today, he wouldn't want to wait for long. He had a life out there, didn't he? At some point, he would need to leave; he couldn't sit here forever. There was a strong possibility he would put me in chains again, but somehow, after seeing the bruises on my skin that he had made, I doubted he would put me through that again. I closed my eyes and let the dreams take me away.


  I should have known the nightmares would be exceptionally vivid when I had such stress. They appeared from time to time, always having my dad and Ken pointing a gun at me. I should have known and waited until a little later to go to sleep. The nightmares weren't as bad when my body was exhausted.
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  “Here, have more turkey.” I pushed my plate, which was still filled with delicious Thanksgiving treats, to Dominic, but he shook his head.


  “No, you need to eat as well. You barely touched anything.” Truthfully, I didn't want to. I knew what I did to get all those things, and because Dominic was healthier, I wasn't sorry about it. But every time I touched the food, it reminded me of the blowjob, and I wanted to vomit all over the fucking cell. Dominic couldn't know the truth. He had no idea of the lengths I went to in order to ensure he was safe all through the years, and I planned to keep it that way.


  “Nah, I better eat a sandwich.” John was surprisingly generous too, or maybe not so surprisingly, and those chicken sandwiches were good. Not that we knew any better anyway. We had lived in this hole for ten years. I didn't remember Mom or Juanita and their amazing cooking anymore. Childhood memories of homemade cookies faded away, and I had only snippets of our mom’s smile, or Dad’s eagerness to play with us, or even Juanita’s tasty candies she used to slip into our hands. I clung to those memories; otherwise, my mind would be filled with nothing but one sexual scene after another.


  Suddenly, Dominic stopped eating, and pushed his plate aside. “What did you do?”


  I snapped my eyes back to his and shook my head in denial, not that it worked much with him. “Nothing.”


  “Right. I’m so stupid. All those new things and the food. You did something extra for him, didn't you? Because of me.” He was shouting and coughing. His cold wasn't completely gone yet, and it wasn't like we had days to rest. He should take it easy on his throat.


  “Don’t shout, Dom,” I shushed him, but he moved back with an angry expression on his face.


  “He wanted you to suck him off, didn't he? Damian, don’t ever do that again, please.” He tried to grab my hand, but I pulled it back. I wasn't about to give him any promises. If his life was on the line, I would do more, and Dom knew it. His shoulders slumped and he rested his head against the wall.


  “I never wanted you to sacrifice anything for me, brother.” His voice was low and regretful, and the part of my heart that still functioned squeezed. He was the only one capable of bringing out emotions in me.


  “Dom, it’s okay. I don’t even remember it anymore.”


  He just shook his head again, and then turned his face to me, his wistful eyes focused on mine. “Another nightmare, Damian. You can’t save me all the time.”


  His words angered me. “We will be out of this hole at some point, brother. I promise you that.”


  He nodded, but I knew he didn't believe my words. He had no faith in us and the escape plan, but I did. I just needed one moment to be able to run away and get something to help us.


  “Do you know what they plan to do to us once our time is done?”


  “What do you mean?” His question made no sense to me.


  “After we are not useful, Damian. We are already too old for those fuckers. They will have fresher meat coming soon, and we both know it. The reason they’ve kept us so long to begin with is because—” He stopped abruptly, and I knew what he wanted to say.


  Because S was so fond of me, and Richard, his brother, loved Dom. We knew there were other kids as well, but we were all separated in different places, so we never saw each other. However, at night, you could hear sobbing and cries, or smell the urine and sometimes a dead body. Mostly, kids didn't survive this life more than three-to-five years.


  The idea of two more innocent children who were kidnapped or forced into this life made me want to slash all those fuckers with a knife and roar in rage and anger.


  No.


  I couldn't allow one more child to rot in this fucking hell. It would be better to kill them off myself than let one more boy go through this. This life was a fucking nightmare. Someone had to protect those poor kids who would come after us, and make sure the justice was done.


  A fucking promise I intended to keep.


  


  Sociopath


  On your knees, boy.


  A gasp left my lips as my eyes opened wide; my rapidly beating heart and sweaty body indicated yet another nightmare. The same scene, setting, and tormentor.


  S.


  No matter how much I tried to forget, no matter how much revenge I wreaked on those who deserved it, and how thoroughly I destroyed his organization piece-by-piece, I couldn't keep the nightmares at bay.


  They weren't always vivid, but constantly present. I almost never got more than five hours of sleep, and I learned to deal with that shit. It made my business and me more efficient, so there was something good about it at least.


  My feet touched soft carpet, and I was making my way to the bathroom to get my head straight and work on my latest victim and location, when I heard it.


  A deep, terrified scream came from the room where my Sapphire was sleeping.


  Without thinking, I rushed to her and opened the door wide. She was lying in bed, tossing around, her body covered in sweat, and she was mumbling something that was hard to understand. She had tossed the blanket aside, revealing the same clothes she wore during dinner.


  I couldn't take it anymore, so I hopped on the bed and straddled her thighs. I pinned her hands on either side of her head and shook her hard. She woke up with a gasp, her beautiful blue eyes filling with confusion.


  “Get off me,” she screamed, but I was having none of it.


  She had nightmares. I had nightmares. Maybe it was time we healed each other.


  I leaned down and kissed her hard, muffling another scream with my mouth.


  It was deep. Punishing. Hot. Claiming.


  Always fucking claiming.


  My erection throbbed painfully, and I pushed it into her thigh. She gasped again, giving me easy entry to her mouth. My tongue sought hers, and we played out our own duel. There was no other feeling in the world like kissing her and having her in my arms. It was like tasting the most delicious wine or eating the best meal. My body was hot with need, something that never happened before. I wanted to let go of her hands, so she could touch me, learn my body like I craved to learn hers. Me, the man who never wanted women to touch me, to kiss me, or anything else.


  As she started to respond to me, her body grew weaker and she stopped struggling. I felt her wet heat against my lower abdomen and almost moaned from the pleasure I was receiving. I let go of her arms and moved lower. I kissed her neck, sucking hard on the flesh. I wanted to mark her, so everyone, including her, knew who she belonged to. She moaned and arched from the bed as I shifted lower, ripped her shirt apart, and latched onto her soft, pink nipples that were now fully erect. I licked around the areolas, bathing them in saliva before I sucked on them hard.


  She gasped once again, but with pain. I knew I was leaving bruises, but I didn't care. My hand slid down her stomach to her shorts and pushed them down, along with her panties. Finally, I reached her pussy and, fuck me, it was bare, sleek, and smelled delicious. My mouth watered at the thought of tasting her again. I trailed my tongue down her stomach, nipping slightly at her navel, and then I spread her legs on the bed. She was breathing heavily, and I could see the blush spreading on her beautiful porcelain skin. I nipped on the inside of her thigh then ran my tongue over it gently to remove the sting, and slowly turned my head to her heat just begging to be licked and touched. As I inhaled her aroma, she tried to close her thighs, which earned her a growl.


  “Mine,” I said. She tried to say something, but it was lost in a moan when I lapped at her pussy then sucked her clit hard with my lips. There was nothing gentle about my assault on her soft flesh.


  She was delicious, one of a kind, and I wanted to drown in her taste. My tongue moved lower to her opening and entered it. She raised her hips high. I pressed my hand on her stomach to steady her movements, and then mimicked the act of fucking with my tongue. She went wild under me. My thumb covered her clit as two fingers entered her. She was tight, although I didn't have to worry about her virginity. I made sure to check her personal history, even ex-boyfriends.


  The idea that someone else had already been in this heat made me see red.


  “Mine,” I growled again; she better not fucking ever think about another man touching her. “No one touches you but me from now on. Understand, Sapphire?” She was silent, but her hand moved to my hair and she motioned for me to continue pleasuring her.


  That fucking wouldn't do. “Answer me.”


  She was quiet, and I bit on her clit hard, causing a sting, and she cried out.


  Her eyes were closed. She licked her lips and, without looking at me, whispered, “Yes.” The beast inside me was satisfied with her answer, and I went back to sucking and licking. I raised her legs to make her wider for me, so I would have access to her beautiful pussy in all its glory and her tight little hole. I ran my tongue inside it slightly, and she jumped as I pressed her nub with my thumb. “Steady, Sapphire. I will take you here as well. Not today, but soon.” Nothing was off limits between us in bed.


  I leaned back on my knees. She was breathing heavily, and both of our bodies were covered in sweat. I removed my boxers, leaving me completely nude, and her eyes roamed over me hungrily.


  Greedy girl.


  I moved between her thighs, fisted her hair in my hand, and brought her closer to me. With one swift move, I entered her hard, and she cried out in pleasure, or in pain. Both worked for me.


  It was fucking incredible. Feeling her heat surrounding me, how her pussy stretched to accommodate me—and by no means was I small. She was gasping hard. Her eyes were closed, and that pissed me the fuck off.


  “Open your eyes, Sapphire.” She didn't do it, so I tugged her hair painfully, which exposed her sensitive neck to my gaze. Without thinking, I bit and started sucking, no doubt leaving more marks. I felt her hands in my hair. She moaned and her pussy clenched around my dick.


  Fuck.


  “Touch me,” I whispered into her ear, and she moved her hands lower to my neck, and then down my spine and around to my stomach. I waited for the feeling of uneasiness to come from her touch, the need to throw her away from me. To be repulsed by the idea that her hands could roam my body easily.


  But it never came. Instead, her touch caused some unfamiliar emotions in me, and my body went rigid. I wanted her skin on my skin, her touch to my touch, her gasp to my breath. To be as connected to her as possible.


  I leaned her back on the bed and rested myself on her while our eyes held each other. She was lost in as much pleasure as I was. My thrusts became more frantic, faster, and deeper. I felt her legs rise and she hooked them around my waist, which allowed me deeper penetration. She moaned and shifted her head back. I leaned down to suck on her nipples again. I felt her pussy clench tightly around my dick and she came with a load moan. I gritted my teeth and held my release.


  Not yet. I continued to move inside her, but it wasn’t enough to get me off. She squealed in surprise when I flipped her over on her hands and knees. She trembled as I pulled her back against my chest. My hands caressed her breasts as I slid back inside her. I played with her tits until, breathing hard, she came one more time before I was done.


  She was so slick inside I moved easily, and God, I loved the feeling of her. Her body smelled like chocolate and vanilla. I inhaled her deeply. I maneuvered her face to the side, which allowed me access to her mouth. I licked and bit her lower lip, and then gently slipped my tongue into her mouth. I sucked on hers hard and slid my finger down to press on her clit. She whimpered and tried to move away, but my other hand was tangled in her hair and it held her tight. I was close. The tingling of my spine and balls made it feel like they were about to explode. I kept on pumping inside her. When I felt her muscles clench once again and she gasped into my mouth, only then did I allow my body its release, and I came harder than ever before.


  My eyes rolled back as my seed kept coming and coming.


  I had no idea sex could be like that, where you could lose your head and feel so fucking much. I almost lost control and came before her; no one ever had control of my body.


  Not anymore.


  I didn't fucking like it, and somehow, that made me pissed at her. I knew she would be special, but she was supposed to be special on my terms.


  If I felt the pull for her before, it was nothing compared to what I felt now. She became an addiction I would never give up, and at the same time, I became fucking vulnerable to her. She probably thought she had me.


  Well then, she was in for a fucking surprise.


  I pushed her down on her stomach and stood up. I picked up my boxers, slipped them on, and got the fuck out of the room without another word. I slammed the door shut behind me.


  My body smelled of sweat, sex, and her.


  I hated it. Not because I hated what we did, I hated it because I didn't want to wash it off, and that made me weak.


  Something I promised myself I would never be again.
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  The sound of the cell opening woke me up, and my eyes immediately glanced at Dominic, who was still sound asleep. I readjusted the blanket, which had slid down to his waist, back over his shoulder. Pressing the back of my hand to his forehead, I confirmed the lack of fever, which relieved me.


  John stood behind the bars, eying the exchange curiously, and then said quietly, “Get up.”


  My brows furrowed. “Why?”


  His eyes narrowed and he spit inside our cell, close to Dominic. I barely restrained myself from jumping on him. His men would then beat me badly, and no one would be there to take care of Dom.


  “You don’t ask questions here. Get up.” I stood up as two guards handcuffed me and pushed me in an unusual direction. The specific rooms designed for ‘sessions’ were located on the right side of the cell, but this time, we moved to the left side, to an unfamiliar setting. The smelly, disgusting grey cells were left behind us as we stepped inside a lobby. Everything was decorated in white and brown—couches, tables. The smell of tobacco hung in the air. The change of rooms put me on high alert. In the middle of the room, which appeared to be an office, stood a man in dark jeans and a white button-up shirt. I had never seen him before.


  “Here is the boy we talked about.” The man turned around, his black eyes devoid of any emotion as he studied my appearance. “He has a twin brother too if you are up for it, and for the right price, of course,” John added.


  “How old is he?”


  John frowned and barked at Alex. “How old are those fucking twins?” Alex scratched his chin and shrugged.


  “Fourteen. I’m fourteen,” I decided to answer, so whatever this man wanted would be over soon.


  “If you are in the mood for something younger, I have them too.”


  The man shook his head. “He will do. Schedule an appointment tomorrow.”


  John frowned. “Tomorrow is Sunday. I can’t be here.”


  The man raised his brow. “So? I don’t need your help for fucking.”


  At first glance, the man didn't give off a vibe like a sick fucker like Alfred and S, but clearly, he had the same dark desires. The only good part about it was the fact John chose me over Dominic.


  “I prefer to supervise the first visit of important clients.”


  The man’s face widened in a dangerous smile that didn’t reached his eyes. “I’m the head of the Mexican Cartel. You hardly need to supervise me. The boy will be fine. The money will be transferred to your account immediately.”


  After a beat, John agreed. “Alex, take the boy back.”


  “Food,” the man suddenly said.


  “What?” John asked, confused.


  “Give them plenty of food and water. I don’t like bones.”


  “Sure, whatever. Alex, take care of that.” Alex pushed me harshly in the direction of the cells as my mind memorized everything—turns, codes, keys.


  John might have given me an opportunity to form the plan for running away from him. Gaining access into unknown territory was worth it, even if it meant one more repulsive fucker touching my body.


  


  Sapphire


  I was twenty-three years old, and although I wasn't a virgin, my experience with men had been very limited.


  Limited, as in having only two real boyfriends and a one-night stand.


  My first boyfriend was a high school classmate, and since we both were sort of geeks and not the most attractive, we got along. None of us wanted to go to college as virgins, so, like so many others, on prom night, we did the deed. It was awkward, painful, and back then, I couldn't imagine a time when I would want to repeat the whole sex experience. The romance books I occasionally read in the library just skipped over the whole thing. However, I still had huge expectations for college.


  That was where I met Tyler. He was tall, blond, and handsome, and the whole campus was crazy about him. I couldn't believe it when he made a move on me—the chubby and glasses-wearing girl—but he did and we went on a date. After two months of dating, I decided to give in and sleep with him. I had needs as well, and his kisses were to die for. His tongue skills led my imagination to dream about good oral action. The rumors were that he was good in bed—although who the hell sent them out, I had no idea. Tyler created the mood, music, bathed my body in kisses, and that was about all the foreplay my body got. I had to fake it, while my boyfriend came with a loud groan above me. It wasn't as bad as the first time, but still unsatisfying. We broke up the next day, because he called me too frigid for his tastes. Apparently, it was my fault.


  The Tyler fiasco helped me discover the vibrator, which, as opposed to men, did wonders to my vagina, and I decided to stay celibate until the right guy came along.


  Two years later, at one of the parties Sophie hosted, I got a bit drunk and there was a handsome guy in the bar—who knows what his name was? We ended up in his hotel room, and he showed me there was good sex in this world. Actually, he took great care of me, and I was so dazzled that the next day I wanted to try it again immediately. My body was sore in all the right places, and I had a stupid grin on my face. Unfortunately, my one-night stand was gone, so I moved on. There weren’t many guys to date, so I had to stay celibate again.


  All those experiences flashed through my mind as I was lying on my stomach on the bed, minutes after he left the room. My body was sweaty, sticky from his cum, and satisfied in ways it had never been before. It was like he knew what my body wanted and gave it to me. Within seconds, Damian made me forget I hated him and what he did.


  From our very first encounter, I had an idea of his skills, but actual penetration took it to another level. Even after being kidnapped and everything, I had no idea I could lose my head in so much pleasure, that the man inside me might feel so good. That I would crave his touch, his tongue, and his lips. His everything. What we shared still made me feel dizzy and disoriented.


  Was I supposed to feel humiliated? I did, but not because of what happened, but of how he behaved afterward, as though I was a whore he had used.


  Maybe to him I was. For all I knew, there were other women he liked to use. Did I really expect some kind of connection with him? Stupid me. And crazy.


  He killed people; having sex with me didn’t make him a good guy. Maybe I was slowly developing Stockholm syndrome. Or maybe I had never imagined a serial killer to be my one who got away.


  I pushed up, wincing slightly from the sore muscles that hadn’t been used for a long time, and the substances that were leaking down my thighs.


  Maybe I should have been terrified that he took me bareback, but knowing him, he made sure to check himself and me. Somehow, I was sure of that, and I couldn't get pregnant—there was only a two percent chance of me ever getting pregnant due to the pills I’d taken since high school—so, there was no pregnancy scare either. My body was shaking, but on unsteady legs, I went into the bathroom, turned on the hot water, and stood under the spray.


  Suddenly, I was sobbing with my head in my hands while my back was against the cold tiles. The humidity and hot water could do nothing to warm me up.


  I hated him for making me feel like this, and more importantly, I hated him for giving me the best sex of my life and then leaving. I just hated him period for showing up in my life.


  I was so engrossed in my so-called breakdown that at first I didn’t notice I wasn't alone in the shower anymore.


  Strong arms scooped me up, and I opened my eyes to see Damian’s chest in front of me. I felt the room spinning and moving, and then we were out of that bathroom, and within seconds, in another. He marched straight into the warm room, where I noticed a bathtub full of water and bubbles. Without another word, he put me in and removed his boxers. He sat behind me and pulled me back to him, so I had no choice but to lean against him. He hugged me tight under my breasts, and I felt his breath on my neck.


  “Don’t cry,” he whispered, and I closed my eyes, letting his voice wash over me while I cried silently. I had no strength left in me to fight him, to escape from him, or to protect myself.


  I was just tired.


  I didn't understand what was going on.


  The hot water was soothing my muscles, the ache inside me, and combined with his arms, it finally was making me feel warm.


  “Tell me.”


  He didn't need to ask what I meant. We both knew what I wanted to hear, and I heard him take a deep breath as his head rested back against the bathtub wall. “I saw you and wanted you to be mine. There isn't much of an explanation to this, Sapphire.” His tone was steady and sure. He wasn't apologizing, far from it.


  “My feelings don’t matter?” My words were whispered, but even I could hear pain in them. No one ever really cared what I felt, and for some odd reason, the idea of him being just like everyone else broke something inside me.


  He was silent for few moments, and I thought he wouldn't answer me, when he finally spoke.


  “No.” I tensed and tried to move away, but his hands around me were firm. “I just wanted you.” He sounded angry, as though it was my fault, as though he was the one who should be offended with what happened.


  “What happened today doesn’t change anything.” I wanted him to know that maybe it was the best sexual experience of my life, but he was still who he was, and I was me.


  I couldn't be a woman who loved a serial killer.


  I couldn’t be my mother, who spent her whole life with a monster.


  “I know,” was his only answer, and for the remaining time in the bath, we sat there silently as his hands slowly caressed me and the warm water made me sleepy. I think at some point I felt him pick me up from the bath and dry me with a towel. Then he put me in bed and closed the door.


  Surprisingly, no nightmares bothered my sleep.


  


  Sociopath


  I couldn't stay away from her. The cries she made in the shower broke my heart—or rather, the piece inside me that still felt something.


  It reminded me of the small boy who cried like that when men used him, and how dirty he felt. It made me ashamed, because I never wanted my beautiful Sapphire to feel like anything less than perfect. She wasn't fighting me, but wasn't accepting me either. She wanted to go, but what she didn't understand was that no one would need her or want her like I did.


  As I lay on the bed and watched the slow sunrise through my window, I was reminded to make breakfast for her before leaving for the dungeon, where another victim would get my exquisite torture. This one was a long time coming, and my body shook in excitement just from the prospect of touching the fucker with my blade.


  Sapphire would have a live show. She needed to know all the parts of me, and besides, this one was for her. I had never met this guy. He wouldn't have been on my radar.


  But he dared to hit what was mine, and just like that, he signed his death sentence.
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  The sound of the cell opening made us frown and share a look. Although we had no fucking idea about the time, or what year it was, we did know that today was Sunday, because it was the only day we got to rest from all their bullshit. Dominic had no clue about my earlier visit, so the food we had, he perceived as a miracle.


  Alex smirked then brought someone by the collar and pushed him inside the cell. The person ended up on the floor. “There is company for you—oh, and one more.” Then Alex pushed someone else in and gave us a look. “The end is coming soon, guys. Maybe you can train your replacements?” His laugh was loud, and I wanted to fucking kill him, but it was impossible to do right then. He walked out, and we were left alone with the newcomers.


  That never happened before. We’d never met any other people like us. Alex was probably right. Our time was running out and they planned to kill us, which meant I had very little time to get us out of this hell.


  I snapped out of my thoughts when I heard crying. The two bodies started trembling, and Dominic cursed near me, which he almost never did. We moved toward them and put our hands on each of them, but they started to struggle.


  I stopped, and the child finally looked up, revealing a beautiful boy who was around six years old. I glanced to the side to see the other one was as beautiful, but a girl. Both had tears running down their cheeks and fear in their eyes.


  “Hey, it’s okay,” Dominic whispered, and then tenderly touched the girl’s cheek. “We are not the ones who hurt you, okay?” They were silent, but nodded their heads. By the blond hair, green eyes, age, and similar clothing, it was evident they were twins as well. Another pair of kids whose lives would be ruined.


  A girl.


  Fuck.


  Those fuckers moved to little girls? Imagining all they would do to her made me sick. And I thought nothing could affect me anymore.


  “What are your names?” I tried to make my tone gentle. They didn't need more fear in their life. The girl looked up at her brother, who leaned down, took her small hand into his, and squeezed it. He was protecting her.


  “Ben and Beth.” As twins, we understood the struggle of names, really.


  “How did you get here?”


  Beth removed her hand from her brother’s and tried to clean up her tears with the sleeve of her shirt, but she only smeared them all over her.


  “We were having an ice cream. Momma was talking with someone, and then they grabbed us.” Her chin trembled and she started to cry again. Ben instantly hugged her protectively while she sobbed into his neck. Some may say he was too small to give her any comfort, but not me. In situations like those, you learn to be a grown-up, because life didn’t leave any choices.


  “They told us we will never see Momma again,” he finished, and then with a swallow, added, “Said that now the only love we will get will be from good old uncles.” The boy barely held himself together. Dominic and I froze.


  It was like a fucking flashback to what happened to us. The only difference was we were taken from our beds in the middle of the night, while our mom was raped and Dad was restrained by three men.


  Taken out of revenge, we were kept alive because of our pretty faces. Yeah, there was a lot of fucked-up shit in the world.


  I caught Ben’s eyes and held them so he would understand what I was saying to him.


  “No one will harm you, okay, kiddo?” He didn't look convinced, but gave me a nod anyway. We pushed them down on the mattress and gave them a clean blanket. They hugged each other and sat quietly. I felt Dom’s hand on my shoulder and turned around.


  “We can’t save them.”


  “We have no choice.”


  He looked down, but then raised his steely eyes. “If we do this, we need to do it tomorrow. I don’t give a shit about my life, but they…” He pointed to the kids, and his words caught in his throat, but he made himself continue, “they deserve better, and I don’t want them to suffer like we did.” And I understood it was his promise to me.


  He didn't give a shit about saving himself, but for those kids, he would do everything in his power. Which meant that no one would sleep that night. We had only twenty-four hours to save ourselves and those kids. Untouched souls who deserved better.


  We sat down beside the kids, and I saw how Beth moved toward Dom and rested her head on his shoulder as he hugged her. Ben did the same. Their faces were so trusting in their sleep. The part of my heart that could still feel broke in that moment, not only for those kids, but also for the kids Dom and I used to be. No one had been there to hug and protect us. The kids would get all the protection we had to give.


  


  Sapphire


  Someone shook my arm, and it annoyed the hell out of me. The bright sunlight in the room didn't allow me to open up my eyes, and honestly, I didn't want to. Who the hell would it be? We hardly had any visitors in our apartment, and Sophie knew better than to wake me up when I had worked the late-night shift. I took the pillow beside me and threw it at her without opening my eyes, and rolled to my stomach, victoriously grabbing the blanket and diving under it.


  I heard an exasperated intake of breath and my warm cocoon was stripped from me, leaving me shivering freaking naked in the cold!


  “Soph, are you out of your mind? I want to sleep!” Finally, I snapped open my eyes and froze.


  Damian studied my naked body.


  Right. I wasn't home, and everything that happened wasn't some kind of bad dream.


  Internationally-known Sociopath kidnapped me, showed me the wonders of sex, and took care of me in the bathtub. No big deal, right?


  His eyes darkened, so I rose to my knees, picked up the other pillow from the bed, and tried to cover my front with it, not that it did any good.


  “I think I’ve already seen it all, Sapphire.” He smirked, but it didn't reach his eyes. It irritated me how he liked using my name all the time, pointing out that he was talking to me, as though other people were here.


  “What do you want?” I snapped, and he raised his brows. His eyes turned dangerous for a bit, clearly not liking my tone. “Stop it!” His stare was unsettling and made me feel as though I did something wrong. I was out of my mind crazy; what he had was probably contagious.


  “Stop what, Sapphire?”


  Oh, for Christ’s sake! “Stop staring at me like that, and stop saying my freaking name every time you speak to me!”


  The minute my words left my mouth, two things happened at once. His stare changed from indifferent and cold, to heated and possessive, and within a second, he had me pinned to the bed, his hands holding mine above my head while his lower body was pushing against my pelvis. He wiggled between my legs and I had no choice but to raise my knees, which brought him closer to me. I bit my lip, because my traitorous body reacted to the closeness of his.


  Damian’s eyes lowered to my lips. I couldn't help myself; I licked them, and with an angry groan, he leaned down and kissed me hard. His tongue didn’t ask permission this time. He took and sucked and bit. I felt my core get wet, and involuntarily, I started to rub myself on him. He removed his mouth from mine, and I had to raise my head to follow him once his lips left me. He leaned over me, his hands on each side of my head, and then we had this stupid staring contest again.


  “Do not talk to me like that ever again, Sapphire.” My eyes narrowed, and I was about to speak up when his hand covered my mouth, not gently but harshly, sending a thrill through my body. “I will say your name as much as I want to. Stop provoking me.”


  Was he right? Was I provoking him to do something to me, so I would hate him without any remorse? He watched me for a few more seconds, stood up, and strolled to the door. Without turning back, he rotated his head to the side.


  In an indifferent voice, he said, “I’m going out now. You will be alone for a few hours. A phone is in the kitchen with only my number. Sapphire, whatever you do, or whomever you call, I will know. Do you want to put anyone in danger?” I shook my head, because it was hard to ignore the threat in his voice. “Good, something else awaits you in the kitchen.”


  He moved past the door. I grabbed the shirt around me and couldn't stop myself from speaking. “Where are you going?”


  He stopped then just chuckled. “You don’t want to know.” With his back to me, it was hard to guess what he was thinking. I couldn’t see his facial expression, but I bet he was far from amused.


  “I think I do.” When I came closer, his back tensed, but what he said sent cold shivers down my spine.


  “I’m about to lure my victim and play with him.” With those parting words, he left me standing there dumbstruck.


  His latest victim.


  Oh, God!


  He would bring a man here and torture him? The thought alone made me sick, and I quickly ran back to the room, closed the door, and leaned against it, trying to steady my breathing. I felt as though I was shielded and safe in this room. But I had to face reality.


  He was a killer, right? Which meant he would continue doing it despite having kidnapped me. Apparently, he didn’t enjoy monogamy in his sociopathic behavior. Suddenly, I felt dirty for letting him touch me this morning, for allowing him access to my mouth, and for how I tried to work myself on his leg as if I was some kind of cat in heat.


  Killer.


  How could he make me forget everything but the chemistry between us in one moment, and then destroy it with his harsh words? I wished I’d never met him; however, I decided not to question the terrible pain in my chest at that thought.


  After taking a long shower, I put on a t-shirt and sweatpants I found in the closet and wandered to the kitchen. The table had tea ready, along with chocolate-chip pancakes, which unfortunately happened to be my favorite. Clearly, Sociopath had everything covered. Starvation brought nothing, so I indulged. I dug into the food on my plate and sipped the tea. I was wondering what the hell he meant by leaving a gift for me, when I heard a moan of pain coming from behind me. Confused, I spun around, but no one was there. The sound came again, and then I located the source of it.


  A laptop on the table was on, and some kind of movement was happening there. I sat in front of it, food forgotten. My eyes widened as Damian came into view with a knife in his hand as a man sat on a chair nailed and chained to the wall. They were in the dungeon, where I originally woke up, although the chair and all his equipment visible from the camera’s angle stood far away from the mattress where he put me.


  When I thought about it, the mattress didn't suit the mood of the room at all. He must have placed it there specifically for me. I ignored the pang in my heart at that thought, focusing all my attention on the video. All this reminded me of watching a bad horror movie. It was so horrific I couldn't keep my eyes away from it, even if I tried.


  “Who are you? What do you want? Money? I have money,” he pleaded, and something about his voice sounded familiar. Damian laughed, and his laughter chilled me to the core. He raised his hand and hit the man across the face so hard the man’s head whipped to the side. It stayed there for few moments as he cried out in pain and blood formed. The sound of something cracking made me almost sure Damian had broken the man’s nose.


  “Fuck, I haven’t even played with you yet, and you’ve already pissed your pants?” Damian’s voice held disgust.


  The bile in my throat rose. Eating breakfast before watching this hideous torture was a big mistake. Damian ripped the man’s shirt open from the front and slowly, as though he was writing something, moved the knife, marking the man’s skin from the left to right side. The man screamed in agony, started to cry, and struggled to get away, but it just earned him another hit from Sociopath.


  “Who are you? What do you want?” the man repeated, but Damian was too busy with his task. After seven minutes—I counted—he faced the man again and made sure their eyes held each other’s.


  “I must say, Ken, you weren't even on my radar. I had no clue you were part of the organization.” My breathing stopped, as a gasp of shock left my mouth. Ken? He was torturing Ken? “But then you made a big mistake, exposing yourself. Foolish. You know what your mistake was?” Damian asked harshly as Ken shook his head. “Touching what was mine. Hurting her. Betraying her. Making her suffer. No one harms what’s mine and doesn’t pay for it.”


  For me.


  He was punishing and killing Ken for me. My hands fisted from the deep thrill in my chest for what he was doing, avenging me for the hit and all the other emotions, which were part of my life since the fated day of the masquerade ball. However, it spoke to the crazy and unreasonable part of me.


  The normal, human part of me couldn't stand the idea of him killing someone on my behalf. We had no right to decide who lived or died; the privilege solely belonged to God.


  “But if your actions only had to do with Sapphire, I wouldn't kill you,” he said as Ken’s eyes snapped open in shock. “Yes, you’d be harmed, and I’d make sure you suffered, but I wouldn't have to kill you. Contrary to what many people believe, I’m not a crazy, psychotic killer.” Damian didn't give a shit what most people believed, so what he just said was for my ears only. “But knowing you were part of the organization? Fuck no, you don’t get to live.”


  Organization.


  Damian knew about the child prostitution business?


  Ken silently watched him and then cursed. “One of the twins, right? The one who got away. I should have suspected something when you started to kill off my clients and guards one-by-one.”


  One of the twins.


  No!


  It couldn't be. My hands were cold. I gripped the laptop's edges to the point of pain. In my heart, I didn’t want to believe it. Ken chuckled. “Your brother didn't get to live though, did he? He was always a weak fucker. Actually, a time or two, I even got the chance to fuck him. He was what, eight? You wouldn’t have remembered my name or preferences. Your looks didn't appeal to my tastes.” His disgusting words filled me with hatred and a deep desire to smash his face against the granite countertop behind me.


  Damian, however, had all the means at his hands. He punched Ken in the gut, broke the bones of his hands, and then picked up the chain and wrapped it around his neck.


  “People like you don’t deserve to live in this world. That's for my brother, you piece of shit.” With those words, he started to choke the life out of Ken. I couldn't take it anymore, so I snapped the laptop shut.


  My mind still tried to process everything it had seen and heard.


  Damian and Dominic were two of the kids my dad ruined.


  Dominic died.


  Which meant all those moments I thought I’d shared with Dom, in fact, I’d shared with Damian.


  God, what was happening around me? And more importantly, how should I act around the guy who had every reason to hate me?
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  “I’m hungry,” Beth’s soft voice said in the dark, and I checked Dom and Ben, who were fast asleep. She watched me with pleading eyes, and I was surprised I was the one she asked. She was glued all those hours to my brother, somehow finding her solace in him, and he let her. They were a lot alike probably; she didn't try to act brave like Ben did, who was more like me. I would be dead before I’d show anyone weakness.


  “Do you want an apple, or a sandwich?” We had some food stashed where no one could see, and kept it in good condition under the floor. We’d found a small opening, and kept some things. John never checked anything much inside the cell. We had to clean it ourselves. Unless his men were in the mood to fuck one of us, then they took me or Dom out, and they fucked the remaining one. Not that they touched us much in the last five years; their tastes ran strictly to the young ones. The food from the new client never reached us. No one cared for some stranger’s orders. In addition, how would he check it?


  “Apple.”


  I picked it up, stood up to wash it in the small sink we had, and sat back to give it to her.


  “You need to be quiet, okay?”


  She couldn't be heard chewing loudly. Someone might come, and it wouldn't be good. She nodded and took a small tentative bite. Beth wasn't loud, so I rested my head against the wall, willing myself to sleep a little bit. The next day was Monday, the S’s favorite day. He would come, and I needed to be prepared. Usually he booked me for the whole day, but with this new guy, I’d have to divide my time between them. I couldn't be tired and unfocused.


  “He has owies all over.” Beth’s voice was barely a whisper, but I heard it nevertheless. She watched Dom and softly touched his arm, which was covered in purple bruises from the chains. “They must hurt him.” She turned her head to me, and I knew she needed an answer from me. She was so little, so small. How could I help her? I needed to lie.


  “They don’t anymore, pumpkin, okay?” I had no idea where the nickname came from; it wasn't as if I talked with anyone anyway. She nodded, but still carefully put her head on his arm. I thought she fell asleep, but then her words made everything inside me stop.


  “I don’t want Ben to have those owies.”


  A single tear slid down her cheek, and I removed it with my thumb. Her chin trembled, and she had such pleading in her eyes, as though I was the only salvation they had. How I wished for that to be true.


  “I’ll do my best for it not to happen, okay?” She nodded once again. Before she could ask another question that would gut me, I ordered, “Now sleep.” She put her head, once again, back on her brother’s arm and closed her eyes.


  God, I needed to save them all. And my only chance was tomorrow. It was either we died or we would fucking have our freedom back. For the first time in my miserable and pain-filled life, I decided to do something that my mom taught me all those years ago.


  Prayed and hoped.


  


  Damian


  Ken died a quick but painful death. I wouldn't have been me if it were any other way. I knew Sapphire wouldn't be able to watch me kill him, so I didn't have any restrictions to play nice. The fucker remembered Dom and rage filled me. After he took his last breath, I wrapped him in the black tarp, drove to the swamp, and watched his body slide into the dirt, hoping some alligator would eat him, even though it was doubtful. Animals and fish had more dignity than touching festering shit like him. The area of my dungeon was secluded enough, and I owned the majority of the land that was a few hours away from the city. I didn’t have to be worried about anyone ever suspecting me of doing it.


  Once I was back in the house, the sun was already down. I took a shower in a special room so the blood washed off, and not one ounce of evidence remained on me. Plus, I didn’t want Sapphire to see me covered in blood; she’d lose her shit for good. The strong part of me hated to admit nervousness rushed through me when I stepped into the living room, unsure of my welcome or her state of mind. She’d heard more from Ken than I expected. She was smart enough to figure out the things left unsaid.


  I found her sitting on a stool, flipping through a magazine. Her mug was at her feet, shattered. Her hands had small bruises like nail marks on them, and dried blood on her knuckles.


  “What the fuck did you do to your hands?” How dare she harm the body that belonged to me? She didn't even flinch, her attention still on the magazine, but by the way her eyes chaotically ran through it, she probably didn’t see a word written in it.


  “The mug shattered on the floor. It annoyed me. I hit my fist on the counter. No biggie.”


  She was in a state of shock. I took a step toward her, and she hastily hopped from the stool, her eyes wide with her hands in front of me to stop any movement.


  “Don’t come any closer,” she almost screamed, breathing heavily. “Dominic is dead.” Tears ran down her cheeks. “My dad and their stupid organization killed him, and you decided to destroy them. Dominic could have been a great guy, but I’ll never know. You endured the same torture. I understand why you kill everybody. Really, I do.” She frantically nodded. “But what I don’t understand is your desire to keep me against my will. To play with me like you did a year ago. It wasn't a coincidence, was it?”


  My head shook; the lies between us were over.


  She laughed humorlessly. “Yeah, I actually put two and two together. The contract on the desk and all the events were your great plan.” She sobbed through her tears, but continued talking. “You destroyed my life, and then decided I should be yours. Although it beats me what you found so irresistible about me.” She wiped her cheeks and took a deep breath. “Tell me, Damian. How are you different from all those men and my father? When essentially, you did the same to me?”


  The room froze in silence.


  She compared my obsession, possession, and my desire to give her everything, to something as hideous as my years of captivity in the cell? She was mine and I was hers. Didn't she agree on this in her father’s study? How could I have been wrong about it?


  No!


  Swallowing the sour taste in my mouth when memories of all those clients flashed through my mind, I looked down at my hands as they clenched into fists. Was my touch repulsive to her? She didn't crave it?


  “Damian—” she started, life coming back into her empty eyes, but I didn't give a shit. I was ready to give her everything when she had nothing, and she threw it back in my face?


  Fuck this.


  “Goodnight, Sapphire. I won’t bother you with my unwanted attention anymore.” I turned and left the fucking house, hoping like fuck that my bike would give me clarity through the soul-piercing pain she inflicted with her words.


  


  Sapphire


  Studying my reflection in the mirror, I wondered for the hundredth time about the events earlier.


  After Damian fled, I snapped out of my shock and cleaned up the mess my actions created. Afterward, I found a first aid kit under the sink in the bathroom and applied soothing cream to my bruised flesh. Instead of talking to him about his past and the things that led him to this life, I accused him of the worst things possible. Like it or not, whatever I did with him was completely consensual. Who was I kidding? I fell for the guy a year ago, and my heart had belonged to him ever since. Dominic wouldn't have been on my radar had I not felt Damian and my connection underneath it all. Finally, tired of self-loathing, I decided to take a bath with the hope it would calm me down.


  My reflection showed a woman who was anything but calm. A shiver ran through me as I heard the door slam, and then Damian entered his room and shut the door loudly. Guess whatever he did to calm down hadn't helped him either.


  My nipples hardened against the silk nightgown, which had been placed in the drawer for me. My heart rate sped up as my mouth opened, gasping for breath. Just the idea of him close to me did this. I couldn't go to sleep without healing this conflict between us.


  Or maybe I just needed an excuse to see him again. I slowly tiptoed to his bedroom, opened the door, and in a second, his strong arms wrapped around me.


  Damian’s mouth crashed with mine as we devoured each other in a hot, deep kiss. He squeezed my ass as I groaned against his mouth.


  “Say you want me,” he said harshly and bit my lower lip as my head shook in denial. “No, you don’t? You don’t want me to tie you spread eagle to my bed and put my bloody hands on you?” His words made the thrill of the forbidden slip into every bone as I craved for him to do all of it to me. “Your lush body open for my tongue, fingers, and cock.” His hand fisted in my hair, tipping my head back harshly, and the wetness between my thighs increased. “Do you want it, Sapphire?” He licked the side of my neck, sucking for a second there then nipping my jaw. “This time, you won’t have the excuse of not wanting it. Say it, and this,” his hand gripped his cock through his jeans and rubbed from base to the tip, “will be yours.” I breathed heavily against him. His erection dug painfully into my stomach as—even though I knew it was a mistake—my eyes closed, and I nodded. “Open your eyes, Sapphire,” he snapped. “And say the words. Look at me when you agree to be mine.”


  Licking my lips, I whispered, “Yes, I want all—” Damian didn't even let me finish what he demanded as he took my mouth in a punishing kiss, his grip on my nape. Then he maneuvered me up in his arms and, in a few short steps, threw me on the bed in his room, watching me with heavy eyes.


  “Take off your clothes. Fast.” I removed my silk nightgown as he opened the bedside drawer and took out four silky bands, a blindfold, and a rope. My heart started to beat faster, but at the same time, my nerves were on high alert. My palms were sweaty, and I had to run them over the sheet to dry them off. “On your back.”


  It almost seemed like he found the right string inside me and played it like a virtuoso guitarist. He tied one leg then the other, slowly caressing my skin to make sure the rope wouldn't do permanent damage. Damian then moved to my right hand, lifted it up, tying it securely and repeating the same action with my left hand. Lastly, he covered my eyes with a blindfold and darkness greeted me. My hearing became attuned to every sound in the room.


  I heard him take off his clothes and throw them somewhere; his belt buckle made a metallic clunk as it hit the floor. My sex clenched with desire as I waited on his next move. His hot breath blew gently over my core, and he slowly licked my folds up and down. My spine arched off the bed, but he spread his hands on my stomach, pushing me back down while his stiff tongue entered me and his hands moved under my ass to raise it up. My loud moan was probably heard outside.


  He French kissed my pussy, and then his lips nipped my clit, sucking on it. Before the sensations could overtake me, he removed his hands and my ass fell. Breathing heavily, my hands fisted as I dreamed of running them through his silky hair. His hands caressed my breasts, weighing them. He licked and blew softly on the hardened peaks. Then he sucked on each one, changing breasts every few seconds while the heat between my legs grew.


  Once again, he let go of them, and his lips traveled up my neck in light feather kisses and finally to my mouth. His thumb pressed on my chin, willing me to open it wider, and his tongue entwined with mine in a slow yet passionate kiss, which lasted and lasted and lasted.


  Then, I felt it.


  His cock was running over my folds from my sensitive clit to the opening and back again.


  “Please,” I whimpered, and his hot breath washed over me.


  “Please what, Sapphire?”


  “You know what!”


  “No.” He bit painfully on my neck. “Tell me. Tell me how much you want me to fuck you hard on this mattress so you can scream my name.” My head shook from side to side while he kept on torturing me.


  “Tell me,” he said, and I gave up.


  I was dying without him inside me.


  “Fuck me, Damian. Hard.” He pushed inside me to the hilt, stretching me, filling me completely. He moved back and then slammed in. His wild rhythm drove me crazy…more, more, and more. Suddenly, I felt the snap of the silky bands and my hands were free.


  “Touch me. Fucking touch me, Sapphire.” My arms wrapped around his neck, drawing him closer, and my lips searched his while he continued to slam inside me harshly.


  Then the epic finale came.


  Pleasure consumed me. A deep scream rose from within me and found its way out.


  After a few more seconds, he roared above me, and we lay spent on the bed.


  My body was satisfied, even though the coupling was fast. He gave me what I came for and stayed with me in bed this time.


  Why then did I feel like it was the loneliest experience of my life?
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  The doors opened as the man stood inside the typical ‘session room.’ One bed, one couch, one bathroom, and various toys to play with. John took into consideration all desires, so clients could enact whatever they felt like. Alex stood beside me, watching the next client carefully who was sitting on the couch. The man was gazing down at his phone while he smoked a cigarette. I shivered slightly from the cold in the room, my body covered only in sweatpants and flips-flops.


  “You can leave.”


  Alex frowned. “The boss said to watch.”


  “I paid additional money for my privacy. Want me to call the boss?” he asked with his low voice, finally raising his dark, cold, and dangerous eyes. Alex shifted uncomfortably. Even though he acted like John’s right hand, “the boss” couldn't give a fuck about him, and he knew it.


  “Whatever.” He placed the keys of my handcuffs on the table and closed the door behind him. Cameras or any other devices were strictly prohibited; dirty fucks clearly didn't want any evidence on them. We were facing each other, when suddenly, he threw a jacket at me.


  “Wear it and cover yourself up.” In places like these, you learned to forget about cold or heat; you dealt with it in the same way, sitting in the cell either shivering or sweating like a fucking pig. “Sit on the couch.” Weird wants, but I did as he asked. He studied me carefully for several minutes, the silence stretching between us to the point of uneasiness before he finally spoke. “You remind me so much of your father.” His words shocked me to the bone and my heartbeat accelerated.


  “What?” I whispered.


  “Your father was one of my closest friends. My name is Tony. We were together in the service. A couple of friends and I came to save you and Dominic. I can finally keep my promise to your mother.”


  “Mom’s alive?” The child in me still remembered the beautiful and vibrant woman who held nothing but love in her eyes.


  Tony’s eyes darkened with sorrow as his shoulders slumped. “No, she died of grief. She could have lived without your father, but you boys were her world.” He didn't need to say anything else; reading between the lines was my specialty. Mama committed suicide.


  My fists clenched, but the pain running through me had to be put aside for another time. The man here offered escape.


  Escape!


  “How can you help us?”


  “My two men are waiting outside. We need to disarm those two idiots, get in the cell to save your brother, and get the hell out.” His words sounded unreal, but there was another issue.


  “We aren’t alone here.”


  Tony’s face twisted in regret. “I know, kiddo, but I can’t save everyone. There are only three of us, and the department is too corrupt to proceed with more at the moment.” He meant other kids in the cells that we heard. God, who would avenge them?


  “They brought two kids yesterday to our cell, a girl and a boy. I won’t leave them behind.”


  Tony nodded. “Fine. Now listened to me carefully. Follow my instructions, no matter how strange they sound. Do you understand? One mistake and we all die.”


  “I won’t do anything to jeopardize it.”


  “Good.” He picked up a gun from the duffel bag I hadn't noticed before, and then gave me two. “One for you, one for your brother. If a man grabs you, or hurts you or the kids, you shoot without thinking, understand?”


  I nodded, as my palms closed over the heavy metal, enjoying the power it gave me. Tony proceeded to explain for several seconds how to use them, open up, put in the magazine, and how to pull the trigger. My eyes scanned the device rapidly, making sure to memorize every detail. Satisfied after I repeated his every direction one-by-one, he finally motioned with his head to start the plan.


  Several knives were under his belt, one each for Dom and me, and we were ready to leave. Tony opened the door, and Alex and Lance stood outside, eyeing him suspiciously.


  “What’s going on?”


  Tony didn't hesitate. He killed one then the other without so much as a wince. I blinked from the shock, but more from the thrill, which flowed through my body at the sight of people who tortured my brother and me for many years lying dead. The idea of having the power in my hands to eliminate every threat that came at me was liberating. I quickly guided him to the cells, where a stunned Dom and the kids stood with shock and fear in their eyes.


  “What’s happening?” Dom asked as I handed a gun to him. Quickly, my hands showed him how to use it.


  “No time to explain. We need to run. Come on.” Tony pointed to the exit, where five guards came at us at once. He shot each one of them, but then unexpectedly, one rushed in and knocked Tony to the ground, but not before he pressed the alarm button.


  The deafening sound of the siren filled the air, followed by the pounding footsteps of more guards. With shaking hands, I pulled the trigger and the guard fell lifeless beside Tony.


  “Good job, kid.”


  Dom, as weak as he was, held the two children in his arms as we sheltered them and kept on moving, but then about fifteen guards came running, and Tony cursed. He grabbed some weird device and said into it, “Luke, do you hear me?”


  In a second, there was a reply. “Yes.”


  “The alarm.”


  “On it. There is an exit gate near the hall on your right. Follow it to a tunnel, and it will lead you out into the woods. Matias and I will wait for you there.”


  Tony pushed us in that direction. We hurriedly moved forward, when out of nowhere, a guard I didn’t recognize grabbed Tony from behind and stabbed him with a knife in the back of his neck. The kids screamed. Tony dropped to his knees, and with one last glance at me, he fell forward. His eyes were still snapped open as he was pointing with his fingers to the tunnel. He held my gaze with his for several seconds, smiled, and with a final breath, closed his eyes as his body stilled.


  Our hope.


  Dead.


  No!


  Fuck no!


  “Go, Dominic, take the kids and run to where we were told.” Beth and Ben were already inside the small tunnel. Dom shook his head reluctantly as the guard removed his knife from Tony’s chest, wiped it over his pants, and started to move toward us. “Go on, Dom. Go save the kids.”


  “Brother!”


  “No time, go!”


  “Dominic,” Beth cried, and with that, they disappeared inside the tunnel as I faced the fucker who wanted to take it all away from us.


  He laughed. “Kid, I fucked you once in the ass. You’ve got nothing on me.”


  He was wrong.


  He didn't know what it was like to be a kid stripped of everything and live in hell the majority of his fucking life. He didn’t know what it was like to be a kid whose mom was raped, his dad killed, and whose brother broke with each new day. The man had nothing on me.


  I pulled the trigger, but he ducked his head, and the bullet missed its target. He launched himself at me, knocking me to the floor. We struggled. He forced me onto my back, pinning me to the floor with his weight. He was raising the hand back that clutched the knife, when a loud cry sounded. Out of nowhere, Dom jumped the guard from the side and they both fell, giving me time to scramble aside. I grabbed the gun from the floor near Tony’s body and fired at the guard’s forehead.


  Relief washed over me as he collapsed. I didn’t even think how in a matter of minutes, I killed two people.


  “Dom, come on. We need to go.” Dom didn’t move. Swiftly, I ran toward him, rolling him onto his back, and my heart stopped.


  He had a knife protruding from his stomach. His shirt was soaked with blood.


  “No, no, Dom!” I screamed, and he smiled weakly.


  “Brother, this is the end. You need to live.”


  “No, Dom, come on.” I removed my jacket, placing it over his wound to try to stop the bleeding, but it was impossible. His hand stopped me as he breathed heavily.


  “Damian, you promised, remember? To leave me behind if it was necessary. Go.”


  “It was never part of the plan. You and me together against the world, remember? Dom!” He shook his head, swallowed, and exhaled a breath.


  “Damian, you’re the best brother, and I’m happy I can save you. Go. Please, leave me or my sacrifice will have been for nothing.” The familiar sound of shoes running was getting closer as he urged, “Go.” Tears ran down my cheeks. I understood nothing could save him anymore. I leaned down and kissed his forehead, closing my eyes. I squeezed his hand tight.


  “You will always be part of my memories, Dom.”


  He smiled shakily. “You will always be part of my heart, Damian. Go.” With one last look, I ran toward the tunnel as my heart was ripped in two.


  After ten minutes, everything was over.


  I was free, but my brother was gone.


  As I cried silently into the pillow that night, I made myself a promise to kill every person who was part of the organization, and avenge my brother’s death.


  He wouldn't rest in peace until I did.
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  ''Damian, do you understand?'' Luke asked me once again while my attention was on the sand pit in front of us, where kids played without a care in the world. Their parents laughed along with them and snapped some pictures.


  Lucky.


  ''Yes, you repeated this shit many times. My answer is still no.''


  Luke cursed in frustration. ''Damian, your parents were part of Huston’s elite. Your father went against a crime lord, and as a punishment, they did what they did and sold you boys to John. John and Ken had no clue who he was dealing with.'' He exhaled a heavy breath. ''Your mom couldn't survive this, but she still left guidance in her will in case you were found. Juanita will be your guardian, and you have millions in your account. You can have a peaceful life, kid.''


  At his words, hollow laughter escaped my mouth. My hands squeezed my stomach hard and I could barely breathe. Luke frowned, not understanding my reaction. Finally, I stopped myself and gazed straight into his eyes.


  ''Luke, I can never live normally, knowing they are out there doing the same shit to other kids as they did to us. They will pay. Either help me, or I'll find someone else who will.''


  He shook his head, leaned back on the bench and asked with a hopeless voice, ''What do you need?''


  Plan was simple.


  Change my name.


  Change the city.


  Become part of Manhattan’s elite.


  Create an empire.


  Become a lawyer.


  And finally, avenge my brother.


  


  Sapphire


  My body felt sore in places I hadn't known it could as I took a shower the next day and thought about the bizarre night we spent together. He guessed my every wish, every desire, and opened up a world of pleasure from a different side. What girl could want more, right?


  However, as hot as his lovemaking was, I hadn't felt the connection, which usually followed his touch. Almost like he’d distanced himself from me, and every part of my body hated it. I didn't want his skills; I craved the passion he showed me. Once the sex was done, he rolled on his side, giving me his back, and just like that, everything was over.


  My body took some time to doze, but finally, exhaustion allowed the land of dreams to claim me. When I awoke, Damian was nowhere in sight, and only the TV playing let me know he hadn't left.


  Done with the shower, I dried myself off and put on jeans and a comfortable sweater.


  Damian stood in the kitchen, fully clothed as he placed several items in his duffel bag.


  “What’s going on?”


  Without raising his eyes to me, he continued what he was doing. “We are leaving. Eat breakfast.”


  “What? Why? Where?” All of a sudden, we needed to be gone? Was this his normal procedure after each kill? He couldn't stay in one place; was that it?


  “Home. New York. Eat.”


  “I’m not hungry,” I whispered, not understanding what was going on. Shrugging, he grabbed the keys from the countertop and pointed at the door.


  “Let’s go then.”


  Too stunned to say anything else, I followed him and waited as he closed up the house and opened the car door for me.


  Once he navigated to the road to New York—turns out, we were several miles from the city—my curiosity got the better of me. “What changed your mind?” He didn’t answer. His finger searched for the right music as each of the radio stations was rejected. “Damian,” I snapped, and he finally looked at me with vacant eyes, which killed me.


  “You did.” Just like that, the conversation ended and the rest of the trip was spent in silence.


  


  Damian


  What I planned to do once we got back to the apartment went against my every instinct, but if freedom made her happy, she’d get it.


  Sapphire came first.
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  My eyes scanned the room carefully as I sipped champagne, making sure I smiled at all the important people. John Blake invited almost every elite to convince everyone he was still deeply in love with his wife.


  I’d carefully studied the file on his daughter, Sapphire Blake. She studied at Columbia University, majoring in creative writing, lived in the dorms with her best friend, Sophie, and most importantly was single. Her love for books and romantic movies made her an easy target for me. Granted, I’d never used my charms to seduce anyone as innocent as she was, but sometimes, desperate times required desperate measures. I had never willingly slept with any of the women. The idea of sex repulsed me, and in those times, when women had valuable information for me or could bring me to their fathers, I just trained my body to come when required.


  A romantic soul like Sapphire would find nothing more mysterious or interesting than a stranger in the night. For an hour, she sat and shifted uncomfortably. After finishing her second drink, she sighed and went out on the terrace, giving me the perfect opening. John and his wife, Nora, were too occupied with the guests to notice her disappearance or that some man followed her into their secret hideaway in the garden.


  I barely restrained myself from laughing aloud. I knew the ins and outs of this house, and even the code to John’s safe. I could have easily turned him in to the FBI, but prison would have been too easy for him. He needed to suffer like Dominic did, and then he needed to die. Period.


  Sapphire sat on the bench, admiring the view, and suddenly, her face brightened up in a smile as she tipped her head back, allowing me to admire her beauty in the moonlight, and for the first time in my fucked-up life, my chest squeezed.


  Mine.


  Mine! Mine! Mine! screamed the voice in my head and my cock hardened from the idea of possessing her.


  In that moment, I understood Sapphire Blake wasn't an easy target, and she couldn’t be used in my carefully staged plan.


  She was going to be mine.


  


  Sapphire


  The apartment.


  He brought me back to the city? Without any words, Damian let me out of the car, took out the bags from the trunk, and guided us to the elevator. An older lady kept it open for us then chatted about the amazing weather, probably not noticing how tense both of us were. Finally, we ended up on his floor, he grabbed my hand as we exited the elevator, and we ended up in front of his door. He opened it quickly, but once we were inside, Damian let go of me, leaving me standing in the middle of the living room while he went to the bar and poured himself a glass of whiskey.


  “We are in New York,” I said dumbly, and he chuckled.


  “Yeah, I don’t decorate all my apartments the same way.”


  Ignoring his sarcasm, I threw the scarf from my neck down and focused my attention on him. “What are we doing here?”


  He sipped his drink, his eyes focusing on something over my shoulder. “I’m giving you a choice.”


  “Choice?” A few hours ago, he made me constantly repeat that my body belonged to him, and all of a sudden, he was giving me choices?


  “You can stay with me and be mine. Or, you can leave now and not come back. I won’t look for you, won’t force you to do anything anymore. You’ll have your freedom.”


  I blinked, trying to wrap my mind around his words and failing to do so. “What?”


  He turned his back on me, putting a few ice cubes in his glass. By the tension in his shoulders, I knew the conversation was affecting him as much as it was me. “I wanted you from the first moment I saw you. We had electrifying touches and glances, and there is chemistry between us. I dreamed of you being mine. However, I never imagined you’d compare me to those men who kept me hostage all those years.”


  My body heated with shame remembering my words to him. Words said in the heat of the moment, when anger and humiliation over how easily he could master my body drove me crazy. Kidnapping me was on him, yes. But raping and using my body? No, everything had been consensual.


  However, could I live with the man whose ultimate goal was to kill my father? A man whose hands were tainted with blood? A man with a lot of psychological issues, which would last a lifetime and might never be cured? Was I strong enough to be in this relationship?


  Could my one and only be a serial killer?


  Not having any answers to those questions, with one last glance at his back, I left the apartment and wandered the streets of New York, hoping the walk would clear my mind so I could make the right choice.


  


  Damian


  The view of New York at night from the penthouse was mesmerizing. Cars moving, people walking, lights illuminating all imperfection and the perfect rhythm. The city represented freedom for me, and I couldn't imagine living anywhere else. Twelve years ago, once I came back from hell, the idea that no one here would know anything about me thrilled me. The city gave me the opportunity to start fresh. No one could confine me here, no restrictions, no chains.


  I remembered taking hours and hours going around the city, exploring every corner, discovering my favorite places ‘til my legs were numb and my feet were blistered. After the cage Dominic and I were kept in, a day hadn’t gone by without me doing some walking. The ability to do whatever the fuck a person wanted was taken for granted by many people, and sometimes I wanted to shake those people who sat on their asses and shout at them to wake up and use all the opportunities available to them, or someone could come and snatch it from them. New York centered and calmed me, always.


  However, Sapphire was gone, and that was something even the sight of New York couldn't fix. Giving her a choice was essential. She was my singular obsession, possession, and my woman. But the words she threw at me in the dungeon—that I was the same as my captors using her for sex, keeping her against her will—snapped and broke a part of me. I had never wanted anyone to feel like that from my hands. My intentions were always for her to accept me for who I was, support me in my mission, and let me cherish her for the rest of my life, once the vengeance for my brother’s death was satisfied. Sapphire didn’t understand that my brain didn't operate normally. I was damaged inside and out. For me, she was my only salvation.


  So yeah, she got her freedom. It had been six hours since she left. The almost empty bottle of whisky in my hand was an indicator of how I felt. The deep ache in my chest, rage at myself for not handling it better, and finally, a sense of loss so profound I wondered how people survived it.


  My mouth lifted in a self-mocking grimace. No one died from a broken heart. I survived hell on Earth. I could survive her leaving me. At least, until everyone was punished. Once it was done, my life had no meaning.


  I was so deep into my thoughts I hadn't registered that someone had entered the house until I saw Sapphire’s reflection in the window. I spun around, the whiskey in my hand splashing a bit as we both faced each other. The lights were off, so my girl was beautifully illuminated by the bright light of the full moon, like the night we’d met.


  “You’re here,” I whispered, not caring how needy my voice sounded, and she nodded, exhaling a heavy breath.


  “I wandered around the city for hours. Watched different couples. They all appeared to have normal lives. No tainted pasts. No evil fathers. Everything seemed easy.” My stomach sank; she came to say goodbye. If there was one thing I couldn't give her, it would be normal. “And you know what? Their love doesn’t seem any different from ours. Those men…they look at their women the same way you look at me. Then what is normal?”


  Her eyes held mine as I asked with a rapidly beating heart, “Sapphire, what does it mean?”


  “You gave me a choice, and I’m choosing you.”


  Happiness like never before overpowered me. I barely held myself back from going to her and saying, ‘fuck it’ to everyone. One thing had to be crystal clear before we proceeded any further.


  “I won’t let go of my revenge. Your father is one of two people left. Can you live with me knowing I killed him?” Wasn't this the most important question? Never in my fucked-up life could I have imagined being in love with John’s daughter. Everything the fucker touched turned to dirt or hideous things. Not my Sapphire, she had a part of him inside her and she was still precious, innocent in her own way, pure.


  “Can you live with the fact he’ll always be part of me and our kids? I can’t change the fact he is my father, Damian.”


  “Yes.”


  She took a deep breath and sent me a shaky smile. “Could you not kill him?” Everything in me fought against those words. John was the ultimate revenge, the evil of all my nightmares, along with S. Tears slid down her cheeks as her voice trembled. “I wouldn't be able to live with you if you killed him. I know he did despicable things. I know. But he is still my father, Damian. Knowing you killed him with the same hands you touch me…I can’t. I will accept your revenge. Send him to prison. Forget how many lives you took. I can live with that. But not with the man I love killing my own father. I can’t live with that, Damian,” she finished. She almost stopped breathing, waiting for my answer.


  Revenge against John and S kept me sane all those years, something I promised Dominic I would do. They made our life a living hell, and thanks to them, we lost our parents. Sapphire was asking me to choose.


  But was there any choice?


  “Yes. I promise you.” With a cry, she ran into my arms. I picked her up as her arms wrapped around my neck while her legs circled my hips. I could feel wetness from her tears on my shoulder as she quietly sobbed in my arms and we gained strength from each other. She was back where she belonged, and together, we could face anything. After I threw the bottle of whiskey away, we made our way to my room, and I gently placed Sapphire on the bed, not once taking my eyes away from her. My hands moved to remove her dress, while she did the same with my clothes. In a moment, we both lay naked, basking in the blazing warmth our bodies provided for each other.


  “Damian,” she whispered in my ear. “Let me make love to you.” I froze at her words. She wanted control. No one had ever made love to my body. I never wanted anyone touching me. Any sense of losing control drove my mind crazy, and I didn't deal well with restraints. “Please.” Her fingers moved my chin to face her and our mouths came together in a deep, passionate kiss.


  “Only for you,” I replied and lay down on my back, giving her complete access.


  Sapphire loomed over me. Once again, I admired her beauty: brown hair as rich as chocolate cascading down and creating a veil around us, every sexy curve of her body, the gracefulness of her neck that I so loved to sink my teeth into, her full mouth that was made for kisses, and finally, sapphire eyes, which mesmerized me with just a glance.


  Her hand caressed my cheek as she leaned down, giving me a soft peck on the lips.


  “Thank you for your trust,” she whispered against my lips, and proceeded to move lower, leaving gentle kisses over my jaw and neck, sucking on my nipples, and who the fuck knew they were sensitive too? All the while, she ran her hands over my chest in soothing motions. My eyes closed as a sense of panic threatened to come to the surface, but her harsh voice snapped them back open. “Eyes on me, Damian. Keep them open to know who is loving you.” I nodded, and after a beat, her tongue lazily licked my chest, moving lower and lower until she kneeled down in front of my cock. She raised her eyes to me with a question in them.


  The kisses over my body created mild panic in me, but a blow job was an entirely different thing. My mouth filled with a metallic taste when I thought about it, bringing back all those memories from when I was the one on my knees needing to pleasure someone. A blow job was the source of the highest torture for me. I’d never asked a woman to give me head, because, in my mind, I would be making them do something soul-shattering for me. However, Sapphire’s eyes lit with desire as she eyed my cock hungrily. Swallowing the bile forming in my throat, I gave her a stiff nod.


  The palms of her hands gently pushed my legs open, creating more space for her. Her hot breath blew on my dick as she took her first lick. The act didn’t exactly do anything good for me, but then she slowly sucked on the head while her hand moved to the base of my cock and squeezed it tight. After a second, half of my length was inside her mouth as she bobbed her head up and down at the same time the fingers of her other hand ran over my balls.


  Fuck.


  The repulsion left my mind.


  What she did brought nothing but pleasure. The hot heat of her mouth on my sensitive skin ripped a loud groan from me. My hand moved down to fist her hair as she moaned around my cock, the vibration making me crazy. I was getting so fucking close; I’d never felt anything like it in my entire life.


  “Sapphire, come here. I don’t think I can last much longer.” She protested, or at least it sounded like it from the noise she made still sucking on my dick. I tugged her hair harder. “Sapphire.” She let go with a loud popping sound and glared at me.


  “I wasn't done.” The little spitfire.


  “I’ll be done soon.” Her breath hitched, her white teeth biting on her lower lip with a pleading expression on her face. I sat up on the bed, still tugging on her hair, and brought her face closer to mine. “Whatever you want, it’s yours.” She breathed against my mouth as her hands laced through my hair.


  “Can I ride you?”


  My painfully erect cock could erupt just from the image. Without answering her, my hand traveled from her stomach, to her navel, and then to her pussy, where she was wet, hot, and ready for me. I maneuvered her to straddle my thighs and swiftly impaled her on my cock. She cried out loudly. My hands propelled her up and down, and with each motion, her whimpering intensified as she held onto me tightly. My mouth sucked on her nipples, licking around the dark areolas, and then biting them enough for her to gasp but not feel any pain.


  She threw her head back as she placed her hands on my ankles, exposing all of her for me. The hickey from last time we had sex was still visible on her neck and my fingers caressed it lovingly. Her pussy tightened around my cock, and with a loud scream, she came all over me. I flipped her onto her back and continued to drive inside her mercilessly as she breathed heavily, watching my every move with satisfaction on her face.


  My spine tingled, my balls tightened, and it was my turn to groan with one of the best fucking orgasms of my life. My body spent, I lay next to her on the bed. Immediately, she rested her head on my shoulder and put her hand above my heart.


  My Sapphire loved me and fell asleep in my arms. What man could possibly want more?


  I’d never thought my quest for revenge would bring me to the love of my life.
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  Times Square


  Sapphire stood among people, following each of them with her eyes, hoping to see me. She wore a lame-ass sweater, a worn coat, along with baggy jeans that she must have borrowed from Steve, the guy who crushed on Sophie, but that wasn’t the reason of my anger. The purple bruises across her face, however, made my blood boil, and my body got thirsty for the kill. Ken should never have touched what belonged to me.


  No records or investigations ever showed he was part of the fucking team, so he managed to surprise even me. Everything that happened yesterday was carefully staged by me. The one thing beyond my control was their behavior toward Sapphire. Originally, I snuck inside the study, removed the contract from the safe, and placed it in the most visible place on the table. My eyes constantly stayed on the daughter of my greatest enemy, and when she went outside, she gave me the ideal opening to seduce her.


  One glance at her in the moonlight with that soft smile of hers, and I was gone.


  However, it was too late to change the events that followed.


  We couldn't be together yet. People followed her around. I needed to make sure she would keep her mouth shut, and exposing myself too early was too big a risk for both of us. I’d be present all the time, making sure she was safe, but at the same time hidden in the shadows.


  When the time was right, she’d be claimed and kidnapped, and she would never doubt who she belonged to.


  With a final glance at her teary-eyed face, I disappeared into the crowd, ignoring the unfamiliar pain in my chest.


  


  Sapphire


  Damian kneeled behind me, my hands restrained behind my back by his command, while my eyes were blindfolded. His hand gripped my hair painfully and pulled my head back. I felt his breath on my cheek as his other hand moved lower to my heat and two fingers pushed inside me, making me gasp in surprise and pleasure.


  “My Sapphire,” he whispered huskily near my ear, and then he bit my earlobe, soothing it immediately with his hot tongue. His mouth trailed down to the sensitive spot between my shoulder and neck, sucking on it fiercely as his fingers kept entering me. His thumb and index finger closed over my clit, pinching it painfully, and I whimpered as I raised my hand to his neck, pulling his head closer. Even though I was supposed to keep them still, I couldn’t handle not touching him. The ultimate pleasure was close, so close, but abruptly he took his hand away, leaving me empty.


  “No,” I moaned, and it earned me a slap on my right ass cheek, the wetness between my thighs intensifying, if it was possible.


  “Greedy, so greedy,” he said, pushing my ass up, making me put my hands flat on the bed as my knees opened more for him. His hands gently ran with open palms over my globes, squeezing them painfully, and then slapping again. My teeth dug into the pillow, muffing my moans of pleasure and pain. “Such a pretty, curvy ass. Always begging to be spanked, isn't it, love?”


  Damian got between my legs, pushed my thighs wider, and then his mouth was on me as I cried out. His lips were around my folds, and he inhaled my smell as his tongue stiffened and entered me as far as it could go. His fingers dug painfully into the insides of my thighs, making sure I wouldn't close them. Two fingers replaced his tongue, aiming for that perfect spot inside me as his mouth closed over my clit, sucking it hard. My mind went blank, everything blocked away by pleasure, and it was impossible to hide my cry from him. Breathing heavily beneath him, still at the peak of my orgasm, he gently lapped at me one more time and slid away from me.


  He flipped me onto my back, placed my heels on either side of his hips, and then ran the tip of his cock between my folds, pressing it against my sensitive clit as my back rose up from desire and need. He grabbed my hips and, with one swift motion, slammed inside me to the hilt, stretching me to the point of pain. He covered my cries with his lips; the kiss was deep, punishing, all-consuming. He still held the taste of me on his tongue, so I sucked on it greedily as he moved, sliding in and out of me over and over again. His hands didn't allow my legs any freedom, but I was able to reach his back and sink my fingers in. My nails marked his back, probably to the point of pain as he groaned against my mouth.


  “Perfect, so fucking perfect,” he rasped, nipping my chin while his powerful thrusts made my head spin.


  Finally, the pleasure and pressure of him over me was too much. I shattered under him into tiny little pieces, and he followed a few seconds later with a loud moan. Damian collapsed over me, breathing heavily into my neck while I basked in the sensation of his hard body pressing mine into the mattress. Nothing could harm me when he was around.


  “I love you.” My mouth bit his earlobe as he gently ran the pads of his fingers over my cheek.


  “I know.” In a way, it was like he told me, ‘I love you,’ back. We had lived in his penthouse for the last four weeks, doing nothing much but making love and investigating. After he told me the truth and I decided to stay with him, he shared his plans and explained his actions. He’d eliminated almost all threats. Sometimes, my stomach flipped when he described what he’d done to them, but at the same time, I couldn't feel sorry for those men, since they hurt him in the first place.


  Suddenly, a need of another kind made itself known.


  “Damian, I have to pee.” He rolled off me and I went to the bathroom, closing the door behind me. Taking a deep breath, I leaned down to the lower cupboard and took out the box I put there last night.


  A pregnancy kit.


  I was late, and recently, nausea would hit me from unexpected smells, and although there was only a small possibility of it being true, I needed to know. I peed on the stick, did my business, washed my hands and face along with brushing my teeth, all the while trying to calm my nerves.


  My hands were in the process of pinning my hair up when I noticed the change in the test.


  Pregnant.


  A rush of happiness washed over me like never before, along with a deep sense of panic. My knees became weak, and I sat down on the toilet lid, my hand on my stomach as I took deep breaths.


  Baby.


  It shouldn't be surprising, considering how many times we made love and how we never used condoms, and I couldn't have imagined it any other way. The idea of any kind of barrier between us didn't sit well with me.


  Baby.


  We had never talked about kids or if he wanted them or not. A soft knock on the door snapped me out of my thoughts.


  “Sapphire? Is everything all right? You’ve been in there for a long time.”


  Clearing my throat, I said in my steadiest tone, “Yep, good. I’ll be out in a minute.” I couldn't tell him, not yet. This week, he planned to take down my dad and S, whoever he might be, and he didn't need any distractions. No matter whether he planned it or not, he would never turn his back on our baby or ask to abort it. Instead, he’d be worried for my safety, and it could end up badly for both of us. My hands quickly put the test back in the cupboard, and wearing nothing but black lingerie, I opened the bathroom door with a smile on my face. Damian leaned on the doorjamb, his arms folded, eyeing me curiously, and I scanned his clothes. He wore jeans and a shirt, and already had shoes on. Did he have something planned?


  “Too long,” he repeated, and my cheeks blushed, because seriously, what other excuse could I tell him?


  “Well, sometimes, girls need time to do their business.”


  He blinked in surprise then tipped his head back and laughed hard, and the warmth slipped inside me, knowing I did that to him. He hugged me close, kissing my forehead gently.


  “My love, I need to go.”


  I tensed and leaned back, gazing into his eyes. “Where?”


  His hands palmed my face. “To track down S. That’s all I can give you.”


  My stomach flipped at the thought he was about to do something dangerous and my hands fisted his shirt. “Promise you’ll be careful?”


  His mouth widened in a breathtaking smile as his eyes softened. “Sapphire, you gave me a reason to live. No way in hell am I going to lose my chance with you.” He kissed me gently, for a long time spreading the feeling of belonging through me and slowly calming my nerves. I circled his neck and pushed my body closer, but he moved back, chuckling. “Sorry, baby, have to go. You cannot distract me with that body of yours right now.” His eyes heated with desire. “Although I love every part of it.”


  “Go, or I’ll jump your bones,” I grumbled.


  “Don’t go anywhere. Do you understand?” His voice was harsh and demanding.


  I nodded then noticed his eyes looked down and wondered what got his attention. Then it hit me. My hand rested on my stomach as I thought how there was no way I would endanger my baby by taking a stroll in the park, so he didn't really need to be strict about me leaving home.


  Damian turned his head to the bathroom, then back to me, and something flashed in his eyes as we stood silently, watching each other.


  “We’ll talk about it later.” With those last words, he left the room, and after a minute, I heard the main door closing.


  For the next hour, I checked several e-mails, made the bed, and dressed in a black wrap dress with red roses printed on it. I was in the middle of having breakfast when the doorbell rang.


  What on Earth?


  Juanita came only once a week to do major cleaning, and she never showed up unannounced. She accepted our relationship; however, she worried about our plans. She was the only mother figure my man had, so of course she knew everything. Damian told me about Sophie and how he blackmailed her to stay away from me. Although her sort-of betrayal stung, I could understand where she was coming from. Still, the image of this girl didn't go with the one who took care of me after the fallout with her dad a year ago. Sophie was good people, and I planned on reconnecting with her once the whole mess was over. We didn't want to put her in unneeded danger.


  My cell rang, and the caller ID showed Damian, and I exhaled a relieved breath. He probably forgot his keys and wanted to come in while I was taking my sweet time sweating over nothing. With a smile on my face, I picked up the phone and unlocked the door.


  “Hey, stranger, I’m already opening up.”


  “Sapphire, don’t open the door!” Damian shouted, but it was too late. The door pushed forward and my father entered with a gun in his hand.


  “Father,” I whispered, frightened. Dad hadn't changed in the last year. A mask of disgust colored his facial features as he grabbed me painfully and pushed me toward the exit.


  “You became his whore?! Let’s go!” I struggled in his tight grip, and by the pain running through me, I knew his touch would leave bruises.


  “No, I won’t go with you. Father, let go.” He placed his gun against my stomach, stopping all my movements.


  Baby. My baby.


  “I won’t hesitate to shoot you, Sapphire. Move and fucking smile so no one knows what’s going on.” Instinct to protect overcame any other emotion, and I followed him numbly, wondering what went wrong. If it had been about my safety only, I would have fought until my last breath. But at that moment, Dad was an unpredictable monster, and I couldn't risk it.


  We rode in the elevator and he hugged me close, his gun still pointed at my stomach under his coat as he escorted me out to his car and sat me inside.


  He started the engine and sped the car through the streets. Father made sure to lock the doors, so getting out at a traffic light wasn't an option either.


  “Where are you taking me?”


  Without answering my question, he handed his cell phone to me. “Call him.”


  “No.”


  He narrowed his eyes, his hands gripping the steering wheel until his knuckles went white. “Call him, or I’ll fucking kill you right now. He already knows you’re here.” Suddenly, Dad’s phone rang. “Looks like he found the way himself.” He slid his thumb on the screen to answer. “Hudson River Palisades, whore. You better be there, or Sapphire dies.” He hung up the phone and dread filled me.


  Hudson River Palisades was almost a two-hour drive from here, and probably the only area close to New York with dangerous cliffs and a river.


  Just what did my dad have planned for us?


  


  Damian


  He was taking her to the Palisades to kill us both.


  No.


  I would sacrifice my own life, rather than let him hurt my Sapphire and the baby she carried.
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  Sapphire


  As magnificent as the Hudson River was, in that moment, I couldn't admire anything about it. Fear was driving me crazy, and the only thought calming me was the knowledge Damian would be here to save us. Water and cliffs scared me, especially in such secluded places with not a soul in sight.


  The car stopped abruptly, and relief washed over me, thinking Dad finally saw reason, until I followed his eyes to the road.


  Damian.


  He was standing in the middle of the road, surrounded by cliffs, and he had a gun pointed at my dad. I tugged on my hand, which my dad held in a tight grip, but he wouldn't budge.


  “Father, let me go. I want to go to him.” He shook his head, opened the glove compartment, and grabbed his own gun, and my heart stopped.


  No!


  He pulled me painfully, making me crawl over the driver’s seat, constantly pointing his gun at my forehead. Once we were outside, he placed my back to his front as the cold weapon touched my temple.


  “See her, little whore?” He painfully tugged on my hair. “Put the fucking gun down, or she dies.” Damian stood motionless as my ears buzzed from fear and my heart raced. His eyes on my father, he slowly lowered the gun to the concrete and pushed it toward us with his foot.


  Dad smirked and spat, “Should have killed you back then at the cell, useless whore. Just like your brother. Move your fucking way to the cliff.” He pointed to the high cliff, which opened to a view of the ocean, with nothing but water and rocks below.


  No.


  “Damian, don’t!” I screamed, but Dad just hit me in the head with the gun and pushed me forward, knocking me unconscious.


  


  Damian


  Deep rage consumed me as John hurt Sapphire, my Sapphire, but I couldn't move from my spot. He was an unpredictable bastard, and by the way he handled her, he would shoot her just to harm me. She needed to be protected at all costs. Talking with him would buy her the necessary time to wake up and run. He wouldn't kill her once I was dead. Studying him all these years allowed me to understand that, in a way, he did love his daughter, but not when she interfered with his plans. Once the threat—me—was eliminated, he would once again forget about me and keep her alive.


  With my hand behind my back, I found the button on the phone and pressed it. Connor, one of the best FBI agents in the field, would be here soon, and Sapphire would be safe.


  My ultimate goal was to destroy S. But choosing between my vengeance and the woman I loved? There was no choice. My life hadn’t meant shit to me for a long time. If sacrificing my life kept Sapphire safe, then it would be a death worth accepting.


  John turned his head to me, chuckling.


  “Have to give it to you, whore. You must have some good dick, making her loyal to you. Sure as fuck never gave the same loyalty to her old man when she ran with those papers to Ken.” My brow lifted as I watched every move he made.


  “No one would give you their loyalty, John. A sad truth in life.” He narrowed his eyes and raised his gun higher, right at my heart, a sinister expression on his face. His forehead reflected perspiration, and his hands shook as excitement shone through his gaze.


  The fucker still got off on pain and fear, and it probably gutted him there was none left in me.


  “Should have killed you back then. But no, it was amusing to watch your ass being fucked by S.” Then he started laughing, and my fists clenched. “You were leaning over Dominic’s body, crying. Surveillance cameras showed it. Truthfully, I didn't think you’d leave him there to die alone, while he still breathed. Mistake on my part.”


  The fucker didn't deserve to say my brother’s name. Sapphire stirred, but he didn’t notice it.


  Come on, baby. Wake up and run.


  “You might have killed everyone else, but you won’t get your hands on me or S. We are invincible,” John continued, his face nothing but a mask of happiness. Sapphire finally snapped her eyes open and they widened in fear. She was about to speak, but I shook my head a little. Enough for her to know, but not enough for John to notice. “Sapphire was my baby girl. Granted, there was no choice but to disown her once she discovered the side business. I would never have wished for her to end up with you. You brainwashed her,” he spat out as his daughter grabbed my gun and held it tight.


  The organization was destroyed. I killed all the members except S and John, but they had nothing without money and their men. With the FBI on their tail, looking at all of the Manhattan elite closely, no one would create anything like it for a long time. My brother could rest in peace knowing I kept my promise to him. His sacrifice saved so many lives.


  The racing of my heart stopped. My breathing evened.


  She was safe. I looked at her one last time, taking in all her beauty, her sapphire eyes that shone with love for me, the monster, and my heart tugged painfully.


  The love of my life.


  I would have loved to spend my whole life with her, given her children and a happily ever after. She was the only one who took my demons away and made me want to live. Dying when I’d finally found happiness with her wasn't my intention, but fate and life were fickle.


  I love you, I mouthed to her as tears slid down her cheeks, and then my attention turned to her father, who in his haze and euphoria hadn't noticed this exchange.


  “Should have killed you all those years ago,” John repeated, and then fired the gun.


  


  Sapphire


  A fist in my mouth stopped the scream that rose from deep inside me when the bullet touched his heart. Damian smiled then looked at me one last time as his eyes closed and he fell from the cliff. Five seconds, and the love of my life was dead, consumed by the ocean. I wouldn't even have his grave to visit.


  I closed my eyes as piercing pain consumed me, and even the act of breathing destroyed me. I’d have followed him, taking my own life, but the test result changed everything.


  Part of him and me.


  I never got the chance to tell him he gave me a baby.


  The thought of our child made me snap my eyes open. My father still watched the cliff, so without thinking, I squeezed the gun in my hands harder and ran.


  Run.


  That was the only thought in my mind, so I did.


  My bare feet burned from touching the hot concrete, but I didn’t care. With everything in me, with all the power I had, I ran until I had no strength left.


  I fell to my knees on the rough ground as I breathed heavily, trying to control my rapidly beating heart.


  I heard him move; he was behind me.


  “Sapphire.” His disgusting voice softened as he said my name. “Come with me.” My hand moved to my abdomen, where my baby lay, and determination like never before hit me as I stood up. “Good girl. Now let’s go. We need to get out of here.”


  He’d ruined so many lives. I wouldn’t allow him to touch my child or continue living in this world. Turning around, I pointed the gun in my hand at him and he froze.


  “Put the gun down.”


  My hands trembled as all the memories we shared flew through my mind.


  How could he do it?


  How could he live in this world after taking away so many lives?


  And more importantly…how could he think I’d go with him willingly after he killed the man I loved?


  Never.


  “Goodbye,” I whispered as my finger pulled the trigger.


  With a guttural groan, he fell to his knees. He held his hand to his chest and looked straight at me with hatred in his eyes. Then he collapsed on the ground, dead.


  My hands fell to my sides. Tears slid down my cheeks, but not because of him, no. The bastard didn’t deserve it. My tears were for all the evil he’d done.


  The sounds of sirens in the background snapped me out of my stupor, and after a second, or an hour, or maybe more, a man softly touched me, covered me with a blanket, and helped me into the ambulance.


  “Don’t worry, honey. Everything will be all right,” one of the paramedics said, gently squeezing my hand reassuringly as I gazed numbly at the ceiling of the ambulance. My lips were dry and hurt. The last thing I could remember before the oblivion consumed me was his kisses and how I would never have him again.


  Over.


  Everything was finally over.


  In that moment, I allowed myself to weep and let the grief overtake me.
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  Sapphire


  My eyes snapped open, but then closed again when the sunlight pouring into the hospital room blinded me. I put my hand over my eyes and tentatively glanced around. The last thing I remembered was being in the ambulance as people tried to reassure me everything was fine. Their words almost made me laugh again.


  Nothing about all this was fine.


  My headache was killing me, my wrists and feet hurt, and my lips were dry. I needed some water. Noticing a button beside the bed, my fingers pressed it with my good hand, and in a second, a young nurse came in.


  “You’re awake.” Her face brightened like we were friends and she was happy for me to be alive. “How do you feel?”


  “Like shit.”


  She nodded. “Understandable.” She put some ice to my lips and it felt heavenly, and then she gave me a cup with a straw. “Take a few sips, no more, okay?” I listened to her, and although my body demanded more water, I followed her instructions.


  Suddenly, when my mind caught up with everything going on around me, I let out a small cry and I placed my hand protectively over my belly. “My baby?”


  A look of understanding came over her face. “The baby is fine.” She patted my hand. “The doctor will be here shortly.”


  I lay my head back down on the bed as relief washed over me. My baby was okay. I had protected my baby. Our baby. Tears formed in my eyes, and I did nothing to stop them from sliding down my cheeks.


  Damian.


  He was dead. He wouldn't be here to discover the joys of parenthood with me. To make sure we had the future he planned for. I had dreamed of giving him love and a family, something that was stolen from him, but I would never get the chance. The knowledge killed me, but at the same time, he did the right thing. The image of him sliding over the edge of the cliff as his shirt soaked in blood was still fresh in my mind, and I screamed in agony as a doctor rushed into the room. He grabbed my hand and checked my pulse as he adjusted an IV drip.


  “It’s okay, sweetheart.”


  “He is dead,” I cried, and the nurse who rushed in right after the doctor sat on the bed and ran her hand over my head.


  “Yes, honey, he is dead. He will never hurt you again. Sociopath is dead.” My head shook in denial; no, he wasn't bad. He was my salvation. My father was the evil in this world. But before I could open my mouth and explain, my eyes closed and darkness claimed me.
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  “Miss Blake?” Melissa, the FBI agent, repeated, and I was snapped from my thoughts. I turned my head to her and raised my brow.


  “Yes?”


  She exchanged a look with her colleague, Agent Connor, and repeated her question. “Were you violated during your imprisonment with Sociopath?”


  I shook my head and she nodded, although her face had a pitiful expression on her face. She probably thought I was lying or something. They came after a psychologist, who wanted to know how damaged I was after my time with the evil man.


  He was the love of my life.


  He was dead.


  This devastated me.


  “Okay, do you know his real name?” My head shook again and she huffed in frustration. No matter what, I’d protect him. No one needed to know who Damian and Dominic Scott were. “Did he tell you why he kidnapped you?” Finally, a question with an easy answer.


  “Yes.” My hands played with the edge of the blanket. “He wanted me.” Melissa’s eyes widened as she made yet another entry in her notebook.


  “Could you tell us what happened on the cliff? You called 911 and claimed your father was guilty. You had shot him by the time we arrived on the scene.” She and her partner both leaned forward, eagerly waiting for my reply. The case would win them a promotion; it wasn’t every day international criminals were caught. Her words confused me though, because I never made the call. How did they even know about Damian and me? And why were they so focused on him, when my father was the one who did all the evil things? However, I was too exhausted to care or argue with them.


  I studied the huge-ass window in my room, the clear blue sky, and the images of my time in Damian’s house flashed through me.


  Our first kiss.


  Dance.


  Meeting at the club.


  Kidnapping.


  Lovemaking.


  Learning the truth.


  Love.


  Always love.


  No one outside of Damian and me would ever understand our relationship, and he had left me alone in the world with just memories. I hated him for making me live with this pain alone.


  “My dad ran organizations for wealthy men who liked to use children for their sick desires.” Connor’s eyes narrowed as his fists clenched, but he said nothing. “Sociopath was one of those kids. He got out and made it his life’s mission to punish those who ruined him.”


  Melissa cleared her throat after my prolonged silence. “So all of his other victims, they were part of the organization too?”


  I nodded.


  “Your father was the head of it?” Connor asked gently, and his hand touched mine, but I quickly snatched it back from him. No one was allowed to touch me. “Sorry,” he mumbled.


  “No, yes. He was the one who ran the dungeon and the organization, along with a few cops, yes. But he never slept with those kids, and they had a higher investor who was their most expensive client.”


  “What was his name?” Melissa’s voice lowered as her hands squeezed the pen in her hand tightly. From the excitement of finally getting the lead? Or from anger?


  “He never told me. Sociopath referred to him as S.” They exchanged looks once again, and then Connor cleared his throat.


  “Thank you for your cooperation, Sapphire. They told us you don’t want to see your mother.”


  A smirk appeared on my face. “I don’t. We were never close. I don’t see the point of starting now.”


  He nodded. “I can understand it. The thing is, before this so called S is caught, it’s not safe for you to be on your own.”


  My brows furrowed at his words. “What do you mean?”


  He exhaled a heavy breath. “They know we have a lead, and they suspect you know more than you are willing to tell. You killed your own dad, so what stops you from ratting them out? You were Sociopath’s possession, and even though they were scared of him, he is dead now. No one can protect you.” His eyes looked to my stomach. “Or your baby.”


  Except us.


  He didn't have to say the words for me to understand what they wanted. Once they caught S, they needed me to testify against him.


  “Witness Protection Program?” I whispered, and they both nodded without saying another word. They knew what ran through my mind. How long would it take them to catch him? Weeks, months, years? Was I ready to live a lie every day? To forget who I was? Was it worth it? My hand came back to my stomach, and I imagined what it would be like. The baby was the only connection I had left to him. Would he or she have his eyes? His smile? His hair? My eyes watered, and I quickly wiped them away. My baby was the most important part of my life, and for my little bean, I’d do anything. However, before I agreed, I had to make sure I was doing the right thing.


  “I have to think about this.”


  “We will give you one day. You can call us anytime,” Connor said, leaving a cell phone near my bed.
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  A caress on my cheek was like the softest of feathers.


  Damian?


  I woke up again with a smile on my face, but it quickly died when my mother came into view. She was holding a bouquet of roses, and when she had leaned down to look at me closer, the petals of the flowers touched my skin.


  “Honey, are you awake?” Her voice was all motherly and crying. That was when I noticed the nurse from earlier was close by as she sent daggers my mother’s way.


  “She showed me her ID, but I decided to wait for you to wake up to make sure it’s okay for her to stay with you.”


  Mother’s eyes narrowed as she snapped, “I’m her mother. Of course she is safe with me.” The nurse shrugged but didn't budge.


  I rose up on the bed, resting my back against a pillow, and turned my head to her. “No worries. We’ll take ten minutes max.” She nodded and left the room, but not before I noticed her gesture to the button next to my bed. So she wanted for me to ring once when I was done talking to my mother. “What do you want?” Mother stepped closer, but my hand in front of me stopped her. “No need to touch or hug me. You survived without me for the last year. I’m sure you can control yourself.”


  “Sapphire, there are things—”


  God, why couldn't she understand I didn't have time for her bullshit?


  “I forgive you.” She blinked in shock. “I understand what it’s like to love a man, no matter what he did.” She exhaled a relieved breath. “But I don’t forgive you for what you allowed Dad to do the minute you found out. Loving a man is one thing. Letting him continue destroying precious lives is another. It should have been you, Mom, who pulled that trigger.” Tears slid down my cheeks. “If Sociopath had an ounce of the monster Father was in him, it wouldn't have been him dead going over the cliff. It would have been me.”


  “The organization—”


  “Mother, the organization? You lived with the head of the empire. You could find evidence, work with the FBI, and get into the Witness Protection Program. Do something! Not live off the business, which used innocent children for the sick desires of the men around you.”


  “Those weren't just men from our society. Only Ken, Alfred, John, and—” She stopped, slapping her mouth with her hand, almost saying too much. She knew. I could see it in her green eyes.


  Knowledge and fear.


  S.


  “Who is he, Mom?” She shook her head, went to the window, and lit up an electronic cigarette. “Mom, tell them who he is so they can catch him.”


  Her hollow laughter filled the air. “You have no idea how much power he has. They wouldn't be able to stop him.” She exhaled the vapor. “I thought maybe Sociopath could with all the killing he did, but now, even he is gone. S laughs in victory, I’m sure.” She gazed at me with determination in her eyes. “I know what the FBI offered you. Take it and leave. As far as I’m concerned, you are dead. I was never a good mom, wasn't in me. But you still can have a good life. They will never catch him, Sapphire.” She finished her cigarette in record time and threw it in her purse. The anger inside me was impossible to suppress.


  “Again, you are a coward who thinks only about herself.”


  “No, in this case, I’m saving your life, believe it or not. And yes, I’d like to live a little longer and maybe have some peace.”


  “Knowing a man who uses innocent kids is out there and will never get his punishment allows you to live in peace?”


  She picked up her purse along with her coat and made her way to the door, but not before replying to my question. “Yes, Sapphire. There are things in this world you learn to live with. S is invincible.” With those words, she left the room.


  My mother had lived with my father for the last thirty years, and according to me, he was a monster. But what kind of monster must S be, if my mom considered him the evil of all evils?


  Picking up the phone, I searched through the contact list for Connor and dialed his number. He picked up on the first ring. “Sapphire?”


  “I agree.”


  


  Connor


  I put my cell back into my pocket as I took one last deep inhale of my cigarette and it calmed my nerves.


  Sapphire agreed to protection, and I would do my best to shield her and the baby she carried. The last thing I could do for a man who saved my life all those years ago. I never thought he'd reach out to me, but one month ago, he made sure to contact me and let me know about the situation they had at hand. John and his organization were our targets for many years, but we could never find or get enough evidence against them. Not to mention S—no fucking clue who this bastard was.


  During our last meeting, which happened two days ago, he made a deal with me. He gave me all the information he had about the organization he gathered through all those years, in exchange for a promise that once he made just as much as a missed call to me, I'd track him down and come as soon as possible. He needed to protect his woman.


  ''Damian. Are you really fucking dead?'' I asked the cold night, not really waiting for a reply. With a last glance from the balcony, I went back inside the office to set in motion Sapphire's move, along with all the paperwork that needed to be done.
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  Five Years Later


  North Carolina


  2016


  Sapphire


  “Mommy.”


  “Yes, sweetheart?”


  “Don’t be mad.”


  My hands stopped typing another chapter of my book and I spun around in my chair to face my four-and-a-half-year-old daughter, who wore a guilty expression on her face. Her long amber hair tied back in a ponytail had leaves in it as her sapphire eyes—just like mine—widened in anticipation for my answer. The pink dress on her thin body was covered in dirt, and her hands held a small puppy. “What did you do?”


  She blinked several times then raised the puppy in her hands to my nose. I came face-to-face with an adorable German shepherd puppy, whose tongue was hanging from his mouth as he studied my face, and then he gave me a quick lick. Wincing and cleaning my cheek with a nearby tissue, I glared at my child. “Kristina, what did you do?”


  “I found him in our yard.”


  My brows furrowed in confusion. “In our yard?”


  She nodded then patted the puppy again. “He was running around the oak tree, and he is so cute, Mommy. We should keep him.”


  Taking a deep breath, I held my daughter’s eyes. “Honey, we can’t keep him. He probably wandered around and neighbors are searching for him.”


  Kristina raised her chin stubbornly and her eyes narrowed. “Then they shouldn’t have left him alone. I’m claiming him, Mommy.”


  My breath stopped for a second; it always did when she reminded me of her father. Seriously, a shout out to all single mothers out there who take care of their kids all alone, because it was a damn hard job.


  Once I signed the papers for the Witness Protection Program, Connor and Melissa gave me a new passport with a different name and identity. I was Katrina Jackson, orphaned at a young age, and a single mom who decided to move to the small coastal city in the southern part of the States due to the economy. They bought me a house, a second-hand car, and gave me some cash to get by. They found me a job at the local library, and since no one wanted the job, no one minded my pregnancy.


  They contacted me once a month to let me know nothing was over, and I suspected it never would be. The solitude here allowed me to focus on my writing when I was going crazy from the loneliness. I finally self-published my first novel, and surprisingly, my book did well and brought in good money.


  A year ago, my baby fell in love with a house near the beach, and it was impossible to refuse her. I had to stay low, and no one would come looking for me here. Everybody already thought I was dead. We had a little piece of Heaven here, and for the most part, I was happy. My life was good. I even had some friends in the town, and we were part of the community. The only downer in the whole scenario was my inability to meet my readers, who sent me constant e-mails asking if I would be present at different signings. All this was too dangerous; so every time, I had to refuse and keep my identity, in this case a photo, a secret.


  The nights held nightmares, but I learned to deal with them.


  “Honey, you can’t claim someone else’s puppy.”


  “Yes, I can.”


  “No you can’t—” The doorbell rang loudly, stopping me mid-sentence, and I gestured for her to sit on the couch. “This conversation is not over.” She sat down on the floor instead—thank God, it was wooden—and put the puppy, who kept on licking everything that came in contact with him, in her lap. Was he thirsty? Great, now even I started to care for the animal. As a kid, I dreamed of having a dog, but it quickly died when my parents refused to let me have one.


  No. I shook my head. Memories of the past didn't belong in my new life.


  Making my way to the door, my eyes wandered around the living room, appreciating the view around me. The overall color theme of our home was purples and whites, while photos of Kristina and me in different stages of her life decorated the walls. The kitchen was large, with a round, wooden table in the middle covered in a purple tablecloth. The windows in there faced our yard, which allowed me to always keep a close eye on Kristina.


  The breakfast bar opened up to the living room, with a huge couch, two chairs, and a flat screen TV. While the furniture was white, various variations of purple blankets laid over them along with purple rugs. Roses in several vases were placed around the room. Their smell calmed me down. Upstairs, we had three bedrooms and two bathrooms. We had a guest bedroom, but rarely did anyone stay there.


  While Kristina’s princess-style room had all purples, my room had the same color theme as the rest of the house. Annie, my best friend, told me I was crazy to have all the white with a small kid who made it her mission to get dirty on a daily basis. While it was the truth, I wouldn't have it any other way, and I refused to decorate my house differently. The house was our home, part of the real us, and I wanted it to be perfect.


  Finally, I opened the door to a man who stood there with his back to me, and something inside me stopped.


  No men came over.


  Ever.


  “Hello?” I asked curiously, and his shoulders tensed. He slowly turned around and my breath hitched. For the last five years, men had been the last thing on my mind. I never dated, never wanted to date, let alone notice if anyone was handsome. The Witness Protection Program and a small child didn't exactly provide the best circumstances for dating. I hadn't sworn off dating. Someday, I wanted to get married and have a father figure for Kristina, but it was too soon. Plus, every man I’d met here never sparked anything inside me. They were handsome, but they somehow appeared not dominant enough for me and lacked the strong masculinity my tastes preferred.


  But this stranger was nothing but manly. He was tall with broad shoulders, ripped and muscled, and I seriously had no idea a shirt could stretch so much. His face was covered with a beard and he had a shaggy haircut. The sunglasses on his face didn’t allow me to see the color of his eyes, but mine didn’t miss the scars around his neck, as though someone had sliced his throat open. His hands were in his back pockets as we faced each other, and an odd feeling washed over me, reminding me of the past.


  Before he could answer, Kristina crashed against my leg and gazed at the stranger with interest in her eyes. The puppy followed her shortly and, to my surprise, sat down beside the stranger’s leg.


  “Lucky!” Kristina’s voice held outrage.


  “Lucky?” I asked dumbly.


  My daughter nodded and pointed at the dog. “That’s his name.”


  I closed my eyes and prayed for some kind of strength to deal with my kid. “Honey, you can’t name a dog that doesn’t belong to you.” Then I looked up to the stranger, whose attention oddly focused on my daughter, studying her, and then he squatted down on his haunches in front of her and picked up the puppy, who immediately calmed down in his arms.


  “You like the puppy?” His voice was low, hoarse, and slightly scratchy. As if he learned how to speak all over again. Maybe those scars on his neck made him lose his original voice. Kristina nodded, and he put the pup in her hands as her mouth widened in a smile. “He’s yours.” She hugged the damn dog close.


  “Really?”


  “Yes, he is mine, but I think he prefers to live here more.”


  She squealed, unexpectedly threw her arms around him, and hugged him close with all her might. The man froze, and then gently, his hands returned her hug. He let go of her then and stood up. Kristina jumped excitedly.


  “Mommy, we get to keep him.” I opened my mouth to correct her, because no way had I given my permission to the man who disappeared from view, leaving us on the porch alone. “We do, right?” Kristina tugged on my pants irritably, and with a heavy sigh, I nodded, but my hands took him away from her. With a stern look in my eyes, I pointed at the bathroom. “Wash your hands and face, lady. Then change to clean clothes. I’m going to give Lucky a bath. And no running around with the dog in the house if his paws are dirty.”


  She pouted, but it was something I wouldn't budge on, so she followed my instructions.


  As I was walking to the bathroom, I wondered how in the hell in the span of ten minutes I ended up with a puppy and met my new neighbor.


  Or more importantly, why it still bothered me he left so abruptly, without saying a single word to me.


  


  Later That Night


  


  After finishing my bathroom routine, I went to check on Kristina, and to my relief, she slept soundly, with Lucky on the corner of her bed. Shaking my head in amusement, I covered the pup with a small blanket and left the blue bedside lamp on, so she wouldn't be afraid of the dark.


  Closing the door behind me, I rested my back against it and took a deep breath. As exhausting as it was to raise a child on your own, the moments when she went to sleep somehow seemed the worst, because quietness overtook the house, and there was no running away from memories or demons. I went to my room, and to my surprise, the curtains were flying high from the wind as the room brightened in the moonlight. My hand removed the pin from my hair and allowed it to cascade down my back as the soft breeze ran over my skin, and the fresh, beach smell filled the air. Still wearing a towel, I grabbed body lotion and raised my leg on the bed as I applied it.


  Suddenly, the air changed around me, and instantly, the presence of another person registered in my mind. Strong hands grabbed me from behind, one covering my mouth to prevent screaming, and the other hand removed the lotion from my hands and threw it across the room. We both were breathing heavily, and from the strong chest to my back, I understood it was a male. He spun me around, and to my shock, it was the stranger from the porch tonight. He pushed me against the wall, trapping me with his body and still covering my mouth with his hand. The position allowed me to have a better look at him.


  His eyes, the ones he hid from me.


  Amber eyes.


  Once I stopped struggling, he removed his hand from my mouth as my whisper echoed in the room.


  “Damian?”


  


  Somewhere in Russia…


  The tall man stood on the balcony, admiring the view in front of him as people partied downstairs. He was completely naked, but he didn’t seem to be bothered by the fact as he sipped his whiskey; the sound of ice clanking was the only noise that filled the room. His hands and back were covered in various tattoos, leaving barely any gorgeous tan skin to admire. He had a massive and ripped body, and rarely anyone looked at him without fear. The man’s shoulder-length black hair lightened up in the night, creating a mysterious vision.


  He tensed as a soft hand touched his sweat-soaked back, and she gently ran her fingers over the tattoo that represented the Gemini sign. Any touch that didn’t include sex as physical release repulsed him and made him want to rip the hand away from his body. He was always up when the need came to wet his dick in any willing pussy; looks or anything else didn’t matter. All women were faceless bodies that he used from time to time. The man’s restless mood urged him to go for round two, which he rarely did, but the woman made the mistake of touching him, although he specifically instructed her not to. A jerking session under the shower would have to do.


  “We’re done,” his low and growly voice said, and the hand on his back twitched as the woman took a step back from him and, without another word, gathered her clothes, and in a minute, left the room, leaving him alone. He already hated the smell of her overused perfume.


  His phone beeped inside the hotel room, putting a stop to his solitude. He threw the empty glass on the rumpled bed, grabbed his cell, and opened up the message.


  He’s alive.


  His heart stopped beating for a moment and then started pounding rapidly as his eyes closed in relief.


  “Damian,” he whispered, and his hands, as always, touched his very first knife wound, which always reminded him of his brother.
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  Damian’s and Sapphire’s story concludes in ‘’Sociopath’s Revenge.’’


  Coming July 2016.
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