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      Giselle 

      Fisting the skirt of my red ballroom dress, I run toward the garden, my bare feet barely making a sound in the perfectly cut grass that scratches against my skin. 

      My brown locks cascade down my spine and blow back from the wind as the veil coronet made of orchids and roses entwined together slides a little, tugging on my hair.

      A mark that forever stains me. 

      I hear him call out behind me, a deep and husky voice that haunts me in my dreams and catches me in my nightmares. 

      Stifling the groan of pain, I speed up, ignoring the protesting screams from every bone in my body. 

      Stopping means losing, and losing means dying; those are the rules in his twisted game we’ve been playing for so long I’ve lost count of time.

      I pass by various bushes, trees, and lush flowers with scents that surround and slip into my nose, reminding me that my love for them became my ultimate downfall. 

      It’s a shame something so beautiful is smeared in dirt that no one will be able to clean. 

      I gaze ahead and finally see the gates, wide open and waiting for me just to fly through them to my freedom. Like the gates of Hades that hide the monster living in the underworld.

      Those who stay here burn in the fire of his creation.

      My breathing heaves. Drawing on all my self-control, I continue to run, even when he shouts louder behind me, “Giselle.” There is a note lacing his voice that I don’t recognize, yet it sends a shiver down my spine, reminding me that no one goes against his will and lives.

      But any freedom, even in death, is better than the prison he has created on earth for me.

      A slight smile curves my lips when I reach the concrete, my feet slapping against it while the heat in it burns my skin, but I don’t care.

      Not when I’m so close to escaping this hell.

      The monster lives in the castle of his own creation after all; he won’t be able to follow me.

      My hand is extended, ready to touch the gate, when a gunshot echoes in the night sending the birds flying up in chaos, squawking loudly as they are snapped from their calm.

      The air hitches inside my throat, and I freeze on the spot, my raspy breath filling the night. A sharp pain travels from my lower back through my entire system as dizziness overtakes me.

      I fall on my knees, groaning in agony while the gates in the distance become blurrier and blurrier, taking me farther and farther away from my escape.

      “My back,” I murmur, barely finding the strength to utter those words. I reach behind me and then look at my hand, noticing blood coating it. “He shot me in the back.” The minute the words slip past my lips, I hear his hurried footsteps and he drops beside me, his hand fisting my hair and bringing me closer to him, until his cheek is resting against mine.

      “What have you done, Giselle?”

      I stifle a whimper and hold back the tears that yearn to slide down my cheeks and wash away the hurt he always inflicts.

      Hades caught his Persephone once again.

      And just like in the myth, he will lock her away from the world and make her live permanently in his hell.

      Or so I think.

      Slowly, all my strength leaves me as I slip to the side, right into his arms. I exhale carefully, the pain so strong I’m afraid to even breathe. But in all this craziness, a smile settles on my face, because the nightmare is finally over.

      No one won.

      No one lost.

      In this twisted myth of his creation, no one got what they wanted, and that’s probably the most tragic story of all.
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      New York, New York

      Present

      

      Callum

      Exhaling into space, I inhale the rich smell of the breeze as it fills my lungs. I lift my face and let my head rest between my shoulder blades, allowing the wind to ruffle my hair.

      Without opening my eyes, I sip my morning whiskey and the sweet taste of it fills my mouth, sending a burning sensation through me while Beethoven continues to play in the background, almost taking me back to my college years.

      Where classical music and knives were my saving grace from the past that followed me like a trail.

      And finally low, barely audible whimpers that come from behind me remind me that although I’ve played all night long… the fun is not over yet.

      Ah, heaven.

      Or in my case… hell.

      Sighing heavily, I glance to the side at the man holding tightly onto the banister of the balcony as he swings side to side in the wind, trying to get his feet on a solid surface but fails, tears streaming down his face. The blood drips from his forehead and nose, his knuckles turning white as they slide a little on the metal from the weight of his body. Even he seems shocked that he has this much strength left.

      Several bruises cover his face and neck. His blue shirt and pants are soaked wet from sweat and urine.

      Men these days cannot take punishment properly it seems, or at least I haven’t met anyone brave enough yet.

      Tsking, I lean between his palms and rest my elbows on the railing, exhaling smoke into his face. He coughs a little, still keeping his hold though. “Dan, Dan. You are persistent,” I say with boredom in my voice. Victims rarely awaken any other emotion inside me, especially in the final stages.

      His eyes widen as he licks his chapped lips. “Callum, please, just shoot me.”

      “Shoot you?” I place my hand on my chest and sigh dramatically. “Who do you think I am, Dan?”

      He groans, squeezing the banister tighter. “Just kill me already. I don’t want to die like this,” he whispers, his mouth trembling as if this has any effect on me.

      Why would I care about someone’s suffering?

      Their pain brings me nothing but pleasure after all. “Hmm…” I rub the tip of the cigarette over my chin, furrowing my brows. “So you’re saying I should shoot you instead of watching you fall from the twentieth floor?” He whimpers, choking on the blood coming from his forehead, and I take a deep pull again. “Not gonna happen.”

      “I’ll tell you whatever you want. All the information. Everything. Just don’t do this to me,” he pleads, and that’s when one of his hands slides to the side and he cries out, ready to fall before I grab his wrists, holding him in a firm grip.

      Hope blossoms on his face, his mouth almost curving in a smile, but it’s quickly replaced with dread when I speak up. “You know what the difference is between me and you, Dan?” I push forward so I have his full attention on me. “I’m a serial killer driven by the desire to make you suffer. And you were always driven by greed.”

      “Callum—”

      “Bye, Dan. We’ll meet each other in hell.” Before he can utter another word, I swiftly let go of him, and with a loud cry, he plummets down, his body becoming a blurry spot, and then with a loud thud, he hits the ground and a pool of red blood surrounds him.

      Too bad I’m not able to see his brain splattered on the ground.

      Blowing the beautiful sky filled with all its morning glory a kiss, I walk back into the apartment through the white curtains blowing in different directions and pick up the remote, pressing button number nine.

      Instantly the flat-screen TV located on the opposite wall turns on, giving me the perfect view of the dark-haired creature who sips her morning coffee in her kitchen while humming a tune to some song.

      Dropping onto the couch, I hike my feet up on the coffee table and continue to drink whiskey while various ideas play in my mind, one after another.

      She is so happy, ready to marry her fiancé in two weeks, not knowing what truly awaits her in the near future.

      They say you have to wait for the right one to come along.

      I decided to kidnap mine instead.
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      Giselle

      “So, is Lucy coming to the party?” Isla asks, not even trying to hide the distaste in her voice, and I sigh heavily, adjusting my leather bag on my shoulder as I enter the lobby.

      “Isla.” I give a little wave to Hendrick, the doorman, and he graces me with a grin, already having the elevator ready for me.

      I step into it, pressing the button for the seventh floor while Isla continues to bitch through my phone. “Oh come on, girl! I wouldn’t have had the courage to face you after the stunt she pulled, but apparently your heart is all forgiving.”

      “Her intentions were good,” I say, already exhausted with this conversation, because I know it will lead us nowhere.

      Isla snorts into the phone, and I hear a box rattling. She must be going through old cases once again. Lately she’s been trying to find a certain serial killer but without much luck. “Please, she knew the consequences. If I were you, I’d cut her—”

      “Isla.” Even though the only word to leave my mouth is her name, she pauses, knowing full well that some subjects in life are sacred.

      Like my baby sister and me forgiving her for all the awful stuff she’s done through life. “Fine,” she finally replies and changes the subject. “Wear something sexy. I have crazy plans for you.”

      “Do whatever you want, but no strippers,” I warn, but she’s already hung up on me, and I chuckle, because facing strippers tonight is probably a done deal.

      The elevator arrives on my floor, and I quickly rush to my apartment, excitement building inside me at the prospect of having two more hours to have a nap and be ready for my bachelorette party. I stop near the door, grinning like a fool.

      In two weeks, I’ll be married to the most perfect man on this planet.

      With this thought in mind, I twist the lock of the door and barge inside, pondering if I need to call Kevin and check on his plans for tonight. I know some of his friends wanted to go to Vegas, but he refused, claiming to be too busy to have wild parties before the wedding.

      He has been working a lot lately, which resulted in him barely being home. We haven’t lived together, so we’ve rarely seen each other this past month. Maybe he’ll have time to see me before the party tonight?

      I’m searching for my cell in my bag, when weird sounds from within the apartment snap my attention, and I still while my heartbeat speeds up.

      Nobody should be home.

      My brows furrow and I listen carefully, hoping it’s only my imagination, but the strange, whimpering sound comes again, and this time I know it echoes from the guest room.

      Is Lucy home and watching TV? That’ll be a first for her.

      Or did she bring over some strange dude she met just hours ago to have wild sex? Considering she’s been licking her wounds since her last breakup, I wouldn’t be surprised if that was it.

      With dread filling my heart, I grab the nearby vase just in case there are strangers inside and slowly walk toward the room, while the sounds become louder and clearer with each step and remind me nothing of whimpering anymore.

      More like the satisfied moans a woman makes while having sex.

      Finally I reach the door, which is slightly ajar, and although I recognize the other voice and realization slams into me with such force that I need to lean on the doorjamb… I power through it and place my hand on the wood, pushing it wide open.

      A shocked gasp slips past my lips while instant pain slices through my system, and the ringing in my ears almost blocks the outside world away.

      Blinking rapidly, I pray all this is just a nightmare and I’ll wake up soon. But the seconds pass by, and the image still stays the same.

      They haven’t even noticed me. Lucy continues to pump her hips up and down accompanied by Kevin’s groans with her thrusts. She rests her hands on her breasts and moans loudly.

      “Fuck, nothing better than your tight pussy, babe,” he grits through his teeth, nipping on the index finger she pushes into his mouth.

      “No one’s? Even Giselle’s?” she asks breathlessly, and my stomach flips from the prospect of his answer.

      “The best I ever had, Lucy.” He closes his eyes as they roll back, and he digs his heels into the bed, probably on the verge of coming as he squeezes her hips, making her ride him harder.

      How would he know about my pussy, if he never had it? That last thought runs through my mind, when the vase slips from my grip, shattering into tiny little pieces.

      I find my voice and speak up. “My last class was cancelled.” My voice is dead, completely lacking emotion while I process this information.

      My fiancé is cheating on me with my little sister, a sister who I consider my friend. Despite her occasional outbursts, she is still one of the closest people to my heart.

      How can she hurt me like this?

      They both freeze, their heads turning to me as if on command, while shock is reflected on their faces. “Oh my God!” Lucy shouts, as she disconnects from his body, making him wince. She quickly covers herself with the white Egyptian cotton sheets I bought for her so she’d be more comfortable in my house.

      How ironic, really. She clearly had Kevin to use as a blanket.

      Kevin jumps up swiftly, muttering, “Fuck.” His erect cock bobs in front of him as he puts on his pants with lightning speed. “This isn't what it looks like,” he finally says, threading his fingers through his hair.

      A humorless laugh escapes my mouth. “Really? Because it looks like you’ve been fucking my little sister behind my back.”

      He takes a step toward me. “Giselle.” His eyes plead with me to listen to him, but is he insane?

      There is nothing to explain here. I saw the living proof just seconds ago.

      Shaking my head, I inch back as it becomes harder and harder for me to breathe, and I long to gulp for air, but hold back… barely.

      They don’t get to see my turmoil, the devastation they both have cast on me with their deception.

      Of all people, I never expected Kevin to be the one to betray me.

      Perfect guys, my ass.

      Guess even the most perfect guy can’t be trusted when it comes to my sister. “Giselle.” Lucy’s lips tremble as tears slide down her cheeks. “We never meant to hurt you.” She sighs heavily, her thumbs jerking. “It’s just happened.”

      Just happened? Give me a fucking break!

      “So you accidentally fell on his dick and decided to ride the hell out of it?” She winces at my words and opens her mouth to add something, but my raised, splayed hand stops her. “I don’t care about any explanation. Both of you, get out of my house. You better not be here when I get back or I’ll call the cops.” Then for a brief second my gaze shifts to Lucy, to her flawless beauty, while her emerald-green eyes water, but it doesn’t move me.

      I’m afraid nothing else ever will. “And call your parents.”

      She whimpers, but I’ve had enough of this scene and spin around, darting toward the exit while tears threaten to escape and the pain skirting on the edge wants to erupt in a loud scream of betrayal.

      With clarity in this moment, I understand that even though I’ve dreamed about happily ever after my whole life, it’s not in the cards for me.

      Once in the hallway, I don’t control my tears anymore and allow them to fall freely, probably leaving black mascara smears in their wake. My heels click loudly on the marble, with each tap alerting me to the painful loneliness that slowly sinks deeper and deeper into my heart.

      “Giselle, please listen to me!” Kevin calls somewhere behind, and I hear heavy footsteps, but he must be still inside the apartment.

      I ignore him, hurriedly reaching the elevator, pressing several times on the button, and willing it to come faster to take me away from this hell I’ve encountered.

      How could they have done it to me? How can you deceive someone so much that you are willing to marry them in order to be with someone else?

      Just remembering them entwined on the bed raises the bile in my throat while my body shakes with fury and anguish, my nails digging harshly into my palms as I sob.

      I don’t want them to know I shed a single tear because of them.

      I rest my forehead against the wall, and then on wobbly legs step inside the elevator the minute it signals its arrival. Through my blurry vision, I press for the ground floor, all while wiping away my tears.

      “We can’t be anything but perfect, Giselle. We have a family name to uphold.”

      Even though I’m no longer the nine-year-old girl who accidentally threw up during the dinner party of a senator, I can still hear my grandfather’s voice ringing in my ears and immediately straighten up as if he stands next to me.

      Showing weakness to outsiders is beneath Walkers.

      My mind travels back to upstairs, as if wanting to rub more salt on the wound, and no matter how much I shake my head, the images seem permanently imprinted in my brain. And with them comes deep humiliation, which awakens old nightmares that have the capacity to destroy my carefully placed façade.

      I need to run away.

      I need to escape before I collapse on this floor.

      At last, the dzing sound echoes through the space and the doors slide open, allowing me to exit, only to bump against a hard chest. I stumble and my heel sticks in the elevator crack. A loud yelp slips past my lips, and I almost fall, except strong hands wrap tightly around my waist, snatching me up so that I come face-to-face with a stranger.

      Gasping for breath, I lean back to see a tall, broad-shouldered man wearing sport clothes and a hoodie. His eyes are covered by black sunglasses that mirror my reflection.

      A very disastrous one, I might add—not that I care much about it. At this point, I should be grateful I didn’t face-plant on the freaking floor, or I’d have a bruise as a memorable souvenir from this day.

      His muscled body feels almost like granite under my palm, and that’s when I realize my hands are splayed on his chest! “I’m so sorry,” I mumble, shifting back, and his arms, albeit slowly, allow me to slip from his hold. “Thank you for helping me.” Music blasts from his headphones hooked over his neck, so I’m not even sure he heard me.

      We stare at one another for a second, or maybe a minute, before he walks past me into the elevator and presses the button.

      I finally snap out of my stupor and resume my walk, dialing Isla’s number, but the stranger’s presence doesn’t go away. A tremble rushes through me, and I don’t know if it’s a good one or bad.

      What kind of man whom I’ve never met can evoke such a reaction?

      If I only knew.

      

      Callum

      I turn on the TV to watch the latest footage, and my mouth curves in a smile when she enters right on time to catch her perfect fiancé and her sister fucking.

      The pain in her face, the devastation in her words, and finally the look of utter horror she has… they bring me pleasure that no other victim could.

      It’s funny how people are played like chess pawns without realizing it, just like rag dolls who are 100 percent controlled by another.

      Everything goes according to plan.

      First, you destroy her life.

      Then you make what is left a living hell, so she’ll burn in the fire of your creation.

      My beautiful Persephone is about to fall through the gates of Hades.

      Some might think my greatest desire is to kill her.

      But no… my greatest desire is to possess her in ways that are considered a crime for normal people.

      They say obsessions and insanity go hand-in-hand, but I have another theory.

      Possession and desire go hand-in-hand, because they create such deep insanity a man is willing to eliminate everything and everyone in his way to get to what he wants.

      I flick my fingers and knock two pawns from the chessboard, ready to strike again.

      By the time this is done, there will be no one but the queen left standing.
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      Giselle, 8 years old

      The car stops abruptly, and I press my back against the seat, blinking in surprise as a lady in the front seat says cheerfully, “We’re here, darling.” I glance through the window to my right, but only see a man in a funny suit with a longer jacket, opening the door widely for me.

      He extends his white-glove-covered hand and announces, “Welcome to the Walker manor.” I look at his hand and then at him, but he just gazes above my head, expecting something.

      What does this man want?

      He must have noticed my confusion, because he clears his throat, and for a fraction of a second, his face softens as he explains, “Let me help you to the ground, Miss Giselle.” Without thinking, I comply with his request, and he picks me up from the big car that felt like a tank inside and places me on the ground.

      I put my hands on my mouth when I see the huge house right in front of me. It spreads sideways to no end, while the three floors all have lots of windows with all the lights turned on inside them.

      Lightning strikes above as heavy clouds fill the sky, and the lady sighs. “It will rain again.” She shivers a little and then pats me on the back. “Let’s get you inside before you get wet.”

      I stand still though, still gaping at the manor with my mouth dropped open.

      The manor is made of brown bricks, and I smile widely when I see green flowers spreading over the edges of the building, as if permanently glued to them, creating a mysterious atmosphere around them. A few thick steps with several cracks in them, allowing pieces of grass to grow in between them, lead to the brown front door where lamps brighten the place so much it’s a wonder we’re not blind from it.

      “Giselle.” She pats me again, albeit this time more forcefully, and I raise my eyes to her. “Let’s go.”

      I wrap my hand around her wrist, hiding behind it even though she is cold as ice. But in this moment, the only person I know is this lady who showed up at our house after Mommy died.

      Familiar sadness spreads in me and I whimper, remembering Mom’s warm scent right before they took her away. “Giselle,” the lady says, but this time no one can miss the annoyance skirting her tone, but she still keeps her smile intact.

      What if there is some kind of monster living inside? “It’s scary,” I whisper, hoping we’ll go somewhere else where I can start a new life.

      I’m not sure what it means, but the lady repeated those words many times on the way here, “a new life.”

      I don’t want a new life. I want to go back to Mommy, but they say it’s not possible.

      She huffs and steps back, so I wrap my arms around myself instead. She opens her mouth to say something, but that’s when the funny man kneels in front of me, his slightly wrinkled face coming into view. His brown eyes warm a little and he takes out something from the pocket of his jacket.

      My eyes widen when I understand what it is, and before thinking, I snatch it away from him and gasp in delight. “Crocus Sativus!” One of the rarest species of orchids! My thumbs caress the soft petal, so fragile to every touch. “Mommy’s favorite,” I murmur, and for a second something crosses his face, but it goes away, and he nods.

      “I have more of those in the garden.”

      “You do?” I ask with wonder and step closer to him, twisting the flower between my fingers. “Can I see them?” All thoughts about the scary house leave me, because where there are plants, there is life.

      Or that’s what Mommy always said.

      “Unbelievable,” the lady mutters, but the man pays her no attention.

      He gets up and extends his hand to me again, and this time I take it, while excitement dances in my bones.

      Finally, we reach the door, and he ushers me inside. My head moves from side to side, blinking at various big figurines that are yellow. “Why is a horse yellow?” I question, and the man chuckles, finding something funny in my words.

      I frown and tap my foot, and this time full-on laughter erupts. “It’s gold.”

      “Gold?” I’ve never heard this word before. Is it a different shade of yellow?

      Before he can explain though, footsteps echo through the space along with the sound of a cane being slapped against the marble. I turn toward the sound to see an old man walking toward us.

      His hair is white, and he wears a suit, but it’s not as funny-looking as the other man’s. His cold green eyes focus on me, and he barks, instantly scaring me, “What took you so long?”

      Instinctively, this time I hide behind the man while the lady quickly answers, almost breathlessly, “Mr. Walker, my apologies. Our flight was delayed, and we caught traffic on the way. But she is here now.” She points at me and then gives him some papers. “The paperwork is done too.”

      He raises his hand, and she stops talking, just shifts nervously to the side. “I don’t appreciate excuses, Marta. I hired you because you are the best.”

      She becomes pale, and I can’t take it anymore. The man is a meany! “Don’t be mean to her,” I say, and his gaze returns to me, something flickering in it, but I continue. “I needed to pee on the way, and that’s why we stopped.” I smile at Marta, hoping this will help her. Mommy always told me that a job is important, and no one should ever put anyone in the position where it’s threatened.

      What if he fires her, just like Mommy’s boss who got sick of her coughing?

      I address the man next to me. “Can I see more Crocus Sativus now?” I don’t want to be in the company of this odd man.

      A beat passes as everyone stays silent, just the man and the old man looking at each other, before the old man calls my name. “Giselle, come with me, child.” Although his tone is even, I don’t miss the sternness of it.

      With a reassuring pat on my head from the man next to him, I step in his direction. He takes me to the garden that will become my salvation for eight long years.

      I don’t know it yet, but I’ve just met my grandfather.

      One of the monsters who lives inside the castle.

      

      Giselle

      I blow into the tissues as Isla pours more wine into my glass and places it in front of me on the kitchen counter.

      I gulp it quickly, welcoming the sweet taste in my throat. “He is an ass,” she says, sliding a dish of berries toward me, clearly wanting me to munch on them, but I scrunch my nose.

      “Yeah, we established that on drink five.”

      She huffs in exasperation and drops next to me on the chair, picking a berry and throwing it into her mouth. “Even good guys screw you over.”

      “Then they weren’t good guys from the very beginning, right?” I suggest, refilling my glass, but Isla stills my movements with her arm. “Are you sure you want to get drunk?”

      My bitter laughter sounds fake, even to me. “Oh, I’m sure.” I mean, the most disastrous thing happened. How can I not need a bottle? And oddly enough, Kevin has nothing to do with it.

      “Will you tell your parents?’

      “No.” I shrug, pressing the glass to my cheek. “I’ll just call off the wedding. There is no need to upset them.”

      “Right.” Sarcasm laces her tone, but before I can dwell on it, she asks another question, one I avoid like the plague, because my own mind constantly voices it too. “What about Lucy?”

      Lucy.

      My baby sister.

      For a moment, I’m again in that room, watching them get it on while they are both so into it they don’t even notice me standing there. Lost in the throes of passion where the outside world ceases to exist for them.

      My stomach flips, and humiliation runs through every bone in my body, because revisiting those memories almost seems like an intrusion of their privacy. Like I am the villain in this situation, and not the two people who were supposed to love me the most and not betray me behind my back. “She is my sister.”

      “Right,” she says again, but this time doesn’t hide the anger crossing her face. She drums on the counter, probably doing her best to keep her mouth shut and not express an opinion on the statement I always repeat whenever Lucy screws up.

      I said that when she destroyed my orchids for a national competition, thus eliminating me from the contest, and my school lost as a result. I said that when she crashed my car into a brick wall while showing off to her friends. And I even said that when she slept with my boss’s husband and introduced herself as me, so the boss called me names and fired my ass without any recommendations.

      I can go on forever, because no matter what she’s done, she always stays my sister.

      But how can I forgive her for sleeping with my fiancé… in my own apartment… two weeks before my wedding?

      I’m not sure we can ever come back from that. “Cutting her out of your life will be a good decision, Giselle.” Isla leans on the counter, sipping her drink. “It’s not like it will be a major loss anyway. All you do is clean up her messes.”

      She shoots an arrow straight into my heart without even realizing it. “It was hard for her when….” I can’t believe I’m still sitting here and defending her, but old habits die hard.

      Besides, don’t they say blood is thicker than water? Kevin really isn’t worth ruining my relationship with my sister forever.

      But he was worth enough for her.

      Realization slams into me, almost knocking me off my stool, when I understand my true devastation.

      If I’m willing to forgive her and worry more about what will happen to us… and not give a shit about Kevin… did I love him at all?

      Why did you say yes?

      I block away the tiny voice of reason from within, and my head starts to throb from all the tension zipping through me. Rubbing my temples in circles several times, I finally crack. “I need to sleep. I’ll decide everything tomorrow.”

      “You are jobless and in need of an apartment. I don’t think you want to live in the place where they screwed each other.” My best friend sure doesn’t hold back any punches; I’ll give her that.

      One of the reasons we became best friends was because she always spoke her mind and put people in their place, while I soothed the edges and tried to form bridges.

      Two sides of a coin, so to speak.

      “Yes, thanks for pointing it out.”

      She raises her glass and salutes me with it. “Always welcome, babe.”

      I step in the direction of her guest room, but then spin around and march right to her, hugging her close. She does the same, spilling a little wine onto my shirt, but I don’t care.

      Because no matter what, I will always have Isla. “Thank you.”

      She pats my back, and then teases, “Someone has to take care of you, or you’ll forever live in those greenhouses of yours, nurturing your plants.” Then she adds, “And starve.”

      “With my love for Italian food? Highly doubtful.” We both share a laugh that oddly enough erases some of the weight from my chest, and I squeeze her one more time before leaning back. “Now off to bed to change the world for the better tomorrow.”

      “This is so—” The shrilling ring of her home phone cuts off whatever she wants to say, and she quickly picks it up, while muttering to me, “Who the hell calls a landline these days?”

      I shrug, because I have no freaking clue either. The only reason she still has it is because her grandmother can’t figure out cell phones. “Hello?” She listens for a second and then shifts her attention to me. “Yes, she’s here, but how—” Then her eyes widen, and she tightens her hold on the phone. “Yes, I did.” Another second, and she murmurs, “Sure.” And then she motions for me with her hand to come closer while covering the phone with her palm. “This is amazing, Giselle. Say yes.” That’s all the warning I get before she passes the phone to me.

      Clearing my throat, I mouth to her, Oh my God, before saying, “Hello?”

      “Giselle Walker?” The rich, deep, husky male voice greets me, and I blink as an unfamiliar awareness rushes through me, awakening every hair on my body. “It’s nice to speak with you.”

      Jesus, I had no clue such voices existed in this world. It’s as if he tastes each word in his mouth and utters them with profound carefulness, hypnotizing people with them.

      Or maybe I’m just really drunk and coming to idiotic conclusions. “This is she.” Isla snorts into her palm and I give her the death glare, before quickly adding, “I mean it’s me, yes.”

      “My name is Callum MacRae. I’m the owner of CaMacRae Gardens.” I stay silent, racking my brain for any recognition but come up blank. He must have guessed that, so he continues to explain. “We specialize in creating greenhouses across the states to preserve rare flowers in rich natural gardens.” He waits a bit then says, “And such.”

      He clearly waits for some kind of reaction from me, but I have no clue what to say. I shake my head at Isla while she tries to mumble something, but I can barely register her words. “Best in the field,” she says louder, and then covers her mouth with her hands.

      “I see your friend knows more about it than you do. Considering she is a detective, I’m impressed.” And finally the company name registers in my mind, and I gasp, groaning. “Oh, I see it hit you,” he murmurs again with this freaking voice of his that probably clouded my judgment before.

      CaMacRae Gardens is one of the best botanic companies in the States, managing various organizations and gardens where they invest heavily in research. They have the best supplies, laboratories, and access to one of the rarest flowers. It’s almost impossible to get a position with them unless you know someone.

      Even an internship is a pipe dream, and considering my dad is the future senator, it speaks volumes of the hiring policy. “I’m sorry. I’m just… out of it today,” I try to excuse myself lamely, although I probably kissed my chances goodbye. At this point, I can only pray he doesn’t take me for a clueless idiot.

      He chuckles into the phone, sending prickles down my spine, and I wonder if I’ve gone insane. “I got your résumé submission for the botanic position we have.”

      “What?”

      Isla slaps her chest, scribbling something on her notepad and then practically shoving it into my face.

      I applied for you.

      My eyes almost bulge out of their sockets at this, because she’s never interfered in my business life, preferring to let me handle all the shitstorms on my own.

      In her opinion, everyone has to learn to deal with their own problems alone or they won’t ever learn.

      Wait.

      They had a position open and accepted applications? Since freaking when? This news would have travelled with lightning speed in the botanic group we have online.

      “And it so happens that I decided to work on Kaden Lachlan Scott’s mansion. He likes rare orchids, and that’s your specialty, right?” he asks.

      I blink again and jump in place, excitement filling every bone.

      Lachlan freaking Scott? As in one of the richest guys on the planet who owns a Victorian-style mansion with a maze and so many examples of beautiful, green forms of art, I could stare at the pictures forever?

      My hands are itching just at the prospect of touching some of the gardens he possesses. “It is.”

      “Right. How would you like to get on board for that project?”

      Is he serious right now? “I’d say tell me when I can start, and I’m all yours.” The minute the words slip past my lips, I want to knock my head against the wall, and Isla bursts out laughing, falling onto the couch while I flip her off, because it’ll be a miracle if this guy gives me a job.

      “All mine, huh?” There is something in his voice that nags my mind, but I quickly brush it aside when he continues. “My assistant will call you with all the details.”

      “Thank y—” But the line is already dead as he hangs up on me without further ado.

      I’m drunk off my ass, my fiancé cheated on me with my sister, and I just got a job at CaMacRae Gardens to work on Lachlan Scott’s garden.

      Life truly is full of surprises.

      

      Callum

      I throw the phone on the table and immediately focus my attention back on the man sitting in front of me.

      He is wearing a perfectly tailored three-piece suit, and his metal cane swirls as he plays it back and forth in his hands. His crystal-clear blue eyes focus their stare on me as if searching for my weakness, but I give none away.

      Nothing but boredom crosses my expression when I say, “So we have a deal?”

      He sips a little from his whiskey glass, the ice cubes clinking against each other while he ponders over my request. One might think that the blond man currently occupying the chair in my penthouse office is a businessman who thrives on striking the best deal for himself.

      Only few truly know what hides beneath the icy exterior, and God help those who try to cross him.

      There is only one king in the underground of this town, and that’s Lachlan Scott.

      One of the reasons I permanently reside in Houston, is that I never learned to share the power.

      “I don’t come to Texas to make deals, Callum. Why do you feel you can come to New York and make a deal with me?” He twists the glass and then takes another sip, his stare still on me.

      My pose stays completely relaxed though, as I rest my elbow on the chair and blow a puff of smoke between us.

      Not a muscle flickers on his face either, but then you don’t have two serial killers in the same room and expect fucks or fear from them, do you? “I’m special like that. One of a kind.”

      He chuckles, although it barely holds any amusement. “You want my mansion and my city for an indefinite amount of time.”

      “A month is hardly indefinite, Lachlan.” I press the butt into the ashtray and fish for another one, the urge for another hit of nicotine never-ending.

      I light up my cigarette while he continues his speech, not giving two shits about my words. “And you expect me to comply with this…”

      He clicks his fingers several times, and I supply, “Request?”

      “Demand,” he says instead, and throws the glass against the wall, where it shatters into tiny little pieces, not that either of us pay attention to that. “You are no one here, Callum. The only reason you are still alive is because I’m generous. Don’t overstep your welcome.”

      He leans back, and I know he waits for my next move.

      All this is just like a chess game where he dashes pawn after pawn, while expecting me to submit my queen and knights.

      Too bad for him I’m not one of those serial killers who worships the ground he walks on because he took them in like lost puppies.

      I make my own motherfucking rules. “I’ll give you the Stunning Ranch.”

      Interest flickers in his blue orbs, but his face shows me nothing. “I hardly need cattle.”

      “I specialize in horses,” I singsong, and then pass the lighter between my fingers, taking greedy pulls from my cigarette. “It brings in around fifteen million dollars yearly, give or take.”

      “I’ll give you fifteen million myself if I don’t have to see your cocky ass here.”

      I chuckle, choking on the smoke, and point the cigarette at him. “Good one. Too bad that’s not an option.”

      “You don’t have options, Callum.”

      Fury zaps through me, but I control the urge to fish for my knife and stab him right in his smug face, only because his tone grates on my nerves and annoys me to no end.

      But he is fucking right. In this fucking town, I have no options unless he grants me one.

      “Name the price, Lachlan.” My voice turns cold, cutting all the bullshit, because I’ve had enough of this game. We could do this all day long, but I have no time for it.

      People to kill, bodies to bury, and a woman to hunt. A man simply can’t waste his time much these days.

      He rubs his chin with his cane, which no doubt has a knife underneath the metallic head, and finally speaks up, a smug smile curving his lips. “I want Alison.”

      My body freezes, and I summon all my will into my fist, restraining the fury that threatens to unleash. “No fucking way.”

      He nods. “Well, then there is no deal.”

      Fucking asshole.

      “I hunted for her for years. She was in horrid condition when I finally found her and made her into the beauty she is. And you want to waltz in and take her from me now that she’s ready to show off? Fuck you, Lachlan.”

      He waves his hand at me, as if dismissing my words all together. “Your obsession with your boat doesn’t interest me. The yacht is one of the most expensive and prestigious things on the market. Micaden confirmed it for me.” I should have known the asshole couldn’t be trusted with my yacht without spilling the beans to everyone else. “Agree to the deal with me, and the town is yours for the month.” He waits a beat, and then, “Rules apply, of course.”

      Yeah, the fucker wants my yacht and then hangs his fucking rules on me. “Then I have my own condition.”

      “You are in no position to throw conditions,” he muses, but too bad for him, I don’t give a shit.

      “Arson won’t babysit me.”

      Lachlan laughs, getting up and shaking his head. “He will, because after me, he has the power. I’ll be in Paris for the time being.” Right, because now he operates in cities due to his private life.

      “I didn’t agree to the deal,” I say, exhaling smoke into his face, but he doesn’t even wince.

      Just grins sinisterly while plastering his palms on the table and leaning forward. “How much do you want Giselle Walker, Callum?” He leans back then strolls to the door, and without turning around says, “Think about that before spitting another word at me. And message me your decision. Quite frankly, I don’t want to hear your voice in the near future.” And with that, he steps outside, shutting the door loudly behind him.

      King of New York indeed.

      Because as much as I want Alison… nothing compares to the need to own Giselle Walker and become her greatest nightmare as I drag her to the underworld with me.

      I can restore another yacht, but I can’t find another Giselle.

      My little prey… the game just started, and you’ve already cost me so much.

      But all debts will be paid.

      I have no doubt about it.
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      Giselle, 14 years old

      Dusting off my gardening gloves, I wrap my hand around the spade and press on it with my foot, digging into the ground, and huff in exasperation, “Freaking heat.” The ground is so dry all my force is not enough to dig a hole to plant new flowers.

      I try again, and while it cracks a little under pressure, it still brings me no results. So I push the spade aside and grab a hose, spraying the area and wetting it as much as possible, all while admiring the garden around me.

      Grandfather’s manor has sure grown into a huge-ass estate in the last five years, and I can’t help but puff my chest proudly at that. Where once there was nothing but land with perfectly cut grass… is now a miracle garden, as it’s called.

      Various rose bushes and lilies are spread over the five acres, in all the colors of the rainbow, which brighten up the darkness of the manor that is always shrouded in the shadow from the trees on the back of the house.

      Several alcoves are spread around with comfortable benches to read on while the purple wisterias dangle through the roofs, sending a sweet scent through the spaces.

      Combined with a few trees and narrow concrete paths that each lead to different gates or secluded places on the land… the garden could have been taken straight from a book about magical creatures.

      “Nothing will grow here.”

      Darius’s, our butler, voice snaps me from admiration of my work, and I turn to him, winking. “We’ll see.” He laughs but then coughs a little, and my brows furrow when I notice traces of blood on his tissue. “Are you all right?”

      He waves his hand and walks closer. “Don’t worry about me, child. It comes with age.”

      I roll my eyes at this and switch the pressure a little on the hose, and then point it far away, wanting to wet the ground around too.

      “This stubbornness of yours will be your undoing one day. Mark my words,” Darius proclaims, knocking with the tip of his shoe on the ground, inspecting it. “This particular spot has always been dry. Even your momma didn’t manage to help it.”

      My heart pangs painfully at the mention of her, squeezing inside my chest so hard it’s difficult to breathe, but I exhale heavily, reminding myself that part of her is still with me. And that’s the unconditional love for creating something beautiful with flowers. Giving even the darkest of places meaning with the beauty nature granted us. “I think she’d have been on my side on this.”

      “Hard to argue with that.” He ruffles my hair, and I duck my head, avoiding the touch.

      “I’m not little anymore.”

      “For us, you always will be, kiddo.” The love lacing his voice warms me from head to toe, because even though sometimes the most awful of things happen in this life, life shows a way to soothe it.

      My mom died from pneumonia six years ago, because she didn’t go to the hospital to treat it. I didn’t know it then, but we could barely afford food, let alone health insurance. We lived in a small apartment with a broken heater on the outskirts of Nashville, and Mom constantly created wild stories for us to stay under the blanket.

      Yet I can’t remember happier times in my life.

      Social services found my closest relative, my dad’s dad, who happened to be a rich man in his fifties and he possessed one of the most sought-after manors in the city. He agreed to take me in, and that’s how I came here.

      At first, I would cry at night all the freaking time, and Darius came to the rescue, reading me stories until one day it stopped.

      Because Grandfather forbids mingling with the help. It’s not good for Walkers to interact so much with the workers.

      It’s a load of bullshit, but no one goes against his orders.

      I have firsthand knowledge of what happens when you disrespect the family name. Shivers rush through me, and unconsciously I rub my wrists, still remembering the sting of bruised skin from the chain.

      Shaking my head from bad memories that have no place in the present, I reply cheerily, “Yeah, well, only four more years before I move out.” My stomach flips, only because uneasiness flashes through me at the prospect of leaving Darius and Lydia, my grandfather’s housekeeper.

      Amusement lights up his eyes, the wrinkles underneath them becoming more visible, and for the hundredth time, I wonder why Grandfather still keeps him on and won’t let him rest on his ranch in Texas. “Sure, kiddo. You’ll be the best florist this city has ever seen.”

      “Well—” My cheeks heat up, but before I can thank him for his kind words, loud voices arguing interrupt us.

      We share a look, and he stands in front of me, almost pushing me behind his back as if wanting me to avoid this conversation.

      But since the people arguing have moved into the living room, which opens directly onto the terrace leading to the garden, there is no avoiding hearing them.

      “Get the hell out of here, Marvin.”

      “She is my child, Father. Mine! You can’t keep her away from me forever.” There is the sound of a cane hitting the floor, which means Grandfather has moved closer to the speaker and is about to threaten him. “She is my granddaughter. I have custody of her.”

      My brows furrow at this, while I blink in confusion and try to study the strange man better through the window.

      Are they talking about me? But why would he say I’m his child if my father died when I was little? One of the reasons Grandfather never spoke about him and always told me to keep my mouth shut.

      This also explains why everyone at school thinks we aren’t blood related.

      “Not for long. She is mine!”

      “Well, she was yours fourteen years ago, but that didn’t stop you from marrying Martina,” Grandfather snaps, and I gasp while Darius curses.

      “Come on, Giselle. Go to your room.” He wraps his arm around me, shifting me to the side so I’ll go in through the back door, but I’m having none of it.

      I dip under his grip and step back, still focusing on the two men as I walk toward them, my heart pounding in my chest so much I feel it in my throat.

      Meanwhile the arguing continues. “You took them away from me.”

      Grandfather snorts, hitting the floor with the cane again. “Please, her mother was a good-for-nothing, maid in our garden. Did you think I’d ever allow you to be with her?”

      I finally have a good view of the man and halt my movements, taking him in.

      He has the same brown hair and sapphire eyes that I do, but his complexion is paler than mine, and he is so tall he even looms above Grandfather. Even though Grandfather still manages to have a bigger presence than him.

      “You had no right to take Giselle.”

      “Darius and I will raise her better.” He waits a beat and then adds, “She is his granddaughter, too, after all.”

      I reel to the side from the impact of his words, and the porcelain figurine next to me falls from the table onto the floor, shattering into pieces.

      Just like my heart does.

      Both men turn their heads to me while Darius rushes inside the room. Their shocked expressions would look almost comical if the situation wasn’t so tragic.

      Ignoring reason, I rest my eyes on my father and he does the same, his face reflecting different emotion—from regret to wonder and then something else I can’t name. “You’re alive?” I ask a stupid question, because he clearly is, but I need to make sure.

      “Where is Daddy, Mommy?”

      “He’s no longer with us, sweetheart. A monster took him away.”

      So all that time, Mom lied? How could she have done it to me?

      “My God” is all he says before he almost runs to me and encloses his arms around me, enveloping me in a hug so strong I almost can’t breathe.

      His scent, the mix of tobacco and whiskey, instantly surrounds me and oddly enough gives me peace I’ve never known before.

      He places his hand on my head, continuing to rock me in his arms, back and forth while humming a little as if I’m a child. “Everything is going to be okay now, Giselle,” he assures me, like I should be relieved with this information.

      But that’s when I catch Grandfather’s stare that narrows on us, and he shoots a glance to Darius, who has his mouth covered with his gloved hand—in despair or shock, I’m not sure.

      And that became the beginning of an even bigger nightmare.

      

      Callum

      Whistling loudly, I grab onto the metal bars and climb up, my leather shoes clicking against them, all while the room is cloaked in silence, filled with only barely audible whimpers.

      Sometimes I’ll stop, hoping one of those victims will surprise me, but tonight is not the time.

      After all, there’s fun even in the predictable.

      Stepping onto the ground, I grin widely at the man standing at the edge of the diving platform, mumbling something through the gag in his mouth as he tugs wildly on the ropes wrapped around his middle, imprisoning him in a tight hold he can never break.

      “Alesio.” I open my arms wide. “My dear friend. Long time no see.”

      He shakes his head, mumbling something again. His expression could be called pleading with how he scrunches his eyes filled with terror and works his mouth around the gag.

      Hilarious shit, really.

      I reach for the knife in my back pocket, gripping it between my thumb and index finger so it showcases in the best of light for him. “Sorry it took me this long to come back. Had to find this. Do you know what it is?” He starts to shake, stepping back a little, and I tsk with my tongue. “Nah-ah-ah. I’d be careful moving, Alesio. One more step and you’ll fall into the pool.” The pool chooses this time to blare a sound; several light bubbles echo in the space while the glistening water shines brightly in the dim light.

      Not a soul in sight, I almost sigh with contempt.

      “Where was I? Ah yes, the knife. It’s a blade, made out of the finest steel and coated with snake venom.” He freezes, his eyes hectically jumping between the weapon and me, while I continue to enlighten him on a subject he will never appreciate.

      But a man’s gotta know what will kill him, right? A knife deserves to get its recognition. I don’t give a fuck about Alesio’s death.

      All this is an endless game in my life, after all, so he serves no purpose but entertainment. “When I’ll stab you with it, the venom will need five minutes, give or take, to kill you.” I click my fingers, bringing his attention to me while he swallows hard. “How generous of me, isn’t it?”

      Instead of appreciating it though, he erupts in another whimper while pleading something.

      I assume it’s pleading, because not many sounds come from behind the gag.

      I glance down and familiar adrenaline spreads through me as I admire the seven and a half-meter height, when the pool almost becomes a distant blur, reminding me no matter how big something is, if you look at it from the right angle, it can be barely a dot on the map.

      If I push him off the side, he will land within seconds on the ground and his bones will break and the blood will leak everywhere. His skin will have several scratches, and he’ll probably swallow the gag.

      If he face-plants, he’ll be almost unrecognizable.

      Frowning, I tip my chin with the back of the knife, because the idea doesn’t seem very exciting.

      Where will the fear and struggle from the venom be —while the poison slowly strips you of everything—as you sink deeper and deeper into despair, reflecting on your life?

      Where will the struggle be?

      Most importantly, where will the fun be in it for me?

      “Choice, choices,” I mutter and then pull a letter from my back pocket. It’s bright pink, so I dangle it in front of him. “Recognize the color?” Realization flashes in his eyes and he whimpers, but this time it’s a different sound that my ears register.

      It no longer has pleading in it, no.

      Now it’s begging.

      But begging rarely helps you. Instead, it gives power to those who have the ability to puppet your life. How ironic that Alesio of all people hasn’t learned that lesson. “Think about that, Alesio. And maybe your life in eternal hell will be less… difficult,” I tell him and walk toward him, stabbing him with the knife right into his liver. He screams, but I hardly hear it.

      I twist it inside him then pull it back, and before he can blink, I kick him in the stomach so that he falls into the pool with a loud splash, the water spilling over the sides and alerting the security so alarms start to buzz loudly.

      After all, no one is allowed inside after nine at night.

      Too bad I won’t hear his agonized screams, but the knowledge of his suffering should be enough.

      I see him twisting a little in the water, but then slowly the body falls to the bottom of the pool, all while crystal clear water allows me to see him in all his victimized glory.

      Paralyzing venom for the win!

      And just like that, the pleasure vanishes as the familiar boredom comes back, annoying the shit out of me.

      But then her image flashes in front of my eyes and unusual calm settles over me. I can almost forget about the past, with her soft voice whispering in my ear.

      Almost.

      Even my Persephone has no power to forever erase the hell I’ve been living in for the last twenty-five years.

      

      Giselle

      Someone shakes my arm, but I wave it off, digging my face deeper into the pillow, and murmur, “Go away.”

      “Giselle, you need to get up.” Isla’s voice nags at my mind, and I frown in my sleep, grabbing the edges of the blanket and pulling it over me tighter, not wanting to crawl out of this warm heaven.

      Isla apparently doesn’t believe in freaking heaters at the house, and the weather lately has been freezing. “Giselle,” she repeats, this time pinching my shoulder a little, and I snap my eyes open, sending her an annoyed glare.

      “It’s Sunday, and I’m jobless. So, for the love of God, let me sleep.” Satisfied that I’ve managed to get this many words out, considering the headache starting at the back of my neck, I’m about to roll on my side, when she says, “Your grandfather is here.”

      Oh my God.

      I jerk on the bed, sitting up swiftly while a horrified gasp escapes my mouth.

      “My point exactly.” Isla finally has my attention and drops onto the bed next to me. “He showed up ten minutes ago and barked an order to wake you up.” She exhales heavily. “I’d say he’s pissed.”

      Yeah, this description means nothing really, because to strangers, my grandfather is always pissed.

      The level is what makes all the difference, as that usually has consequences for me.

      I quickly grab my jeans and sweater, rush to the bathroom, and groan when I see my reflection.

      My eyes are bloodshot, my hair is all over the place, and my face is bloated, since I drank a ton. I brush my teeth and wash my face, thinking thousands of reasons why he might be here.

      Trust funds? Scandals? Me getting fired from the job and it disrespecting his name?

      I wipe my face and give myself a last glance before running to the living room, but I stop in time before I bound like a lunatic into the room.

      No such behavior from the lady of the manor.

      Clearing my throat, I get his attention, pausing his coffee cup— he doesn’t drink anything else—midway to his mouth, and he glances to the side from the chair. His other hand rests on his cane as he runs his gaze from my head to my toes. “Giselle,” he says softly, calmly, so calmly it can freeze hell over.

      Oh no.

      Grandfather is not pissed.

      He is freaking livid!

      “Grandfather, what an unexpected visit,” I greet him cheerily, sitting opposite him while he continues to sip his coffee, his hawk-like eyes still on me as he searches for my weak points.

      I shift uncomfortably in the prolonged silence and motion for Isla to go do something, because no way in hell will he talk with her in the room.

      She gives me a thumbs-up and then announces loudly, “I’m going to go grab stuff for work. See you later, babe, Mr. Walker.” She nods at him, and he waves his hand in a dismissive gesture, and I groan inwardly.

      Not a day goes by that Grandfather doesn’t show his disapproval of this friendship. After all, Isla has no fancy family name or manners suitable to mingle with the Walkers, according to him.

      The door closes behind her, and that’s when he finally speaks up, still maintaining the calm voice that sends chills down my spine. “Tell me, Giselle, what’s your family name?”

      Licking my lips, I force the word through my dry throat that begs for liquid, and yet I can’t have any in front of him. “Walker.”

      “Is that so?” he asks, surprised, taking another sip. “Walker is the family name of generations and generations of people who wear it proudly and never show weakness to strangers.”

      My brows furrow at this while I wrack my mind for the reason for this speech again. He has done it so many times in my life I’ve memorized the words. “I’m aware.”

      He chuckles, although it lacks humor, and finally puts the cup on the table, rattling it a little. “I don’t think you are. Your fiancé sleeps with your sister, and instead of keeping quiet about it, you run to your friend and get drunk.” The air hitches in my lungs at his words, and my eyes widen when I look at him. He smirks again, which only deepens the wrinkles on his face. “Yes, I already know about that. How could you have disrespected your family like this?”

      My stomach flips while everything inside me sinks, and anger unlike any before spreads through me. Pushing it back, I grit my teeth, barely keeping my voice down out of the respect for the elderly.

      Although, in this moment, it’s really hard for me to remember why I should always respect him and not just shout my heart out at him. “How could I? Don’t you wonder how Lucy could do it to me?”

      “I do not appreciate the tone, young lady.”

      “Yeah?” I say, standing and lifting my chin to meet his stare head-on. “Well I do not appreciate accusations thrown my way when it’s Lucy who fucked around and not me.”  How is it that their affair ended up being my fault? What the hell is this?

      He raises his cane and slams it into my stomach, and I yelp, falling back onto the chair while pain travels from my belly button to my knees. “Watch your words around me, Giselle. You are not too old to get a beating.”

      I blink several times, too stunned from his actions to say anything. But then memories come back, along with dark rooms… and the smells that always filled them.

      Instantly, I want to wrap my hands around my knees and rock a little, but I fist my hands on my lap while Grandfather continues to talk. And like the weak, pathetic human I am, I continue to listen. “Here is what we are going to do. Your wedding was supposed to be two weeks from now, with an engagement party tomorrow. Lucy will marry him instead of you. The invitation said Walker anyway, so it doesn’t matter.” With each of his words, the knife he invisibly stabs into me sinks deeper and deeper, creating a bigger wound. “You will come to the party, smile, and act like nothing is wrong. If anyone brings up your relationship with the groom, you will laugh it off and say how happy you are for your sibling. Do you understand?”

      “And if I don’t?” I ask, watching him carefully so I have no illusions left about this man who raised me.

      What did I expect anyway?

      “Your friend has a very good job, but this apartment doesn’t belong to her. You wouldn’t want her to be homeless and jobless, would you, Giselle? Plus, there is Darius, of course.”

      Fear washes over me at this threat, and I shake my head in disbelief. “What have you become, Grandfather?” He never would have won the grandpa-of-the-year award, but he has never been so evil.

      Manipulative to get what he wants? Yes. But straight up blackmailing me and jeopardizing the lives of people I care about?

      Never.

      When did he start hating me so much?

      “You got my surname, because my son got your mother pregnant. Wear the gift I’ve given you proudly. And do not disrespect me again, Giselle. You won’t like the consequences,” he warns as he gets up and strolls to the door, his cane hitting the floor so loudly the sound bounces off the walls.

      He twists the door handle, but before opening it, he says over his shoulder, “Taking you in all those years ago turned into nothing but disappointment.” And with this final blow, he leaves while I drop to the floor, pressing my fist to my mouth so painful screams won’t escape it.

      While cries and whimpers shake my body, I wonder why life sometimes is so cruel to those who can’t change anything about their fate.

      We don’t choose the family we are born into, or so people say.

      But more importantly, we don’t choose the amount of pain they can dish out for not being the way they want us to be.

      Grandfather doesn’t issue empty threats though. If I don’t act compliant, he will make Isla’s and Grandpa Darius’s lives a living hell.

      And I can’t ever allow that.

      I’m used to constantly living in pain; other people don’t have to.

      After all, that’s the price I paid for being a Walker.

      

      Callum

      I rest my back against my black car, lighting up a cigarette right in time to see Alfred Walker exiting the building with his two bodyguards hiding him from the outside world as his driver waits with the car door open.

      He places his hand on the roof of his car, rubs his chin with his cane, and then looks up as if wanting to drill the building with his eyes to see his granddaughter one more time. Defeat is written all over his features as he exhales heavily and gets inside the vehicle, barking something to his men.

      A few seconds later, the car speeds away, leaving only dust behind while I remove my headphones, because nothing but Giselle’s cries echo in them anyway.

      Unfamiliar emotions swirl through my system, and only my self-control allows me to stay glued to the spot and not storm inside her building to do something so she’ll stop crying so much.

      This reaction has no reasonable explanation; therefore, it cannot be done.

      I take out my phone and dial the number, and thankfully the man on the other end of the line picks up quickly. My patience is thin anyway.

      “Whatever you want, Callum, the answer is no.” The fucker sounds too fucking smug about it, and a little grin spreads on my mouth.

      “I need an invitation to the Walker engagement tomorrow.”

      “Well good luck with that.” I hear him cracking something in his mouth while strange music blasts through speakers on his end. Someone even manages to moan in the background.

      Leave it to him to party fucking hard in the morning. “You do that for me, and I will do something for you.”

      “There is nothing you could do for me. Well, actually there is.” He waits a beat and then adds, “You can kill yourself and spare me from listening to you.” He laughs as if finding it hilarious, and I roll my eyes, wondering how he survived this long in the business with such an attitude.

      But then only a few know how truly lethal and inhuman he can be. “Santiago. If you do it, I’ll be in debt to you.”

      That gets his attention, and he barks, “Everyone quiet down.” And then he comes back to the conversation. “You will owe the Four Dark Horsemen? You of all people?” he clarifies, and I shrug, even though he can’t see it.

      “Why not? Your debts will only mean you will want my territory.” I drop the cigarette on the concrete, stepping on it while fishing for my keys.

      “So the rumor of you going insane because of a woman is true.”

      “So true,” I assure him, even though no one truly knows my intentions. Playing the obsessed man over a woman though sure scores me a lot of points with this fucker.

      “Interesting. We will review your request and come back to you with an answer shortly.” He hangs up on me, and I chuckle, knowing full well it’s a done deal and I can expect an invitation in my mail box.

      The Four Dark Horsemen, as they are known, crave power and then more power. They live in their desire to kill, hunt, and reign with no distractions or bowing to anyone.

      One of the reasons they chose Chicago as their ground.

      All this doesn’t matter though, because the asshole of a grandfather has only sped up my plans.

      Looks like my Persephone will join the gates of Hades sooner than either of us expected.

      Ah, isn’t life just beautiful?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Giselle, 17 years old

      “Giselle, darling. Could you please come here?” Martina’s voice booms in the living room, and I exhale heavily, putting my tablet with the latest news on gardening competitions aside.

      I wanted to check if I could participate in any and win money for my current project, but I guess that will have to wait until my stepmom finds her peace.

      My toes curl in the fluffy carpet, and I walk through the hallway with purple walls and white trim to the first floor of our spacious Manhattan apartment.

      Dad doesn’t believe in having a mansion once you enter politics, so people will think you aren’t rich and won’t act pompous to them. Whatever the hell that’s supposed to mean.

      The apartment has three bedrooms upstairs, one downstairs, along with a living room and terrace that opens up to a view of the Empire State Building. So the whole not acting rich thing is not working out much, I suppose. But then he wanted to use the fact he lives independently from Alfred Walker as leverage.

      From people doing the best for the people, or whatever his campaign preached.

      My feet slap against the wood, and I find Martina sitting on the couch, sipping her coffee as the morning breeze sways the curtains and brings in fresh air. Danika, our housekeeper, winks at me as she places my tea and apple pie on the table and disappears behind the kitchen door.

      “I’m here,” I say, dropping onto the couch, and Martina grins at me even though her eyes stay absolutely indifferent.

      That’s the thing about her… whatever she does, be it a good thing or a bad one, her expression never wavers, as if it’s permanently carved on her features.

      I’m not sure if it’s the plastic surgery or she simply doesn’t give a shit about anything as long as she can continue living her sheltered life.

      “Darling, you are going to college soon,” she says, and I pick up the fork and dig into the pie, waiting for her to elaborate. “I was thinking we need to get your ready for a fashion design degree. How about a little shopping and trip to Paris?” Her voice is so cheery and hopeful as she seems to wait for me to jump in delight any minute now. “We can book ticke—”

      “I’m going into landscaping design,” I cut her off, not willing to listen to whatever else she has in mind on this topic.

      She blinks, her mouth forming an O, but then she plasters on a fake smile of hers. “Of course. If that’s what you wish. I just wanted you and Lucy to have the same degree.” A beat, and then, “You’d have projects together and have fun at the university.”

      “Lucy is going to college in two years. Why would I wait for her?”

      She blinks again and I hold back the desire to roll my eyes, because sometimes I feel like both mother and daughter live in their makeshift reality.

      After that incident in the mansion, Dad managed to snatch me away from Grandfather on the grounds of him being my parent. Since the Walker family name couldn’t be dragged through the court, Grandfather agreed with one condition: I’d spend all my weekends with him, learning manners I’d probably be lacking living with them.

      His exact words.

      Thankfully, Dad lived in New York, so at least I didn’t have to change schools. He introduced me to his family, his wife Martina, who is a beautiful woman in her forties with absolutely flawless skin that various diamonds highlight. She welcomed me with open arms, stating I could call her Mom if I wanted to.

      I’ve never wanted to.

      But the biggest surprise was my little sister, Lucy, who was two years younger than me and shockingly jumped into my arms. She was so excited for us to be together and at first demanded we a share room. When I politely refused, she bawled her eyes out and her parents started to persuade me.

      It should have been the first sign for me that this place sucked.

      Their little princess got everything, but on most days, they let me be, so I withstood Lucy’s occasional outbursts.

      Martina’s voice brings me back to the present. “Well I thought maybe you’d want to travel for a bit, have fun, instead of rushing into a degree program. You have all the time in the world.”

      And rely on them financially longer than necessary? Yeah, no thanks.

      The elevator in the penthouse dings loudly before I can comment on her last statement, and Lucy rushes inside, tears streaming down her face, her private school uniform smeared in dirt. “Mommy!” she cries out and goes straight to Martina.

      She hugs her close, worriedly asking, “What’s going on?”

      Danika comes out too, with tissues in hand and a glass of water for her as Lucy continues to cry uncontrollably, her whole body shaking. I join them on the couch and rub her back soothingly, wondering what happened to her in school.

      Everyone loves her; she is the darling of that private school. So the idea that someone hurt her there is… weird.

      She is followed by Dad, who is furious and barks at Danika, “Stay in the fucking kitchen.” She runs away, while he throws his leather case on the floor and shouts, sending fear through my entire system. “Who the hell do you think you are?” His gaze is glued on Lucy, who burrows her head deeper into Martina’s embrace, while Dad bellows again, “Answer me!”

      “What did she do, Marvin?” Dread laces Martina’s voice, and Dad laughs, the bitter sound of it reverberating off the walls.

      “She smoked pot in her school, right under the principal’s office,” he replies, and Martina gasps and my eyes widen, glancing at Lucy, who still avoids my gaze. “Right when I’m about to start my campaign, my fifteen-year-old daughter smokes pot!” he screams and comes closer, grabbing her arm and causing her to yelp loudly. “What were you thinking?” He shakes her and her teeth snap, but she stays silent, only crying harder.

      “Maybe it wasn’t hers. Maybe someone else did it.” Martina twists her pearls between her fingers, swallowing harshly while also pressing her back to the couch. Clearly, she doesn’t want to get in the middle of this argument if it means facing Dad’s wrath.

      “Oh, it’s hers. I had to promise a new basketball court to the school so the principal keeps it quiet and off the records.”

      Dad shakes Lucy again, barking, “Stop crying. Tell me where you got the pot.”

      She turns her face, her lips sealed, but I already know the answer to that question. Peter, her boyfriend, always seems high with his glassy eyes and a face that looks like he doesn’t have a clue. Not to mention he always has some kind of problem that requires money from Lucy.

      Problems, my ass. More like an addiction and a rich girlfriend to pay for it. Lucy should be happy pot is the only thing they found; I’m sure he uses something stronger too.

      “It’s the boyfriend, isn’t it?” Dad asks, and pushes Lucy onto the couch where she lands with a loud thud. “Peter will be out of your life.”

      “No, Daddy!” she exclaims, speaking out for the first time, and then whimpers, “It’s not him.”

      “Then who?” The way Dad forms the question and crosses his arms clues me in that he already has come to a decision. For the first time in a while, I agree with it, because that boy is bad news.

      “Giselle,” she answers, and I freeze at her uttering my name and raise my eyes to her, shocked. “Giselle gave it to me. She had it. I kept it for her.” She wipes away her tears while pleading with me silently to agree with her lie, to accept once again one of her faults as my own.

      She learned this habit quickly once I started living here. Lucy is spoiled to the core, and I’m the perfect outlet to dish the blame on.

      But I won’t take the blame for this one. No freaking way!

      “I didn’t do it—” I start, but Dad already fists my hair in his hand and pulls me up while I groan in pain.

      “You,” he seethes into my face and then angles my head so I can meet his stare full of fury and hatred. “You gave her the pot that could have jeopardized my political career?”

      “It’s not mine.” But it’s like he doesn’t even hear me, because he continues to spout blow after blow at me.

      “Of course, your fascination with stupid nature. You can probably create it yourself.” This doesn’t even make sense, but Dad doesn’t care as he pulls my hair harder, sending prickles of pain through my scalp. “Instead of being grateful that I accepted you into my family…. You, a maid’s daughter.” He spits the last phrase as if I’m dirt under his nails. “And this is how you repay me?”

      I hate how sorrow travels through me, allowing the sting of his words to sink into my bones and remind me of my place here. I hate how I have the desire to run away and hide somewhere, away from this world that’s never accepted me as theirs.

      Because here, I always have to either be very good or be invisible to survive, all because my mom happened to be a maid. “I’ve never seen it. Lucy, tell him,” I beg her, but she tugs on her skirt, gazing down as if nothing is happening.

      How can she be so cruel?

      “She never had issues at school before we took you in. First, the homework, then the car, stealing alcohol, and now you almost jeopardize our future because you brought pot?”

      “Marvin, I think we need time to—”

      He doesn’t much care for what Martina has to say though. Instead, he spins around, his hold still firm in my hair as he drags me toward the elevator. “Since it’s Friday, let’s take you to your grandfather dearest, shall we? He’ll be thrilled to know about this.”

      At this, fear penetrates me, air leaves my lungs, and I plead, “Dad, don’t.”

      As furious as he is now, it’s nothing compared to my grandfather, to whom the family name means everything.

      And those who tarnish it in any way?

      Deserve nothing but punishment.
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        * * *

      

      I sit on the rusty concrete floor surrounded by complete silence. My back is pressed against the wall despite the pain vibrating in every cell of my body after the beating Grandfather inflicted on me.

      With his favorite weapon… the cane that always has the ability to bruise my skin in places no one will see.

      Like my back, my legs, my stomach.

      With each hit, he bellowed at me that I was a disappointment to him and smeared the Walker name in the dirt and dishonored generations of ancestors. All while he inflicted punishment on me in his office.

      I learned from a young age that cries of help or begging doesn’t help with him; you just need to accept it and live through it. Eventually, he always stops, as he doesn’t have the strength, or his fury fades.

      Today though, it lasted for thirty long minutes while he promised me that I would pay for it. He wouldn’t allow me to study for a landscape design degree, and I would study law like every Walker should.

      After he was done beating me, he ordered his guards to take me to the cold pantry, which had nothing but disgusting smells inside. They closed the door and kept me completely in the dark. Back when I was a child… a scarier place didn’t exist for me.

      Oddly now, I find peace in it, because all those people can’t touch me here.

      I will be here for seventeen hours. Grandfather always adjusts the time frame to my age, but this time when I’m out… everything will change.

      Because this time I won’t allow them to hurt me any longer.

      I stayed for so long because I thought eventually they would love me or accept me. But when I don’t live by their rules, they don’t need me.

      Don’t love me, will never be able to love me.

      So what’s the point of suffering if the outcome is the same?

      In this moment, I don’t know that fate has a funny way of knocking you on your ass when you least expect it.

      

      Giselle

      “Here’s to the happy couple, Kevin and Lucy. I couldn’t be prouder being your father,” Dad announces to the crowded room, and everyone sighs, while Lucy’s loud squeal bounces off the walls.

      She drags Kevin onto the stage, her heels clicking loudly on the shiny marble that glistens under the crystal chandelier, and she claps her hands. “Daddy!” she shouts, hugging him close, and he returns the embrace, making sure to shift them right into the view of the camera as the photographer snaps a photo.

      Geez, Dad uses everything for this campaign. Desperate much?

      The waiter passes me, and I quickly grab a glass from the tray. “Just keep them coming, darling,” I inform him, and he blinks in surprise then looks over my shoulder and back at me, nodding.

      Frowning, I look back but find no one but a bunch of gossiping women, probably going on about Lucy’s dress.

      Whatever.

      Taking a large sip, I almost moan at the cold liquid sliding down my throat and salute the happy couple before sipping again.

      Coming here was worth it for this expensive champagne alone.

      But then, everything for their little princess.

      Sip. Sip. Sip.

      “Giselle,” the soft voice calls me, and I grin at my stepmother, who hugs me close then kisses me two times on the cheek, which is more like a butterfly touch. “My darling, I’m so happy to see you here.”

      “Of course. How could I have missed such an evening?” My mouth spreads in a smile so wide I’m afraid it might burst at any moment.

      She sighs, rubbing my arm. “I know it must be hard for you, but I think it worked out for the best.”

      “You do?” I ask, even though I don’t give a fuck.

      “Lucy and Kevin are perfect for each other. You guys never had that—” She clicks her fingers a few times before pointing one at me. “—spark between you. It’s destiny.”

      I snort into my drink but cover it up with a cough, wanting nothing more than to scream at her to wake up. Maybe if she weren’t the kind of mother who found everything about her child amusing, none of this would have happened. Lucy has never had to face the consequences of her actions, and I played right along with them.

      “Right.” I finish the drink and snatch another one from a new tray before saying to her, “I need some fresh air.” The last thing I want is to watch Lucy show off her ring and kiss the living shit out of Kevin.

      Slowly, always freaking keeping my smile intact, I walk to the balcony door opening onto the terrace and admire the beauty around me.

      At least, I pretend to.

      My heels click loudly while my silky, navy blue dress hugs me so tight I wonder how I still breathe. The long, strapless dress, which brings out my eyes, showed up on my doorstep with a deliveryman three hours before the event.

      Even silver shoes and a matching bag accompanied it.

      The package didn’t have a note, but I didn’t have to guess. Grandfather made sure I didn’t show up wearing something boring or not expensive enough.

      I resisted shredding the thing because it’s an expensive design belonging to Frankie’s Dream. Destroying such a dress would have been a crime.

      Finally outside, I breathe in the smell of freshly cut grass and relax a little, the familiar environment swirling around me like a cocoon.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I see that Grandfather is preoccupied with the current mayor, so he won’t notice my disappearance. Quickly, I stroll down the stairs leading into the garden, longing to brush my toes over the grass and neatly done concrete, but I resist the urge.

      If a photographer should be walking around here and notice me barefoot with a glass in hand… yeah, I can imagine the headlines already.

      Drunk and heartbroken Giselle Walker strolls through the garden.

      I snort into my glass, because heartbroken so doesn’t fit me. With all the preparation for this party, I came to the realization that while I loved the idea of marrying a perfect guy like Kevin, I was never really in love with him. We didn’t have passion between us—one of the reasons I was never tempted to sleep with him.

      The reason he received a yes to his question was simple. He never would’ve had the ability to hurt me, and had he cheated on me with anyone but my sister, I wouldn’t have cared.

      Angry and annoyed? Yes.

      But my heart would have been out of it.

      “Which is tragic in itself,” I murmur and then frown, noticing a bench with cattleya orchids tilted a little, which has resulted in them being stepped on. “My poor things.” I’ve poured so much soul into Grandfather’s mansion, where the party is happening, and his people can’t even check if everything runs smoothly in it?

      I touch the petals softly, wincing at their crumpled state. “Ah, my darling. I’m going to fix you.” I tilt the orchid to the side, removing a pin from my hair and attaching it to the top of the bench, which allows the orchid to dangle freely, without reaching the ground. Then I push on the bench, wanting to put it in the right position, but it doesn’t budge.

      Huffing in exasperation, I press my knee against the bench and push on the back of it again, but still nothing.

      Puffing into my brown locks, I breathe heavily and search for a solution, when a shadow looms above me.

      Blinking a few times, my eyes travel up, up, up until they settle on the most handsome yet dangerous-appearing face, if such a combination is possible.

      And my heart stills for a moment, when all I can do is stare at this stranger who has suddenly shown up.

      He is wearing a tuxedo that perfectly emphasizes his wide shoulders and every rigid muscle. The white shirt brings attention to his tanned skin while the bow tie on his neck lures one to check out his face with flawless cheekbones and mesmerizing brown eyes that remind me of cymbidium orchids, holding so many secrets and emotions that I can’t catch. Despite him wearing elegant attire, a five-o’clock shadow highlights his face while his darkish-brown hair is pulled into a man bun. Although I think his hair is only slightly longer than the lobes of his ears.

      I see a tattoo peeking out of his collar, barely visible, the shape unclear. He is so tall, probably around six foot five, since he seems taller than Kevin, and I have to crane my neck to meet his stare head-on.

      All in all, he reminds me of a wolf in sheep’s clothing, because under this elegant attire hides a dangerous fire, judging by the sinister smile curving his mouth. “Need help?” he asks, his voice washing over me like the softest of silk, sliding over my skin and alerting every sense.

      Instinctively, I rub my arms, my brows furrowing at the familiarity of it. I’ve heard it before, but where?

      “No, I’ll handle it,” I reply idiotically, and place my hands on the back of the bench again, ready to push, but his deep chuckle stops me.

      “Yeah, I don’t think you need to try a third time.” With that, he bends down, grabs the end of the seat, and lifts it up, adjusting it in the air before putting it back on the concrete in the right position. “There, all done.”

      “Thank you,” I say and shift awkwardly, not knowing what to say. I’m usually not shy with strangers. It comes with the job, especially when I interned in a florist shop where I created different bouquets for people daily. They tended to chat about their special occasions or their lives.

      But somehow, the sheer presence of this man unsettles something inside me, and I want to escape his company as soon as possible.

      “So what’s a beautiful woman doing out here?” he asks, placing his hands in his pockets, zeroing his whole focus on me, and my cheeks heat up from the intensity of it.

      I think I drank too much; what else explains these high school reactions to some strange dude? Any minute now, I’ll be shouting it’s love at first sight.

      A slight smile pulls at my lips at the thought, and his voice brings me back to the present again. “Penny for your thoughts?”

      “Fixing gardens,” I reply, picking up my glass from the concrete. “The orchids were stuck, so—”

      “You needed to rescue them?” he supplies, warmth filling his tone, and I frown, not expecting it.

      This man will give me whiplash. “Well, yes. They are my babies, after all.” I cover my mouth with my palm, groaning inwardly at this ridiculous choice of words.

      He lifts his brow. “Care to elaborate?”

      “I designed and nurtured this garden.”

      “Really?”

      I bristle at his patronizing, or rather mocking, tone, not appreciating that he apparently finds the idea laughable. “Yes.”

      “Retract the claws, darling. You are just so young to take on such a huge project.”

      Now we are suddenly talking about my age? Besides, he seems only a little bit older than me, so he has no room to talk.

      He looks around, admiring the garden. “Great job though.” The way he says it, with a completely straight face and matter-of-factly, brings me joy, because I know he means it.

      And given the fact that not many people witness my work or know I can design like this—since I haven’t had any important projects on my own—it means the world that I can share this beauty with someone.

      Even if it’s a hot stranger who confuses my mind.

      “My grandfather wanted me home from school all the time, not allowing me to mingle with friends, so designing this garden was my only salvation.” The minute the words slip past my lips, they register in my head. What the hell am I doing? I’ve never in my life shared this tidbit of information with anybody.

      “Sometimes we find salvation in our pain or talent. Although at some point in life, those two entwine.” Indifference laces his tone, yet I can’t help but feel the emotion behind the words.

      And they hit home, since I always cried myself to sleep when everyone else got to go to the movies or form bonds… while I was locked away in the castle.

      “But beauty flourishes from those too,” I say, licking my lips, and his gaze shifts to them as my cheeks heat up. He steps closer, and my breath hitches for a second, anticipating his next action, but he just moves the dangling lock from my face to behind my ear.

      “Indeed.”

      I take a large sip from my glass, hoping the cold champagne can cool my alert body that is acting insane. How is it possible to have such a strong reaction to a stranger?

      “Giselle Walker.” He sweeps his gaze over me from head to toe, and goose bumps break on my skin from the way he tasted my name on his tongue.

      Forget about this man being dangerous. He is sinful, if the heat blazing from his eyes is anything to go by. “Why are you not there”—he points at the terrace—“inside, celebrating with your family?”

      And just like that, my mood sours, breaking the bubble around me and reminding me of my present circumstances. For a moment there, I forgot about it, engrossed in the conversation with a stranger.

      “Disapprove of your sister’s choice?” he asks again, since I stay silent.

      This pushes me to murmur, “Of course not. Kevin is perfect for her.” I don’t even try to lie on this one.

      He chuckles, leaning forward. “Like he was while being your fiancé?”

      I still, my stomach flipping while his hawk-like stare fixes on me.

      Oh my God, how could I have been so stupid?

      Stepping back, I narrow my eyes while my voice turns icy cold. “Nice play. I almost believed the act.”

      He rubs his chin. “What act is that?”

      I dislike these kinds of people, because they use every weapon in their arsenal for their deception. “The tabloid kind. Searching for a juicy story to write in the papers?” I should have known someone would follow me. Who’d pass up the opportunity? I just assumed he was a guest by his expensive attire.

      “Is there a juicy story to write?” Something akin to fury flashes in his gaze, and I blink in surprise. “Just right now, he was perfect. You changed your mind?” He waits a beat before adding with a smirk, “Or is Lucy”—he almost spits her name—“not worthy enough of his perfectness?”

      “I don’t know who you are, but you are insane,” I reply, wanting to walk around him, but my heel catches on a crack and I yelp.

      His hands are there to catch me, swiftly pressing me to his side, and my arms rest on his elbows, trying to push him away. “Let go of me.” Even though I hate this guy, my body reacts differently to him, wanting to explore all his rigid muscles.

      He doesn’t let go though. “If I do that, you’ll fall on the concrete. And such beauty”—he runs his eyes over my neck before raising them to mine—“shouldn’t be tarnished.”

      We stand there, locked in an embrace while the fountain’s cascading water is the only sound echoing through the garden besides our shared breath.

      Then he straightens my position and lets go, turning me toward the terrace. “And I’m not a paparazzi.” He winks at me, and I want to smack him right in his face so it will wipe away the cocky grin.

      And I’ve had enough for today.

      I want to go back home, slip on my pajamas, and munch on pizza while watching some show online. This charade has lasted long enough.

      “Whoever you are, stay away from me.”

      I spin around, darting toward the terrace, and in a way… running away from this stranger in the night.

      If he is capable of awakening such a myriad of emotions within me in the span of ten minutes, then he is too dangerous to keep in my life.

      Because he will be able to hurt me.

      

      Callum

      She throws her hair into my face, and lifting her chin high, she walks back to the ballroom as the train of her navy blue dress trails after her, giving her an even more magnificent look than usual.

      Ah, what a beauty my Persephone is.

      Having her meek would have been such a bore. But a challenge?

      A challenge, I love and accept.

      Once I step onto the terrace, I see the man moving like a shadow through various guests and saluting me as he passes by the terrace, but not before he says, “You owe us.” I should have expected that the most curious of the horsemen, Remi, wouldn’t be able to resist the temptation of coming here and checking out my woman.

      Grabbing champagne from the nearby waiter, I raise my glass in his direction and warn, “Admire but do not touch.”

      “We will come to collect.” He decides to dish a threat himself, but I only chuckle, finding the whole situation amusing.

      We both know we all can’t kill each other; otherwise, it’ll create chaos in the underground between cities.

      And who needs chaos, when there are so many victims to hunt?

      “As you always do.” I finish my drink in one gulp, and go back to the ballroom.

      The show is about to start.
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      Giselle, 21 years old

      Three loud knocks on the door snap my attention from the botanical book splayed on the table. With a sigh, I remove my headphones and nod at my roommate, who drums something in the air, probably listening to one of her rock songs.

      It’s not enough I have to endure her love for this music through the radio or her playing it, she also displays posters of all her favorite bands.

      Only classics for me, but somehow, she always manages to remove any poster I have.

      “Do you mind getting it?” I address her, but she studies her nails instead, blowing on them.

      “I do. It’s probably for you.”

      Why she reaches this conclusion is beyond me, considering no one ever shows up here. I’ve never shared my address with them besides Lucy, and plus… they’d die before coming to this neighborhood. “I’m studying.”

      She shrugs, adjusting the tablet on her lap. “Tough.”

      I grit my teeth at her breezy attitude, because she has been acting like this for freaking months now, but the knocking comes again. “I will change roommates,” I warn her, and she freaking shrugs again.

      “Fine by me.”

      That’s what I get for jumping at an opportunity to share a two-bedroom apartment in Brooklyn for a small price. Isla and I both showed up for the offer, gave the guy money only to find out he scammed us, and we had nowhere to go. Luckily, the lady next door took pity on us and rented her one-bedroom apartment to us.

      Needless to say, living with a chick who loves everything bohemian and operated at night, while I was a morning person, was a challenge.

      Thank God we rarely see each other, since I wait tables during the day and study during the night. She does the opposite, working as a bartender while studying at the police academy in the morning.

      Still, all this is better than living on Walker money and keeping up with their charade.

      Independence never tasted so good.

      “Well, what are you waiting for? The door won’t open itself.”

      Huffing in annoyance, I open it wide, ready to yell at whomever decided to visit me during finals, but I stop dead. My mouth almost drops open when I see Lucy standing on the doorstep, tears pouring from her eyes while she hiccups my name. “Giselle.” Before I can even blink, she wraps her arms around me and squeezes tightly, all while sobbing into my neck.

      Isla sits up on the bed, worry crossing her face, and lifts her chin to silently ask me what’s going on. I shake my head but hug my baby sister close, rocking her in my arms. “Shhh, everything is going to be all right.” Did she get into a fight with Dad? I groan inwardly at the prospect of facing him again, especially with his freaking campaign close.

      He’ll do nothing but shout and then throw insults my way too. Unless it’s the time to show off to the press that I live on my own and pay for my studies too. Then he is all over me.

      “I screwed up,” she mumbles.

      Isla snorts, muttering, “No shit.” She shuts up under my glare. Now is seriously not the time for jokes, and I lean back, pushing Lucy to sit on my bed.

      She continues to sob into her hands, so I cross my arms and demand, “Talk.” She starts whining harder, but I don’t budge, just stand there waiting.

      If I give her an opportunity, she’ll get into her usual hysterics and I won’t hear a coherent thought from her for hours. “I just got back from Houston.”

      My brows furrow at his. “Why? Don’t you have midterms soon?” Lucy chose to study interior design in New York, and even though she got bored with it, she is a good student.

      Her cheeks heat up, and she whispers something barely audible.

      “What? Speak up so we can hear you,” Isla shouts, grabbing a pack of chips and settling more comfortably on the couch.

      I count mentally to ten, because I so don’t need the bullshit right now, but nevertheless she’s right. “Why were you in Houston?” I repeat.

      Lucy sighs heavily, before saying, “I met a guy two days ago.”

      Silence greets her statement for a second before Isla says, “Forget the chips. We need booze for this.”

      “Isla, you want to take a walk?” I suggest, but she shakes her head and pops another chip into her mouth.

      “And miss this? No fucking way.”

      Arguing with my roommate is impossible. I turn my focus back to Lucy. “I still don’t see the connection between meeting the guy and flying to Texas.”

      “We met at the club. He seemed nice. Well-rounded and all.” I say nothing, waiting for the rest of the story. Every boyfriend of hers seemed nice and well-rounded, only to pull an asshole act later. “We went to his apartment and—”

      “Had sex,” Isla concludes, and Lucy narrows her eyes, tears gone for a second. “Excuse me, but who are you?”

      “I’m renting this apartment with your sister.”

      Lucy blinks at that, opens her mouth, closes it, and then a sigh slips past her lips. “Yes, we had sex, and then he became weird.”

      I frown at this, and now even Isla becomes more serious, pushing back chips and concentrating on Lucy. “Weird?”

      “Yeah, like cold. He told me that I had to leave, and then he went to the shower.” She huffs in distaste. “As if I’m dirt or something that he needed to wash away.”

      I hold back the desire to scream. She became this dramatic, because her one-night stand didn’t extend into a romantic proposal?

      “So I started getting dressed. But then I saw photos on the table.” Her lips tremble, but she pushes out the words. “Photos of chopped bodies, with weapons,” she whispers the last part, as if in a trance.

      I gasp, covering my mouth with my palm while Isla stands up and walks closer, clarifying, “Like several of them?”

      “Yes. That’s a serial killer, right?” she asks me, like I’m supposed to know this shit, but Isla nods. “So I ran away. Anyway, I didn’t know what to do, so I called the police and Darius.”

      “Grandpa Darius is in Houston?” Last time we spoke, he told me he’d go there during the summer to check on the ranch, because Grandfather Alfred forbade him a vacation.

      “Yeah.”

      “So did the police catch the guy?” Isla questions, and that’s when Lucy’s cheeks heat up.

      “Turned out he was a movie director and those were the shots from a scene.”

      “Oh fuck, nothing interesting,” Isla mutters and walks back to the couch, collapsing onto it.

      But something about her earlier words strikes a chord with me. “Darius. You said you called him.” Her eyes fill with tears and my stomach flips as fear slowly creeps over my skin.

      Exhaling heavily, she finally says what she came here for. “On the way to me, he got into a car accident. They are operating on him now.”

      And that’s when fear overwhelms me, sending me into a frenzy of panic and desperation.
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        * * *

      

      I rush inside the hospital, spotting the reception desk and asking breathlessly, “Darius Desmond?” The reception lady adjusts her glasses on her nose while watching me curiously. “And you are?”

      “Giselle Walker, I’m his granddaughter.” I place my ID on the counter, and she snatches it up, inspecting it. My heart beats violently in my chest as I wait for her to scroll through some files before she nods. “Yes, he is in the intensive care unit. Fourth floor, room 401.”

      “Thank you,” I say and then run to the elevator, pressing on the button hard.

      The doors slide open and I get inside. They are about to close when a man steps in next to me, pressing the same floor. I zero my gaze on the flashing number, mentally praying for Grandpa to survive this.

      And thank goodness for my roommate who lent me money and then drove me to the airport so I could catch the next flight to Houston.

      Maybe we’ll be able to become friends after all, since she has a heart under all that don’t-give-a shit attitude.

      Finally on the floor, I speed-walk to the room, only to be stopped by a doctor wearing blue scrubs. “May I help you?”

      “Yes, I need to see Darius Desmond.”

      His brows lift in surprise, but he shakes his head. “I’m sorry. I can’t allow that.”

      “I’m his granddaughter.”

      “You could be the president and I wouldn’t care. He needs rest now. I will allow visitation in the morning.”

      Even though everything in me wants to argue, I decide to set my priorities straight. “How is he?”

      “Several broken bones, the wheel dug into his stomach, not to mention a concussion. At this point, we can only hope he gets better, but I will have more information for you soon. We have to wait for the morning.” He squeezes my shoulder and I nod, accepting it.

      I don’t want to jeopardize my grandpa’s safety.

      Running my fingers through my hair, I exhale heavily and look around for a chair to sit in as the doctor walks off.

      That’s when the guy from the elevator joins me and clears his throat, and I shift my attention to him. “My name is Ron Smith. I’m from the accounting department. There is also a problem with his insurance.” He must see my blank stare, because he adds, “He has none.”

      A cold sweat breaks out on me, and I rasp, “How is that possible?”

      He straightens uncomfortably, checking something on his tablet again before wincing. “They found his documents, but the insurance company said it expired three days ago. So as his family member, you need to—”

      “Pay.” I finish for him while I lean on the wall, almost dizzy from the prospect of the hospital bills.

      I have no savings or trust fund. All the money I make from waitressing and gardening barely covers school and everyday expenses. The half-tuition scholarship my university has granted me is my saving grace. I wouldn’t have been able to study without it.

      The guy opens his mouth, but then someone calls, “Ron, could you please come to room 405.”  He squeezes my shoulder like the doctor did. “We can talk about options once I’m back.” And he goes to the room.

      I find a chair and drop onto it, resting my elbows on my knees and pulling my hair, wracking my mind for any solution.

      There is no one I can ask for help either.

      I’m not sure how long I’m rocking on the chair, back and forth, going through every contact in my mind—even my boss—when I hear the familiar sound of the cane echoing off the floor.

      My heart stills in my chest and then beats wildly when black leather shoes appear in my vision. I slowly raise my eyes to the perfect suit and wrinkled face of Alfred Walker.

      “Giselle.” And with just my name on his lips, he has the power to transform me to that little girl who trembles under his orders.

      You grew up, Giselle, and no longer have to answer to him.

      He officially disowned me, claiming that if I wanted to be rebellious, I could forget about their fortune. As if I gave a shit about that. I wanted my freedom and peace, which his money could never buy.

      “Grandfather,” I greet him back and get up. “Grandpa Darius can’t be disturbed now.” He never liked me calling Darius “Grandpa,” so it’s a pleasure seeing fury flashing in his eyes, especially since he can’t do anything about it.

      I’m no longer a little girl who he can punish.

      “I’m aware of that. I came here to see you.”

      A hollow laugh slips past my lips, and I make a move to walk past him, but he grabs my elbow, digging his fingers into my skin. “I don’t like the attitude, Giselle.”

      “Let go of me before I scream,” I warn, not even wanting to waste energy to explain to him I don’t listen to his orders anymore. For a man like him, the world revolves around his desires.

      His hold on me loosens, and I snatch my elbow back, throw my hair over my shoulder, and resume my walk toward the elevator, when his words stop me dead in my tracks. “He will lose his ranch.” Satisfaction laces his tone, along with distaste. “He likes to gamble. Always has. On top of medical bills and his health, how do you think he will handle it all?” My back is still turned to him, but fear settles in the pit of my stomach. “He has a weak heart. It might give up. And I don’t need useless help, so as of today, he’s fired.”

      How is it possible for a person to be so cruel yet stay so calm?

      I was raised by my grandfather, and I know how he operates. So with a heavy heart, I spin around to face him while his cold eyes scan me from head to toe. Even though each word tastes like acid in my mouth and I physically have to push the question from me, I finally ask, “What do you want?”

      Grandfather won once again as he forced me back into his world.

      

      Giselle

      I place my hand on my chest, which beats wildly after the encounter with the stranger, and do my best to get a grip on my emotions.

      What the hell was that?

      I’ve never met a man who awakened such conflicting emotions inside me in the span of ten freaking minutes. Nor the way he talks—arrogantly, as if the entire world belongs to him, and we are merely his pawns to do with as he wishes.

      “Asshole,” I mutter, but then I’m almost knocked to the ground when my sister jumps on me, plastering herself to my body like an octopus. “Lucy.”

      “Giselle, you came!” she murmurs and squeezes me tighter in her arms, until I gasp, struggling to breathe. “I knew you’d forgive me,” she whispers, leaning back and palming my cheeks. “My older sister always forgives me no matter what shit I pull.” There are traces of something in her voice, alerting me a little, but I push it back, not wanting to dwell on it.

      Instead, I focus on her huge grin and shining eyes that practically spill happiness to every passing person. Before I can reply on her laughable conclusion or remove myself from her arms, I catch Grandfather’s drilling stare on us. He darts his gaze from us to several women standing a few feet away, watching our exchange carefully and no doubt waiting for some gossip to spread in high society.

      So I smile brightly at my baby sister and grab her hands, stepping back a little, because her sheer pretense makes me see red and want to shout my ass off at her.

      How could she be so delusional and believe that I came here of my own free will?

      Maybe because to Lucy the world revolves around her, and everyone else is just a mere mortal destined to accommodate her every whim. “Of course. It’s your engagement, after all.”

      She nods eagerly and jumps in place, practically shoving her hand into my face. “Have you seen the ring?” I glance at the princess-cut emerald shimmering in the light, and it’s impossible not to notice how the designer carefully placed the green stone in the middle of small diamonds, around the heart shape. Everything about the ring says expensive and love, showing people how much the groom cherishes the bride.

      All I got was a ring that spoke nothing. Maybe that should have been my first clue that Kevin’s heart wasn’t truly in it.

      “It’s beautiful.” I admire it, rubbing the stone with my thumb. “Suits you.”

      “I know right? Kevin!” she shouts to him, and he pauses whatever he wants to say to one of his coworkers who avoids my gaze, because just a week ago, we had dinner with his wife. Still, his discomfort didn’t make him decline the offer to attend the luxurious party. “Come here!”

      Kevin does what she says, but his eyes watch me warily, like he expects me to cause a scene or something.

      Please, neither of these assholes is worth me jeopardizing my reputation over. Not to mention Darius’s health or Isla’s stability in life.

      I can almost hear Grandfather’s voice; Walkers… blah… blah… blah.

      Lucy wraps her hands around his waist, and he pats her on the back, although I sense his discomfort in the way he shifts a little and clears his throat. “Everything all right?”

      “Giselle is fine with us. She even admired the ring.” Lucy practically sings it, and Kevin’s brow rises, his focus on me now. At least he is not naïve enough to think I’m this forgiving. “I want to dance,” she announces and rushes toward the band playing light jazz music, probably wanting to change it to a more danceable tune.

      On that cue, I can leave this party with my head held high and forget it like a bad dream. Surely suffering through their first dance and conversation with them is enough proof for people that I couldn’t care less about this engagement?

      “I’m sorry for this, Giselle,” Kevin starts, remorse coating his voice, but he shuts up under my harsh stare.

      Keeping my grin intact for everyone to see, I grit through my teeth, “Please spare me the useless apologies. Let’s just pretend everything is fine and dandy for everyone involved.”

      “There is so much you—” What he wants to say dies on his lips as his jaw practically drops on the floor when he notices someone or something behind me.

      Frowning, I glance back to understand it’s someone, all right.

      The stranger from the garden.

      “Here you are,” he addresses me, placing his hand on my waist, and I hear a woman gasp next to us. She is quickly typing something on her phone, and I groan inwardly; she’s no doubt gossiping about me on social media. Is this guy famous or something?

      The last thing I need is to be social media news before the start of my new job.

      “What are you doing?”

      Ignoring my words, he nods at Kevin. “Congratulations on the engagement.” And that’s when the first notes of the music sound in the room, snapping everyone’s attention, because who plays a tango in the middle of a party?

      Lucy blows a kiss to the band and runs back to Kevin, hooking her arm into his and begging, “Let’s go dance, my darling.”

      “A tango?” Disbelief is lacing his tone.

      But I don’t hear any more of their conversation, because before I can even blink, the man next to me swirls me around right in the middle of the dance floor for everyone to see.

      That’s when the piano changes the tone, and he puts his hand on my waist and holds my hand in his firm hold before leading us in the dance, and I follow him, too stunned not to.

      He twirls me from side to side, sliding flawlessly around the floor, all while I dance on my tiptoes, shifting in direction, and our chests brush against each other. “What are you doing?” I hiss breathlessly between the moves we perform.

      “Dancing, my love,” he replies right before bending me backward so far that I can feel his breath on my cheeks and then lifting me back up, our raspy breathing filling the space between us.

      He pushes me back, still holding my hand, and then twirls me around several times, and I end up in his arms again, my leg hiked over his hip. He swirls us around, picking me up and then placing me back on the floor.

      And then he bends me again, and my hands automatically dig into his suit and the palm holding mine as the music slowly dissolves with us frozen, looking at each other. His hazel eyes flash a myriad of different emotions while my heart beats so fast I’m afraid it will jump out of my chest.

      For a moment in time, I forget where we are, and no one but the two of us exists in this world, where his body blankets mine and creates a cocoon I don’t want to break.

      Because somehow, even though it’s surrounded by danger, it brings protection that soothes some fearful parts inside me.

      But then loud applause erupts around us, snapping me out of my stupor, as he slowly drags me up, still breathing heavily. I notice Lucy blinking rapidly while my stepmom just shakes her head.

      Only my grandfather doesn’t find it amusing, or shocking. No, pure fury flashes on his face before he turns around and walks off in the direction of the terrace.

      The stranger kisses the back of my hand, whispering for my ears only, “Now you are the most desirable woman in this room.” Another light kiss, which sends lightning through me, and goose bumps breaking out on my skin. “But you are mine, Giselle. Always remember that.”

      “Wh-what?” I rasp, but he lets me go, steps back, and disappears between the gawking people, becoming a blur in the crowd.

      “Oh my God!” Lucy exclaims, appearing next to me and shaking my arm wildly. “I can’t believe you managed to invite Callum MacRae!”

      Callum MacRae.

      My stranger in the night, the one who basically outright told me I will be his, willingly or not, and danced a tango with me… is my new boss?

      

      Callum

      Knocking two times on the heavy oak door, I enter without being invited. The man sitting on the chair behind the spacious table filled with expensive figurines and books snaps his gaze to me, his brows rising while his cigar pauses midway to his mouth. “Who the hell are you?” Well, we’re off to an excellent start.

      “Mr. Walker,” I address him, before shutting the door behind me and casually sauntering to the chair opposite him. “I believe we didn’t have the chance to introduce ourselves. Callum MacRae.” I extend my hand to him, holding his stare with mine, and after a beat, he shakes it albeit using a little bit more strength than he should.

      I grin at the dominance he is trying to display, because if there is a coward out there… Marvin Walker is the biggest of them all.

      “How did you get an invite to my daughter’s engagement?” he asks suspiciously, and I have to admit in this case coward doesn’t mean being an idiot.

      Pity really.

      What I won’t do for my Giselle is spend more time with her father than necessary. “Mutual friends.” I drop on the chair and only then add, “Remi and Santiago.” His face pales a little when he chokes on the smoke of his cigar.

      Oh yeah, they don’t need an introduction.

      “I see.” He clears his throat before giving me his whole attention. “What do you want?”

      I rest my elbows on the chair arms and take out my own lighter, flipping it through my fingers. “The question is what we both want.” He frowns in confusion, clearly failing to see the point of this conversation. “You won’t be a senator. You don’t have enough money for that.” I light up my cigarette and don’t miss how this announcement affects him, but he tries to mask it with indifference.

      “Politics are not about money,” he says, and my laughter bounces off the walls, startling him a bit as he jumps on his chair.

      “Mr. Walker, we are not on national TV now. There is no need to act. You have no means to sponsor your campaign.” He opens his mouth to argue, but my raised hand shuts him up. “You can accomplish only so much with your father’s name until investors know he is not backing it.” His face reddens, and his whole body shakes as he exhales a puff of smoke. I continue my speech. “They probably figured that out already. So if you want to participate in the race, you need money.”

      He gets up, slapping his palms on his table. “What is the point of all this?” he seethes, and the situation would have been comical if I found it even an ounce amusing.

      But this shit after the engagement party only sours my mood. “Sit down, Marvin. I’m here offering a solution. You might want to listen.” He blinks but immediately follows the command, showing me that his father trained him well. Some people are just born to be led by others. “I have the money. You have something I want. Provide me with it, and the money is yours.”

      Even with my money, he won’t win this race; certain people will take care of that. And that makes it the best investment of all.

      He claps his hands together and straightens, clearing his throat again, and the sound starts to annoy my ears. “Why do you want to help me?”

      I sigh, shaking my head at this guy. “Are you deaf? I don’t want to help you. I want what you have, and I’m willing to pay for it.”

      “But what do you want?”

      My eyes travel to his table, where a framed picture sits of him, his wife, and his two daughters, with the Eiffel Tower glistening in the background. Must be from one of their regular trips to Paris. He notices my stare, so I pick it up and point at the photo, flipping the front to him. “I want your daughter.”

      “Lucy?” he asks, a horrified gasp leaving him. My brows furrow.

      Why the fuck would I want Lucy? “Giselle,” I say, not expecting much difference to my statement, but there is.

      He blinks and then nods. “Ah, Giselle. Yes, what do you want to do with her?” Fury slowly creeps into every corner of me, burning my blood and awakening the monster inside me that demands a victim.

      My hands itch to grab a knife or other weapon to punish Marvin Walker for so eagerly reacting to the news instead of defending his daughter.

      Why is he not protecting her?

      But more importantly, why do I care he doesn’t protect her? Shouldn’t I be glad?

      I’m fucking not though, if it means Giselle was pushed aside in her life in favor of her younger sister, who, based on my research, is a fucking nutcase. I’ve never ever spoken to her, let alone anything else.

      “I want to buy her. She’ll be mine to do with as I please.” He gapes at me in shock, so I lean forward, because I don’t want him to miss one word. “She will be like my personal doll. Mine and only mine, with no chance of escape.”

      “I don’t understand. She is not property you can buy.”

      I grin, resting my back against the chair again, and ask, “Isn’t she? We both know you can control her.” At least that’s what he thinks, when in truth the only person who controls her every move is Alfred Walker.

      Love is always a powerful weapon, and Giselle’s love for Darius ultimately became her downfall.

      In more ways than she anticipates.

      He shakes his head, mumbling, “No, she is a grown person, and she…. No.” He squeezes his hands together then fights with his thumbs. “What you’re asking is impossible.”

      So there is a conscience lying somewhere hidden inside that human?

      Deciding to check that, I put the cigarette in my mouth and extend my two hands as if waiting for something. “Here is your campaign. The chance to become a senator. Achieve all the things your father thought you’d never be. You even suffered a marriage to get to that.” His eyes widen at this information, but I pay no attention to that. “And here is your daughter. A result of an affair, a mistake of your youth that you can never forget. She’ll be mine, living in luxury. The only difference is… I will have all the rights to her.”

      The clock ticktocks loudly in the following silence while Marvin Walker chooses between his own greed and his love for his daughter, as his life probably flashes in front of his eyes.

      Knowledge of human psychology though gives me the answer to my question before the words slip past his lips. “Okay. How do you want to proceed with this?”

      Greed always wins.

      Because humans are selfish creatures who only seek their own desires, which allows me to make such unselfish and somewhat weak people like Giselle pawns in our chess games, controlling their lives like they are our own.

      A lesson we all learn sooner or later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Paris, France

      One year ago

      

      Giselle

      Gasping at the magnificent Eiffel Tower shimmering in the night from all the lights displayed on it, I quickly take out my camera and snap a picture, mesmerized by its beauty.

      The tip of it almost touches the starry sky, it seems, creating a link between earth and the universe, giving us one of the most gorgeous architectural buildings ever accomplished.

      I sway on my feet a little, almost wanting to go upstairs to gaze at the city from that height, but I restrain myself.

      I’ve seen it a billion times with the constant trips my father has made us do as a family. I should just follow my plan and check out the hidden Parisian shopping spots that might have some interesting additives to mix into soil, allowing my orchids to flourish better.

      Or that’s what the sales lady in New York told me anyway, claiming the type of orchid I need might only be here.

      I found her words weird, but it gave me an excuse to visit Paris, so I didn’t complain.

      Especially with the madness back home, where Dad wants to be a senator, my stepmom’s plastic surgery went to shit, and Lucy’s affair with a married man blew up in the press.

      Needless to say, a getaway was a must.

      Sighing once again at the beauty of the Tower, I spin around to go to the market, and I bump into someone’s chest and bounce back, almost falling on my butt. The stranger’s strong arms catch me in time. “I’ve got you,” he says in English, and I throw my head back, studying him.

      He has blond hair, and a dimple on his right cheek that gives him a boyish expression. His body is muscled, but more importantly, he doesn’t have an ounce of dominance in his aura.

      Instead, he feels warm and friendly.

      Exactly what I go for in men, because they are safe and steady. They don’t have the capacity to hurt anyone. “Sorry. Are you all right?” he mumbles, and then tries in French, “Excuse moi, est ce que vous etes bien?”

      “I’m fine.” His eye widens at my English, and I give him a tentative smile. “It’s my fault anyway. I’m naturally clumsy.”

      His gaze sweeps over me, and he grins. “Somehow it’s hard to believe.”

      I remove myself from his arms and shift awkwardly. “I’m gonna go to the market now.”

      He points behind with his thumb. “The florist one.”

      “Yes, how did you know?”

      “My grandmother loves orchids. She asked me to buy stuff for her.” He picks up a sticky note from his back pocket. “Seeds of Cats… Cats…” He hums in frustration, ruffling his hair with his hand. “Cata—”

      “Catasetum,” I finish for him, taking pity on the poor guy who’s probably never even read anything on orchids.

      His face lights up and he nods. “Exactly.” He rubs his chin and steps back. “Do you by any chance know anything about them?”

      I smile, pointing my flower dress. “Why? The clothes gave me away?”

      “Kind of.” He winks and then motions to the road leading to the market. “Shall we? I promise to be on my best behavior.”

      I look at him and see nothing but a friendly stranger who probably really needs company in this foreign country. His clothes and everything else about him don’t seem high class or pretentious like most of the guys in our society.

      All in all, he is exactly the type of the man I could go for, and is miles away from the ones I avoid. If I have an opportunity to spend this vacation with someone nice, shouldn’t I grab it with both hands and enjoy it?

      After all, life sucked lately, so maybe this is my compensation for it. “Sure. Lead the way.”

      “Awesome.” He gives me a thumbs-up and then introduces himself. “Name’s Kevin, by the way.”

      “Giselle.”

      We both walk off in the direction of the market.

      At the time, I didn’t know there was a man watching us, tracing my every move and expression thrown at Kevin.

      I didn’t know how his hands fisted and how he wanted to punish me for even considering this guy worthy of my attention.

      But the man stood hidden in the dark, allowing me to choose this seemingly perfect guy as my future fiancé.

      So with time he can punish me for daring to look at another man.

      

      Giselle

      Turning the key soundlessly in the lock, I almost start a victory dance and quickly enter, doing my best to close the door as quietly as possible. I press my hand on the wood and exhale heavily, allowing the tension to slip from my shoulders that settled there after Grandfather’s order.

      The bright light above me switches on, almost blinding me for a second, and I scrunch my eyes to see Isla leaning on the kitchen counter as she studies me from head to toe. “Look who’s home!”

      “Why are you not asleep?” I ask, wincing under the harsh light. I spin the dimmer switch and sigh, because the dimmed kitchen light is enough for me.

      “You’re kidding, right? After your tango with Callum MacRae, you expected me to be in dreamland without grilling you for details?” I’m in the middle of slipping off my heels when her words freeze me. “No way. I have wine and macarons ready for us.” She points at the table in front of the couch and wiggles her brows. “Don’t leave anything out.”

      “How do you know that?” I ignore everything else, because panic slowly swirls inside me, but I wait for her reply, not wanting to freak out for no reason.

      “It’s all over social media. Here.” She shows me her cell phone, where there is a video of us with several hashtags, one of them being #getaroom.

      “No, no, no,” I groan and grab the phone, scrolling through it and seeing several more. “This cannot be happening!”

      Isla crosses her arms and shrugs. “Well it did.” She grabs my arm and pulls me toward the couch, almost forcefully plunging us on it. “Did he drop you home?” she asks excitedly, and I huff in frustration, sliding across the couch a bit to rest my head against the cushions.

      “No! No such thing happened. It was just a dance.” And a weird encounter in the garden, but I’m so not going to touch on that, or she’ll blow it even more out of proportion. “I think he has a problem with Kevin or Lucy.” Nothing else explains his weird behavior, all the innuendos he made earlier… as if he’s angry about their relationship.

      So maybe he’s one of Lucy’s exes?

      My hands fist in my lap at such an idea, rage flashing through me, and I frown in confusion. Why would it matter if they share a past anyway?

      It’s not like we will be anything.

      Isla snorts, pouring wine into two glasses and then putting one in my hand. “Right. Because that’s what a man does… dances with the sister when he wants another sister.” Sarcasm laces her voice, but I pay no attention to that. “I’m telling you, he has a thing for you. I can smell this kind of shit.”

      Although Isla is a detective and usually stays super serious on her job, she tends to create images in her head that have nothing to do with reality. Mainly, it has to do with relationships or crushes. “Remember in senior year of college you told me Hugh had a crush on me?” She nods, and I snatch a lemon macaron from her fingers. “I asked him out, but it turned out he liked someone else. Gordon.” She coughs into her wine, so I point my index finger at her. “Yep, he’s gay. So you are not always right.”

      “Whatever.” She sips her wine and then wiggles her brows again. “You can admit the dude is hot though.”

      The memory of his scent and body play in my mind, but I shake my head, willing my subconscious to move to another subject.

      And it does gladly. “Anyway, forget about the dance. I have bigger problems. Like where to live and find a job.” After Lucy fucked up my previous job, I wanted to look for another one straight away. Kevin though convinced me not to do it before the wedding, since he wanted to surprise me on our honeymoon.

      Kevin acted weird through the duration of this relationship come to think of it which makes sense now in light of his affair with Lucy.

      Yeah, well, I should have listened to my gut, which screamed at me that if something looks too good to be true… it probably is.

      “You have a job.” Isla munches on her macaron and dips a little of it into her wine, and I barely contain my gag reflex. Mixing the two together is just plain wrong. “With Callum MacRae, and tomorrow is your first day. His assistant called. And you can stay here for as long as you need. No one is using the spare bedroom anyway.” She dusts off her hands loudly. “Problem solved.”

      If only everything was this easy. “Yeah, I won’t work there.” She blinks in confusion, so I elaborate. “I can’t after tonight.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s weird. Our dance is all over social media. People already think I’m doing him. And it’s weird,” I repeat again, frustrated I even have to explain myself.

      The job he offered me is a dream come true… but then the man has hidden intentions. And a man with the kind of power he possesses is a dangerous man.

      It’s better to stay away for everyone involved. “Which reminds me… can you give me his number? I need to call him and let him know he has to find a replacement.”

      “You are such a liar.” She whips his business card from her pocket and gives it to me. “If it’s just a dance, you wouldn’t be all frustrated now.” She pouts her lips before grabbing the remote and turning on TV. “But it’s fine. You’ll share everything in time.” She pats my hand right before zeroing her attention on the screen as the latest crime drama starts.

      I’m too stunned to say anything about that, but then again, do I really think I’ll be able to hide anything from my best friend? Besides Darius, she is the only person who truly knows me in this world.

      I walk to my purse, moaning a little when my sore feet touch the cold marble. I can’t wait to soak them in warm water. As I fish for my phone to dial his number, my screen flashes with a message from an unknown number.

      It takes me a second to recognize it as the one I was about to dial.

      <Callum> No

      What does he mean?

      I quickly type my reply and send it before thinking about it too much.

      <Me> No what?

      <Callum> No, I don’t accept your resignation.

      Oh my God!

      I hop on the bar stool next to the kitchen counter and furiously type back. And how freaky that he messaged me right before I was about to the same!

      <Me> For me to resign, I’d have to sign something, and I did no such thing. This is me just being courteous by informing you I won’t be showing up for my interview tomorrow.

      Take that!

      He sends me a screenshot of a document though. I zoom in to read, and it looks like a copy of the contract. He highlighted some small part under the agreement clause. Then my phone pings with another message.

      <Callum> By the form your friend filled in for you, it clearly says that if you are chosen, you must show up for the interview regardless, as we spent time on your application and everything else. Or else you will be fined for my time. And I take a lot per hour by the way.

      He attaches another screenshot and my brows rise at the amount.

      The freaking jerk! I can’t believe Isla didn’t read this contract carefully, but then again, she probably never thought I’d refuse to work for them.

      Wait a minute….

      I spin around to face my friend, whose gaze is stilled glued to the TV, and ask, “Did you know about the clause?”

      “Yep.”

      “Is this why you’re so calm?” I clarify, just to make sure I’m not throwing around accusations.

      “Yep. And you’ll thank me later!” She salutes me while I groan loudly, shaking my fist at her.

      “I’ll kill you later!”

      I’m so angry I don’t even watch my words when my thumbs move rapidly on the screen.

      < Me> You are an asshole.

      <Callum> You have no idea. Tomorrow 12 pm sharp, be at my office. Oh, and Giselle? Don’t be late, because there is a fine for that too.

      I scream, squeezing my phone so hard it’s a wonder it doesn’t break. Callum MacRae is called a heartless shark for a reason. He put me in a corner so smoothly and ordered me to dance to his tune.

      And now I’m about to face the man once again and have an interview with him.

      God help me, because I’m about to face the devil.

      

      Callum

      Resting my back against the balcony banister, I open my arms wide, welcoming the coming breezing washing over me and pricking my skin. The frigid air fills my lungs as I greedily inhale it, and then grin widely.

      Even nature cooperates with me.

      I crack my neck from side to side, when loud ringing echoes through the living room. Sighing, I light up a cigarette on the way and click my fingers.

      Immediately, an angry voice booms through the place. “Are you out of your fucking mind?”

      “Hello to you too, Jaxon.” I pour myself a morning coffee all while he continues to shout, and since it’s on loudspeaker, my entire house shakes with the power of it. “Giselle Walker? I repeat, ‘are you out of your fucking mind?’”

      “The years haven’t taught you any manners,” I muse, sipping my drink, and then add a little sugar to it. “Besides, what I do is none of your business.”

      “It is my business. You are in my town.”

      I chuckle, dropping onto the chair and turning on the morning news, putting it on mute. Just my luck, they’re talking about finding a body in a swimming pool, and there are shots of the crying family.

      Pity I don’t give two shits about their grief.

      “Yeah, I think you guys need to hash out whose town it is. Lachlan’s or yours or Don’s. Or Gael’s for that matter.”

      He goes silent on me, and we both know why.

      While Don, the head of Cosa Nostra mafia, is fine with Jaxon… Gael MacGregor will never be. They almost have a blood war going on, or rather a cold peace, for the time being.

      But everyone knows the time will come for the blood, the MacGregors just needed a reason.

      And who can blame them for what the MacAlisters have done to them.

      “But since you are my friend and all,” I say, taking another sip, “I’ll indulge you. No, I’m not out of my fucking mind. And yes, Giselle Walker is mine.” The sheer pleasure tasting those words on my tongue is inexplainable.

      “You can’t do that.”

      “Oh why not?”

      “Because it will lead to nothing but disaster.”

      Having lost all desire for my morning coffee that started to smell bitter, I get up and go back on the balcony, leaning on the banister to admire the view, which opens up the entire city for me.

      And so many possibilities for hunting. “Easy for you to say.”

      Jaxon exhales heavily and then speaks calmer this time, probably trying to use a different tactic to convince me. “Callum, you can’t punish her for what happened twenty-five years ago.”

      For a second, the world stops to exist as screams of terror and pain surround me along with the scene of blood and gasoline. Loud voices one after another change in a blur, all mixing into one that will forever stay imprinted in my brain.

      Run!

      The blast of wind slapping me in the face brings me back from the past, while the raging fury stays, sinking its claws so deep into my skin I can’t utter a word.

      But Jaxon still has plenty to say. “I can’t allow you to do that. You will destroy—”

      “You have no right to forbid me.”

      “Callu—”

      “According to the rules of the brotherhood, I left.” I emphasize the last part, because Jaxon didn’t get the memo it seems. “Blood will have blood. You have no ground in this argument.”

      “I have moral fucking ground.”

      My brows rise at his protectiveness over Giselle, and the beast inside me roars, possessiveness unlike anything before pushes on the surface. “Why do you care about her so much?”

      He answers me with hollow laughter. “Don’t be me.”

      Ah, Jaxon and his dramatic love story. I think only a lazy person at this point is not involved in their drama, but then what did he expect?

      “You are mistaken, Jaxon,” I finally say coldly, gazing straight ahead. “I’m not using her for revenge.”

      He’s silent a beat, and then he says, “You aren’t?”

      “No, I want her, only her. And ironically, making her mine will be the greatest revenge of all.” I hang up on him before he can spit any more bullshit, all while admiring the nature around me.

      Giselle Walker was always destined to be mine.

      I’m just taking back what the Walker family has owed me for the last twenty-five years.
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      Houston, Texas

      6 months earlier

      

      Giselle, 25 years old

      Breathing in the rich smell of the soil and morning grass, I lean my head on the porch swing chain while my eyes take in the beautiful picture in front of me. The sunrise is right around the corner, but for now, the dawn is skirting around the edges, awakening everything in its wake while horses nicker in the background.

      The barely audible chirp of the birds adds to the scenery while Grandpa’s cat, Liza, jumps on the swing beside me and meows. “Hey, pretty girl,” I murmur, scratching behind her ear, and she leans into the touch, purring. A chuckle slips past my lips. “You are spoiled.” She blinks and then gets on my lap, burrowing her head into my stomach while I continue to rub her.

      My ring snags my attention, and once again I tilt it side to side inspecting it, shocked with its… design.

      The diamond is so crystal clear I can see my reflection in it… yet wearing it seems like such a lie.

      Maybe because Kevin should have known such a ring doesn’t suit me? It always scratches when I do something in the garden, and looks so… plain, so expensive… so like a thing Lucy would like.

      I frown at the sudden thought, locking my hands and rubbing the ring while uneasiness rushes through me.

      My little sister and my fiancé barely get along, so it’s hard to imagine him picking out something to her taste. The thought doesn’t leave my mind though; instead, it settles there while I remember all our encounters.

      I arranged so many of them, wanting them to get along, since they always bickered. Lucy considers him a stuck-up asshole, which is not surprising, since everyone who has responsibilities seems like that to her.

      My stomach flips at the guilt of such thoughts, because she is not evil. She just lives in her own reality where nothing besides her desires exists. Sometimes, I think she truly doesn’t think her actions hurt anybody, because they make so much sense to her.

      And there is Kevin, who says she is shallow and will never understand hardworking people like him. He dreams about opening his own winery one day. He even told me I can design it.

      A smile curves my lips at that, warmth filling my chest at the picture presented in my mind, but then the smile slips, because I don’t see myself there.

      In the perfect house with the perfect guy living the perfect life.

      Why don’t I see it?

      The rustling of leaves echoes on my right, and I glance that way, surprised at who it might be. I see no one, yet the hair on the back of my neck stands up.

      Pulling the scarf around me tighter, I almost want to laugh out loud at all my radical musing and suspecting someone might be hiding behind the bushes.

      “I’m going insane.”

      “Is that so?” Grandpa Darius asks, stepping onto the porch, holding two steaming cups of tea. “I find it charming.” He sits next to me and leans on the swing, giving me a cup, and I take it, sipping a little and groaning.

      “Your mint tea is the best.”

      “That’s because you are used to it.”

      “Maybe.” I wrap my hands around the mug and exhale. “Do you think I accepted the proposal too soon?”

      His mug pauses midair, and then his brown eyes drill into me. “Do you?”

      Liza jumps from my lap, and I fist my pajamas. “No, he’s perfect.” This sounds so lame coming from me, and by Grandpa’s frown, I know I’m not explaining it right. “He is perfect,” I repeat, and this time Grandpa laughs, choking a bit on his tea. “It’s not funny.” I send a glare to him, but he shakes his head.

      “Love is not perfect, flower girl.”

      “Then what is?” I can’t believe I’m asking my ancient grandfather what love is! Shouldn’t I know it for myself by this age? But then I’ve had a total of two serious boyfriends including Kevin, and a few one-night stands. None of which amounted to anything besides my fiancé.

      So in a way, I have no freaking experience with it.

      “It’s loving someone imperfect and creating a life together that’s not perfect… in the house that’s not perfect.”

      I blink at his choice of words. “Is this what you had with Grandma?” I ask carefully, physically feeling as if I’m stepping on ice and it can crack at any minute.

      My grandmother and mother are always off-limits topics. While I can study various photos in the house and see some resemblance with them, no one shares memories.

      I think it’s too painful for him to remember Mom, but what about his wife? “Yes.” His voice is cold, detached, and ready to drop this subject.

      And any other day I would have, but I just agreed to marry a man, and yet feel like it’s the biggest mistake of my life. There is no one else I can get advice or perspective from, except him. “Grandpa, please.”

      He tenses next to me but then sighs, gazing to the horizon. “We loved each other; she was my everything.” He grins. “We built a beautiful life together here. And then we had the most beautiful baby girl. We couldn’t have been happier.” He takes a sip and then clears his throat. “Until I took a job at the mansion. Maggie got sick. And Arabella… well, she tangled with the wrong man.” My heart squeezes at the absolute devastation in his voice and at the flashback of my mom.

      A woman who always smelled good and created mesmerizing compositions of flowers.

      I twist on the swing and hug him closer, breathing in his scent and the security that I always find in his arms. He pats me on the arm and murmurs, “If your heart agrees with your head, he is the right choice.” He waits a second before adding, “Sometimes, even the most perfect thing, is not perfect for us.”

      I lean back and give him a watery smile. “I’m going to prepare breakfast before the ranch hands arrive.” I give him a peck on the cheek and say, “After all, I’m a princess just like Mom.” His brow furrows, so I explain. “You had a princess who had her own princess.” Something flashes in his eyes at that, but I don’t dwell on it, dancing off in the direction of the kitchen.

      That’s why I don’t hear when he murmurs, “A prince. She gave me a prince.”

      

      Giselle

      Leaning my head back, I study the shiny skyscraper in the sun, reflecting all the morning light, making it one of the most beautiful modern buildings. It’s spread horizontally and vertically so smoothly it reminds me of the lilies planted at Grandfather’s manor.

      The walls are made of glass that probably allows the natural light to slip in, which is so important for the plants they have inside the building.

      All in all, the main headquarters of the company speaks of nothing but luxury, class, and money.

      Sighing heavily, I remove my glasses and put them in my bag right before the doors slide open. As I step inside, buzzing surrounds me and various sounds echo through the space. People answering phone calls, machines beeping loudly, but mostly footsteps on the perfectly smooth and clean marble floor. I can almost see my reflection in it!

      My black pumps are almost soundless while I dart to the administrative area. I tug a little on my white pencil dress, all while juggling my heavy portfolio.

      If he wants a proper interview, I’ll damn give him one, even with a slideshow!

      The lady plasters a huge smile on her face as she greets me, an earpiece in her ear. “Welcome! How can we help you?”

      “I have an interview with Callum MacRae. My name is—”

      “Giselle Walker,” she says and quickly types something into the computer before giving me a small brochure. “You need to go to the twenty-fifth floor. This has all the information you need to know. Anything else?” she asks in a friendly manner, and I blink, shaking my head.

      “Thank you.” I grab the brochure and move toward the elevators while quickly scanning the thing for any useful information. It has the main door, emergency exists, and the cafeteria displayed along with restrooms.

      Well, they certainly want their visitors to get the best experience.

      I jump into the open elevator right before a guy presses the same floor I need. “Are you here for the interview as well?” I ask curiously, secretly hoping he’ll say yes, because then he can go first and impress the asshole.

      This way he might not even want me to take the interview.

      But then I sweep my gaze over the man, and I step away, practically gluing my back to the wall, as he is definitely not here for an interview.

      He is tall, around six foot three, his wide shoulders almost ripping his shirt, while his legs are covered in black jeans. His shoulder-length blue mixed with black hair is made into a man bun; his silver eyes scan me from head to toe, amusement flickering in them. He has so many tattoos around his neck and arms, and it seems he has a permanent fuck-you face going on.

      All in all, the man in front of me screams danger. “Sorry,” I mumble, looking at everything but him and praying for the elevator to move faster.

      “It’s okay, darling,” he replies, and his voice is thick with an accent, but I can’t detect the country. “Good luck on your interview though.” He waits a bit and then gives me one more onceover. “You’ll need it.”

      “Excuse me?” I say, but that’s when the elevator rings our floor and the doors slide open. He rushes out, flipping a lighter between his fingers on the way, and I frown at his back, shrugging.

      I check the brochure, and according to it, I have to take only a few more steps before reaching Callum’s office, and surprisingly that’s where the blue-haired guy is headed too.

      We both stop at the secretary’s desk, and she adjusts her glasses on her nose before looking back and forth between us. “Yes?”

      Before we can answer though, a voice from behind us booms in the hallway, alerting every hair on my body as the air hitches in my throat. “What the fuck are you doing here, Arson?”

      Arson? What kind of name is that?

      His secretary blinks but resumes writing different numbers in her notepad while the guy in question replies. “Paying a visit.”

      Callum’s entire body sends tense vibes while a stormy expression settles on his face. He catches my gaze and orders, “Stay here and wait for me.” Then he addresses Arson. “Come to my office. Now.” And he disappears inside once again.

      The secretary points at the couch near the water cooler, and with a nod, I go while dwelling on the man.

      Who is he and why does he evoke such a reaction from Callum?

      But more importantly, why does it seem like no one here gives a shit at this behavior?

      This company seems odder and odder by the second; that’s for sure.

      

      Callum

      The minute Arson shuts the door behind him and drops onto the chair nearby, I lose it. “I’m fucking tired of you all poking your noses in my business.”

      He flicks the lighter on and off while smirking. “Got calls from Jaxon and Lachlan, I assume.” He sighs dramatically, lifting his chin. “I’m hurt to know I’m not your first.”

      I barely contain myself from hitting the guy, so instead I wrap my hands around the back of my chair and bark, “What the fuck do you want?”

      “Honestly? Nothing.” He clicks his fingers and stops playing with the lighter. “Actually, there is. Here.” He throws something at me, and I catch it in my hand, noticing the golden keys dancing on the chain. “Lachlan told me to give you this. Levi stayed behind in case you might need him, and I’ll be there of course. In the dungeon,” he whispers the last part, and I wonder how Lachlan tolerates this guy on a daily basis.

      No surprise, most people hate him, but then maybe it has to do with his desire to constantly burn the bodies of his victims and stare at the fire for hours?

      Arson is one mean motherfucker, and the fact that he’s totally insane doesn’t help the matter. I’m shocked Lachlan is even able to control his wild tendencies.

      “I don’t need a sitter.”

      He clasps his hands and shrugs. “I don’t give a shit. You are in our town.” He adds the last part with pleasure lacing his tone, waiting for my reaction.

      The fucker always likes to bring out the worst in people so he can use it in the vilest of things. “It’s hard to forget, when everyone makes it their mission to remind me.”

      “Should have kidnapped her to Houston then.”

      Okay, if he wants to play it like that….

      I rest an arm on the back of the chair while standing and rub my chin. “I’m not sure you’re one to give advice on women.” His silver pools darken, and all amusement leaves him, his jaw ticking. So of course I can’t resist continuing. “You’ve been trying to get your captive to accept you for, what… months now?”

      He gets up so swiftly he manages to shake my table and send files and pens flying to the floor, where they clatter loudly, rolling on the marble. “Watch it.”

      Hollow laughter echoes in the room as I slap my splayed palms on the table while we both face one another. “I’m going to say it only once, so make sure to spread the word around. Any one of you poking into my business again, or as much as interacting with Giselle… all bets are off. You can show me your power here… but we both know what I’m capable of. Not to mention your business in my town.” I lean back and then press on the intercom, announcing to Vi, my secretary, “Show Giselle Walker in.” I then shift my attention to Arson. “Am I understood?”

      After a bit, he nods, but not before saying, “I came here to give you advice. If you need help, ask for it.”

      I consider his words for a moment and then nod in acknowledgment. “I won’t need it.”

      “We are not invincible, Callum. Even if we can kill people with our bare hands.” With those final words, he leaves right before Giselle enters, and her head follows his back.

      Then her eyes widen at the mess in the office, and she swallows loudly. And immediately my attention is drawn to how gorgeous she looks in those pumps and the fucking dress emphasizing her every curve.

      But the biggest turn on of them all? Her flawless skin that just begs to be marked.

      How else will everyone know who she belongs to?

      

      Giselle

      Un-freaking-believable.

      I’m still gaping at Arson’s back, because their loud screams were heard even through the door, but then gasp at the mess in the office.

      Looks like a tornado went over Callum’s desk, or more like Arson.

      “Please pay no attention to that. Sit,” Callum orders, and I jump a little from his harsh tone, but with a nod I enter, closing the door.

      Clearing my throat, I offer, “Maybe we should reschedule?” I don’t want to be on the receiving end of his bad mood, even if I’m here just to go through the interview and decline the job offer.

      Callum says nothing, but his brown eyes hold mine prisoner as he waits for me to comply with his order.

      Groaning inwardly at the stubbornness of this man, I drop onto the chair, carefully not stepping on pens scattered all over the floor.

      “I apologize for Arson. He came unexpectedly,” he says, settling on his chair and twisting something on his platinum watch. “You’re late,” he announces, and my jaw drops at this.

      “Late?” Checking my watch, I see it’s only ten after twelve. “I was on time. Your friend Arson—”

      “You both arrived late. Not a good point for an employer.”

      Taking a calming breath, I decide to keep the plastered smile intact and not argue with the jerk much. “Well, what to do. Life happens.”

      He grabs a tablet from the table, clicks on it a few times, and then asks, “So, Miss Walker, tell me why you want this job.”

      Oh, God, he seriously wants to play it like that after last night?

      By his bored expression though, I know he means it. The last thing I need is for him to dangle the fine threat over me, so I answer. “Lachlan Scott’s garden is one of the finest in New York, if not the state. The mansion has existed since the civil war, and some of the trees there are hundreds of years old. Planting anything there requires research, thought, and creativity.”

      “Creativity?”

      “Yes. It has to look fresh despite the setting being so old. Plus, it has to be welcoming for guests and safe for children.”

      His focus is still on the tablet while he moves his fingers flawlessly over it. “You don’t think he has all that already?”

      “No, because he wouldn’t have hired you.”

      “Good thinking,” he replies, and then fires another question. “Your resume mentioned that you have experience in gardening. Is that true?”

      Freaking jerk! “Yes, I worked on Alfred Walker’s garden.”

      He finally raises his eyes to me, his mouth curving while he puts the tablet back on the desk. “He has a good garden.” He locks his hands, musing about something before dishing yet another question. “Do you think you have enough experience handling a project of this magnitude?”

      He sounds so detached, so cold, and so… bland that my blood boils inside me, demanding release.

      What’s the point of all this if I’m not taking this job anyway? He can’t sue me now anyway; I showed up for this idiotic job interview. “You know what? I do, but I don’t want to do it.” I stand up, picking up my bag, but his laughter freezes me.

      He leans back in his chair, swaying while giving me a onceover. “Your stubbornness is so foolish.”

      Crossing my arms, I hiss, “Oh, more foolish than what you’re trying to accomplish?”

      His brow raises. “And what am I trying to accomplish?”

      “You know we can’t work together.” Huffing in frustration, I tangle my fingers in my hair and pace a little while he continues to watch me like a hawk. “Not when the whole world thinks we are a thing,” I say lamely, and he flips a lighter between his fingers, oblivious to my statements.

      “I don’t care what people think.”

      “Well, maybe the press is used to you to being linked with different women.” I ignore the green monster rearing its head inside me at the idea of him with other women, which is quite insane! But nevertheless, my hands fist. “But my reputation is important to me. No one will take me seriously at this job now, and I have to think about my future.”

      “And you care so much about public opinion.” He mocks me, flickering the lighter on and off. “I built this company from scratch.” I frown at the change of subject, but he pays no attention to that. “Everyone who works here is the best of the best. I don’t hire mediocrity.” He gets up, throwing the lighter on the desk, and then flips open a file. “You got an interview because of this.”

      I step closer to see all my previous work showcased in photos with different handwritten descriptions on the side. From my school projects to my latest work before the woman fired me, leaving half her garden unfinished. “You have potential, and I want that potential. Is that clear?”

      I’m too stunned to utter anything else but, “Yes.”

      “Good. Now the other thing.” He walks around the desk, and the energy in the room shifts, becoming oddly electrifying, alerting each of my senses when he moves closer and closer.

      Instinctively, my legs shift back, back, back, while he continues to power toward me. “What thing?” I step back once again, hoping I won’t find a pen on the way. Face planting on the floor would be the highlight of my humiliation at this point.

      “Me and you.”

      “There is no me and you.” My back hits the wall, a slight groan slipping past my lips as he rests his hand beside my head, caging me in. My eyes widen and my heartbeat speeds up when he leans forward, our breaths mingling as my chest rises and falls.

      “Let’s get something straight here.” His fingers skim my neck, lightly grazing the skin, and I gasp as goose bumps pop up on my skin. “I want you.” I put my palms on his chest, wanting to push him away, but instead, I fist the lapels of his suit jacket. “Moaning under me while I make you mine, time and time again.” His finger slides down to my collarbone, as if he’s drawing a symbol on my skin. “So have no illusions about me.”

      “You can’t talk to me like that,” I whisper, confused and aroused at the same time, desire crashing on me like a wave. I’m trying to gulp for breath under it, but I’m powerless by the sheer power his presence brings.

      “You are not my employee, darling,” he growls, tilting my head up as I feel his breath on my neck, right before he places a butterfly kiss on the spot between it and my shoulder. “I could never do this to one of my employees,” he murmurs, sucking on my skin, and a moan sounds in the room. It takes a second for me to realize it’s mine. His thumb slips my dress from my shoulder as he moves lower, pressing his body to mine where I feel his rigid muscles.

      “Oh my God,” I murmur, swaying my hips toward him, even though everything inside me screams to free myself from the hypnotizing hold he has on me.

      “No, just me, love.” His fingers lace in my hair and he brings me closer, our lips almost touching when he growls, “Callum. Repeat my name, love.” He nips on my chin, slowly tracing his tongue to my lips, and I’m ready to comply with his demand, until the phone ringing bursts the bubble of desire and need he’s created, snapping me out of it.

      For a second, neither of us says anything as the phone continues to ring, but then my actions finally register in my mind, and with a loud gasp, I push him away.

      He lets go of me easily while I breathe heavily, adjusting my dress. “Who said you have the right to touch me?” I ask, licking my dry lips and hating how raspy my voice sounds. I can’t believe I almost allowed him to kiss me on my second meeting with him.

      During a job interview!

      “You wanted it. Why hide your desire for me?”

      “This is not desire. I’m getting out of here.” I rush to snatch my bag and files, ready to bolt, but he blocks my exit. “Callum, please. This is insane and…. I don’t even have words for it.” How can I forget common sense around this guy? God knows what could have happened if we weren’t interrupted. “Stay away from me.” Then his earlier statement plays in my ears. “That’s the whole point of wanting this, right? Since you didn’t want to offer me a job, you wanted a quickie in your office!” I almost shout the last part while he calmly removes his jacket, throwing it on the chair, and rolls his sleeves. “What are you doing?” Panic laces my tone while I watch his next move, but he just chuckles.

      Freaking chuckles!

      “It’s hot, darling.” He hikes his thumbs on his pockets and continues, “You’ve seen me, what? Two times? And somehow, out of these times, you’ve come to the conclusion I’m an asshole.”

      “It’s—”

      His splayed palm shushes my protests. “I’m being honest here. I won’t hire you, because I want you. Badly. I’m not good with watching and not touching,” he says, sighing. “But Lachlan needs those renovations. So he is the one who hired you.”

      My mouth drops open. “What?”

      “Yes, he loved your work.” He steps closer again, while I’m frozen on the spot once freaking again, and feel the tip of his leather shoes touching mine. “So he is your employer. His company hired you. I was just the bridge. So to everyone involved, you don’t work for me.”

      “This—”

      “But make no mistake, everyone will know I want you.”

      I look at him, completely confused with this plan, and he smiles. “I see I managed to shock you. Think about it, darling, in your spare time.”

      All this becomes too much though. Him manipulating me, then the intense desire I’ve never felt before, and now this. It’s like he has the ability to spin my world on its axis and then expects me to be grateful for it.

      “I need to go.” And this time, he shifts to the side, allowing me to dash outside to his secretary’s shocked stare.

      Callum MacRae.

      Wolf in sheep’s clothes?

      More like the devil himself.

      

      Callum

      Run, my wild orchid, but even you won’t be able to resist me.

      After all, we are destined to be together one way or another.

      I inhale the smell of her perfume and think about all the orchid greenhouses back on the island, where I can’t wait to sink my dick into her, so she’ll know who permanently has possession of her body.

      Giselle Walker is mine.

      My beautiful Persephone, who is yet to discover she’ll rule the underworld with Hades.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Giselle

      “Is this the right address?” the cabbie asks, straightening in his seat as we pull up to the huge mansion located on the outskirts of the city, guarded by an iron gate.

      Even though it’s impossible to find Lachlan’s mansion on the internet, the old guide on historical buildings helped me memorize its details before showing up here.

      Putting my crossbody bag on, I grab my tablet from the seat and pat him on the shoulder. “Yes.” He’s in his late sixties, emitting all those protective grandpa vibes around him. On the way here, he spoke about his seven daughters and how he taught them to defend themselves. “Would you please wait here for me though?” I ask, giving a hundred to him. “I might be around twenty, thirty minutes tops.” At least that’s how long it usually takes to inspect soil and flowers and to write a report. The place is so secluded I’m not sure I’ll be able to find a cab here quickly.

      “Sure, I’ve got my book right here.” He shakes his e-reader, and with one last smile, I get out of the car.

      “I hope I won’t regret taking this job,” I murmur, walking toward the gate where a security guard scans me from head to toe. “Hi!” I wave. “My name is Giselle Walker. I should—”

      The iron gates screech a little before they start to open wide, revealing a rather long-ass path toward the mansion. “Yes, we were informed about you. Come on in,” the guard says.

      Giving him a wary glance, I slip inside, blinking in awe at seeing the building up close. It reminds of all those magical castles that have a history full of secrets, and even not trespassing on this territory seems like a crime.

      The huge, horizontal, brick building spreads across the land. The magnificent architecture includes several statues in arches that create a mysterious allure, but also a little fear, and it seems there is no escape from it. The two-leveled structure has a lot of balconies, and most of the windows are made from stained glass, reminding me of cathedrals.

      While the building is one of the most magnificent things I’ve seen that’s survived through the years, I gasp, excitement fueling my blood when my eyes finally land on the garden. Slipping my shoes off, I step on the grass with my bare feet and almost moan in pleasure when my toes curl into it. It’s neatly cut and nourished, its green color so vivid.

      Looking around, I notice several alcoves decorated with peonies. I touch the petals, blinking at how fresh they are. Like someone is taking care of them daily.

      Farther, I spot a greenhouse displaying several rows of pots with red roses. Massive trees are scattered across the property, some of them hundreds of years old based on my research.

      But the most striking thing about it… the maze garden. One could be lost in it for hours, days really, and still find new paths. I studied it from the floor plan, but touching the actual walls, carved so precisely, is out-of-this-world cool.

      The whole maze reminds me more of a hunting ground, where predators can lure their victims and then play with them for hours.

      Blinking, I shake my head and laugh a little. Where have these ridiculous thoughts come from?

      “Miss Giselle?”

      I turn around at the sound of my name and see an older man wearing butler-style clothes, his kind eyes scanning me from head to toe.

      “My name is Levi. I’m the butler of this household. Would like you like a cup of tea?” He extends his white-gloved hand with a tray that has a steaming cup on it.

      “Hi!” I come closer and give him my hand. He takes it, placing a soft kiss on the back of it. “Nice to meet you and thank you.” I don’t want tea right now, because it’s just a quick inspection, but I can’t let him do all this work for nothing. Grandpa Darius taught me how hard they really work in mansions, especially when owners bark orders at them all the time.

      “My pleasure.” He places the tray under his armpit, smiling, which only emphasizes his wrinkles. “Mr. Scott wanted to let you know you can stay as long as you need.”

      “Oh, I just need a couple more minutes for photos. I won’t be long.”

      He nods but still stands still, and I groan inwardly. He probably got an order to keep an eye on me, which means the poor old guy will be waiting around.

      After I stormed out of Callum’s office yesterday, I couldn’t stop thinking about his proposition and everything that happened there. My reaction to him is unexplainable; it’s not like I haven’t met or kissed hot guys before. Add to it the fact that I was once engaged, yet I still had no idea how to react to all that or his declarations.

      Psycho came to mind, but I reacted to his pull, so it’s not like I could blame him.

      Shortly after that meeting, I was contacted by Lachlan Scott himself, who offered me a sum of money I couldn’t refuse in my current situation. But more importantly, if I accomplish this project, it will give me a reputation and an in with other clients, and then my career hopefully will take off. Maybe then I will be able to pay my debt to Grandfather and free myself and Darius from his clutches.

      Placing the cup back on the tray Levi has ready for me, I snap a few photos of different flowers, the grass, and trees. Quickly making notes on the structure and quality of the soil, I save the document and mark it as done.

      “I’m done here.”

      Levi’s brows shoot up in surprise. “So soon?” He glances at the watch he fishes out of his front pocket. “You’ve been here only twenty minutes.”

      “Yeah, I always start with short research.”

      “Would you like to stay for lunch?”

      “No, thank you. I have a cab wait—”

      The sound of an engine roaring cuts me off as a black sports car races inside the castle grounds, and I blink when it stops abruptly. The engine is still running when the man wearing sunglasses, jeans, and a leather jacket gets out of it, as if he owns the place.

      Callum in all his handsome glory.

      He removes the glasses while sending a half smile my way. “Fancy seeing you here,” he greets me, and waves at Levi. “Hey, man.”

      “Mr. MacRae.” Levi looks between us, probably noticing tension in the air, and clears his throat. “I will be at the house. There are a few things I need to prepare.” I feel like he’s silently communicating something to Callum, but then he bows his head to me. “Have a nice day, Giselle.”

      “You too,” I murmur, and then wait until he’s behind the massive oak doors before snapping at Callum. “What are you doing here?”

      “Well—”

      “Are you a stalker?” I press my tablet to my chest, lifting my chin, ready to fight him, even if it’s the most idiotic idea ever.

      He chuckles, biting on the arm of his glasses. “Stalker? What a word. I don’t need to stalk you, Giselle.” His voice is so smooth, deep, like he’s caressing me with it and trying to hypnotize me as he leans closer, gluing his gaze on my lips. His scent of cigarettes and men’s soap penetrates my nostrils and blocks all the flower fragrances away, creating a cocoon around us. “You look beautiful today.” I glance down in disbelief at my T-shirt and knee-length skirt. Not the sexy attire to earn a compliment.

      Oh my God, he’s done it again. Made me lose track of the conversation. Will I be subject to this anytime I’m in his presence?

      Pressing my palm on his rigid chest, I push him away firmly and hiss, “Why are you following me? You are not part of this job.” Lachlan assured me that he is my sole employer, and that Callum doesn’t even act as a third party.

      His brow lifts. “I recommended you to him. I do take responsibility for your work.” He taps my nose and then traps it between his knuckles when I try to avoid his touch. “So make me proud, my wild orchid,” he murmurs, and I dip under his hold, freeing myself.

      “I’m not your anything,” I bite back, and then ask again, “So you’re going to follow me around?”

      He moves along with me to the concrete where my shoes lay. “Contrary to what you believe, darling, I do have a life that doesn’t revolve around you.” He motions his head toward the mansion. “I’m here for business.”

      My brows furrow when I slip back into my leather ankle boots. “Isn’t Lachlan overseas?”

      “He is.” That’s all he says to me before blowing me a kiss. “Go, darling. Your cab is waiting for you. I’ll see you around.”

      I spin around and say over my shoulder, “Don’t bother.” And what kind of business does he have in this weird-ass mansion if the owner is not here?

      This guy gives me whiplash with his confusing tones and behavior.

      The best thing I can do right now is focus on my work and deliver the best project this mansion has ever seen.

      I have no place or time right now for a hot affair with a handsome stranger who, for some reason, has set his eyes on me.

      Even if my body bursts into flames whenever I’m near him.

      

      Callum

      I press on the remote and grin when the classical music slowly shakes the walls of the dungeon, puckering the skin with its high notes that alert the entire body of the upcoming doom.

      Putting on the elastic gloves, I snap them against my wrists and trace my fingers over the weapons displayed on the table, each sharper and shinier than the last.

      Blades, knives, pliers, drills.

      Anything a serial killer’s heart desires.

      Lachlan does know how to fill his dungeons with expensive weapons; I’ll give him that.

      I glance to the glassed wall on my right and salute the students who may be occupying the viewing area, hungrily seeking my every move. Young minds are always so thirsty for blood. It’s fascinating to watch but more important to show them the true meaning of killing.

      A slight whimper snaps my attention back to the present, and I spin around to face the man occupying the chair right in the middle of the room, a tight chain wrapped around his middle while his legs and hands are tied so that the sharpness of the metal digs into the skin with his every jerk.

      Sweat coats his clothes, and a little perspiration even slides down his forehead as he mumbles something through the tape on his lips.

      Grinning wide, I pick up a poker and walk to him, putting extra weight into my heavy steps so it will send panic swirling through him. “Maurice,” I address him, putting the poker across my shoulders and hooking my arms over it. “Or should I say Billy?” I ask, and his eyes widen as he whimpers, twisting his body from side to side, but all it does is bring him more pain.

      After all, there is no escape from the clutches of death I inflict on people.

      He says something, but it comes out muffled through the tape, and with a loud sigh, I rip it off, wincing in distaste at his scream, which embarrasses even me.

      You are a man; show some bravery. At this point, I conclude women are stronger victims than men, or is it just mine who act like total whining bitches?

      His lips are chapped and blood smears them, because the tape still has some of his skin left on it.

      Throwing it away, I ask again, “So what should I call you?”

      “I don’t know what you want, but I have money,” he assures me, wincing with every word.

      I nod, musing, “Really?”

      “Yes,” he breathes heavily, and then adds, “And anything else you might want. Just name your price and it’s yours. Let me go.”

      I turn to the side, saying out loud, “What did he do wrong?” The minute the question slips past my lips, the huge TV located behind me on the wall turns on, showing a particular video from a home collection.

      Maurice’s home collection, to be exact.

      Horror fills his gaze as he shakes his head when he comes into full view of the camera, in which he slowly starts to undress himself.

      “My time is valuable, so let’s fast-forward it, shall we?” I grab the remote and forward it for ten minutes, stopping right where the tiny voice begs him, “Please, it hurts. Please.”

      Maurice’s laugher echoes in the video as he clamps the person’s mouth shut and seethes, “It won’t hurt in a minute, I promise.”

      I turn it off, because the video served its purpose. Seeing any more of this, and I’ll just shoot him right in the fucking forehead, and no one wants that.

      No, Maurice needs the most exquisite forms of torture.

      I grab the end of the poker and hit the guy in the back, and he screams, arching forward while blood slowly appears.

      “Please,” he cries, and I tsk with my tongue, leaning forward so he’ll hear my voice clearly.

      “Maurice, begging doesn’t help. You should know that, right?”

      He lifts his head, although his gaze might be a bit blurry from the wound, but he still manages to croak, “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry?” I repeat, rubbing the tip of the poker, and he nods but then groans, “I won’t do it again.”

      “Hmmm.” I slam the poker on his foot, breaking and tearing his toe, and his agonized whimper can probably be heard in another fucking county. “Do I look like a fool to you, Maurice?” He raspy breath is my only answer, so I continue. “Sorry won’t cut it for me.” I walk back to the table, dropping the poker on the floor and snagging a drill instead. “Your torture though will.”

      The drrr sound snaps his attention, and he trembles, his chest rising and falling while his stare is glued to the thing. I move toward him, humming to the music. Beethoven was a true master in creating suspense and anticipation in his music; too bad fuckers like Maurice couldn’t appreciate it.

      “It was a mistake.”

      This stills my movements while anger erupts inside me like a volcano, and I have to squeeze my hands tight not to end it too soon.

      Control, Callum, control.

      That’s why I prefer to hang them from the roofs of buildings, less annoying shit spitting from their mouth. They’re too busy worrying about splitting their brain on the ground to have conversations.

      But oh well. I owe one to Lachlan, so I have to deal with this shit. They couldn’t find a serial killer among their little club who could handle this guy; apparently, only my expertise would do.

      I chuckle inwardly, because please… he raised those fuckers to be so lethal I’m not sure the word conscience exists in their vocabulary.

      “No, Maurice. It was a desire,” I say, but he shifts again, shaking his head wildly.

      “Please, don’t kill me. Please. It will never happen again.”

      Ah, but we both know it’s a lie.

      When you have dark desires, they rule your life, and there is no running away from them. No matter how much you forbid yourself from experiencing them, they are always there, lurking to possess your mind until you comply with their wishes.

      I press the drill to his temple, and accompanied by his screams and music, his brain implodes inside his head while his life slowly leaves him, the skin and blood spraying everywhere, smearing me too.

      The only way to get rid of those desires… is death.

      You can’t tame monsters, because they are hungry for all the dark things in this world.

      We all learn that simple truth at some point.

      

      Giselle

      Dropping my bag on the table in the secluded area of the public library, I switch on the lamp on the table and slip off my boots, curling my toes into the carpet.

      One of the reasons I always travel this far to the old library is because I can get lost here between books for hours, and they don’t give a shit if I remove my shoes or munch on food. If it was socially acceptable, I would have walked barefoot everywhere.

      Well, where it’s clean, that is.

      Putting down my cup of tea, I quickly go the librarian, Jessica, who smiles at me and adjusts her glasses on her nose. “Giselle! You’re back.”

      “Yes,” I reply and then drum my fingers on the counter. “I have a question. Do you have any books on gardening—”

      “Yeah, tons!”

      I sigh inwardly, because Jessica is a great kid, but she never lets anyone finish their sentences. “On gardening in the eighteenth century?” Lachlan’s mansion design must be dated this far due to the façade they used on the building and layout of the garden. The person choosing this design must have loved English architecture if he brought it back to the States with him.

      Back then, gardens were the only places certain rendezvous could happen, so that explains the extensive maze and numerous alcoves hidden behind the bushes. No way would Lachlan have created it by himself, and I can already feel excitement building in my veins from the prospect of discovering the castle’s secrets.

      Jessica frowns while her fingers dance across the keyboard, and she scrunches her eyes in concentration. “We might have something in Section H, Number 1200. It’s about the evolution of gardening in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Does that work?”

      “Yes, that’s sound good for now. Thank you!” I place a chocolate on the counter, and she grabs it excitedly. This girl has an even bigger sweet tooth than me.

      I go back to my seat and open my tablet, scrolling through different photos of Lachlan’s mansion and writing down several types of flowers and grasses he has there while wondering who planted it all.

      Some of them are considered to be incompatible, and in all plant-based literature, there are warnings about planting them near each other, as one would perish sooner than normal. But at the same time, the garden is in such a flawless condition I’m not sure why Lachlan even wants my help. The soil is perfect; so are the bushes planted. Maybe it’s the flower design. “So weird,” I mumble, popping a chocolate into my mouth and washing it down with tea.

      My finger pauses and I blink in surprise, my attention focusing on the red flower with an unusual shape hidden between the bushes leading to the alcove, and I freeze, zooming in with my fingers. If I didn’t take a photo of the tree, I’d have completely missed it!

      It can’t be.

      I’m afraid to even breathe for fear the picture might disappear from my vision.

      Is that?

      I take a screenshot of the plant and rush to the orchid section in the library, scanning the shelves for the title I need.

      Finally noticing it on the top shelf, I stretch for it but can’t reach it. I rise on my tiptoes, my fingers almost touching it, but then I feel hot breath on the back of my neck and a male presence behind me.

      The hand above me snags it and places the book right into my palm, and then he wraps his hand around mine, bringing it down. “Here you go, Giselle,” he says, and I spin around only to be squished between the bookshelf and muscle.

      A dark lock falls over his face, and I hold back the need to move it away, wanting to feel it under my fingers. Instead, I exhale and place my hand on my chest. “You scared me.”

      “Did I?” Callum leans forward, resting his hand above me on the shelf, once again trapping me. My brows furrow when I notice he has a different shirt on this time, even though it’s only been a couple hours since we saw each other last.

      Which reminds me. “What are you doing here?” He opens his mouth to reply, but I shake my head.  “You know what? I don’t care. Just please leave me alone,” I say without much heat, but really, what the hell is this guy’s problem?  “Stop stalking me.”

      He chuckles, and the sound sends shivers down my spine, so foreign, because it misses the usual mocking. “Giselle, this is a public library, you know.”

      “So?”

      He leans closer, his breath fanning my lips when he replies, whispering so no one can hear us, “So… I can come here for no reason.”

      “While I’m here?”

      “Especially when you’re here.”

      “You are such an—” Whatever I want to say transforms into a loud yelp when the book slips from my fingers and lands on my toes, pain instantly traveling through me.

      Callum curses under his breath and kneels in front of me, lifting my foot onto his thigh.

      “Ouch.” I wince when his thumb brushes over my nail, which is quickly going purple. “It hurts.” Even to me, my voice sounds whiny, but he continues to inspect it, lightly pressing on the skin around it.

      “You’ll have a bruise, but it’s nothing serious.” A dull ache replaces the pain, and his fingers skim over the skin of my calf, and only then our position registers in my hazy brain.

      “Flawless,” he murmurs, his breath skirting over my legs as he slowly puts my foot back on the carpet and rises, making sure to brush our chests together. I don’t even breathe for fear of destroying this moment.

      He flashes a book in front of my eyes. “The flowers on the cover are flawless,” he murmurs, and I narrow my eyes, fuming inside.

      Jerk.

      I snatch the book away from him, opening it to page seventy, and show him the picture of certain roses. “It’s one of the rarest flowers in the world.”

      “Expensive one too,” he adds, crossing his arms.

      “Exactly. Lachlan has one, a real one,” I emphasize, “in his garden.”

      He shrugs. “So?”

      “So… it’s awesome!” I hiss, quickly glancing to the side, but no one pays attention to us, since we’re so far away. “You know how rare it is to see something like that in real life?”

      “I own a botanic company. I see all that a lot,” he says.

      Some excitement dims inside me, reminding me of all the times when I had some crazy ideas and Grandfather would step all over them. “Yeah, of course.”  I muster a smile. “I’m going back to researching, and you can… do whatever you came here for.” I move to dart to my table, when his strong hand blocks my exit and brings me back, pressing me against the shelves, making them rattle. “What are you doing?” I ask, when he shifts closer and his scent surrounds me.

      “Lachlan bought this flower for his… woman.” I don’t miss the strange tone at that. “He found the name fitting for her.” Callum tips my chin up.  “Don’t give me fake smiles anymore.”

      “How do you know it’s fake?”

      “Because I do. I’m not sorry-ass Kevin who had his eyes on someone else.” He almost spits his name, and I’m taken aback by the jealousy coating his words.

      I hadn’t even met him until two days ago. Why does he care what I did and with who?

      “Lachlan’s woman is lucky.” He frowns, so I elaborate, “She has a rare flower.”

      “Is that what you want?”

      A humorless laugh echoes between us as I run my fingers through my hair and say with frustration, “What I want is for you to stop following me around and popping up out of nowhere.” I shake the book. “This is my job, and thank you for helping me get it. And until six o’clock hits, I’m at work. But please stop acting like this.”

      “It’s six-oh-one,” he replies, wrapping his hand around my waist and pulling us together, my hands stuck between us since I’m still holding on to the damn book.

      “What are—” His mouth covers mine, and he swallows my surprised gasp, his hips pushing into me.

      Even though his touch sends desire swirling through me, I don’t want to surrender. Then he bites on my lower lip, tugging it gently before slipping his tongue inside and finding mine, and all the breath whooshes from me.

      Leaving me alone in the world he created for both of us.

      His tongue plays with mine, sweeping my mouth while he kisses me deeply, possessively, all consumingly, and his hand laces in my hair, angling my head for deeper access.

      A moan slips past me, and the book drops once again to the floor as my hands fist his shirt, bringing him closer, because any distance between us seems like an offense.

      My lungs are burning from lack of oxygen, but I don’t want to stop while his scent and power dust over me like a shield from everyone else.

      Even if on some level I despise him for it.

      He unlocks our mouths, shifting his lips to my neck, where he sucks on the skin while his hand hikes up my leg over his hip, his hard-on digging into my core. “You are burning in my arms, my wild orchid,” he whispers over my skin before biting it, stinging it, and then soothing it with a soft lick. “Is your pussy soaked, my love?” he asks, and although my cheeks heat, I find his mouth again and kiss him hard, giving in to the passionate embrace.

      He complies with my desire, but then I feel his fingers skimming over my thigh as he raises my skirt up, up, up till he has me exposed in the corner of the library. “It should be a crime to be as desirable as you are, Giselle,” he says, and I rest my head on the shelf, burning from the inside out and needing an outlet for the emotion. Then his fingers reach the edge of my panties, and I gasp when he slips them inside, brushing over my aching center. “Ah, wet indeed.” He glides his fingers over the sensitive skin and the fire inside me intensifies, still aching.

      Finally, he pushes them inside, and his mouth lands on mine once again, silencing my moans. He slowly, so agonizingly slowly, moves his finger back and forth, creating a friction that drives me insane yet gives me no satisfaction.

      The kiss turns heated, as if he’s staking a claim on me that doesn’t belong there. I want to drown in these sensations and forget everything, because in my life, no one has ever—

      The loud sneeze of someone wakes me up from the encounter, and mortification flows over me like cold water.

      With a loud whimper, I push him way, and his fingers slip past me while I quickly adjust my dress, my heart beating wildly in my chest.

      Oh my God! I let a guy finger me in a public library. How can one man possess such power over me that I lose my damned mind around him and do reckless things I would have never done before? “Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God,” I chant, horrified with myself, and then it transforms into anger when Callum laughs.

      “That was the plan, but the sneezing kid ruined it.” I kick him, which only earns me a lift of a brow. “This is not funny! If they’d caught us, we’d be on the news.” I could just imagine the headlines too.

      Marvin Walker’s daughter caught in a library having sex.

      Plus, the cocky smile of his only makes it worse, because it seems our moment was magical only for me.

      “I’d pay the media off. Don’t worry, darling. Your good-girl image wouldn’t have been tarnished.” A beat, and then he asks, “What scares you more? The idea that a good girl can sin like that in the library? Or that you want to sin with me?” he says as if it’s supposed to mean something to me.

      “Stay away from me, Callum,” I hiss right before I hear several voices closer to us, and with one last glance at him, I pick up my book and go back to my table, not allowing myself to look over my shoulder.

      Sitting on the chair, I resist the urge to groan into my hands and instead pretend to search for something on my tablet, all while watching Callum leave the library. Once he does, I exhale in relief, even though my pulse is still beating rapidly.

      The guy is a complete jerk to me most of the time, yet my body always betrays me in his presence. Am I so starved for attention that even this will do?

      Huffing in frustration, I resume my research, ignoring the tiny voice in my head that screams Callum is not a jerk.

      He just showed me what lacked in my relationship with Kevin from the very beginning and why I chose him as husband material.

      Passion.

      It’s easy to marry or date a man who to you is safe.

      What do you do though if you meet a man who destroys the world as you know it and drops you in a sea of desire so strong you fear you can’t function without it?

      Run before it destroys you.

      Because inevitably, that’s what will happen.

      True love never has a happy ending.

      

      Callum

      Licking my lips still containing her taste, I breathe in the scarf she left behind and can almost get off on it alone.

      My Persephone was irresistible before.

      Now though?

      She is vitally important.

      I can’t wait as I originally planned to court her, making her fall in love with me.

      No, my wild orchid needs a wild approach and passion, something she’s lacked her whole life.

      Taking out my phone, I type.

      Time to claim what always belonged to me and was stolen from me so unfairly.

      I thought revenge tasted cold and bitter.

      I was wrong.

      Revenge tastes like Giselle.

      Sweet, and all consuming.
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      Giselle

      Flipping through the book, I mark a few points about maze design, and my brows rise at the information there. According to this, the reason they created mazes was to trap intruders who sneaked inside the castle grounds during the Civil War, seeking shelter. The original owner of Lachlan’s property despised strangers and preferred to live secluded, so he had bear traps spread throughout the mazes.

      People died out there, and he wouldn’t help them.

      A shiver rushes through me, and I shake my head, pushing the book aside. God, I wouldn’t want to live in a place with such history!

      But then Lachlan is anything but normal, based on the rumors floating around.

      “How was the job?” Isla asks, taking out the ham and bread from the refrigerator. She was dismissed from her case once again, because she wanted to dig deeper when she saw a certain connection to an older case. And whenever that happened, it was sandwich and beer night at her house.

      “Pretty creepy and cool. Yours?” I’m watching her reaction and sigh when she closes off, turning away from me and fumbling with the coffee pot.

      “Good.”

      “Isla….” I’m trying to find the right words in this situation, but everything sounds lame in my head.

      “Yeah, my point exactly.” She silently reads my mind. “No evidence will ever be good enough for my chief.”

      What she really wants to say though is that she will never find the serial killer who wiped out her entire family during her cousin’s wedding. The priest’s head was hung on the door, greeting the police as they arrived… too late.

      Isla is the only surviving victim of the incident; the killer chained her to the wall and made her watch as he, one by one, tortured and killed her family. Then he smeared her cheeks in blood and, with a salute, left. She was locked in the chapel for ten hours with all those bodies until rescue came.

      She was fifteen.

      The nightmares haunt her to this day; she wakes up screaming in the middle of the night with sweat coating her skin.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she whispers, and then takes a bite of her sandwich. “What about Callum?”

      Even though I avoid this topic like the plague, I give in to the change of subject, because the former brings her pain. “Nothing. Hopefully we won’t cross again.”

      Even I can hear bullshit in my words, and Isla snorts, walking toward the couch and dropping next to me. “Yeah, right.”

      “I’m serious. This whole thing is bizarre.”

      She licks the condiment from her fingers, musing over my words. “Honestly, what’s bizarre about that? It’s called sexual chemistry.”

      “With two meetings?” Although I told her about the incident in his office, I kept my mouth shut about the library.

      Just remembering his breath on my skin, while his fingers grazed—

      Isla clicks her fingers in front of my face. “Earth to Giselle.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Anyway, he is a good rebound choice.”

      I choke on a sip of water. “Rebound?”

      “Well, after Kevin broke your… pride. You can have a hot affair with Callum. He is young, single, hot, and available. What’s not to like?” she asks, looking at me while my jaw drops.

      “Well, it’s not—”

      “What? Good, according to people? Whatever.”

      Her other statement registers. “Pride, huh?”

      She nods, finishing her sandwich and grabbing a paper napkin. “Let’s face it—you never loved the guy. Why you agreed to marry him is beyond me.” I open my mouth to protest, but she shushes me with her index finger. “You hadn’t even slept with him. And the bastard cheated on you. I think you are allowed to have a wild affair.” She wiggles her brows, and I hit her with a pillow, so she yells, “Hey!”

      “If I listened to you, I’d hook up with every available guy.”

      But there is some merit in her words. Why do I even resist what Callum wants? I mean I know I haven’t known him that long, but the intensity… it’s there.

      Isn’t that enough for a one-night stand or a fling?

      My body burns with his touch, demanding him to soothe the inferno he creates, and his sheer presence blocks the outside world away.

      Why not explore it?

      The ringing of the doorbell snaps me out of my thoughts, and I get up to check who it is.

      Peeking through the peephole I see a delivery guy and open it up, smiling. “Hi!” he greets and then looks at his notepad. “I have a delivery for Giselle Walker.”

      “That’s me.” He gives me the box and then nods. “Have a nice day.” I blink as he speedily goes to the elevator, and then I shut the door with a kick, studying the box.

      “Someone got a present,” Isla murmurs and joins me by the kitchen counter when I snatch a knife from the magnet strip to open it up.

      The minute the box falls apart, I gasp and wrap my hands around the brown pot, in awe of the beauty in front of me.

      “What’s this?” she asks, leaning toward it, and her nose twitches as she smells it.

      “It’s a Shenzhen Nongke Orchid,” I whisper, caressing the yellow petals that surround the white and dark red mixed with purple flower. The sheath is long, tilting a little in my direction, and I can’t stop staring at the thing.

      “Judging by your reaction, you got a diamond.”

      “They cost a fortune, one of the rarest and most expensive types of orchid,” I reply absently, my gaze still glued to the flower. The price doesn’t matter either; the sheer beauty that nature has created has me in permanent awe. I’ve only seen them in books, and once during university, we had a professor who brought one to class.

      “Yeah, that guy’s going all in,” Isla mutters and then points at the card attached to the pot. “You got a message too.”

      She slips it under my nose, and I flip it open, reading it quickly, my heart banging in my chest so loudly I’m sure Isla can hear it.

      

      
        
        A wild orchid for a wild orchid.

        —Callum

      

      

      Warmth fills my chest at his gift, even though it’s outrageously expensive and shouldn’t be given to me at all … yet it suits me perfectly. For the first time, someone has given me a gift that’s all about me, taking into consideration my likes and dislikes. Without thinking I might want it because I’m a Walker… or not getting something for the same reason.

      My brows furrow when I notice two more envelopes at the bottom of the box. “I wonder what’s inside them, to top that,” Isla muses, sipping her coffee as I find two invitations to the Dungeon of Burlesque, one of the most prestigious clubs in the city. Access is allowed by invitation only. Lucy begged me to go with her multiple times, but I always refused, feeling out of place in such establishments.

      But my life changes with my every action. Shouldn’t I try new things too?

      And soon, with the project Callum helped me land, I won’t have to care what Grandfather thinks either, because he won’t have Darius’s well-being dangling over my head. The whole reason I went back to listening to him and playing nice with the family was because his condition was to be a united front of Walkers for Dad’s campaign.

      A prisoner in my own family.

      The sexy jerk though, who acts like I belong to him, in a way gave me a stepping-stone toward freedom. This knowledge counts more than the flowers itself.

      “It’s for both of us,” I say, reading our names. “What do you think?”

      Isla wraps her hand around my waist and rests her head on my shoulder. “I think you’re about to have fun.”

      Maybe that’s exactly what I need.

      A harmless one-night stand with a man who shows up in the most inappropriate places and gifts me the most beautiful things.

      

      Callum

      I smile when I see the pure joy on Giselle’s face while she lovingly caresses the petals one more time before going to the guest room, to prepare for the evening I assume.

      This time, she can pick the dress herself. She doesn’t know I picked the one she showed up in for Lucy’s engagement. She had to look flawless and exquisite for that stupid thing, so no one would feel sorry for her.

      My woman is a queen, and everyone will treat her like it.

      Leaning back, I throw away one more pawn that represents her resistance, and anticipation prickles my skin, awakening dormant feelings inside me.

      The time has come to catch my prey and create a web around her so twisted and dark she’ll never be able to escape it.

      After all, she is the debt that her family owes me.

      A wild orchid that was always meant to be mine.

      

      Giselle

      “Thank you.” I give the cabbie a twenty and shut the door as Isla whistles next to me.

      “The line is insane.”

      I follow her gaze to see around a hundred people trying to get in, all in different attire from elegant to trashy, while bouncers allow them in only if they have an invitation.

      I focus on the girl wearing a flawless white dress as she tries to get in, but the bouncer barks, “Get away from here.” Her shoulders sag, and she spins around, rubbing her arms, and my brows furrow.

      Complete devastation marks her face, and her lips tremble a little, but she shakes her head, takes a deep breath, and catches a nearby cab.

      What the hell could be so freaking important in this club that she looked like the world had ended?

      It takes me a moment to register Isla pinching my arm. “Where did you go?”

      “That girl.” I point at the passing cab and she nods.

      “Yeah, the no seemed rough for her.”

      “I think I’ve seen her somewhere.” But where?

      “Maybe she’s one of Manhattan’s elite?” Isla supplies, and then hooks her arm with mine, dragging me to the entrance. “Let’s get inside, away from this insanity.”

      Indeed, someone starts crying and even arguing over a no. Geez, just find another club.

      We go straight to security, and I blink at the bright yellow sign that says The Dungeon of Burlesque. And snort inwardly. The owner wanted to go all in with the bohemian look, it seems.

      The bouncer scans our invitations then raises his eyes to us, pales a little, and removes the red rope blocking the entrance. He motions for us to go through. “Welcome to the Dungeon.”

      “Thanks!” Isla salutes him, and we pass through a narrow gate where there’s a sort of reception desk, and a waitress who beams at us with a bright smile, holding menus in her hands.

      “Welcome, ladies. Table for two?” she asks, glancing behind us, probably checking if we came with company.

      “Yes, please.” She nods and turns around as we follow her.

      Isla’s jaw drops when the sheer beauty of the place comes into view, and even though I grew up around luxury and money, I’m in awe of it too.

      The space is wide and huge with old music blasting through the speakers, giving a vintage type of vibe, as if taking you back to the ’20s, when burlesque was born. Black marble floors shine brightly under golden chandeliers filled with expensive crystals that display the place in a magical light that the gold walls emphasize. Portraits of burlesque legends are scattered on the walls with little quotes about the dance written on the tablecloths. Small, round tables fill most of the place, with candles, and a bottle of wine on each, ready for the taking.

      Almost all the seats are taken as people engage in conversations while giving occasional glances to the stage. Some even clap, at the current performer swirling on the stage and raising her leg high.

      A spacious bar is located at one end, where most of the waiters are, and a central stage is on the other. Near it is a smaller stage where musicians are getting ready, checking their instruments and sharing a laugh between each other.

      They probably play live music during the main performance, which according to the invitation is Blazing Red, the star.

      The guys wear black vests with a bow tie along with black jeans, while the girls have knee-length stockings, shorts, tight T-shirts with the logo on it, and they navigate gracefully in high pumps.

      The sexy energy of burlesque almost casts magic on the place and creates anticipation in my blood for the show.

      Very smart marketing, I’ll give them that.

      “I’m so glad we came here,” Isla murmurs, and I nudge her a little, since the girl chuckles next to us.

      We take our seats, and the waitress gives us menus. “Do you want to start with some drinks first?”

      “Yes, please. Beer.”

      She shifts her gaze to me, and I shake my head, because they have wine available on the table along with nuts. “I’m good.”

      “Okay. Your beer will be here shortly. When you’re ready to place an order, just press the button here.” She shows it on the menu and with a wink walks away.

      “Do you know who the owner is?” Isla pops a nut in her mouth and tugs on her dress, huffing in annoyance. She always wears pants, but this time she borrowed one of my dresses, an emerald-green, strapless one that emphasizes her waist but also shows off her legs. Since she is taller than me, the dress finishes midthigh.

      “No clue,” I reply, scanning the menu and wondering what to get. I hope they have something I can eat and not all that fancy stuff, like bull’s brain or other dishes that creeped me out as a child.

      A vision in white quickly passes our table, and Isla gasps, “Mia!” I blink as the girl stops, her face completely free of makeup, while her red hair is pinned high. She is wearing jeans and a shirt, but by the heavy bag on her shoulder, I know she is about to go backstage. “Is that you?”

      “Isla?” she asks in disbelief but quickly plasters on a smile. “How are you?”

      “I’m good. I didn’t know you work here.” I pour myself some wine, because this could take a while, since Isla loves grilling people for information.

      I pause when Mia says, “I’m Blazing Red.” Her cheeks heat up, and she glances down as if in shame.

      “Shut up!” Isla exclaims, and I join her excitement.

      “That’s awesome!”

      “Yeah.” Mia looks upstairs where there are balcony seats and nods, before announcing, “Sorry, ladies, but I have to go. My show is in fifteen minutes. I’ll talk to you after it.”

      “Sure, babe!”

      That’s when I feel the hair on my neck rise then a shiver rush through me, and anticipation surrounds me. I place my elbows on the table, rest my chin on my locked palms in front of me, and subtly glance over my shoulder. However, I see no one but busy staff and customers laughing while talking with each other.

      “I think he’ll show up soon.”

      “I’m not waiting for anyone,” I reply, sipping my wine, and she snorts, popping another nut.

      “Right.”

      “How do you know Mia?” I decide to change the subject, rather than dwell on when Callum will come to our table.

      He is here. I can feel it with my every breath, because he’s watching me. I should run in a different direction, considering his stalker tendencies, but I’m still drawn to him like a moth to the flame. Where is the fear, concern… anything but the desire to explore whatever he offers?

      “…so that’s how we met,” Isla finishes, clapping her hands when the waiter places her beer in front of her and rushes away.

      I blink, clear my throat, and ask, “Could you repeat that please?” Isla throws a peanut at me, but I duck in time to avoid it. “Hey!”

      “Your head is in the clouds, woman. I won’t explain again.”

      “Come on!”

      “Yeah, I won’t, because—” She halts, her eyes widening, and she swallows hard. My brows rise at this, because I don’t think I’ve ever in my life seen this expression on her face.

      I follow her stare as she gapes at someone and see a tall, brooding man in the shadows by the bar. I can’t make out his features though except the fact that he is tall.

      My gaze shifts back to Isla who still gapes at him, but then closes her eyes, exhales, and takes a large sip of her beer. A few seconds pass as we sit in prolonged silence, and I finally can’t take it anymore. “Who is the guy?”

      “No one.”

      “Yeah, right,” I reply, and trail the rim of my glass. “An ex?” I’m not sure she has one, because she never dated anyone, at least not that I know of. Her private life has always been off-limits in our friendship, and I never pushed for more information anyway.

      But then, I highly doubt she is a twenty-five-year-old virgin.

      “No, he’s—” She exhales heavily, puffing her hair. “He’s a witness in our latest case.” I blink in surprise, because that’s the last thing I expected to hear. “It’s classified, so I’m not gonna explain.”

      “Oh, okay.” I’m not sure what else to say in this situation, but she continues.

      “He’s from Chicago. I’m just surprised to see him; that’s all.”

      Right, because that explains her gaping at him.

      “Okay,” I repeat again, and hectically rack my mind for an appropriate new subject, because this evening is not going in the direction I was hoping for.

      I expected to have fun and then see Callum if I’m honest. Instead, ten minutes in and we’ve seen two people who are somehow connected to Isla, and that’s never happened before.

      Or the blush on her cheeks—that’s odd too.

      That’s when a lady wearing a long, silky red dress comes on stage and taps on the microphone, bringing everyone’s attention to her. “Hello, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to Dungeon of Burlesque!” she shouts, raising her arms up and wide.

      Cheers and applause erupt, and we join them while she clears her throat, the sound echoing through the space. “Very soon, Blazing Red will come on stage.” This time, catcalls and whistles erupt and she laughs. “Yes, our star. But before that happens… let’s dance, everybody!” Around ten people hop on stage, male and female dancers in similar uniforms as the waiters.

      Catchy music starts rocking off the walls as the dancers get down and grab random people from the tables, twirling them to loud cheers, and my body slowly buzzes to the sound.

      A shadow looms above us, and shortly a young guy is next to us, extending both his hands to us. “Ladies, may I?” he asks, and Isla shakes her head. “Nope, can’t do it. But she loves to dance!” She points at me and I almost choke on my drink.

      What a traitor!

      The guy nods, snags my hand before I can say anything, and pulls me up, pressing me flush against his chest. He places his hat on my head and winks. “Gives a certain appeal.”

      Before he has the chance to twirl me though, I see brooding brown eyes drilling their stare into me from the bar, and my breath hitches when he scans us from head to toe, nothing but fury flashing in his eyes.

      Oh, God.

      It’s about to go down.

      

      Callum

      The blood in my veins boils when I see my wild orchid in the arms of another man who swirls her on the dance floor, picking her up and swaying while she smiles. I can practically feel her pulse beating rapidly from here.

      Oh, she’s noticed me all right.

      Her dark locks cascade down her spine in messy, heavy tendrils that my hands just itch to fist while I drive myself inside her with full force, each thrust marking her as mine.

      Her silky, black dress hugs her body in all the right places, showing fucking everyone what belongs to me. Although it finishes above her knees, the slit on her right leg reaches almost to midthigh, flashing her long legs.

      The only things that save her are the lacy gloves she keeps firmly on the guy’s shoulder and the distance she puts between their bodies, despite the more than provocative dance.

      “Your woman is a good dancer,” Octavius muses next to me, clicking his fingers at the barman who nods and grabs the whiskey bottle. “Gorgeous too.”

      He chuckles under my harsh stare as I tear my gaze away from the beauty on the dance floor, and growl, “Don’t look.”

      “Ah, you are no fun at all, Callum.” Although he says all his regular shit that gets a rise out of me, I notice how his tone stays dead and how his eyes dart here and there in a weird manner.

      Octavius is usually the calmest fucker in the room, finding everything—and I do mean everything—hilarious.

      Even when someone screams in agony, begging for their life, he only adds to their misery, and he can watch his victims suffering for hours or days before he kills them. He once mentioned that killing is like a sport; you gotta do your best before letting go.

      Whatever the fuck that meant.

      “Tell me what you want and let’s get it over with,” I announce, hating that a meeting with him takes me away from my woman, even for a moment. I planned this evening down to the last detail, but then one of the horsemen decided to remind me about my debt.

      They want something, and whenever they do… you gotta give it them right away. I’m not afraid of them, because please…. But a vow is a vow, and my word is legendary.

      If I promise something, I keep it. “Where are the rest of the guys?” Whenever they come to collect, they’re always together.

      “They’re back in Chicago. This doesn’t concern them.” My brows rise at this, because fucking what? Since when do debts not concern them? “We came to a decision that you owe me.”

      “Interesting.” By the weird notes lacing his tone, I know there is more to it than he wants to admit, but I don’t care. “So what do you want?”

      “Access to surveillance cameras you installed in Giselle’s house.” I freeze, spinning toward him, ready to reach for his throat for even suggesting that. Is he fucking insane? What kind of game is he playing?

      If he thinks I’m into sharing, so help me God….

      I pause when I notice his gaze on Giselle’s table where Isla sits, popping nuts into her mouth like crazy while nervously shifting, looking at us, but then casting her eyes down.

      All while blushing for everyone to see.

      Oh, now that’s really interesting.

      “Hey, Ben,” I address the barman, who currently moves a silver shaker wildly. “Could you please grab me some orange juice.” I would have preferred whiskey, but it doesn’t suit my plans tonight.

      “Coming right up.”

      Octavius finally unglues his stare from Isla long enough to ask, “So? Do we have a deal?”

      “Yeah, no.”

      His face transforms from indifferent to furious within a second, his green eyes blazing fire in my direction as he slams the bar top with his fist, snapping. “Why the fuck not?”

      No wonder Remi is the one to handle all conversations during regional meetings. Octavius loses his shit pretty fast, and it’s so fucking hilarious I can’t resist poking. “Because cameras are installed in Isla’s guest room and living room. So I don’t creep on Isla herself. That’s what you need, right?”

      He steps back, momentarily surprised I guessed his intentions.

      Drumming my fingers impatiently on the counter, I smirk when Octavius gives me the death glare. “Shut it, Callum.”

      “Let me think about it,” I mutter, rubbing my chin and then shake my head. “Yeah, no.”  He snatches the glass of scotch sliding to him from the left corner and gulps it, wincing a little. “If you say a word to anyone—”

      Oh, so it’s like that. And he wants me to shut it? “I wonder how the rest of the four dark horsemen would react if they knew you have a thing for a police officer.”

      His jaw clenches and fury flashes in his eyes when he spins around to face me, ready for blood, but I raise my brow, knowing he won’t do shit.

      Not in Lachlan’s club and city, because there are rules we all follow religiously to survive among each other. Not creating a mess on someone’s territory being one of them. “Simmer down, Octavius.”

      “What do you want?” he snaps, clicking for another drink, and shifts his attention back to Isla, who sighs and rests her chin on her hand.

      Although Giselle gave her a dress, the cop is still plain. I’m shocked Octavius went for her, considering the women he usually hangs around.

      Harsh but true.

      Honestly, I couldn’t give a fuck about Octavius and his little fascination with the cop here, but Giselle cares about her. Which means I have to too, because I don’t want my woman upset over anyone but me.

      That’s how much I need to own her attention. “Ask for something else.” He frowns, so I elaborate, “That’s my request for keeping my mouth shut. Ask for something else. I won’t give you access to Isla.”

      “The debt is the debt. You don’t set conditions.” His tone turns deadly, but it does nothing for me.

      “Well tough for you. I’m sure Remi will be fucking thrilled to know about this.”

      His jaw tics, and his fingers absently twist the ring on his finger that emphasizes his position as a leader among horsemen. They are all mean motherfuckers who do everything together, an unbreakable unit that destroys everything in its wake that doesn’t suit their desire.

      But knowing Remi, Octavius’s obsession with the cop might be one thing that can break the unit, and truth be told, I’m fucking curious how it will play out.

      They are not typical serial killers per se, finding it boring, but I’m not sure what they call the gore they inflict on all those people that sometimes disgusts even me.

      “Very well.” Then I see how the dancer twirls Giselle and leans her down as the music reaches the high point and then freeze in the position, with him slowly dragging her up while she laughs, her face flushed.

      All thoughts of everyone else’s “situations” fly away, and I concentrate on the monster within me that roars at witnessing another man’s touch on my woman.

      Throwing the glass on the counter where it clatters loudly, I tell Octavius, “See you around.” And stride in the direction of Giselle.

      Who’s about to become mine.

      

      Giselle

      Breathing heavily, I remove the strands of my hair from my face and grin at the dancer who once again winks at me. “Did you like it?”

      “It passed as a blur, so I didn’t even have time to enjoy it,” I reply, stepping back from his arms while tugging on my dress and fanning myself, because the AC blasting around us is not enough to cool my skin.

      Vic, that’s his name, spun us across the dance floor, mostly carrying me with twirls and hops, and swaying back and forth. The steps weren’t hard to follow, but with my lack of stamina, I could barely catch a breath. Thankfully though, everyone had a similar problem, and it was mostly for having fun.

      I raise my hand to give him back the hat, but he shakes his head. “That’s for you, a souvenir.”

      “Oh.” I straighten and extend my hand. “Thank you and nice to meet you, Vic.”

      He smiles wide and is about to shake it when he blinks. Then he hooks his thumbs in the pockets of his pants and calls over my shoulder, even though I don’t have to guess who’s there by the heat radiating behind me. “Callum, long time no see.”

      His rich, deep, husky voice washes over me like spider’s silk, creating a web around my mind. “Vic.” His hand wraps around my waist and hugs me closer to his side, while a surprised gasp slips past my lips. “Nice dance routine,” he compliments, although in this case, it sounds more like an accusation, and his hold on me tightens, not too painful but so firm I won’t be able to escape him, even if I want to.

      Vic looks at Callum’s hand, then at me, then back at the hand, and bows. “I’ll leave you at that. Mia has a performance soon.”

      He is about to go, when Callum snags the hat from my head. “Vic.” The guy stops, half turning, and Callum throws it at him. “You forgot that. She doesn’t need it.” Steel laces his tone, and I don’t get why. What’s so bad about the hat?

      “Okay.” He puts it on and, with a salute, rushes behind the stage while I’m standing shocked out of my mind.

      Then I blink, and the situation dawns on me. I unlock his hold on me and face him. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Making sure he doesn’t think he has a shot with you.”

      “What?” How ridiculous is this?

      “Vic is a manager here.” My brows furrow at this. “He dances, because he likes it. And whenever he gives a hat, it means the woman is claimed for the night.” He taps on my nose. “And no one will think you are his, my wild orchid.”

      Boys and their toys.

      “All of you need to grow up, you know that? And I’m not yours.”

      His fingers lift my chin, and he steps closer, eliminating the distance between us, his stare on me. “No? Why then did you come?”

      Gazing into his eyes, the music and everyone else cease to exist, because all I can feel is the energy swirling around us like a wave that’s about to crash into us hard, and I have no clue what to do with it.

      I know what I should feel.

      Fear, because this guy acts so weird. Shows up out of nowhere, woos me in his strange manner, and stakes claims he has no business staking.

      But the fear is absent. Instead, curiosity and desire are present, demanding an outcome.

      Is it so bad to succumb to this just once? To experience the attention of such a man like Callum MacRae?

      In my life, I’ve always gone for the safe ones, so they will never be able to control me. After Grandfather’s ordeal, being at someone else’s mercy scared me.

      However, Callum’s attention is different. It’s thrilling, because never in my life has anyone put me as their single focus. How controlling could he be for one night anyway?

      I’ve heard rumors about it; women didn’t stay long in his life. One and done, according to all the articles, not that women often spoke about him.

      So once he gets what he wants… he’ll get bored.

      And I can go back to my existence where chaos and hectic emotions don’t exist.

      For now though… I can grab this opportunity with both my hands and enjoy it to the fullest.

      “Not that this conversation is not hilarious as fuck,” Isla says, and we both glance at her, because the table is only two steps away from us. “But the show is about to start. So I’d appreciate if you both shut up.” She grins at Callum. “Nice to meet you. By the way, I know how to use a gun. So if you hurt my friend, you are a dead man.”

      With that, she spins back to the stage, sipping her beer, while Callum chuckles next to me, shaking his head. “Good luck, Octavius.”

      I have no clue who that is, nor do I care.

      Isla is right though; I can’t stand here and argue; some people already stare at us, albeit subtly from under their glasses.

      Callum though takes all my choices away when he laces his hand with mine and drags me toward the exit.

      I tug on my wrist, but it’s useless as he continues to power through the hallway, our shoes clicking on marble and echoing through the space. “I have something more interesting to show you.” He stops when I halt and tug again, and then he presses me against his chest. “A beautiful garden.” Callum grabs my hands and removes the lacy gloves, tossing them aside to my gasp.

      He lets go of me and then splays his palm open. “Make a choice now, Giselle. Do you want to go with me or not?” he asks, whispering above me while we share a breath.

      Choice.

      I made the choice before I came here though. Good or bad, I want to explore it and ride on the wave.

      For once, I want to do something without thinking about consequences.

      So with my rapidly beating heart, I place my hand in his, making my decision.

      And sealing my fate forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Giselle

      “This is an apartment building,” I say, tilting my head back as I get out of the car and study the magnificent skyscraper in front of me. Its silver color flashes in the night, soaking up the beauty as thousands of lights from various windows light it up.

      The doorman stands by the swirling doors, greeting us. “Mr. MacRae, you’re back.”

      So he must live here. My brows furrow at this, and sudden realization hits me.

      Does this mean…?

      Callum taps on my nose and brings my attention back to him. I see the corners of his mouth lifting up while amusement flashes in his eyes. “Don’t worry, darling.” He leans closer, whispering in my ear, “No one is gonna ravish you tonight.” A beat, and then, “Unless you beg for it.”

      A hot flash zips through me, awakening my body to spiraling sensations. “This is so….” I’m trying to find words, but he doesn’t let me.

      Instead, he ushers me to the door, winking. “Relax, Giselle. Let me show you the beautiful garden as I promised.” He drags me all the way to the elevator and presses the P button.

      My brows lift. “I should have guessed it’s a penthouse.”

      He leans against the wall, shrugging. “Nothing but the best.”

      We grow silent after that while I contemplate his words all the way up, my ears buzzing a little since we are moving so fast and high.

      Nothing but the best. It sounds so arrogant, but he says it in a way like it’s his given right, and oddly enough, it’s not cocky. More like a fact.

      The elevator dzings, the door opens, and we enter the penthouse. While my eyes drink in the interior curiously, excitement builds inside me from the prospect of studying Callum’s place, which will allow me to know him better.

      He is such an enigma on most days.

      To my disappointment, it doesn’t have much besides a black leather couch, two chairs, and a rectangular table in the middle of it all, with a pile of newspapers stacked on it. A huge TV is located opposite it with a remote lying close by on the table.

      The kitchen and a bar are several feet away on the right side with an arc-like wall, allowing one to see what’s going on in the living room. There are some plates, but it’s so squeaky clean I’m sure no one’s ever cooked in here.

      The bar, on the other hand, has several half-drunk bottles, most of them expensive brands of whiskey and vodka. A thrill rushes through me when I don’t see wine, the drink most women prefer.

      Are you insane, Giselle?

      First of all, this statement has no merit, and second, who cares? It’s not like I’m looking for commitment—a one-night stand at best. Pure lust bordering on insane attraction I’ve never felt before in my life.

      The penthouse has a hallway leading to other rooms, I assume, based on how spacious it is.

      All in all, the place seems cold… and detached, if that’s the right word to use here.

      But then why would it be homey if he lives in Houston?

      “Giselle?” Tearing my gaze away from the darkened hallway, I glance back at Callum, who is standing near the terrace doors, motioning with his head. “Let’s go.” He pulls the doors open, the light breeze slipping in and cooling my heated skin.

      I quickly reach his side, sliding outside, and gasp when I take in the rooftop.

      Oh, my.

      Maybe the interior of the apartment is lackluster at best… but the rooftop?

      It’s sheer beauty with a cherry on top.

      Countless pots with flowers of different shapes and sizes are spread on the roof in different locations, creating a colorful sanctuary with the most divine of smells. As I glance around, I see unique plant designs engraved on the wall above and around the terrace doors. The floor is covered with dark brown wood, giving the space a warm feel.

      Walking farther, I notice a secluded area with a gazebo decorated with a shield above it and a round lounge under it, and more flowers surrounding it.

      Different shades of red orchids catch my eye, and I softly touch the petals, mesmerized by how fresh they are despite the weather.

      I glance at the sky, where thousands of stars and the bright moon shine. And since the roof has no lamps, the night sky is the only source of light, which casts the place in a kind of spell, giving it a mysterious vibe.

      “Oh my God!” I whisper and look at Callum. “How did you manage to do all this?”

      He drops his jacket on the lounge. “Like it?”

      “Like is not a strong enough word for it.” I twirl around, basking in the atmosphere of it all. “It’s… so enchanting, so… so… magical,” I finish, and then my cheeks heat up as I dart my gaze to him. “You must think I’m stupid.”

      An odd expression crosses his face, and his eyes are troubled, but it’s so quickly replaced with amusement and heat I must have imagined it. He scans me from head to toe, lingering on my lips before he meets my eyes. “I think you’re gorgeous.”

      Flushing under his stare, I turn my attention to the rooftop and gasp when I step closer, peering at the terrace wall. “Is it made out of glass?” I move even closer, and sure enough, the banister is so transparent one might not even notice it! It feels like one is walking in the air, easily possible to slam into it and fall!

      I grab the top of the railing and take a deep breath as I press my front against it. I sigh at the beauty of New York from this high.

      Shimmering light, people walking around, thousands of activities mixed with car horns echoing in the night… it all becomes a blur.

      The wind slams into me, and I gasp, deciding that’s enough bravery for tonight. Any longer now, and I’ll have a heart attack.

      Spinning around, I gasp in surprise when I bump into Callum’s strong chest, and he puts his hands on either side of me on the banister, caging me in. The wind is blowing my hair between us. “What are you doing?”

      “Afraid of heights?”

      A nervous laugh slips past my lips. “That’s one way to say it.” I look over my shoulder, swallowing hard when the height registers, especially with my back pressed to the banister.

      What if it freaking breaks?

      “Callum,” I say, placing my hand on his chest, and blink when I feel his heartbeat under my palm. “Can we go and sit under the gazebo?”

      “Are you afraid or not?” he asks again, shifting closer, and his hands come to rest on my hips, their heat burning my skin.

      “Why does it matter?”

      He leans forward, scratching my cheek with his five-o’clock shadow, before whispering into my ear, “Don’t you want to live dangerously?”

      “Says who?” I rasp, his presence confusing my senses while my body buzzes with excitement, remembering his touch from before.

      “Isn’t it the whole point of you coming with me? Trying something different?”

      Well, yes… but when he puts it like that… it sounds so dirty.

      Licking my dry lips, I ask, “Why did you buy me an orchid?”

      His hands trail to my waist, squeezing it lightly before he answers. “Because it’s what you like.”

      “You buy all your ladies such expensive gifts?” Even saying this sucks, because rational or not, I have no desire to think about him with other women.

      “Really? You’re going to bring the past into this already?” My eyes narrow, and he nips at my nose. “The answer is no. Orchids are only for my wild orchid.”

      Pleasure fills me, and I decide to give him the answer he seeks. “Yes, I’m afraid.” And isn’t it ironic that this phrase fits everything related to Callum too?

      I have a second to breathe before his hold on me tightens and he lifts me up. My loud yelp ricochets through the space as he sits me up on the banister and fear rushes through me. “Callum,” I shout as he steps between my legs, still holding me. “Let me down.” Oh my God, if I tilt just a little, I’m going to fall!

      Fisting his shirt, I bring him closer and sway back a little, but his hands are there to steady me. “You don’t have to be afraid, Giselle.” His hand travels up, lacing in my hair as he brings our mouths closer, nipping on my lips. “I’ll be there to catch you.”

      Oh my God, this man is insane.

      But why then does desire sink its claws into me?

      He bends me back a little, and I fist his shirt harder, holding on to him for dear life, and my legs wrap around his waist, needing extra anchoring. “How do you feel?” he prompts.

      “Terrified!” I hiss, but he smiles, biting on my lower lip and tugging on it before licking it, soothing the sting. “Feel the freedom,” he whispers, sliding to my cheek as he runs his lips over it. “The wind around you, no attachments, and the idea of falling any minute.”

      All those emotions crash into me, along with panic. “Is your plan to kill me?” I can’t even scream for help here!

      “Feel it,” he orders, biting my shoulder, and I gasp, closing my eyes and allowing the sensation of his words to wash over me.

      The wind, the freedom, the fear all tangled together in a mixture of emotions I don’t understand. But for the first time in my life, I’m so close to death it’s not even funny… yet I’m not as afraid as I should be.

      Maybe because this strong male has a firm grip on me and won’t ever let go; that’s a certainty inside me despite my better judgment.

      “Callum,” I say as need hits me so strong I wrap my legs tighter around him.

      “Ready to be mine, darling?” He doesn’t wait for an answer; instead, he locks his mouth with mine, pushing his tongue inside, and all the world fades away.

      The kiss is hot, deep, bruising, with so much heat I’m surprised we’re not burning. He is gliding his tongue inside me, owning my mouth like his favorite toy, while his dominant energy surrounds me.

      He lifts me up, twirling us, and then I feel him move as we continue kissing, and I don’t care where he takes us.

      Preferably somewhere I can rip this shirt off him and enjoy those rigid muscles awakening everything female in me.

      I feel him sit inside the gazebo, placing me on top of him, my knees bumping on the seat as he pulls at my hair and angles my head, continuing to drink from my mouth even though his lungs probably beg for oxygen just like mine do.

      His hands slide down to the hem of my short dress, lifting it up and giving me more room to wiggle, while mine unbutton his shirt as we kiss passionately, and it’s so raw I’m not sure it’s real.

      God, all the kisses I’ve had in my life pale in comparison. Is this what it’s like when the desire is built purely on physical attraction?

      Desire that has been building up for days but it feels like centuries as my body burns for his next touch, craving it with everything in me.

      I gasp, breathing in the fresh air, and then arch my back when his lips trail to my chin and neck, sucking on the skin on their way, as goose bumps break on my skin, sending ticklish sensations through me.

      His beard scratches my skin, but instead of wincing, I welcome it and circle his neck, bringing him closer. “Callum,” I whimper when he yanks the front of my dress down, traveling to my collarbone and lightly licking it before biting on the mounds of my breasts.

      “Something you want, Giselle?” he asks, and I shift closer, my core pressing against his hard-on, and moan when I feel his thickness through the jeans. “How much do you love this dress?” His words barely register in my mind, when he adds, “Doesn’t matter. I’ll get you a new one.” And that’s all the warning I get before he grabs the lapels and tears it in one swift move. The silk gives easily under his assault and slides down to my hips, exposing me to him and the air breezing over my naked skin, as I have no bra on.

      I cover my breasts with my hands, leaning back and ready to protest, because despite being on the roof, what if there are people watching us?

      But his heated, dark brown eyes are filled with desire and burn me so much the words still in my throat, and instead with a moan, I aim for one more kiss where our teeth clash as our mouths fight for dominance.

      My fingers tangle in his hair and I wrap my legs around him, my heels digging into his back while the cloth of his shirt rubs my nipples, sending shivers down my spine.

      His hands dig into my hips, for sure bruising my skin—not that I care about it at the moment.

      He can leave all the marks he wants if it means bringing me pleasure in the most carnal of ways.

      And then a loud yelp erupts when he flips me over, my back hitting the gazebo’s cold surface, and I breathe heavily while Callum looms above me, the moonlight shining brightly behind him. Along with the stars in the night, it gives him a sinister look that should scare me… but instead, it deepens my need for him.

      “Gorgeous,” he murmurs, scanning my body while desire booms through me, and I arch a little, not wanting him to miss a thing.

      He growls, unbuttoning his shirt in record time and throwing it over his shoulder, and I blink, drinking in his perfectly carved six-pack that my mouth just itches to lick and suck. The need slams into me so hard I can’t breathe normally or resist it.

      Maybe I should be shy during our first night together, but if it’s the only night I’m getting with him, then I want everything.

      Every. Single. Thing.

      Rising up, I crawl toward him while he freezes with his hands on his belt buckle, his brow lifting. “Do you want to taste, wild orchid?

      Instead of waiting for his reply, I place my palm on his chest, loving the flex of his muscles under my touch, and glide it lower, scratching his taut, tanned skin with my nails and leaving red marks.

      He growls again, but I only giggle as he reaches out his hands, and I slap them away, lowering the zipper and then diving inside. I wrap my hands around his cock, which is thick and heavy.

      He curses under his breath but steps closer, ordering, “Harder.”

      I squeeze it, my panties damping at the prospect of having it inside me, my pussy clenching around the length as a whimper escapes me.

      My mouth waters, the need to taste him on my tongue impossible to ignore, which is only fair, since he’s already tasted me. I shift my pleading gaze to him, silently begging him to let me do it before he starts running the show again.

      Callum rubs my lips with the pad of his thumb and says, “Take what you want.” And I do, my eyes widening when his cock comes into view.

      Lucky me.

      The head is leaking precum, and before I can stop myself, I lean forward, swiping it away with a small lick, and he shudders, his fingers lacing in my hair and pulling at it lightly, which sends pain along with pleasure through me.

      He tastes salty, slightly bitter, but mostly all male, and my mouth waters to get more of it, to have him lose control from it, because he is always so arrogant.

      Will he give me such power?

      Callum brings my head closer, groaning. “I should say no.”

      “But you’ll still let me, right?” I ask, although my voice slightly trembles, as I’m not sure if I’m going to do it right.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have started with a blowjob on our first night!

      “Giselle,” he calls for me, and I meet his brooding gaze watching me carefully. “You are so beautiful with your body buzzing with anticipation and your red lips begging for another taste, ready to wrap around my dick. Is that pussy wet for me, baby?”

      A hot flush spreads through me and I nod, too afraid to speak up, but his words ease my nerves.

      “Show me how much. Slip your fingers inside your pussy. Come on.” My cheeks heat up, but his words send me into a trance and I do as he says, moaning when the heel of my palm presses against my clit and two of my fingers slip inside, my walls instantly sucking them in. “Good girl.” I’m so wet just from his stare, my fingers sliding in and out, but instead of bringing me any kind of relief, it only intensifies my need. “Stop,” he orders, and I freeze, internally begging him to do something, because now, not only does my pussy ache, but my nipples too from the breeze. “Take out your hand and place it on my mouth.” I do, my fingers lightly touching his lips, but he pulls them inside, licking them clean, and I clench when he growls in approval. “Delicious,” Then he fists my hair and angles my head back, holding my stare. “I’d like to taste you myself, feeling you come around my tongue so hard you see stars, and then do it all over again until your voice turns hoarse.”

      Yes, yes, yes. Please.

      But he shakes his head under my whimper. “Not until you tell me what you want. Do you want my dick—” He wraps his other hand around his cock, pulling it from base to tip, leaking another drop of precum. “—in your mouth? Or should I take the reins? You won’t have much choice left besides writhing under me, begging me to fuck you harder.”

      Oh my God, despite his crude words, I yearn for him to keep all those promises and do all those things to me.

      “Think carefully, baby. Next time, I won’t be this generous.”

      Licking my lips, I reply with my raspy voice, “I do.”

      Heat flashes in his eyes and he nods, bringing me closer until his cock is only inches away from my face. “Wrap those plump lips of yours around my dick and get a taste, Giselle.”

      Replacing his hand with mine, I marvel at the soft skin of his cock before sliding my tongue along the tip and sucking on the head, filling my mouth with his taste.

      He groans, and another hand tangles in my hair, pulling a little harsher, but I don’t care. Stroking the base of him, my mouth slowly pulls him deeper and deeper, inch after inch, until my gag reflex kicks in.

      I slide back and then glide my tongue over his length, enjoying his heavy breathing. For a second, I catch his stare. The pure, raw passion in his brown eyes almost has me stopping to admire something I’ve inspired.

      I don’t think anyone has ever looked at me this way, like I’m the most important thing to them yet they want to ruin me in different ways.

      I close my mouth around him again, this time taking him deeper, and moan, sending vibrations through me, and he whispers, “Fuck,” before pulling at my hair and growling, “best mouth in the fucking world, baby.” As he praises me, I slide my hand to his balls, squeezing them in my palm, wanting to taste them too, but I don't want to let go of his cock.

      My hand travels back to his length, gliding around the flesh my mouth is not pleasuring, and I feel the electricity charging my body, the need that encompasses me from the tips of my hair to my core, and I need something to soothe the ache.

      The minute my hand wants to shift to my panties though, his raspy voice stops me. “No.” I whimper, ready to beg, when his cock slips past my lips with a popping sound, because he has other plans.

      He lifts me up until we’re on the same level, and he aims for my mouth. “Kiss me.” We share each other’s taste, mingling together into something erotic and dirty, yet that only makes me want him more.

      I circle his neck and waist when he hikes me up, pressing my aching body to him while my lips find the crook of his neck, where I’m sure I’m leaving a hickey, but I can’t care about it now.

      “I’m burning, Callum,” I whisper in a frenzy, almost going crazy from the desire that holds me prisoner.

      “I’m right here, baby.” He takes us in long strides back inside the penthouse, and then walks through the hallway to his bedroom, which is also cast in moonlight.

      He drops me on the bed, and I bounce a little but then settle on my back, thumbing my nipples that it seems are sensitive to every nip of the air. “Just look at you… begging to taken… by me.” He adds the last part harshly, as if there could be anyone else.

      At this point I can’t even imagine there ever being anyone else, but I don't focus on such ridiculous thoughts.

      “Mine,” he whispers, snatching my panties from me and moving them all the way to my ankles before throwing them.

      I’ll be searching for my clothes all over the place.

      He then lifts my leg, taking off my heeled sandal, and wraps his hands around my foot. I groan, as it brings relief to the sore flesh from all the walking I did earlier. He bends my leg, putting my foot on the bed.

      He repeats the action with the second one and it leaves me completely exposed to his gaze, but instead of embarrassing me, it only creates a deeper hunger within me.

      “I want—” I start, but the words die on my lips when I blink and notice he’s naked. And oh God, a more handsome man never existed in this world.

      He tears open the condom with his mouth, putting it on his length, and I stretch my hands toward him, ready to accept all his male glory inside me, where he can soothe the inferno, but he shakes his head, amusement flashing in his gaze. “You had your taste. Do you want to deny me of mine?”

      I shake my head, positive that any minute now I’m going to burst into flames from anticipation, but he doesn't make me wait too long.

      He shoulders my legs farther apart and settles between my splayed thighs, his breath cascading on my skin as he scratches his beard over the inside of my thigh, making me shift under it. I want to clasp my legs around him, but his strong hold on them doesn't let me.

      “All beautiful and mine.” He leans closer, palming my ass, and he lifts me up, asking, “Is your pussy ready to be ruined?” I can’t think straight, let alone answer, but the light slap on my ass cheek makes me yelp and I frown at him. “I asked you a question.”

      “Yes! But you are all talk, so—” My words transform into a loud moan when his tongue glides over my skin before delving into me, whirling around my folds.

      It’s like devouring me is his single-minded focus.

      Hot flashes rush through me, awakening every hair on my body, and my throaty whimper echoes in the room as the pleasure fills every bone.

      His thumb presses against my clit, while he pulls back only to push forward again, slipping over my heated flesh and swiping my wetness with his tongue.

      He licks me from bottom to top, his mouth spread wide, not leaving an inch untouched, and all I can do is moan and chant incoherent words, my palms traveling to his neck as I hold him close, grinding my pussy against his face.

      His fingers dig into my ass, arousing me to the point of my breath stilling in my throat when I’m afraid I’m going to burst at any moment, only for him to ease his movements and go back to only lightly nipping.

      He rolls his tongue around my clit as his two fingers slip inside me, my pussy clenching around them, and I want him to push them deeper, because it’s not enough. “I want more,” I beg, and he chuckles, running his nose over me and breathing in my scent before biting on my flesh, sucking on it gently and resuming his licking.

      He continues to play with me like this for hours it seems, slowly driving me to the edge, only to pull back at the last minute, enjoying my whimpers, groans, and moans.

      At some point, he holds my palms prisoner, lacing our fingers together by my sides, and I wrap my thighs around him, moving on the bed to get better friction, but it only brings me frustration.

      He gives my pussy one last bite before groaning. “I want you to shudder in my arms when you come on my tongue.” Yes, please. “But not the first time. The first time, you’ll come from me claiming you as mine.” His lips skim over the taut skin of my stomach, where he nips a little to leave his imprint on me before he wraps my legs around him, allowing me to hug him close as he sucks on my nipples.

      He doesn't ravish them. No, he gives them soft bites before sucking on them, creating pointed peaks that only add to the intensity within me. He lavishes them with attention, all while his hands squeeze my hips hard, keeping my back glued to the bed.

      Only then do I notice how he is barely holding onto control, sweat coating his skin, and satisfaction runs through me that he is as affected by this as I am.

      I feel the tip of his cock against my entrance as he presses it up and down, only the tip slipping inside, but that’s enough to drive me insane.

      Lacing my fingers in his hair, I tug on it until his heated eyes meet what I’m sure are my crazy ones, and demand, “Fuck me, Callum.” I can’t take any more of these games.

      He growls, slides up, and covers my mouth with his in a feverish kiss that erases everything else while he plunges inside, filling me to the hilt.

      My moan dies in his throat when he pulls back then dives back inside, rattling the bed, and all I can do is wrap around him tighter, welcoming his every move as it sends me higher and higher, almost to the point of soaring.

      Thrust. Thrust. Thrust.

      In this moment, nothing exists for me but this man, his body, the way he makes me feel with each jerk of his hips that allow his cock to fill me so full I have no clue where he ends and I begin.

      The minute he shifts his attention to my neck, I gulp breaths, scratching my nails across his back, which only speeds up his movements. He drives into me again and again, enclosing me in sensations I never knew my body was capable of, in such passionate ecstasy I’m not sure it’s healthy.

      My pussy clenches tighter and tighter around him, sucking his cock deeper and deeper, wanting to find all the things he promised me.

      And then there is nothing left but my loud scream and a wave of intense bliss that slams into me so hard for a second I forget how to breathe.

      Breathing heavily, I arch my neck on the pillow, as he still thrusts inside me, faster this time, seeking his own release, and my hands slide lower to his ass, squeezing it a little as I bring him closer.

      He growls but continues to power into me, and that’s when his asscheeks clench and he roars above me, spilling inside the condom, his thick cock buried deep. His muscled body squishes me to the bed, but I don't mind, as we both starve for breath and he finds my mouth, giving me a soft kiss that has a dangerous edge to it, and something akin to pain.

      I'm too exhausted to study it right now, but one thing becomes crystal-clear.

      One night with this man will never be enough.

      And that’s the scariest thought I’ve had in my life.

      

      Callum

      I watch her chest rise and fall peacefully as the light breeze flows through the open window, teasing goose bumps on her skin.

      Her brown locks are splayed on the pillow, while her lips are so red from the kisses we shared it’s a sin.

      She will always be one temptation I can never resist.

      I slowly slide from under her, propping her on the pillow, and she sighs in her sleep, burrowing her head in as a slight smile curves her lips.

      The beast inside me demands I roll her onto her back and sink my dick deep inside her again, cementing my earlier claim, but I rein it in. There will be plenty of time for that once she knows the truth, the truth that will forever destroy her world, and she’ll have to create another one in order to survive.

      I get up and walk to the window, grabbing my cigarettes on the way.

      It’s a dirty habit.

      As her words echo in my ears, I chuckle even though it lacks any humor, because she has no idea—no idea I won’t ever be able to give up the cigarettes that once saved my life.

      Resting my arms on the window, I gaze at the shimmering city while thousands of cars pass by in the night, showing me New York indeed never sleeps. Just like the monsters living in it, waiting for the perfect opportunity to strike. And unfortunately for my beautiful orchid, one of the monsters is her lover.

      My intention was never to harm her in any way… but her desire to run away from me once she knows the truth will inevitably bring her harm. Because she became mine the minute my eyes landed on her, and that’s when her fate was sealed.

      Giselle can’t do anything but be a monster’s lover, even if it will kill every part of her soul.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      New York, New York

      3 weeks later

      

      Giselle

      Humming in tune to the pop music blasting through the radio, I flip a pancake on the stove and dance a little to the beat of the song. The light breeze caresses my skin, and I laugh at the ticklish sensations while enjoying this amazing weather.

      Thank God Callum has an apartment where I can open the windows without being afraid of pollution or other dangerous things. The curtains are blowing in different directions while I sigh contentedly, adding another pancake to the pile on the plate.

      “Someone is in a good mood.” The husky voice instantly freezes me while electricity runs from the tips of my hair to my toes, alerting me to the all-male presence behind me.

      Half turning to him, I place my foot on my other one and wave at him with a spatula. “Good morning.”

      Callum being this hot in the morning is seriously a sin.

      He is wearing nothing but his black jeans that hang so low on his hipbones it gives me a perfect view of his six-pack along with all the tattoos. His hair is wet from taking a shower, and some droplets fall on the floor.

      Three weeks ago, did I really think one night with him would be enough to soothe my desire for him?

      After our first night together, we became inseparable. He won’t let me breathe without owning all my time, be it via phone or showing up during my work in Lachlan’s garden. He’s taken me to dinners, museum shows, and some rare exhibitions of exotic flowers.

      During my time with him, we never speak about anything serious, yet it feels like a relationship in which I don’t have to pretend to be someone I’m not. He’s accepted me with all my flaws, while I’ve dealt with his possessiveness that, thankfully, he knows how to control.

      We’ve mostly stayed at his place, with me occasionally sleeping at Isla’s, since most of my stuff is still there. Usually, it happens when Callum has to travel for business or handle a situation. He never elaborates what it is.

      All in all… these three weeks have been magical, and I equally fear and want him to put a label on this relationship, because with each day, I grow more attached to him and feel emotions no man has ever inspired, like I’m addicted to him with no cure in sight.

      Maybe that’s love?

      I point at the stove with a spatula. “You’ll have to clean up after breakfast though.”

      His brows rise, and he rests his shoulder on the doorjamb. “Really?”

      “Uhm.” I flip another pancake and turn off the stove, grabbing two plates on the way to the table. “But you can eat first.”

      “You are so generous.” Instead of sitting at the table, he walks around the counter and presses his chest to my back, his hands wrapping around my middle, and instantly the heat of his body surrounds me. “I wonder how I should repay you?” he whispers, biting my ear and then running his nose down my neck, nibbling on my shoulder while his fingers untie my bathrobe. “Maybe like this?” he asks, sliding his hand from my stomach to my core, the heel of his palm pressing on my clit, and a moan escapes me. It’s muffled with another groan when he fists my hair and brings me closer to him, biting on my neck. “Let’s skip breakfast after all.”

      I’m not sure how, but I find the will to resist his charms, even though it takes all my self- control. “I’m meeting Isla for a project today, so keep your hands to yourself.” I wiggle away from him and surprisingly he lets me. “Eat.”

      He looks around as if searching for something, and then picks up the strawberry syrup from the counter, shaking it in my direction.

      “Don’t you dare,” I warn, stepping back and ready to bolt, but it’s too late.

      He catches me on the way and my laughter fills the space. “Suddenly, I’m craving something sweet,” he murmurs, lifting me up onto the counter, and my robe opens wide at the action, sliding over my shoulders to my elbows.

      “I took a shower,” I try again, pushing at his chest, but he shrugs.

      “So did I.” And he clasps his hands over my hips, sliding me closer so I have no choice but to wrap my legs around him. “Let’s have breakfast?” he whispers against my lips, and we connect in a kiss, his tongue softly seeking mine, gently stroking it. His hard mouth demands my complete surrender, and at this point, with desire slowly building up inside me, I gladly give it to him.

      The kiss turns raw and passionate, and I remove the robe right before circling my arms around him, pressing myself flush against his chest, and I moan into his mouth as my nipples connect with his muscles.

      But then I feel something on my skin and snatch my mouth away, glancing down to see strawberry syrup on my chest, and gasp, “Callum!” I thought he was just joking about it.

      He nips my chin before traveling to my neck and dusting butterfly kisses over my skin, and I lean back, placing my palms behind me, giving him full access to my body.

      The liquid slides to my collarbone and breasts and lower, and Callum’s mouth trails after it, leaving no skin untouched. His lips reach my nipple, and he suckles it in his mouth, rolling his tongue around it while he pinches the other one, and electricity runs through me, my insides burning with the fire he creates.

      My thighs tighten around him, and I shift a little, seeking friction—not that he gives me much room for movement.

      He moves his attention to my other breast all while the syrup slides to my stomach, and I gasp when it reaches my pussy. “Giselle,” he calls my name, and I meet his stare that’s darkened with desire. “Lie down, baby.”

      I do as he says, hissing at the cold counter against my back, but that quickly changes to a moan when he opens me up and swipes his tongue over my clit, through my folds, and then he pushes it inside me, still keeping a strong hold on my legs so all I can do is arch my back and tangle my fingers in his hair.

      He stiffens his tongue, thrusting it back and forth before going back to my navel, scooping up what’s left of the syrup. He bites on my flesh, growling, “Now this is a delicious breakfast.” He shifts his head between my legs again, flicking my folds and thrusting back inside.

      “Callum!” I tightened my hold on him, hating and loving it at the same time, because I’m still so sensitive from our last lovemaking session. Yet I can’t help but seek the pleasure only he can give me, slowly rotating my hips, but he puts his hands on my stomach, which dips under his touch as he grips it so I have to still.

      He licks up and sucks on my clit, pressing two of his fingers inside so deep a groan erupts from me, but it only makes him chuckle. “Little liar. You want this as much as me.”

      Like there was any doubt?

      What sane woman would say no to sex with him?

      I frown at the thought, hating just the idea of him with someone else, and I pull at his hair, probably bringing him pain.

      He raises his head, his brow lifting. “A little aggressive, are we?”

      “You are mine.” I can’t believe I’m saying this shit now.

      Mortification rushes through me when a slow grin spreads on his mouth and he grabs my hips, squeezing my flesh harshly. “Who else’s would I be?” He leans down to give a final kiss that drives me insane as he opens up his mouth wide and licks me from bottom to top, suckling my clit in his mouth, and then he steps back, taking off and throwing away his jeans.

      Callum in all his handsome glory is magnificent, and my heart pangs painfully when various scars become visible on his body under the harsh morning light. I hadn't noticed the first time we made love due to low lighting, but the next morning, I gasped in horror, trailing them with my fingers and questioned where he got them from. He never explained, just said it stayed in the past and they don't hurt anymore.

      I still kissed every one of them every single night since then, because just imagining that someone could have been this cruel to him broke part of my heart.

      His cock comes into view, and it physically hurts me not to have it inside me when I look at its thick head as he fists it up and down, leaking a little precum, and he wipes it up with his thumb, bringing it to my mouth. “Taste.”

      I wrap my lips around it, moaning at his taste, and his eyes become heated before he snatches it away. I want to protest, because I want to play too. But all my protests die when he slams inside me, tearing a scream out of me when he fills me.

      There is nothing gentle about his touch. Everything is raw and harsh and aggressive, as if he needs to stake a claim on me, as if it’s so important to make me belong to him.

      My nails bite into his shoulders, lowering to his back, where I drag them across it, leaving my marks on him, all while he continues to thrust into me, the sound of flesh hitting flesh echoing in the kitchen. The syrup next to me falls to the floor, but I couldn’t care less, because pressure is building up in me, up, up, and up, all while he continues to drill into me. He is planted so deep inside me, stretching me around his thick length, and my lips find his, needing this connection with him.

      It quickly mimics our sex, quickly becoming as needy and rough, adding fuel to an already burning fire.

      He sways back and thrusts so hard that, for a second, air stills in my lungs, but he gives me no chance to gulp for it, because he repeats the action, giving me harsh thrusts, one after another. And that’s when his fingers slide between our bodies, pinching my clit, and it’s enough to send me over the edge.

      I arch my back and rest my head between my shoulder blades, gasping and moaning as pleasure rocks my entire body. I’m not even sure reality exists in this heaven, only tremors that run through me over and over again, awakening all of me as I hug him to me.

      A few more thrusts, and he finds his own release, groaning above me, and my pussy is coated with him. An odd thrill sinks into my bones, reminding me that we are in a committed relationship now. We stopped using condoms around a week ago, wanting to feel each other skin-to-skin, and oh my God, the difference is insane.

      Everything with him is; it’s like my whole life I waited for a man like him to show me what living truly meant. Instead of seeing everything in black and white, I see so many colors it’s frightening sometimes.

      Breathing heavily into his ear, I arch my back a little as we slowly come back to reality. Not wanting to let him go, I wrap my legs tighter around him. In his arms and presence is where it’s safest to be. “I think you’ll have to take another shower,” I murmur, and his laughter sends pleasure through me, so different from the physical contact he inspires.

      When he gifts me with the sounds of his laughter… it’s everything.

      He leans back and palms my head, moving the strands of my hair from my face. “I think we can take it together.”

      

      Callum

      Giselle is fixing her hair in the bathroom as I walk inside, buttoning my white shirt. “I wanted to talk to you about something.” She pauses curling her hair, or whatever the fuck she does with that thing, and focuses those doll eyes of hers on me. Satisfaction fills me when I see red marks all over her neck and shoulder, reminding me that she belongs to me.

      “About?”

      “There is a project I want you to do, if you’re willing.” Her brows furrow, and she motions with her hand for me to elaborate. “I have a house, a villa really, on an island.” This time, her brows rise. “I’ve designed a garden there, but I need your help for it to be exactly as I want it.”

      She puts the hair thing on the counter and hops up next to it, swinging her legs back and forth as she studies me. Which is really fucking distracting with her lingerie and long legs on display for me, when I’m talking about my trap.

      The time has come to invite Persephone to her kingdom.

      “You never mentioned having a villa on an island. Just how rich are you?”

      I cage her in, placing my hands on either side of her, making our faces inches apart. A gentle smile curves her mouth. “Enough to fulfill your every wish.”

      She laughs, pushing me away slightly, but I don’t budge. “Easy there, Mister Rich. I’m not so easily swayed by money.” She waits a bit before adding, “But I do like the wish part.”

      I whip my phone out and select the photo gallery then give her the phone, and she gasps, quickly swiping through the many pictures. “Oh my God!” She shakes my arms and then slaps me on the shoulder. “This is like a florist’s heaven!”

      Yeah, I do know what makes my Persephone tick. “So what’s the answer?”

      Giselle fists my shirt, brings me closer, and whispers right before locking her mouth with mine, “When can we leave?” Her lips part for my tongue, and the kiss quickly turns from a peck to hot as she moans into my mouth and her tongue entwines with mine, possessing and claiming at the same time.

      Wrapping my hands around her neck, I squeeze it a little and push back so she can see nothing but me. “Tonight.”

      “But—”

      “Tonight,” I repeat, and steel laces my voice. “This way we will be there by morning.” She studies me for a second and then nods. Thank fuck, because I didn’t want to argue about it.

      “I’m going to pack then.” She kisses me once again before sliding from under me and running from the bathroom while I stay there, gazing at my reflection in the mirror.

      She is happy now.

      What will happen when she sees the real monster that’s been behind this reflection for the last two decades?

      But no matter her answer, I will never let her go.

      She will forever burn in this hell with me, because she’s my salvation in the darkness.

      

      Giselle

      A gasp slips past my lips when I press my nose to the plane’s window, gazing from the sky down to the beautiful C-shaped island spread right in the middle of the ocean that glistens brightly in the sunlight. “It’s gorgeous,” I whisper, excitement building inside me at the prospect of dipping my toes in the water.

      I’ve never been on a tropical island before. Walkers were expected to travel all over Europe or other places where Father could make connections. So tanning on the beaches was not on one of those lists, and those trips were too expensive to afford on my own.

      Callum’s palm glides along my nape, squeezing it possessively, and I straighten when he leans forward to place a soft kiss on my neck, breathing in my scent. “I think you’re gorgeous.”

      I giggle as his lips tickle my skin, and I push him away, sighing dramatically. “Control yourself, Mr. MacRae. I’m your employee now,” I tease, and his gaze darkens as it sweeps over me.

      “You are my woman.” He wraps his hand around the orchid necklace he gifted me a few weeks ago that’s hanging from my neck, and he drags me closer so our mouths are a breath away from each other, and only the arm of the plane seat separates us. “Mine and only mine,” he mutters right before locking my mouth with his, our tongues entwining in a kiss that sends a hot flash through me, awakening me to his desire.

      He swallows my moan, and I fist his shirt, needing to feel him closer while his fingers lace in my hair, tugging it back so he has a deeper angle to work with while he continues to ravish me.

      Groaning, I pull back and gulp for oxygen while his lips skim my chin before he bites it, leaving a sting. “Ouch,” I mutter, snapping my eyes open, but he instantly soothes it with a hot lick.

      “Remember who you belong to,” he says. He gives me one last peck and then leans back, winking. “Buckle up, baby. We’re about to land.”

      “How do you know that?” I glance through the window again, and sure enough, we’re closer, but the plane is still high. “Are you psychic?”

      “I have a house here, darling. I do know when we need to land.” The minute he cockily replies, the pilot of the small private jet announces, “Ladies and gentlemen, we are about to land. Please fasten your seatbelts.”

      “Oh, shut up,” I grumble when I notice his smug grin and send him a death glare that causes him to erupt in full-on laughter. I take in all the beauty as we circle around the island and then slowly start to drop down, down, down and land on the small runway.

      Finally, the plane stops, and I squeal in excitement. “Ocean, here I come.”

      “I thought my garden convinced you to come,” he prompts, getting up and holding his hand out for me.

      “In my defense, it’s the ocean.” We walk to the exit, just in time for the stewardess to drop the stairs, and I smile at her. “Thank you.” The minute I’m outside, the humid air slaps me in the face, and heat rushes through me, since even the wind is warm.

      “Welcome to the island,” Callum announces before pressing his palm to my back. “Move, or your pale skin will get a tan it doesn’t need.”

      I resume walking as a black vehicle pulls up on the tarmac.

      A blond man gets out of it, so freaking tall I have to blink, and he has black sunglasses on, hiding his eyes from me. He’s wearing a T-shirt and jeans, and while he seems friendly enough, the word Viking comes to mind. “Oh my,” I murmur, and Callum growls next to me.

      “Don’t admire him.”

      “Hey, I’m not dead!” I tease, even though I couldn’t care less about the guy. Sure, he is hot and all, but he has nothing on my guy.

      Callum slaps me lightly on the ass, and I huff in annoyance, rubbing it as the guy comes closer when we finally finish the steps. “Callum!” he greets, his voice deep, and only then do I notice scars around his neck like red burn marks.

      Whatever happened to him?

      “Micaden.”

      They slap each other on the back. “Did not expect to see you back so soon.” Micaden leans back and his gaze shifts to me as he removes his glasses, piercing me with his ocean-blue eyes. “Nice to meet you, Giselle.” It doesn’t escape me he doesn’t offer me a handshake or any other thing that might piss Callum off.

      Coming from personal experience? I wonder.

      “I wanted to show Giselle the beauty of your island.”

      “Your island?” I speak up, shocked, and my gaze sweeps over him. Judging by his attire, he doesn’t appear to be the wealthiest guy on this island.

      “Well sort of,” he replies, and then motions to his car. “Let’s go.”

      “What does he mean by sort of?” I murmur, keeping my eyes on his back, and Callum wraps his arm around me. “He owns around eighty percent of the businesses here. And the land. So while it’s not officially his, it might as well be. We gotta live by his rules.”

      I giggle at this. “It’s not as if his word is law here.”

      Callum tenses for a fraction of a second but then relaxes, kissing me on top of my head before opening the door to the backseat. “I’m going to sit with Micaden.”

      They both hop inside, and I rest my cheek on the window, studying the passing land as the guys discuss some stocks and news I have no clue about. I drink in the scenery of the island, from the green, endless fields to the glistening ocean that shimmers under the bright sky, and the colorful buildings that have no more than five levels. Children play around, and people sit in a café, reading newspapers or laughing.

      I notice several group activities on the beach, all while everyone gives off the vibe of peacefulness and fulfillment. The picture is straight from a movie about small towns where everyone loves each other and have no sorrows.

      “It’s so beautiful,” I tell Micaden, who takes a hard turn, and we disappear behind bushes and palm trees revealing an endless road in front of us.

      “Thanks. Love it myself.”

      “It’s like being in a different dimension.” Growing up in a big city, you get used to the loneliness and independence along the way, but probably in this community, they can all rely on each other no matter what. While it might get annoying, it sounds awesome. “You guys probably never have anything bad happen here,” I muse, and then blink at the tension rising inside the car while Micaden’s hands squeeze the steering wheel to the point his knuckles turn white.

      “Right. Heaven on earth,” he replies, and I’m not sure what to make of it, because it sounds like sarcasm. If he owns it and lives here, why does he sound so bitter about it?

      Is there a story there?

      I don’t have much time to dwell on it though, because he pulls the car up to a spacious villa hidden between two oak trees that hang over it, as if protecting it, along with orchids and roses spread in front of it.

      “Oh my God!” I shout, snapping my seat belt off and rushing outside, covering my mouth with my palm.

      The villa spreads horizontally, and it seems endless from my point of view, with see-through walls made almost entirely out of glass. The surrounding area has neatly cut grass that is so green I don’t think I’ve ever seen this exact color before. The narrow path is carved out of gray stones that have cracks in them with small flowers peeking out.

      “You approve, I gather?” Callum asks, and I slap his chest. “It’s so pretty!” Then I see a woman in her fifties emerging from the doors, wiping her hands on an apron. She grins and waves at us. “Callum, you’re back!” Then her gaze slides to me, and her eyes widen as she blinks a few times. “And you must be Giselle. I’m Magnolia.”

      She comes closer and hugs me so tight the breath gets stuck in my throat. “So happy to have you here.” She pats my shoulder. “We need to get you inside. You must be tired.”

      “Well I—” I want to protest, because I need to explore, but she shushes me and drags me toward the house while I shake my head at Callum, who shrugs.

      “It was nice to meet you,” I manage to throw over my shoulder to Micaden, and he lifts his chin in acknowledgment, although his stare stays cold.

      “I’ve waited forever for him to bring a girl home, you know that?” We step inside, and I see a spacious living room, all white with several red pillows thrown on the couches and chairs. The seating surrounds a glass table filled with red roses. There is a terrace door leading to the mesmerizing garden that can be admired even through the glass. “But that boy never did. And here you are.”

      The kitchen is located several feet away with a brown door separating it, and when we get inside, my brow rises. It’s freaking huge with all the latest appliances available, and shiny as hell too.

      The only person I’ve seen with such a kitchen is my friend Alissa. That girl is obsessed with all things cooking.

      Well, until Jaxon took that away from her, that is.

      Shaking my head from all thoughts about them and their complicated relationship that was never meant to have a happy ending, I voice my shock. “Do you have a lot of guests here?”

      She sighs, turning on the pot on the stove. “Sadly, no, but my Callum allows me to cook for the local kindergarten.”

      “Oh?”

      She smiles, nodding. “Yes, he has a good heart, my Callum. He does,” she repeats, as if trying to convince me of this, and I grab an apple, munching on it.

      “I know,” I assure her, because I get a vibe that she treats him as her son, rather than a boss.

      And strangely enough, he must allow it.

      “We have David working on the garden, and Stella comes to clean the house. Otherwise, it’s quiet,” she informs me while I take in all this information.

      Why does he keep all the staff if he mostly spends his time in Texas? Usually when someone has properties all over the world, they have people who check on them. But keeping staff all the time? That’s weird.

      “What do you want to eat?”

      “To be honest, I just want to go to my room,” I say, my stomach flipping, because I don’t want to offend this nice lady, but my clothes are sticking to my body and I need to take a shower.

      And explore.

      I really, really need to explore.

      She slaps her forehead and starts talking rapidly. “Of course. I always do this. Let’s go, child. I will show you to your room.” She pauses before clarifying, “Callum said to take you to his room. Is that okay?”

      My jaw drops at this, because… isn’t he the boss? “Yeah.” My cheeks heat up. I know we are old enough to have sex, but still… no one wants to admit it to the older generation.

      She pats my back. “Ah, young love.” Then she urges, “Let’s go, let’s go. Then I can work on the special dinner to celebrate your arrival.”

      And as we walk upstairs, one thought niggles at my mind, sticking to it like glue.

      Why would she mention him having a good heart?

      What could I possibly find that might change my mind about him?

      

      Callum

      “You are playing a dangerous game, Callum,” Micaden says, throwing the keys to my house to me.

      My brow rises. “You of all people are telling me this?”

      He crosses his arms and leans on his car while his face stays indifferent. In most cases, people do that to hide some emotion… but not Micaden. He just doesn’t give a fuck about anyone much, period, unless it has to do with a certain redheaded.

      “We are not discussing my life. Besides, our stories are different.”

      “Differences lie in the eye of a beholder.” We do have one thing in common though, not that he’s aware of it.

      I’ve never shared my past with anybody, except one person… and only because I had to. So friends or not… we don’t chitchat like a bunch of gossiping girls discussing our pasts.

      Or “traumas,” as shrinks would say.

      “By the way, Lachlan took Alison.” He laughs at my face, slapping his thigh. “That look alone was worth telling you.”

      “He doesn’t deserve my boat,” I say, searching for my cigarettes, but I don’t find them anywhere. “Fuck, she hid them again,” I murmur, my hands already itching to deliver a spanking to that beautifully shaped ass of hers. The little vixen does it, fully knowing the punishment awaiting her. She craves the slap of my palm over her velvet skin as much as I like to deliver it.

      “She is right.” Micaden snaps me out of my thoughts. “The habit will kill you.”

      “No fucks given.” I grab my bag and hook it over my shoulder. “Thanks for picking us up. I owe you one.”

      He nods, coming closer, and gives me a pat on the back. “Always, Callum.”

      “And forever,” I singsong, but he flips me off while my laughter fills the garden.

      “Will you be on the island?”

      His gaze softens, right before he replies, “I have different plans. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” He hops inside the car, the engine roaring to life.

      “So that means I have a free pass for everything, right?” The island belongs to him and is his domain, and while we all have the power to kill each other… we respect territory.

      No one needs to clean up someone else’s messes.

      He shakes his head at me, puts on his sunglasses, and drives off into the fucking sunset.

      What Lachlan, Micaden, Arson, and Jaxon fail to understand is that I’m not avenging or kidnapping anyone. Giselle Walker has always been mine due to circumstance that forever locked us in a bond we can never break.

      She belonged to me from the very beginning. I’m simply taking my rightful due.

      Giselle is mine, and God help anyone who tries to take her away from me.

      Even Giselle herself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Giselle

      “Do you need help with anything else?” Magnolia asks, standing by the door, and I shake my head.

      “No, thank you.”

      She nods and walks away, quietly closing the door behind her.

      I remove my hat from my head, running my fingers through my hair, hoping I don’t look like a wet cat due to the humidity in the room.

      Placing my purse on the counter, I walk to the terrace as the breeze blows the curtains back, flicking me lightly in the face. A gasp escapes me when I see the beauty of the sunset. The sun is almost kissing the tip of the ocean where waves are slamming against the rocks and echoing in the evening.

      As I admire the spacious garden opening up in front of me, I see a narrow path leading to the beach.

      This villa seems like heaven on earth!

      Slipping off my shoes, I plant my feet on the soft grass and spin around, basking in the sunlight. Leaning my head back, I sigh and hear quiet chuckles behind me, which rush through me like the lightest of caresses.

      “Enjoying yourself?”

      I turn around, grinning at Callum, who leans on the doorjamb.

      “Something you want, darling?” He starts to slowly unbutton his black shirt.

      “Mr. MacRae, are you trying to seduce me again?” I saunter toward him, making sure to pass by him when he wants to grab me, and wiggle my index finger at him. “Nah-ah. Someone promised me adventure.”

      His heated gaze scans me from head to toe, lingering on my lips before he drills his stare into me. “Everything has a right time and place.”

      My mouth forms an O and I cover it with my palm, acting scandalized. “Is that so?” Sighing dramatically, I add, “I feel betrayed.” He takes a step in my direction, but I move back, shaking my head. “My feelings are too hurt to have sex with you, Callum.”

      Amusement crosses his face but he quickly masks it with boredom as he replies, “Give me five minutes and you’ll feel nothing but pleasure.” His voice drops and he takes another step. “While I thrust inside you over and over again.”

      Oh my God, this man has turned me into a sex-crazed maniac just like he is, because his words bring nothing but hot flashes along with need.

      It’s a crime for a man to be this irresistible!

      “Come here,” he orders again, and he transforms into a predator, staring at me with a calculated look as if trying to guess my next move.

      But where is pleasure without a little game?

      “Nope. It’s almost noon here. I’m going to change into a swimsuit and go tanning.”

      His jaw tics and he darts to me while I spin around with a squeal, ready to run to the bathroom before he can catch me. I almost make it, but he wraps his hands around me and lifts me up.

      “Callum!” I shout, but he’s having none of my protests, but surprisingly he takes us to the bathroom, shutting the door loudly before turning on the water. “What are you doing?”

      “I think we need to wash away all the travel filth, don’t you?” Instantly, my clothes become soaked as the showerhead above us pours hot water on us.

      My laughter echoes in the bathroom when he presses me to the tile wall, quickly removing my sundress and snatching my panties away. “At the rate you’re going, there will be no lingerie for me to wear,” I tease while he tugs on the back of his T-shirt, which he throws by my dress on the floor where a wet spot is forming.

      “I can live with that.” He fumbles with the zipper of his pants, when he pauses, frowning, and then growls, “You don’t admire other men.”

      Ah, my little comment hit his possessive streak.

      “Well, he is handsome.” He growls, pushing his pants away with his foot. “But he is not you,” I murmur, sliding my splayed palm down my stomach and then dipping it inside me, gliding over my folds as a light moan escapes me. “This is all for you.” I say, before taking my hand and putting it to his lips, smearing my taste over his mouth.

      He licks it clean, sending a jolt straight to my clit, and then presses my hand above my head, stepping closer.

      His gaze runs over my form in appreciation. “Look at you, all flushed and ready for the taking.” His other hand travels from my ass to my neck, squeezing the nape possessively before rumbling, “Who makes this pussy wet, Giselle?”

      “You do.” I whisper over his lips, anticipating a kiss, but he doesn't give it to me.

      Instead, he dips and grabs my thighs, hiking me up and wrapping my legs around him, his erection digging into my folds, but just the tip. Gasping, I lace my hands in his hair and want to lock my mouth with his to get my freaking kiss, but he denies me once again!

      He props me higher so that my breasts are level with his mouth, and he leans to flick his tongue around the tight bud, licking it before trapping it between his teeth. Pulling a little, the combination of pleasure and pain shoots through me, tearing a moan from me. “Callum.” I press his mouth harder against me, my head resting on the cool tile while the steam of the water envelopes us, coating our skin with perspiration, and I struggle for breath.

      With one last suckle, he shifts to the other breast, all while slowly rocking his hips back and forth, giving me just the tip of his mushroom head that slips into my folds. But before it can give me relief… he takes it away, driving me crazy with need and annoyance.

      He trails his lips to my collarbone, licking the water away before going to my neck and feasting on the flesh. Each suck of his lips sends tremor after tremor, only highlighting my desire, while he continues this cat-and-mouse game.

      “Callum, please,” I beg, because the pressure becomes unbreakable.

      He shakes his head and nips on my chin before finally reaching my mouth and taking it prisoner for a deep, probing kiss, where his tongue plunges inside, owning it.

      It’s hot, passionate, but also punishing, because his thumb digs into my chin, opening my mouth wide while he dominates it, stamping ownership all over it. “Who do you belong to?” he asks, licking around my mouth, and I seek his kiss again, but he slides to the side, lavishing my neck with attention once again. “Who?” he barks, his hand fisting my hair, tilting my head so he has better access to me. “Who drives this body insane and has you wet and on edge so much you scream till your voice becomes hoarse?”

      “Callum,” I say, and then chant, “Please, please, please.”

      “Since you’re begging so nicely,” he whispers, and drives inside me, catching my whimper with his kiss, becoming my only focus in this world.

      My pussy clenches around him, begging for him to move, but he stands still. “Who is the man you want above all else, Giselle?” he asks, nuzzling my neck while rocking just a little, enough to tease me with it but not enough to give friction. “Say my name.”

      I bite on his shoulder, clawing his back, hating that he put me in a vulnerable position here without delivering.

      So I press my lips against his ear and whisper, “You do, but if you’re not going to move, I swear to God I— Oh!” I gasp when he pulls back and then slams forward, my back hitting the tile, not that I care.

      His hand travels to my neck and he tugs on my hair, lifting my mouth for his kiss that’s hot and deep. Callum consumes me with each touch, submersing me in the world of passion and insanity.

      Goose bumps break out on my skin, while my insides threaten to burst at any moment, almost reaching the peak when his movements speed up. He starts pounding into me hard, his nails bruising my skin, but the sting only raises my desire.

      My hands circle his neck, and this time, I dive for an angry kiss, wanting him to keep this pace and not torture me with it. I lick around his lips then trap his lower one between my teeth and pull a little while he thrusts into me again, groaning against me. I find his tongue with mine, and we share a long kiss. With the water cascading above us, the steam creating a cocoon around us, and desire so raw it feels unreal, I wish for this to never end despite my body begging for release.

      Because in his arms, I find solace and peace that was never given to me before. With Callum, I can trust him to take care of my heart without stumbling on it or betraying me.

      All he ever does is give this intense pleasure that knows no barriers and seeks acceptance.

      He tenses in my arms and I know he’s close, so I tighten my hold on him and clench around his length. That’s enough to send us both over the edge, our mutual moans swallowed in our kiss and heavy heartbeats.

      He lets go of my mouth and we both gulp for breath, staring at one another for a long time before I give him a gentle peck, and ask, “Are we going to have our adventure now?”

      He laughs, allowing me to slide back down, and he picks up shower gel, winking at me. “How about a walk down the beach?”

      Wherever he takes me works for me.

      That’s how much I trust him.

      

      Callum

      I make sure the shower is still running as I retrieve the phone from under the blanket, reading the message from a man who shall never be named, for he is a madman.

      I’m surprised Micaden even allows his presence on the island.

      <Him> Found this guy. Want to join the fun?

      Since when does he share his victims?

      A second message pops up, a picture of a man strapped to a chair with tape covering his mouth.

      The man who hunted him holds the knife above the victim’s head, almost pressing the tip into him, and gives a thumbs-up to me, as if he’s snapping a fucking memory photo.

      But then I zero my gaze on the victim and freeze as different images from the past collide in my head, one more horrific than the other.

      And along comes fury that knows no mercy.

      I put on my clothes quickly, take the keys for my car, and type.

      <Me> Don’t touch a hair on his body. He is mine.

      All these years, I couldn’t find him, couldn’t locate him, but he’s finally in my grasp. And I’ll be damned if I lose this opportunity to fucking kill him.

      Justice will come.

      At last.

      

      Giselle

      Wrapping a towel around me, I wink at my reflection in the mirror and walk out of the bathroom, saying while wiping my hair, “You know, at the rate we’re going…” The words die on my lips when I discover nothing but an empty, rumpled bed and silence. “Callum?” I call, but he is nowhere in sight.

      What happened to having a walk down the beach together?

      Sometimes, my passionate man still reminds me of the jerk I met a month ago.

      Quickly putting on clothes, I go to the living room, which almost seems like it’s in a different wing, since the long, narrow hallway takes forever to walk down.

      I admire several oil paintings of fauna along the way, touching them lightly and drinking in the beauty the artist has created. It’s like they’re real and breathe through the painting, almost wanting to be touched.

      The smell of freshly made pancakes tickles my nostrils, and my stomach growls, demanding food. I enter the kitchen, knocking on the door, and Magnolia half turns to me, resting her hand on her hip while she flips yet another pancake—judging by the big pile by the stove—with a spatula. “Come, darling.”

      I make a move to fetch a plate, but she shakes her head, pointing at the table. “Sit and enjoy. Let me take care of someone. God knows Callum doesn’t allow it.” There is sadness lacing her tone, but she covers it up with a smile as she puts two of the fluffy creations on a plate and pours me a cup of tea.

      “Where is he, by the way?” My mouth waters when she places the plate in front of me along with a fork. I dig into the food and groan in pleasure. “Oh my God.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know.” She laughs, flipping another pancake, and I wonder who is going to eat it all. It’s like she is expecting an army here. “He went out for business.”

      “Business?” My brows furrow at this, because according to my reports, he has all his business in Texas.

      Besides, didn’t he say we’re here to work on his garden? Not to mention his promised walk down the beach.

      “Yes, yes. Eat this too.” She hurries over with berries and then changes the subject so quickly I think she doesn’t want to talk about the business thing anymore. Maybe Callum doesn’t allow his employees to ever mention his private stuff? “I’ll need to go in a few minutes. My son is back.”

      “Oh, what’s his name?”

      “Mike.” She puffs her chest proudly. “He’s the local fisherman.”

      “That’s awesome!”

      She turns off the stove and grabs her own mug before settling at the table.

      She continues to talk about the island, its citizens, and recent town gossip. I’m not one to spread gossip or cause drama, but listening to it is one of my guilty pleasures. I even manage to gasp at some stories, like a local kid stealing an apron from Ms. Wilkinson.

      Whoever the hell that is.

      I take my last bite of food, wash it down with tea, and get up. “Thank you so much.” I put the plate in the sink and grin. “I’m going to explore the villa now, and the soil.”

      “Ah yeah, Callum mentioned you wanted to work on the garden.” When I make a move to clean up, she waves a towel at me, shooing me away. “Go, go.”

      With one last wave, I go to the terrace, grabbing my tablet on the way, and breathe in the scent of the garden, snapping a few pictures and zooming in on the petals of flowers.

      While I recognize some of the orchids and roses along with the tulips, which is a strange combination as it is, there are species unknown even to me.

      My brows rise when I see a darkish blue flower with red ends. I softly run my finger over it and quickly snatch it back when it stabs me. “Ouch,” I mutter, sucking on the blood, and then make a note to search for it in the databases.

      “Giselle, I’m leaving!” Magnolia shouts right before I hear the door slam shut.

      Mostly green grass and palm trees surround the villa, so Callum wants to plant a few more flowers, since they’ll make a good composition.

      I quickly send everything to my drive to sort out later. The land is different here from in the city due to the humidity, climate, and close proximity to water. I’ll need to check it out.

      I walk back inside, since I’m thirsty from all the heat, but on the way to the kitchen, I notice a door ajar at the end of the hallway, almost hidden from sight since it’s behind the kitchen.

      Frowning, I wander over there and gasp when a spacious library comes into view. Hundreds of books are stacked on different shelves.

      I wouldn’t say I’m that big on reading, but after a peek, I see all these books have to do with botanical gardens or architecture of houses, which is always connected to my job.

      Curious, I step inside to explore it further. It has a desk with several notepads and pens on it, and a landline phone, two chairs, and that’s about it.

      Everything else is shelves and shelves, which is so weird. Shouldn’t he have more room for like, I don’t know… couches to properly study the material?

      I scan the books to check if anything grabs my attention, since no one is home and I have nothing else to do. The sun is down, so tanning is not an option.

      “Oh yeah, baby!” I scream when I see a book on orchids and rise on my tiptoes, reaching for it.

      Except when I do that, something happens.

      The freaking wall moves back, opening up a view of a square-shaped hidden room behind it. “What the hell?” I mutter, entering, still holding the damn book.

      I expect to see some naughty place where maybe Callum keeps his boy toys or whatever guys like, but I find something else.

      Endless bulletin boards are attached to the walls, with various images of different men and their ages posted, along with several other links to them as younger guys.

      There are some women too with similar arrows; some photos look like they were taken with a surveillance camera.

      The room has one single chair and a desk, where markers in red and black colors are laying, waiting to be used. “What is this?” I murmur, and then lean back when I go further, and my eyes widen at the wall covered from floor to ceiling in different sizes of TVs that showcase camera footage.

      Each more horrific than the next, with Callum doing the vilest of things to people.

      But that’s not the most shocking part, no.

      It’s the live streaming scene on the middle TV that takes the most space and what causes me to gasp. I use my palm to cover my mouth, stilling the scream inside me.

      Because Callum is ripping someone’s fingers off with pliers one-by-one, while the agonized whimpers echo in that room.

      

      Callum

      Classical music plays in the background as I crack my neck from side to side, letting the sensations of the rhythm wash over me and direct my movements. My love for classical music was formed from the endless pain and heartache those composers managed to express without any words. The way certain notes can inspire so much doom and agony in a person from listening to it alone, the fear that always prickles their skin… truly nothing beats classical music for me.

      A soft whimper escapes the man chained to a pole located right in the middle of a room belonging to a man I shall never name.

      A sinister smile lifts my mouth, and I correct myself.

      The most beautiful sound on this earth is the cry of distress of my victims. Not their usual screams and whimpers that annoy me, but desperate cries that indicate they know help is not coming.

      Running my fingers over the weapons spread on the table, I hear him mumble something through the gag in his mouth. Sighing, I turn around and zero my gaze on him as sweat mixing with blood slides from his forehead, joining the tears that wet his face.

      Probably because all of his fingers are lying by his feet, his dripping wounds creating a pool of blood by him.

      “What was that?”

      He mumbles again, sobbing while trying to tug on the chains, but it’s useless, since they’re securely wrapped around his middle and legs. “Why don’t you just shut up? It’ll be easier for both of us,” I say, and he thrashes a little, probably going for a scream, but once again it comes out muffled.

      But then again… he was always stupid, so I shouldn’t be very surprised.

      Finally settling on the razor-sharp blade, I pick it up and shift it from side to side, chuckling at how he freezes and watches the blade, afraid it might strike him.

      I click my fingers in time with the music right before I stop by him, stepping on his dismembered fingers, and they crunch under me. He whimpers, scrunching his eyes, expecting a blow, but what would be the fun in that?

      “I think it’s the music,” I mutter, and his eyes snap back open, confused while he still gazes warily at the weapon in my hands. “Let’s put on something else.” I take out the remote from the back of my pants, turn off the stereo, and then turn on the TV behind me, right at the beginning of the cartoon. “Remember that one? It’s fucking long,” I say, and then singsong, “Your favorite kind.”

      And then I watch as realization hits him, and he shakes his head, sobbing and mumbling. Since I’m closer to him, I understand him. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      Like that will stop me. Honestly, my victims need to come up with better persuasion tactics, because from what I’ve seen with all my experiences… they all suck.

      “Oh, sorry is supposed to make me feel better?” He shakes his head. “Hmm, then sorry will erase everything else?” I ask again, and another shake. Rubbing my chin with the tip of the blade, I exhale heavily. “Then I guess sorry is not gonna cut it. But hey, on the bright side… you’ll get only one cartoon.” I grin. “Sounds good, right? Way more generosity than you ever showed me,” I hiss, right before stabbing him in the pelvis, and the scream erupting from him could probably be heard in a different state.

      I should come here with earplugs, but I enjoy it too much to deny myself the pleasure of listening to them.

      Pulling back, I stab again, this time lower, right into his dick, and it must break a vessel, because blood spurts from it, and I step back, not wanting to get any on me.

      He screams and screams in pain while I deliver a few more stabs, not really touching any vital organs. Then I go back to the table and sip my whiskey, all while the cartoon plays in the background.

      Is he counting down the minutes? Hoping it will end at some point? Believing there is a solution in this darkness that will never go away?

      Does he suffer the way I suffered for fucking years?

      With time though, the cartoon brings back the memories I’ve run away from for so long, I barely restrain the desire to cover my ears and get the fuck out of here.

      I’ve chased him for so long, but the fucker managed to escape me, changing names along the way. He must have lived really well after the deal he secured all those years ago.

      But now, with him at my mercy and soon dead, I can find peace in knowing he got what he deserved, even if it was too little too late.

      The doors to the dungeon opens and he enters, exhaling smoke as he chuckles at the man being tortured. “I always liked you, Callum, for your unapologetic approach,” he says, perching on the weapon table. “So are you done, or do you want me to help you?” Even though he asks this question, I can see that my victim doesn’t appeal much to him.

      His tastes are way… sicker than mine.

      Which is hilarious in itself.

      “I’m about done.”

      He clicks his fingers at me and then gives me another remote. “Thought you might need this. I know you prefer to hang them from rooftops and shit, but this is the best alternative you can find on an island.”

      I glance at the floor, the thick glass keeping us above the water, where various sharks are swimming around waiting for easy prey to catch.

      Maybe they got used to him doing that all the fucking time.

      Pressing on the remote, I see how the circle around the restrained man opens, and slowly the pole starts to go down while he blinks in surprise before resuming his thrashing, blood spilling from him everywhere.

      What a mess.

      The minute he is under, we can see the sharks bite his flesh, tearing him apart bit-by-bit.

      Finally, there is no torn flesh to admire.

      Dead.

      At last.

      One more nightmare that can be put to rest, living only in my past.

      If only I could do that with all the others, then maybe my history with Giselle wouldn’t be so tragic.

      

      Giselle

      Loud screams bounce off the walls, surrounding the place with terror and heartache, and it takes me a moment to realize they come from me.

      “Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God,” I whisper, sinking to my knees and covering my ears as the man’s whimper still echoes in them.

      A man who Callum tortured and killed so causally, as if it was no big deal.

      The bile in my throat rises when I remember the torn flesh, the acid taste filling my mouth, and I get up, ready to barf all over the floor. I snatch the nearby trash bin and empty my stomach, while my heart continues to pound in my chest and ears.

      Coughing, I wipe my mouth clean but freeze when I see my entire family on one of the walls. But it’s mostly me in all the pictures as I work, sleep, or go out with Isla.

      He has all the information on my degrees and connections, notes on Lucy and me… even the engagement with Kevin, although that picture has a red cross over it.

      Spying on me. He’s been spying on me all this time?

      Then my gaze shifts to another bulletin board, only to see the torn flesh of other victims and newspaper articles with their deaths. “He’s a killer.” How did I not notice such madness in the man?

      And then the bulletin board right in the middle, in front of me, has all his victims lined up in chronological order based on dates.

      More than fifty names.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper again, wracking my mind for if I’d sensed anything fishy about him, but he has never given me a reason to think about him differently.

      But how have I not seen the murderer next to me?

      Getting up on my wobbling legs, I come closer to the wall and read the latest date, which was just a week ago. According to the time, it was right before our dinner date and we had sex in the car after that.

      Hate crawls on my skin as if someone is biting it, and I scratch myself, despising every touch he has given me, and my response to it.

      Hands that kill and torture so easily… did I admire those hands?

      There is one empty place for a picture of the dead man in his earlier years, as if missing a puzzle piece, and then his words flash in my mind from the livestream.

      I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.

      Maybe it’s the one he has been searching for?

      All thoughts about the victim fly from my mind though when I notice one more vacant place at the end, date unknown, and his signature, grand finale.

      For whatever plan he has, it includes one more victim he has hunted for years, if these pictures are anything to go by.

      And if everyone else is dead, it leaves only me.

      I’m the last picture on his death board.

      And like the idiot I am… I came right into his trap.

      “I need to get out of here.” I rush from the room, hoping to forever erase all those pictures from my brain, and stop in the library, breathing heavily and thinking about my next action.

      I need to call someone and inform the authorities about this, and then run the hell away from him.

      I won’t be the last picture gracing the wall of his dungeon.

      My feet slap against the marble floor while I dash to my room, preparing to escape, and I see Magnolia return with a heavy bag.

      Did I spend that long in that awful place without realizing it? “Giselle,” she calls, but I only have one agenda in mind—finding my phone and passport to get the hell out of this trap.

      But the minute I end up in my room and reach for my bag, the door snaps shut and the lock is turned. “No!” I shout, banging on it and pressing on the handle, but it doesn’t budge under my assault.

      I run to the terrace, but the doors shut automatically too.

      I hit the glass several times, crying out for help. “Please!” But it doesn’t come, and maybe I shouldn’t escape it.

      After all, the hunter doesn’t lure the prey if he’s not sure about his power.

      Looks like Callum will get his last trophy after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Callum, 7 years old

      “Come here,” Mommy murmurs, bringing me closer to the mirror, and then stands behind me, combing my hair. “It’s so soft. That shampoo is really doing wonders.” She laces her fingers through my curls and ruffles them a little, so they fall down to my spine. “Ah, you are so pretty.”

      The smile slips onto my lips at her words, but I decide to ignore it.

      It’s not the weekend tonight, so she is probably happy with my hair. “Thank you, Mommy,” I reply, and she claps her hands, shaking her head from side to side as she runs her eyes over me. “Truly, Callum, I’m so lucky God graced you with this beauty,” she whispers the last words and hugs me close.

      Inhaling her scent, I wrap my arms around her middle and sigh in relief. Tonight, she smells of flowers and baking powder, and not that bad, brown liquid usually in the house. But that’s the only thing her eyes shine about though, so I’m torn whether to like it or not.

      She leans back and palms my head, softly rubbing my cheeks while I see a single tear slide down her nose, and my stomach flips, awaiting her words. “My beautiful baby, you love your mommy, right?” she asks, and I still, my heart beating rapidly in my chest, and I nod, even though I want to do anything but. “Of course you do. You are different from all those men who hurt me.” She repeats those words often, like they are supposed to mean something.

      Who hurt Mommy so badly she wants to do all this stuff to me now?

      “It’s not Saturday,” I whisper, swallowing past the lump in my throat, and she exhales heavily, kneeling in front of me so our eyes are on the same level.

      She tugs a little on my white tee and grabs my shoulder, so she’ll have my attention.

      That’s what she usually does whenever she wants to explain to me rules, or new rules. “I know, darling, I know. But… we have another friend of mine who’d like to watch cartoons with you,” she says, and I start to cry. She sighs and pats me on my head, “Shh, darling, I know you don’t like them. But this one wants just one cartoon, okay? Not three, like Jimmy.”

      As if it’s supposed to make me feel any better.

      “I don’t want to,” I say, stepping closer and picking up Mommy’s chin. “I don’t want to watch a cartoon today with one of your friends.” I’ve never said it before, but I don’t want to do it.

      Just imagining….

      I shake a little, but then her face transforms when she gets up swiftly, pushing me in my stomach, so that I fall back. She cries out, “You little piece of shit. Who asked you what you want?” Mommy snarls, her upper lip jerking, and her eyes slowly fill with rage.

      She goes to her cupboard near the bed, and I quickly slide back, wanting to run away to the other room. Before I even take one step, she fists my hair and brings me back as a whimper slips past my lips.

      “Who feeds this mouth of yours?” Without waiting for a reply, she hits me with the belt, and I feel the buckle hit my back. I hold back my groan, because it will only make her madder. “Who lets you have all those things, you little fucker?” Another hit, this time behind my knees, and I fall down, biting on my fist and drawing blood. “You ungrateful little shit. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have to live here at all. And you have the audacity to say no?”

      Hit. Hit. Hit.

      I roll into a ball on the floor, covering my head with my hands, all while she continues to slam the metallic belt buckle into me, for sure leaving new bruises on my already bruised skin.

      Each hit brings more and more pain, but I hold back my tears that almost don’t let me breathe. Finally, I can’t stand it anymore. I don’t know why I fight her if I never win. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, and then lick the blood from my lips. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” I scream, and her arm pauses midair while she breathes heavily, gazing at me suspiciously.

      “You’re sorry?”

      I nod, and a wide smile spreads on her mouth. She drops the belt on the floor and reaches her hands to me, helping me get up. I stand up, even though my bones scream for me to sit down. But even mentioning it will bring on her rage again, so I keep my mouth shut.

      “See, sweetie? You make Mommy so happy when you’re not difficult. Now—” She rubs her hands and snatches the pink dress from her closet, shaking it loudly. “Wear this pretty dress that brings out the color of your eyes, and I will comb your hair again. Because of your stupidity, it got messy.” She ruffles my hair, giving me a little peck on the cheek that makes me almost throw up.

      I wear the dress, hating the cloth sliding down my skin, and she sits me on the chair in front of the mirror, combing my hair again. She lets it hang down my back and then takes the powder from her table, putting it on my face, neck, and shoulders. “We can’t have your bruises visible for him. You know they like to inflict those themselves.” Her eyes are shiny. “Even pay more for it.” She picks up the lipstick and slowly puts it on me, wiping away the smears from the corner of my mouth. “Be nice to him, and I will even let you pick out your cartoon.”

      Cartoon.

      That’s the other thing I hate most in life, because it brings me pain and agony every single minute.

      The thing I hate the most… is my mom’s happiness.

      Because her happiness means my sorrow.

      

      Giselle

      Wrapping my hands around my knees, I rock on the bed back and forth, all while trying to make sense of the images I saw earlier.

      Many videos of Callum torturing different men till they lose their bravery and beg him for their lives.

      And how he always drops them from some high building or place, just to enjoy how they die.

      I whimper onto the top of my knees and cover my ears so I won’t hear their screams echoing over and over.

      I’m sorry.

      But as awful as it sounds, this is not the most terrifying thing on the videos.

      No, the complete blank and bored expression on Callum’s face is.

      There are no traces of remorse, or guilt, or any freaking human emotion!

      The door squeaks and I freeze, too scared to raise my head and face him. The footsteps are especially loud in the otherwise silent space as he enters and clicks his fingers.

      The room brightens under the harsh light, but I hide from the brightness, or maybe from the monster.

      After all, what else should I call him?

      “So Magnolia told me you visited the media room.” His voice sweeps around us, so calm, so relaxed, as if it’s no big deal what I saw.

      I continue to shake on the bed, willing myself to wake up from this nightmare, because it can’t be my reality. I couldn’t have been with a killer all this time and not seen it. I couldn’t have allowed him to touch me, or worse—I couldn’t have allowed myself to fall in love with him.

      “That’s why orders exists in this world, my wild orchid. You broke them, and now you’re sad.” The lighter flicks in his hand and he puffs out smoke. “Pity.”

      “Wake up. Wake up. Wake up,” I chant desperately, but no matter how much I repeat it, he doesn’t go away. I’m still in my nightmare.

      “This is reality, Giselle.” I can hear him come closer by the rustling of the bed, and then his fingers lift my chin, and I finally meet his stare, the same handsome man looking at me as before. Except now I know what hides beneath his beauty, and what I discovered is ugly and sordid. “Your eyes are like two sapphires shimmering in the light after you cry,” he murmurs, wiping away a tear from my cheek, and his touch snaps me out of my stupor.

      Slapping his hand away, I scoot back on the bed, plastering myself to the headboard, and shout, “Stay away from me!” I’m not sure what I expected after my declaration, taking into consideration the earlier videos, but him stepping back and raising his hands wasn’t it. “You’re a killer.”

      He tsks his tongue in distaste. “Come on, darling. Get your facts right. I’m a serial killer. There is a big difference.” My brows furrow, so he adds, “Killers usually kill on command or for money. Serial killers kill for the sheer joy of the action.” The bile rises in my throat and acid fills my mouth at his words once again, but he’s not done. “And when we do that often, there is always a method too.”

      “You are disgusting,” I hiss, covering my mouth and hoping I won’t barf all over the bed.

      “I’m honest and don’t make excuses for my actions. If it makes me disgusting, so be it.” Callum snatches his jacket from the chair and goes to the door. “I’ll give you some time to think about that.”

      “There is nothing to think about!” I shout, getting up on my knees and hectically searching for any kind of weapon. “I won’t stay with you. You are a disgusting monster, and I will run away. You can inflict any kind of torture and—”

      “Torture?” he asks, rubbing his chin and hitting the floor with the tip of his shoe. “Your imagination is an interesting thing, darling. I have no plans of torturing or inflicting pain on you.”

      “What?” What kind of game is this? He just admitted to being a serial killer, and he brought me to his island. Surely it means I have been his target all along. “I’m your victim!”

      He laughs, goose bumps breaking out on my skin, because there is nothing warm about it. “Victim? No, my love. You are my queen in this kingdom.” He throws a book on the bed, and advises, “Read this to understand your purpose to me.” And he shuts the door and locks it before I can say anything else.

      I focus my gaze on the title, and it’s about the ancient myths of Greece.

      My fingers tremble when I flip it open, and then I notice a yellow bookmark on page 200. I quickly move there.

      The myth of Persephone.

      I don’t need to read it, because myths were my fascination back in high school. Knew and loved them all, but especially Persephone, as she was the daughter of Demeter, the goddess of fertility of the earth.

      Persephone, who got kidnapped by the Hades, god of the underworld, and stayed forever imprisoned there due to his trickery.

      Oh my God.

      

      Callum

      I rest my back against the door, listening to her, but no sounds come. But once she knows the truth, she’ll be hysterical.

      When people think they are victims, they have this weird hope of escaping their captor, thinking that if they act smart enough or brave enough, they’ll be able to end their nightmare.

      After all… victims are interchangeable for serial killers, right?

      But there is no hope left when one doesn’t want you to be a victim.

      Oh, no. When you have a specific role to fulfill… there is no escape and no hope.

      Just doom and darkness that forever claims your life.

      I should know.

      I’ve lived in it for the last twenty-five years.
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      Callum, 7 years old

      The doorbell rings, and my heart stills then gallops wildly again when Mommy squeals in excitement. “Jimmy is here.” She squeezes my shoulders harshly, and I jump to the side, avoiding her touch. “Be very nice, Callum. He is willing to pay twice what Jordan does,” she warns me again right before checking herself in the mirror and rushing downstairs to greet her new friend.

      Looking at the mirror, I study my reflection, hoping, no needing to see the boy in it.

      But all I see is a pretty girl ready to entertain Jimmy. I’m not sure what that means, but Mommy uses those words to describe all those evenings.

      Do as they say.

      Allow them to touch you.

      Be nice, always nice, Callum.

      “Callum!” Mommy calls from the living room no doubt, and glancing at myself one last time, I go down, all while wanting to wipe away the lipstick that leaves a funny taste in my mouth.

      Each step I take downstairs brings me closer and closer to this new friend, and I swallow back the desire to vomit all over the floor.

      Finally reaching the living room, I enter. The air stills in my lungs when the man comes into view.

      He is standing with my mom near the couch as he extends to her a thick envelope and then glances at me, his eyes scanning me from head to toe as he licks his lips.

      His heavy boots slam against each other as he drops onto the couch, right in front of the TV, and motions with his hand for me to come closer. “Look at you, pretty girl,” he murmurs and then nods at my mother. “The product is as good as Jordan said.”

      Mom beams with pride, puffing out her chest before pressing me forward with her splayed palm on my back so I’ll go to him. “Pleasure is all mine. Enjoy Catherine. One cartoon.” She informs him, and then adds, “At least for the first time.”

      “I’m willing to pay more if she is as good as you mentioned.”

      “Oh, of course.” But then warning laces her tone when she says sternly, “Remember the rules.”

      “I’m aware of them.” I’m not sure what those rules are that Mommy always speaks of when she talks about my cartoon watching with those men, but it must be something important.

      “Well then.” Mommy picks up the remote, turns on the cartoon, and leaves the room, throwing over her shoulder, “I will come back ten minutes after it ends.” She shakes an alarm clock in her hand. “Everything is timed.” And with that, she shuts the door behind her, leaving me alone with the stranger.

      “Catherine, join me on the couch.” He pats the seat next to him while the loud volume of the cartoon echoes through the space.

      I listen to his command, not once correcting him calling me that. Mommy said for them, I should always act like a girl, because then they won’t hurt me.

      I never understood it either, because no matter what they did… it hurt me.

      He throws his arm over me, wrapping it around me, and hugs me close.

      I swallow back the lump in my throat, breathing through my nose as his hand slides up to my hair where he runs his fingers through it, murmuring in surprise, “So soft… so soft.” He inhales the smell of it and puts his other hand on my belly, fisting the dress, all while I’m stiff in his arms, keeping my gaze on the cartoon and imagining something else entirely.

      A playground where I’m alone, with no people in sight. I can play in the sandbox or swings, without anyone ever looking at me.

      His hand slides lower, to my legs, and he runs his fingers over them, pinching my skin, and I hold back a cry, this time imagining a beautiful field filled with roses and orchids, the only flowers that Miss Perkins allows in our classroom.

      My attention belongs to the cartoon though, and their cheery voices that disturb my mind, because all I want to do is rush outside and never come back.

      He gives me a loud peck on my neck before commanding, “Get on your knees, Catherine. It will be more comfortable watching the cartoon like that.” I’m still frozen on the spot, blocking out his voice, but he grabs my arms and pushes me to the floor, my knees hitting it harshly. “Follow the command.” Then I feel him hiking up the back of my dress and snatching down the pajama bottoms I still have on under it, while his hands glide over my skin.

      He fists my hair and covers my mouth with his hand right before he does what brings me the most pain.

      My cry fills his palm, all while I scrunch my eyes and block out the sounds he makes, the pain he brings, the revulsion running through me, and the vomit in my mouth. Instead, I chant the names of the flowers from our last science lessons over and over again, willing for the delicious smell to come back and take me away from here.

      Our teacher used to say that there is a god of the underworld, Hades, who takes care of all lost souls.

      Can he come and take care of me?

      The cartoon continues to run as the man plays and plays with me, his hands sliding up and down my spine, my sides, and at some point, he even hits me, not that I feel it.

      Finally, the ending of the cartoon reaches my ears and he lets go of me. I fall on my hands, allowing the tears to come.

      “You are really good,” he praises me and then locks his fingers around my chin, turning his head to me, and wipes away the lipstick from my mouth before giving me a peck. “I will visit you again, Catherine. You are so nice for your Jimmy.”

      I scoot back and quickly put my pants on, still sticky from his touch, and that’s when Mommy enters, smiling. “Catherine, go up.” I run away before she can promise anything else and rush toward the bathroom where I lock the door and quickly remove the clothes.

      Then I sit under the shower, arms wrapped around my legs, and weep into my knees, as water falls on my skin.

      If Hades exists in this world, then I pray for him to come after me and take me away from here.

      But that’s just the beginning of my nightmare.

      

      Giselle

      Shaking my head in denial, I gulp breaths as the myth plays in my mind. By now, I’ve read it ten times back and forth, examined every scene to find the solution to my problem, but there is none.

      There are different variations of the ancient myth but the one Callum brought me is pretty clear.

      After Hades abducted Demeter’s daughter, she tried to get her back but couldn’t find her anywhere. Finally, some of the gods told her what happened, and as revenge, she froze the land, not letting it produce. People couldn’t harvest anything, so Zeus, Persephone’s father, ordered Hades to bring her daughter back to him.

      Hades, though, had tricked Persephone, making her eat in the underworld, and as such, she had to spend half of the year with him.

      And so goes the legend that spring comes where Demeter welcomes her daughter, as she is so happy… and fall comes when Persephone has to go back to her husband, and her mother mourns her loss.

      This myth’s purpose was to show changes of weather through seasons… but it always had such a different meaning for me.

      I felt so bad for Persephone for being abducted and having to live with a man she didn’t choose… even if they were mythical characters.

      But what does it mean for us?

      According to this, Callum’s intention is not to kill me. No, he wants me to live with him in this darkness while… what? My family mourns my loss?

      I don’t have a mother. Why did he pick a myth that is so closely connected with mothers? If anything, he should have chosen one with a father or something.

      “What am I going to do?” I mutter, pacing the room back and forth and weighing my options. There are no sharp objects, no extra keys to open the terrace door, or anything that might help me to escape.

      I can’t even use my phone, because the line is blocked, displaying no service. I bet he blocked it somehow.

      Crying out in frustration, I bang on the wall and then wince when pain travels from my knuckles to my arm. “Hurting myself won’t help me correct the situation.” I’m not sure if I’m supposed to be hysterical or what.

      Once the initial shock wears off, I focus only on the plan of escape. Grandpa Darius used to say that I could be absolutely calm in nerve-wracking situations and lose my shit later.

      Right now, I don’t have the privilege of acting like a hysterical victim. Or the reason, for that matter, since Callum hasn’t shown me any cruelty.

      Yet.

      “Okay, think,” I say out loud and grab a notepad from the bedside table, along with a pen. Sitting on the bed and crossing my legs, I take the book and quickly write down common themes from the myth to see the connection.

      Hades abducted Persephone because he wanted her but knew her mother would never agree to that. Zeus though started to care about it only when people complained to him at the altars for lack of food.

      Which means Zeus is my father in this case, who doesn’t give a rat’s ass about my whereabouts or actions as long as it doesn’t harm his campaign.

      I write it down and put a question mark, to investigate it later.

      Hades tricked her like Callum tricked me, trapping me on this island with no way to escape.

      A tiny little voice in my head rebels at the idea though, reminding me that nothing would have happened if I hadn’t found the room.

      Slapping my cheek, I order myself, “Focus!” and draw other similarities between the characters and the outcomes. In a way, both sides lost, because they had to live without Persephone, and the only victim in this situation was she who had to bend to all those rules.

      However, my so-called abduction to the island happened at the very end, while in the myth it happened at the beginning. If this is the key to our situation, and according to him it is, it means that all this started way before.

      Did it start with my family?

      I circle Demeter’s name and ponder who it might be. There is a connection there, but I can’t place it.

      The lock in the door twists and my head snaps up to see Callum entering, carrying a tray with food. “Magnolia said you refused to eat dinner.” The sweet woman knocked on my door an hour ago, begging me to eat something. I said no, and she let me be, and I was glad she didn’t come inside.

      I don’t think I could have stayed respectful if that happened. What kind of person, a mother at that, helps a monster like Callum?

      I stay silent, and he comes in farther, placing it on the small, round table in the middle of the room that has two chairs with it. “This childish behavior doesn’t suit you, wild orchid,” he says, and even though I detect mocking in it, I still keep my mouth shut.

      Although I still watch him from under my lashes, trembling inside from fear he might do something, or worse. What if he wants me again? Will he take me by force?

      “So this is going to be a silent game. Very well,” he announces and takes out a phone from his pocket, clicking something before showing the display to me. “For every minute you are silent, a precious tree will be plucked out of the soil.” He slides through the images and my eyes widen when he reveals hundred-year-old trees that are… not to be touched by anyone and have so much history! “Can you live with that?”

      Since I continue to stay silent, he sighs heavily. He presses something again. “Hope you weren’t too attached to that oak tree near the west wing of Lachlan’s mansion.”

      He is about to click something again when my distressed cry stops him. “All right!” I exhale heavily. “I will talk.”

      “Eat your food.” That’s all he says before spinning around, but my words halt his movements, and his hand pauses on the handle.

      “Why are you doing this?” His back tenses, and I will all my courage forward and decide to handle it as a grown up.

      Screaming at him and then overanalyzing, hoping to escape… it won’t help; you can’t reason with this kind of stuff. But if he is not harming me now and never showed violence toward me… maybe I need to take a different approach.

      Maybe I can understand his desires and what drives them before figuring out how to use that knowledge to my advantage.

      “Like I said, read the myth.”

      “It doesn’t answer my questions. It’s about a mother’s journey to finding her daughter.”

      He chuckles before facing me again. “Or a god of the underworld taking what was always rightfully his.”

      “That doesn’t even make sense,” I reply, barely restraining the desire to throw a book at him to wipe away that smug look on his face. “Since I’m your prisoner here, I deserve to know why.”

      “Prisoner?” His brows rise. “You can leave anytime you want. Your passport and phone are with you. I can even arrange a plane ride if you want.” He presses the handle a few times. “See? No lock.” I open my mouth to protest, but he wiggles his index finger at me. “Nah, ah. I closed it before, because you might have been hysterical. Don’t need you running around the beach or, God forbid, hurting yourself.” He frowns as if the idea unsettles him, and it confuses me even more.

      Shouldn’t he try to inspire fear in me… instead of all this?

      Just what kind of game is he playing at?

      “I can leave?” I ask again, and he nods.

      “No one is keeping you here against your will.” I jump from the bed, ready to fetch my passport, when his next sentence freezes me. “There are consequences, of course. But I’m sure you’re aware of that.”

      Clearing my throat, I rasp, “Consequences?”

      He grabs the chair, swings it around, and straddles it, the tip of his shoes kicking the legs of it while he rests his elbow on the back of it. “There are people you love. I’m sure you’ll be sad seeing them harmed.”

      Everything inside me turns cold, because I’ve heard these kinds of threats my whole life.

      Should I be surprised he is not far away from my asshole of a grandfather?

      Callum though, unfazed with my reaction, continues, “Darius and Isla…” He clacks his tongue, sighing. “I would hate to hurt them because of you.”

      “You said I’m not your prisoner,” I whisper, finally seeing the traces of the loving man gone, and instead someone else takes over Callum’s body.

      A heartless monster whose stare stays completely blank while he scans me from head to toe. His entire demeanor, from his leather jacket to jeans and boots, gives off a dangerous vibe, a predator ready to strike at any moment.

      “You are not. Prisoners don’t have choices. You do. If you want to leave—” He motions to the door. “—be my guest. But with that, you are sealing the fate of people you love. I will never hurt you,” he emphasizes the last words as if I’m supposed to swoon over them or something.

      I can physically feel how slowly calmness escapes me, and in its place come fury and anger that wash away all common sense. “You are a monster,” I say, remembering the screams of his victims, and cover my ears, scrunching my eyes. “I can still see their eyes full of pain because of you,” I whisper and shake my head. “I can never forget that.”

      There is a long silence before his deep voice speaks again, holding traces of something I don’t catch. “Too bad you had to see that, but well, at least you know the truth.”

      I glare at him, seething. “So that’s your only explanation?”

      “Sorry to disappoint you if you expected remorse.” He lights up a cigarette. “They say never to get your hopes up, after all.”

      He is so smug, so proud of himself, of the deeds he’s done. He plays with my mind, claiming I’m not a prisoner or victim, but that’s exactly what I am. Abusers and killers always try to manipulate their victims, playing with their mind like their personal instrument.

      Callum tries to hide his real nature, staying calm and hoping… what? That I will stay with him like Persephone had to in the myth? Does my lack of hysterics make him think I accept his twisted game?

      Before my actions register in my brain, I grab the jug of water he brought, throw the water on him, and then shatter it on the bedpost, not caring how it explodes on impact, sending shards of glass through the room. I hold the weapon high in my hand, and order, “Stay away from me,” then press the tip against my throat, warning, “Or I’ll cut myself.

      A stormy look enters his eyes, and at once, he transforms into a brutish male, kicking away the chair unfazed by the water that still drips on the carpet from him.

      I’ve awakened a monster and I’m glad. Maybe now it will be easier to hate him, because my traitorous heart still loves him.

      Hades won’t get his Persephone this time though.

      

      Callum

      Wiping away the water with my hand, I focus on the glass glistening under the harsh light that is dangerously close to Giselle’s feet. “Don’t move,” I bark, stepping toward her, but she shifts a little, pressing the stupid thing firmer to her neck, nicking the skin.

      “Don’t come closer,” she warns, and I would have laughed in her face at such a weak threat, if it weren’t for the fact that she could hurt herself.

      I don’t love her, because I have no idea what love is. But Giselle is mine, and I’ll be damned if anyone, even she, will harm what belongs to me.

      The ringing in my ears intensifies when I notice how close the glass is to her artery and the tips of her toes. One movement and she will step on it, cutting her soft skin.

      Raising my hands, I stop and change tactics, going for kinder words. “Go to the terrace door, Giselle. You don’t want to hurt yourself, do you?” I can handle the weapon once she is away from the glass. Before that, my hectic brain can’t focus on shit.

      That’s why emotions should never cloud our judgment, everything be fucking damned!

      Her bitter laughter washes over me, sinking its claws into something in my chest, and it alerts me to her distress. “Now you care about me? You trap me here and then threaten my loved ones if I don’t comply with your orders.” She waits a bit before adding, “Whatever they might be.”

      I’m surprised she still hasn’t guessed the result I’m seeking from all this, but now is not the time to discuss it. I should have brought her a plastic bottle instead of a fucking crystal jug. “You are mine, Giselle. When you hurt, I am upset,” I say, hoping she can detect sincerity in my words, but it has the opposite effect.

      Fury flashes over her face. She throws her dark hair over her shoulder before placing the broken glass near her ear. “Then get the hell out of my room if you are afraid I might hurt something that belongs to you.”

      “This kind of behavior doesn’t suit you.” Nothing but boredom laces my tone when I study her, sighing, “You are acting like I was about to hurt you or something. You are not a victim.” I step closer while she watches me. “Never have been one. So don’t start acting like one either.”

      “You are such an asshole.” That’s when she jumps to the side, crying out in pain when her foot connects with the broken glass.

      “Fuck,” I hiss, quickly removing the weapon from her hand and throwing it away. I prop her on my shoulder while her fists drum on my back wildly.

      “Let go of me!” she cries out, and I slap her ass, fucking livid with her stupidity.

      “Shut up.” I dart toward the hallway while she twists in my arms wanting to escape, but my tight grip doesn’t let her.

      “Don’t spank me!”

      “If you act like a child, I will treat you like a child!” I inform her, dragging us to the kitchen and then placing her on the counter, where she sits with a loud thud. “Don’t fucking move,” I order, and oddly enough, she obeys, wincing.

      I retrieve the first aid kit from under the sink and come back, lifting her leg up and inspecting it. She cut the heel of her foot, and a piece of glass is stuck inside, but otherwise, nothing else is injured. “You are lucky you didn’t hit an artery.”

      She huffs, crossing her arms. “You mean you are lucky your toy isn’t tarnished.”

      Ignoring her jab, I take the tweezers and pull out the glass.

      “Where is Magnolia?” she asks, looking around, and then glares at me and winces when I apply antiseptic on the wound. “Ouch. It stings.”

      “You shouldn’t have stepped on the glass” is my only reply, and I put a patch on it. “It will hurt for a few days. Glass cuts always do” I murmur, and her brow rises.

      “Speaking from experience?”

      “You bet.” I splay my hands on either side of her, trapping her between my arms, and she tenses.

      “Let go of me.” She tries to slide to the side, but she has no room to move.

      “That’s your gratitude for me playing doctor?”

      Her blue eyes become darker as her upper lip curls. “Let go or I will scream.”

      “There’s no one around, so do try.” I lean forward, and her breath hitches when my lips skim over her chin to her ear, where I whisper, “Don’t hold yourself back on my account.” Then my lips trail to her neck, where I inhale her scent, brushing my mouth over the sensitive spot between her neck and shoulder.

      She shivers under me, her chest rising, and I suck lightly on the skin, wanting a red mark staining her porcelain perfection so she’ll never be able to escape this moment.

      My hand hikes her dress up over her thighs, sliding up over the velvet skin, leaving goose bumps in its wake. I fist her hair, angling her for my assault, and tug on her lower lip. “Is there something you need, Giselle?” I ask, but before she can reply, I cover her mouth with mine, pushing my tongue inside.

      She succumbs, her hands fisting my jacket as she brings me closer, and we get lost in the raw, passionate kiss in which our tongues glide against each other and I can drink from her mouth.

      Giselle is everywhere, soothing the parts of me she has no idea exist.

      She moans in my arms, before tearing her mouth away from mine, and then palms my face, our heavy breathing filling the space between us. “Callum,” she whispers, shifting closer and fanning my lips. “I told you not to touch me.”

      That’s all the warning I get, before she kicks her leg up and knees me right in the groin.

      “Fuck,” I hiss, stepping away, and she hops down from the counter, careful not to step on her injured heel.

      She wipes her mouth, lifts her chin, and says, “Stay away from me, you psycho.”

      “Psycho?”

      “Did you really think I would gladly kiss you after the things I saw in that room?” Pain flashes in her eyes before she hides it with anger. “You destroyed us, Callum.”

      “Nothing’s changed.”

      Her jaw drops open in shock. “Nothing changed? You are a serial killer who kidnapped me to recreate some kind of myth.” She points between us. “We have no future. I want to get rid of you, and I will.”

      “You are not a prisoner.” How many times should I repeat that before it gets through her thick skull?

      She laughs, although it lacks any humor. “Please, Callum, spare me the talk about choices. You gave me none.” She huffs, removing the strands of her hair from her face. “I don’t know what you expect or for how long you want to hide who you are, but I’m not going to get hysterical again and I won’t let you win.”

      If my dick didn’t hurt so much and I wasn’t so frustrated with her lack of common sense, I’d be proud of my woman for keeping her head high at a time like this. A woman like that will never let anything happen to her loved ones. One of the reasons I always wanted her heart for my own, because with Giselle’s love comes loyalty. Something I’ve never fucking had in my life.

      “This is ridiculous.” I can’t believe after everything she learned, she is not crying her eyes out, and instead argues with me in the middle of the kitchen.

      Based on my research, women run away or spit insults; she just asks to be left alone.

      “Deal with it. Do not come to my room.” She pauses and pales a little, her hands fisting. “And if you think you can take me by force….”

      Cold slips into me, anger unlike anything I’ve known before travels through my veins, and in two short strides, I’m at her side, wrapping my hands around her throat while she gasps in fear, her pulse beating rapidly under my fingertips. She slaps my hands, but I don’t let go, squeezing her tighter so she’ll have all her attention on me as she struggles for breath. “I don’t ever take anyone or anything by force.” Her eyes widen while her cheeks heat up, the pulse under my fingertips. speeding up “Do. You. Understand? I never take by force!” When she nods, I let go. She coughs loudly, gulping air and rubbing her neck. “So sleep peacefully. No one is gonna make demands on the body we both know wants me still.” With that, I go to my study, shutting the door so loudly it rattles the walls.

      And then with a roar, I hit the desk, knocking everything on the floor while images from the past play in my mind, reminding me they will never go away, no matter how strong I am.

      Force.

      It’s one thing I’ll never do to any human being, even the evilest kinds.

      The seven-year-old boy begging for mercy on the floor who still lives inside me would never allow it.
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      Callum, 9 years old

      “What are you doing tomorrow?”

      “We are going to a movie and getting ice cream, duh,” Sam replies, and then they share a laugh as other kids on the school bus join in to discuss their plans for the weekend.

      “My dad and I are going skiing. He promised it will be fun,” someone else shouts, and then Sam nudges my shoulder, snapping my attention from the book on botanical gardening splayed on my lap.

      “Hey, Callum. What are you doing this weekend? We have Monday off too!” he says excitedly, like there is anything to celebrate.

      But then again… not everyone has to entertain their mother’s friends.

      I stay silent, so he nudges me again, this time bringing everyone’s attention to us. “Seriously, what are you going to do?”

      Closing the book, since we are nearing my stop anyway, I decide to answer. “Mom has plans for us.”

      They blink in surprise while Sam rests his elbow on the back of my seat and puts his chin on the back of his hand. “What kind of plans?”

      Why all of a sudden is he interested in that anyway? No one in the class gives a shit about me. No one pushes me around or makes fun of me either. I’m just always invisible, in the background, left alone to enjoy my sanctuary from nightmares.

      School and the library.

      “Her friends are coming over,” I reply before I think, and instantly fear sweeps through me, sweat breaking out on my skin when Mom’s voice rings in my ears.

      Never mention this to anyone; do you understand, Callum? Never, or you won’t like the consequences. You don’t want your classmates to know you wear dresses, do you?

      But instead of revulsion, collective groans erupt to my surprise and sigh of relief.

      Sam pats my shoulder while I barely hold the desire to snatch it away, hating anyone’s touch on me longer than a second. “That sucks! I hate when Mom wants to hang out with her friends and I’ve got nothing to do but watch TV.”

      “Right,” I murmur, then hit my forehead on the seat in front of me when the bus stops abruptly.

      Rubbing my head, I put the book inside my bag and get up to exit the bus. “See you guys,” I say awkwardly, since I’ve never done this before.

      They lift their chins at me in acknowledgment while I quickly run to the steps. “Have a nice day, Callum,” Janice, the bus driver, says, and I wave at her as I hop down onto the grass.

      The door shuts and she drives off, while I trail to the house, my stomach grumbling loudly. Mom never packs me any lunch, claiming I’ll have to work harder for it, so I never ask for it.

      Unlocking the main door, I step inside and shout, “I’m home.” I drop my bag on the floor and rush toward the kitchen, where the mouthwatering smell of french fries and burgers comes from.

      I quickly wash my hands and grab a bite, munching on the meat while pleasure runs through me from head to toe.

      The salty flavor hits my taste buds and I’m searching for a glass of water when Mom comes in, grinning at me widely. “You’re home, baby.” She leans forward to place a kiss on my head. “Well, don’t stand there. Sit down.” My brows furrow at her cheery mood, and only then does the presence of food register in my mind.

      Why do we have meat at the house today? It’s not a holiday or a birthday. Mom usually cooks noodles or pasta on the best of days, or buys me a pack of chips on the bad ones.

      I continue to stuff my mouth, dropping onto the chair nearby, and watch Mom carefully while she hums something under her breath and flips… a pancake on the stove?

      “Is that a pancake?” I ask, my mouth stuffed with food.

      She shakes her spatula in my direction. “Don’t talk with your mouth full, honey. Where are your manners?”

      Now uneasiness sinks into my bones, because she is being so nice; too nice.

      The food that was delicious seconds ago transforms into a bitter taste in my mouth.

      I tear a tissue from the box and spit my food into it when she back turns her back to me. Clearing my throat, I ask, “Do we have a celebration?” I’m not sure why I even bother asking at this point; maybe because, each time, I hope she will prove me wrong and act like a mom.

      But my hopes die like a flower plucked from the soil when she announces, “I made a new deal with Jimmy today.”

      Just hearing the name of the man who haunts me everywhere I go feels like someone kicked me in my stomach, and my breath stops in my lungs. “A new deal?”

      “Uh-huh.” She flips the pancake and elaborates in her so-happy tone. “He paid us triple what we usually get for an evening with you.”

      “An evening.” At this point, all I can do is repeat her like a parrot while desperation runs through me.

      She shifts to the side and places a hand on her hip, pointing the spatula at me while ice laces her tone. “Yes. You will go out with him and be nice. Just imagine what we can buy with that money.” Her eyes shine brightly, as if happiness is right beside her, and my mouth scrunches in revulsion at her words.

      Imagine what we can buy? She wastes money on nothing but booze and cigarettes—well, anything left after paying the bills. In her mind, I’m earning my keep, because she never wanted to have me.

      And since I didn’t ask her if she wanted a child… I owe her.

      Do all parents request that from their children? Does Sam work too to pay off his debt to his parents? I wonder if maybe there is another job out there, so I won’t have to always chant plant names in my head while all those men… while all those men…

      Sweat pops up on my forehead and I wipe it away, twisting my head so all the images and heavy, liquor-smelling breaths in my ear will go away from my mind.

      If I don’t think about it or remember… I can pretend it doesn’t exist.

      “And you better not fight me on this, Callum. Or I won’t let you go to school.” That’s the only threat she keeps holding over my head, and I can’t allow her that.

      Knowing her, she will come up with various scenarios in her head to make that happen.

      School is my salvation in the darkest of hours, a place where I can read in peace. The place where no one looks at me like I’m smeared in dirt, and where the touches of strange men don’t exist.

      It’s the only thing that’s mine and will never be hers. How can I give her that?

      Besides, my refusal will bring more blows, and in the end, I will have to listen to her anyway. So isn’t it easier to just accept whatever she wants and pray someday it will end?
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        * * *

      

      “I’ll see you at midnight, right?” Mom asks Jimmy, who oddly doesn’t act all confident in our presence but instead gazes behind his shoulder, pulling his coat collar over his neck as if hiding from someone.

      “Sure.” He gives her three envelopes this time and then wraps his hand around my neck, dragging me outside. “Let’s go, Callum. A long weekend awaits us,” he whispers, and I look over my shoulder to my mom, who runs her finger over her mouth, clearly telling me to “zip it,” since it’s her favorite phrase.

      Weekend? She sold me for the whole weekend?

      Before I can blink, he throws me onto the backseat and straps me in, then walks around the car, hopping inside. “What a stupid bitch. Did she really think I’d take a kid just to fuck him outside? Say bye to mommy dearest, Callum. It’s the last time you will see her.” He chuckles under his breath and my eyes widen. I bang on the window to my mom, but she waves her hand at me in dismissal and shuts the door. “Be quiet, kid, or I will stop by the side of the road and make you suck me off good before I get you to Edward.”

      I freeze at the threat, press my back against the seat, and cover my mouth with my palms, doing something I haven’t done in a while. I pray to Hades once again to take me away from this man and help just once in this life.

      But as always, my prayers fall on deaf ears as Jimmy takes me farther and farther away from the house… right to the dungeon of a monster.

      

      Giselle

      Resting my head on the pillow, I exhale heavily and roll to my back, gazing at the ceiling as the fan above me spins.

      The new room Callum placed me in has no AC, just a huge-ass door leading outside that’s locked and a single bed. I came here right after his outburst, sulking at my sore throat that hurts like a bitch. Skimming my fingers over the skin, I flinch when I touch the sensitive spot, which for sure has a bruise.

      Thousands of thoughts flash in my mind, one darker than the last, but only one is the most prominent.

      Why?

      Why does Callum do all those horrible things to people? Is it the result of childhood trauma? Was he hurt so much the only way to deal was becoming a serial killer?

      Especially his reaction to force… as if it’s beneath him and only the lowest of scum would ever do something like that. Isn’t he a serial killer though? They have no morals or conscience or remorse, for that matter. Why should it matter that victims don’t want it?

      We studied psychology back in college, but it barely touched on special cases like him. The only thing I remember is that most our traumatic experiences come from childhood.

      Wracking my brain, I try to remember all the information I have on him.

      Perfect upbringing, mega rich with stock shares in the most successful companies. He finished his business degree, and all his close acquaintances consist of influential people around the world.

      He is nothing like those creeps shown on TV who gather their victims in basements and do vile things to them.

      Why, Callum?

      Does it matter though? No matter why, the end result is all the same.

      He kills people for pleasure, for gratification, for his sick desires.

      Life is a gift, but the likes of him treat it like a toy they can play with and dispose of when they get bored.

      My heart pangs painfully in my chest. As I put my hand on it and listen to its beat, I know it matters. Because maybe with the truth, I will understand somehow, and that somehow will allow me to accept the part of me that used to love him and crave his touch.

      Otherwise, I’ll never find peace.

      I can still feel his lips on mine, and my fingers rub my mouth, because it’s burning from his kiss. With each kiss, he stakes such a firm claim that never allows me to deny my body wants him, even if my mind rebels.

      Isn’t that disgusting? What does a man have to do for the woman to give up on him? Is this why some women stay with those creeps, justifying their actions and hiding their sick pleasures?

      Suddenly, it’s hard for me to breathe, as if an invisible chain is squeezing my chest so tight I may pass out at any moment.

      Air, I need fresh air.

      Because just the idea of becoming that woman—who seeks truth to explain her love—scares me. What if the manipulator he is convinces me it’s worth staying with him?

      Twist the truth so badly I will believe every lie he says.

      The squeezing intensifies, and I can’t take it anymore.

      Throwing the blanket away, I get up and snatch my black pashmina from the chair. Twisting the doorknob, I gasp in surprise when I find it’s unlocked and step out into the hallway, my bare feet slapping on the cold marble. I expected him to lock it at some point to guard what belongs to him, even if I loathe those words.

      No part of me is his anymore.

      My intention was never to harm you.

      Why couldn’t he be a normal psycho? Then he wouldn’t have confused me so much, and this would have been simple.

      The house is so silent a pin could drop and everyone would hear it, and so dark, only lit by the moonlight streaming through the windows.

      Slowly, I pad along the hallway, aiming for the terrace door leading into the garden and praying it’s open, because my lungs beg for fresh air.

      I reach the terrace and snatch the doors open. The scent of orchids hits me along with the beach breeze that glides across my skin, awakening every hair on my body and bringing much needed relief.

      Leaning my head back, I allow the air a second to take all my worries away and bask in its presence, appreciating the nature around me.

      I lift my hair up, since the heavy locks cascade wildly down my back and sigh, because my heated skin finally can be cooled.

      But reality comes crashing back, snapping me from my momentary reprieve, and I sink in devastation again.

      How do I escape this? How do I get back to New York, where I will be safe from Callum and his games?

      And how can I explain all this to the police if he never hurt me in any way and I have no proof of his deeds? I’m sure, by the time I could bring the cops, he would have removed everything from his secret room.

      The barely audible sound of classical music penetrates my ears, and I look around, searching for a source. It’s nowhere in sight, but the sound continues to come from behind the villa. I walk deeper into the garden right before I freeze when I see Callum resting on a pool chair, with the view opening up onto the beach. He tosses a yellow ball to a golden puppy whose ears fly in different directions as he chases after it, barking all the way.

      He catches it and then proudly runs back to Callum, who takes the ball, scratches him behind his ears, and throws the ball again.

      A bottle of whiskey is in his other hand, and he takes a greedy sip, still resting on the chair. His shirt is unbuttoned, and he is barefoot just like me. “You can join me if you want, instead of standing there,” he says without even looking at me and points at the pool chair next to him.

      His voice is calm, detached, and doesn’t give me any clue about his mood.

      Before I can reply, the puppy notices me, and with a squealy bark as I call it, because the sound is a mix of barking and whimpering, he runs to me, skirting around my feet and licking my thumbs. His tail is wagging happily as he jumps a little, demanding attention. “Hey there, buddy,” I murmur and scoop him up, pressing him to my chest, and he sighs loudly, resting his muzzle on my chest. I drop onto the chair, laughing when he tries to lick my chin. “Aren’t you an eager one?” His tongue is hanging out, and he barks, agreeing with me it seems.

      I raise my gaze to meet Callum’s, who is watching us broodily with a blank expression, once again denying me the right to see his emotions. But then again, do I want to know them anyway? It’s not like they’re going to change anything.

      “You didn’t mention having a puppy.” The words pop out of my mouth before I can stop them. Maybe because the stretched silence nips on my nerves, creating uneasiness in the pit of my stomach.

      “I didn’t have one.” Reading my confused stare, he elaborates. “Found him on the way here. He ran into the street and then hunched down right in the middle of the road, covering his muzzle with his paws.”

      “And you took him in?” I ask with surprise, not expecting such behavior from… well, a serial killer. Usually such studies show they start by inflicting pain on animals and gradually move to humans.

      Does this mean he never harms animals?

      He chuckles, the bitter sound echoing in the night. “Oh, the look on your face is priceless.” He leans forward and straddles the chair, so I can hear him better. “I’ve never harmed an animal in my life.” He waits a beat before asking, “Does this make me less of a monster?”

      “Hardly.” The puppy wiggles in my arms, and I place it back on the grass, where he runs back to fetch the ball. “You kill people.”

      “Ah, right. I forgot. Moral ground and all.” He rests back on the chair, sipping his whiskey as if nothing out of the ordinary is happening.

      I can’t believe I’m sitting and chatting with him while waves crash in the distance and the puppy brings him the ball to throw repeatedly in the middle of the night. Silence settles on us as the puppy continues to play around and music plays from speakers a few feet away in a nearby room, where the door is wide open.

      The tension can be cut with a knife, but I still stay silent, not knowing how to act.

      I want to escape and forget about this like a bad dream, but life is not giving me such privileges. Instead, I’m stuck here with him or he’ll kill my loved ones.

      I’m not delusional enough to believe he won’t fulfill his threat. People like Callum always search for a person’s weaknesses right before stabbing them and then twisting the knife for good measure.

      “What do you want from me?” The question slips past my lips, filling my body with anticipation, because it’s the only thing that matters now. If I can figure out his true agenda, maybe then I can fight the evil that resides inside him.

      He doesn’t reply, instead taking another sip.

      “You brought me here to introduce me to your darkness. You’re lonely?” That’s an idiotic conclusion, but in light of recent events, I don’t know what to make of it. Does he want someone to be by his side while he continues to kill people, someone with whom he doesn’t have to pretend?

      He laughs, covering his eyes with his arm. “Loneliness is a virtue. Trust me.” My brows furrow at this, but he continues, “No, I brought you here for specific reasons, yes. But telling you what I do was not one of them. It was never my intention for you to… how do you say it, woman?” He clicks his fingers and then snaps them at me. “Right. Accept my darkness. I have it, and it won’t go away, and I don’t give a fuck if you accept it or not.”

      “Then what do you want from me?” Fear builds inside me at the prospect of being with this man and never knowing of the evil he does.

      His bloody hands touching me, living a life with him… God, it’s a woman’s worst nightmare, discovering that the man she shares a life with is a serial killer.

      “What I always wanted.” He sits up again and whistles to the puppy, who rushes back. He orders, “Lie down.” And to my freaking shock, the puppy complies and settles onto the path as he looks between us.

      Maybe he feels the tension too, poor guy.

      “What do you want?” I hiss, needing him to finally say so I can figure out what to do with it.

      Slowly, a half smile lifts his mouth, and he utters two words that freeze me to the spot and increase my heartbeat, while fear sinks into my veins, alerting me to the doomed future.

      “Marry me.”

      

      Callum

      Checkmate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Callum, 11 years old

      The water in the sink drips loudly and slowly, banging on my eardrums.

      Drop. Drop. Drop.

      I wrap my hands around my knees and wince when I brush my bruised flesh, after being fucked by Edward on my knees in the cell.

      My body is sweaty and dirty, but no one allowed me a shower after the encounter, because he wants me to remember him for a day before the guard will let me clean him off me.

      As if water can get rid of it. His fingers and touches are forever imprinted on my skin.

      I shiver under the AC humming in the basement, cold air nipping at my skin while my flannel dress barely has the power to keep me warm. Two rusty bowls are set next to me, one with water and the other with the freshly made bread that will never feed the hunger in me.

      Small scratching noises come from my side, and I quickly pick up the bowl, spilling water on the floor that is stained in blood, urine, and God knows what else.

      First, I see red eyes flashing from the other corner, and then the rat rushes toward me, probably wanting to get to the bread.

      I hit her with all my might before trapping her under the bowl. I exhale in relief, because this time she won’t bite me. Rats have become so common here lately; it’s a wonder I’m not eaten by one. Jim will have to take care of it too when he cleans the basement once a week.

      Resting my back against the rough wall, I think about the last two years spent in this place while horrifying images flash in my mind one after another.

      Jimmy had pulled to the side of the road and had his way with me one last time before bringing me to Edward, aka the boss. He told me that my reputation was so good word spread on the street, and Edward wanted to try me for himself.

      On that night, Edward raped me twice before announcing his verdict that I would be perfect for his business—though I didn’t know he meant at the time.

      He placed me in the basement, and the nightmares that usually happened on Saturdays and Tuesdays at my house… started to occur every single day with new men.

      And sometimes women.

      My long hair was now a messy bun on my head, but Edward wouldn’t let anyone cut it, claiming there was nothing more beautiful than running his fingers through it.

      “God, if you hear me… please kill me,” I say into the space.

      Salvation will never come in my life. I will be forever a prisoner of theirs. So at this point, the only good thing I can hope for? To die by infection or their choking or whatever else they do to me to get themselves off.

      As long as it will bring me death, I will be happy and free of this.

      The sound of the door opening snaps my attention from my prayers, and I scrunch my eyes when the harsh light enters the basement. Two boys are pushed inside, stumbling on the stairs, and I get up swiftly, only to groan in pain when the heavy chain around my ankle digs into my skin, which had started to fester after Edward beat me with the belt—because it heightened his pleasure.

      The chain is long enough to roam freely to the toilet and back, but short enough I can never reach the stairs leading to the door.

      Just like a dog on a leash.

      “You’ve got company, Callum,” Jonathan, walking behind the kids, says and then shuts the door, the gun still in his hand as he orders them. “Sit on the floor, and you,” he addresses me, pointing with the gun. “Wrap those chains around them.” All of us follow the command and shortly, they are in the same position as I am.

      I watch them from the corner of my eyes, noticing they are as skinny as I am while a lot of bruises cover their entire bodies, since both of them are shirtless, and wearing only pants. One of them has silver eyes, while the other striking blue that seem fucking huge in his face.

      “Play nice with each other,” Jonathan orders, his laughter sending prickles of fear over my skin. “You two will have a job to do soon. Callum, you are free till tomorrow.” With this, he walks back and leaves us alone while silence settles over the place.

      I’m not sure how to react to their presence; in all this time I’ve been here, I’ve never seen other boys around this place, or kids in general. By the number of clients using me, I thought Edward had no one else to sell.

      “Hi,” I rasp through my dry throat and wrap my hand around my neck, still sore from Edward’s belt. “My name is Callum.” This seems so foreign, trying to speak to someone first when I never had to do it before.

      The silver-eyed guy looks at me, and I wince at the hollowness in his gaze. “Artem,” he replies, and my brows furrow at the weird name. It doesn’t sound American.

      Then my gaze travels to the other guy, who answers, “Santiago.” His mouth curves in a grin that almost knocks me on my ass, because who the hell smiles in these circumstances?

      Silence falls after that again, but then Artem asks, “How long have you been here?”

      “Two years.”

      “Do they come after you every day?” His voice sounds so robotic, so unemotional… so detached. As if he’s asking me about the weather or some common stuff, not about men who will rape us.

      “Mostly, yes.”

      “Okay,” he murmurs, and he closes his eyes, chanting something in a language I don’t understand.

      “Don’t worry, Callum. We’re here now to share the burden,” Santiago pitches in, resting his hand on his knee in a careless manner.

      When they brought me here, I screamed and thrashed and begged for mercy, promising to do anything as long as they would let me go. I cried and prayed for escape. These two guys do none of these things, just accept what has happened at face value and act like it’s no biggie.

      Just what do you have to experience in the past to have such a casual reaction to everything?

      “There is no escape from here,” I feel the need to add for some reason, and Santiago smirks, nodding.

      “And that’s why we don’t fight. Destiny.”

      Destiny, what a funny concept.

      The three of us will soon discover that destiny has a funny way of making itself known, changing the course of our lives forever.

      

      Giselle

      “Are you insane?” I shout into the night, rising up and breathing heavily while Callum clacks his tongue.

      “Giselle, is it wise to call your future husband that?”

      “You are not my future husband!” I scream, stepping away from him while my heart continues to gallop inside me.

      Marry him? That’s been his plan all along?

      He nods, finishing his bottle and placing it on the grass. “Well, that depends on your choices, true. But something is telling me you will say yes.”

      “I won’t ever marry you.” Maybe the whiskey has made him delusional, but stuff starts to add up in my head.

      How he pursued me relentlessly, arranged everything in my life so we’d meet often… how quickly our affair escalated, and how he always stayed close after our first night together.

      He introduced me to his staff and friends, allowed paparazzi to snap pictures of us, and always joked whenever anyone asked about our future plans.

      And now he’s taken me to his island… to… Oh my God. “You wanted to propose here.”

      “Smart girl,” he murmurs and nods. “You stuck your nose where you shouldn’t have. I’d organized the most romantic beach proposal. Straight from the movies.”

      I fist my hands, reining in the desire to hit him in the face and break his nose to wipe away his cocky look. “And then what was the plan?”

      “Giselle, from you, I want marriage. Everything else… does not concern you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask, confused as hell with this statement. If his agenda was marriage to me, doesn’t it mean I was his prey all along?

      But based on how he phrases it, it almost seems like I’m a means to an end, a pawn he’s using to win a bigger war.

      Then it hits me, and I sway a little, dropping back onto the chair as a cold sweat breaks out on my skin. “Childhood traumas,” I whisper, going through all the information I have on that in my head and notice how he becomes stone-cold still. “Of course.” Then I stare at him, focusing on his features so I’ll be able to detect any fraction of emotion. “My family did something to you in the past, right?” He meets my stare head-on and doesn’t even blink at my words. But it’s the only thing that makes sense, putting all the blocks together in my head. “That’s your revenge, right? Marrying me to get into the family and punish them?”

      God knows my grandfather is a bad man who destroyed a lot of lives. It doesn’t surprise me that one of them came for revenge. Because he didn’t even spare me, I can imagine what he’s done to strangers. Not that it excuses Callum’s serial killing tendencies, but at least it sheds light on the whole marriage thing.

      Callum rubs his chin. “Giselle, your imagination has gone wild.” I blink in confusion. “I don’t want to punish your family. I want to punish mine.”

      “Yours?” I rasp, my mouth dropping in shock. “But you have no family.” He told me his mom died a long time ago, and he never knew his father. One friend of his parents took him in and helped him out, or that’s the story he fed me. Was it another lie?

      “Well, I do, but they abandoned me. It’s time for a little revenge.” He chuckles as if finding it hilarious.

      “Everything we’ve been is a lie. Do you even love me?” The question slips past my lips before I can stop it, hating myself for showing him this weakness.

      “I don’t know what love is so the answer is no.” And his reply breaks something inside me, the part that thought there was someone who loved me above his own selfish desires.

      But life has never been that generous to me, has it?

      “This marriage won’t happen. I will never marry a serial killer and a man who uses me to dish whatever revenge he thinks of.” I lift my chin, wrapping the pashmina tighter around me. “A man like you should be locked behind bars.”

      “You won’t be sad if I go to prison?” he wonders aloud, and emotions flash in his eyes, but it’s so quick I don’t catch what they are. “I’d give you visitation rights.”

      “Oh, I’ll come to visit.” I lean forward so he can see the truth reflecting in my gaze. “Just to congratulate you on getting everything you deserved.”

      “I thought you loved me?” he asks, and his words sink into me due to the tone. A tone that should be cold, but instead is… what is that freaking tone? I’ve never heard it from him, and it unsettles the part of me that still has feelings for him. It wants to soothe him and apologize for my earlier statement, but that’s so ridiculous I don’t want to even examine it.

      “My love died when you killed that man,” I say and spin around, going back into the villa, but his words cause me to stop.

      “You always have a choice. But think carefully about Darius and Isla. I don’t take rejection kindly. And the collateral damage will be them.”

      I cover my ears from his words, hating them, hating him for putting me in this position, and then I run back into the house despite the sting in my foot.

      I came out to breathe in some fresh air and settle my mind. Instead, I met the devil and he dished out his ultimatum.

      Hades who managed to trap Persephone.

      Accepting this marriage is not an option.

      Refusing him is not either, because a man capable of such violence will kill my loved ones in a heartbeat if I don’t comply with him.

      What choice does he leave me?

      Reaching the room, I drop near the bed, and for the first time, I allow the tears to come as I silently weep into the night for the love I thought I had… and lost. And for the life I was about to choose to once again protect the people in my life, sacrificing myself for the greater good.

      Walkers don’t cry, Giselle.

      My grandfather’s voice echoes in my head, and I wipe away my tears, letting that statement play over and over again. For all the evilness that is in him, he taught me one important lesson. Walkers don’t cry, indeed. No, they pretended through and through, presenting a façade to the world that believes their every lie.

      And that lesson will be my salvation.

      I’ll pretend and smile… be everything Callum wants me to be. Until I find a weapon to destroy him and end this fairytale turned into a nightmare once and for all.

      This Persephone won’t live in the underworld, surrounded by sorrow.

      No, in our story, Hades will be forever trapped there alone.

      A soulless creature who feeds on the misery of other people.

      I lie down on the bed and close my eyes, hoping to silence the voice in my head that reminds me this Persephone loves her Hades.

      And love might destroy them both in the end.

      

      Callum

      Scratching the ear of the puppy jumping on the chair next to me, I wonder what to do with him. After Lina, I can’t help but pick up all those stray dogs around whenever I can and let Magnolia find homes for them.

      Letting him stay here with Magnolia seems like the best choice though. She’ll spoil the dog like no one’s business and will have some company around.

      Marrying Giselle has always been part of my plan. But wanting her with everything in me while staking a claim on her? That has never been part of any plan, but sadly for her, it only attached her to me.

      And soon, everyone will learn why it was always my birthright to claim her.

      Fate, after all, is a fickle thing.
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      Callum, 14 years old

      Santiago, Artem, and I walk down the hallway of the spacious house, our bare feet slapping against the cold marble while Jonathan continues to bitch behind us. “No one wants to do a job here, right? What am I, a nanny to collect you all from different rooms?” We don’t react to his words, used to his bullshit at this point, and continue to stroll to the basement while passing various guards holding guns and saluting Jonathan. “Edward has to raise my pay for this.”

      Yeah, like the fucking coward will ever voice that. More like he’d bend his ass over and allow him to fuck it, before he questions his salary and Edward’s method.

      Better to die of infection in the fucking basement than live a life like Jonathan.

      Santiago though can’t resist saying, “Then you should definitely raise that in your next meeting.” The blow to his head comes swiftly, but Santiago doesn’t even flinch, just smirks.

      In the last three years, I’ve learned this guy is completely mental and finds everything amusing. He never behaves like a normal human being, always antagonizing everyone and their mother.

      While keeping a fucking smile intact. “Shut your mouth, Santiago, if you want to eat today.”

      Artem elbows him, hinting to listen, because we need food to survive. We’ve already starved for three days after his last joke on Edward, which ended with punishment and starvation.

      “I wouldn’t be so cocky if I were you,” Jonathan warns as we come closer and closer to the basement door, his keychain dangling loudly, the sound echoing off the walls. “Soon, you’ll be too big for them to enjoy. Already so fucking tall.” The last words are said so smugly I’m surprised his teeth don’t fall out from such a wide grin. “And then you all will be dead or…” He rubs his chin, musing, and then adds, “Or he can sell you to some whorehouse. Depends on his fascination with you, I imagine.”

      Fascination. The minute he says it, I want to wash away the word from my memory, because that’s what Edward always murmurs into my ear while he fucks me.

      You are my fascination, Callum. Those eyes and lips… I can never resist you, because you are my greatest temptation.

      This time, Artem’s elbow digs into me, bringing me back to the present, and I nod in acknowledgment. The last thing I need is to give any kind of satisfaction to the man. “We will see what fate has in store for us.”

      His eyes narrow at my reply, and he stops abruptly, pulling at the chains holding us all together, and we stumble back, hitting each other in the shoulders and wincing, since our skin still has fresh wounds that leak blood.

      “You think since you are his favorite toy you can talk to me like that?” he shouts, and then slaps me on the face with the key, scratching my cheek while continuing to scream, “Ungrateful assholes! After everything I’ve done for you.”

      Give me a fucking break. Even starvation can’t stop the fury rising within me now. “Done what? Chained us and sent us to be raped? Yeah, fucking thanks.”

      “You piece of shit.” He raises his hand but freezes midair with it, and his eyes glaze over before he groans, grabbing for his heart. “Call someone,” he whispers, leaning on the wall and slowly sliding down it. “Call someone,” he says again, but none of us move, because quite frankly….

      He can die for all we care.

      And then we watch as his eyes slowly roll back while he exhales his last breath, dropping on his ass while his head hangs to the side, dead.

      “Heart attack,” Artem concludes, his voice void of any emotion.

      Santiago and I share a look before shrugging it off. We’ve gotten used to Artem’s random medical facts he spouts at us whenever something hurts. He’s usually the one to tend to our wounds with a medical kit we have with us in the basement.

      Artem kneels in front of Jonathan and presses his fingers to his pulse, while his other hand forcefully opens his eyes, checking something. “Yep, dead.” He glances at us over his shoulder and announces, “Who wants to call the guards?”

      Our collective, barely audible laughter fills the space, but then Santiago steps closer, dragging me with him since the chain is attached to him, and reaches for the keys in Jonathan’s palm.

      He quickly opens our chains, and I rub my wrists, not used to having them off for the first time in five years. Santiago snatches the knife and gun from him too and passes me one.

      My brows rise. “What do you want me to do with it?”

      “Shoot or stab, I assume.” His mouth curves in a smile, and he winks. “We can kill the guards.”

      I’m not sure what’s scaring me more, his excitement or the cold-blooded tone he uses.

      As if it’s not his first time doing it.

      “There are five guards inside, and then some in the garden.” Over the years, Edward has allowed us monthly walks under strict supervision. We would go out to the maze-like garden in this huge-ass property with different designs and the weirdest flowers.

      An iron fence surrounds the place with several more guards, and we never see any other kids. Jonathan once got drunk and spilled that other kids are in a different chain, handled by some John guy, whoever the fuck that is.

      Edward just brings us here, because we are his and his favorite clients’ most beloved toys.

      “You’re talking about running away,” Artem says and gets up, stealing the knife from him and tapping on the tip with his finger. “We need to kill them before they raise the alarm.” He rubs the tip now on his chin, not even drawing blood. “So we need—”

      “The remote,” I say, because the only time we saw a car driving away from here, the guards used remotes to open the gates. Which probably was a better option than keys.

      “Roccko has a remote.”

      We frown at our memory of the beefy guy who has muscle after muscle on his body and stands next to the gates, because killing him in our condition and without training is impossible.

      I glance between the two of them and notice something about their energy that I haven’t seen before. Even though they try to hide it by glancing to the side and pretending to dwell on the idea, I see one emotion flashing in their eyes.

      Hope.

      It’s so bright it almost blinds me.

      How can they hope for anything after the life we’ve led?

      But at the same time, isn’t it the opportunity I’ve begged for since the very beginning of my fucked-up life?

      “I’ll handle Roccko if you can arrange everything else,” I tell them. If they can escape, I’ll gladly help them. That’s why I don’t mind being killed by the guy.

      “Well, I don’t think—”

      Whatever Santiago wants to say dies on his lips as he’s interrupted by the loud, almost deafening siren echoing through the entire house.

      Fire alarm.

      

      Giselle

      Opening the door, I peak into the hallway but see no one around. Sighing in relief, I step outside and rush to my room, because I have no clothes to change into in this guest room. “Wow,” I mutter when I notice the mess from last night has been cleaned up and everything shines under the bright sunlight.

      Magnolia must be back, making sure her boss doesn’t leave any traces behind.

      I grab my small suitcase and roll it to the bathroom, locking the door behind me and checking it a few times.

      The last thing I need is company here.

      Catching my reflection in the mirror, I groan loudly at the messy hair, puffed-from-crying eyes, and the general picture of misery I present. “Just what I need!” I can’t allow myself to wallow in self-pity anymore, because no one is going to come and save the princess from the castle.

      This princess has to handle it herself.

      And for that, I have to look like a normal, well-put-together human being to be able to play in this game as an equal with him.

      Turning on the water, I pin my hair on top of my head and step inside the shower stall, groaning once the hot water cascades down my back and loosens some of the tight knots.

      If only it could wash away all the dirt I feel stuck to me after discovering the truth and complying with the order.

      When my eyes snapped open earlier today, I saw a blue folder on my nightstand and knew Callum had visited me during the night. I flipped it open to see a full report on Darius’s and Isla’s lives, from their family history to their favorite milk brand.

      He had various photos of them with implications that he is always aware of their whereabouts. The message was loud and clear. If I choose my freedom, it will only take the snap of his fingers to harm them.

      I won’t be fast enough to save them. Which means I have to be smart and find evidence on him and expose him during the wedding preparations. Grandpa and Isla will be by my side, and he won’t be able to do anything.

      Justice does exist in this world; sometimes, it just takes time to get it.

      The sound of the shower stall door screeching snaps me out of my thoughts, and I spin around, yelping when I see Callum standing in the steaming bathroom wearing a suit. “Get out!” I shout, but he raises his brow, crossing his arms.

      “It’s not like I haven’t seen you naked.”

      Humiliation sweeps through me as I cover as much of my body as I can with my hands, and repeat, “Get out.”

      He sighs and grabs a towel, extending it to me. “If you insist on being modest. But it’s too late to close the barn when the horse already got loose,” he states while I snatch the towel, wrapping it tightly around me. The steam is still rising, since the water is running, and the humidity in the air doesn’t lift my mood one bit.

      “I guess you can’t be trusted after all,” I hiss, plastering my back against the tile, watching him warily. He comes to me in the middle of the night, enters the bathroom whenever he pleases, and that’s the man who claims he will never take anything by force?

      Yeah, right.

      “If you like dramatics this much, you should have joined the theater,” he says, sarcasm lacing his tone. “We are leaving in thirty minutes. So finish up quickly and have a bite. We have a long flight ahead of us.” Scanning me one more time, he turns around while I blink in confusion.

      “Where are we going?” Does he have some other secret place he wants to go and extend his plans?

      God only knows what goes on inside the heads of serial killers.

      “Back to New York.” He glances over his shoulder, his brown eyes drilling into me. “Will you marry me?”

      As far as proposals go, this one sucks.

      Swallowing back the bile in my throat, I nod and see how his mouth lifts in a smile for a second before he covers it with boredom once again.

      “Very well. The wedding will happen in a week, so we have to get ready. Invite whoever you want.” He drops the news and shuts the door behind him, while I freeze, cold sinking into me despite the hot shower.

      In a week?

      He plans to marry me within a week?

      His need for revenge is this strong?

      What has his family ever done to him?

      I wipe away the tears sliding down my cheeks, and hollow laughter ricochets off the walls when I think about how, in the last year, I’ve gotten two proposals from two different men.

      One was romantic and beautiful, accompanied by a ring, with a guy who was safe and perfect. In the end, he cheated on me with my own sister, betraying my trust. The other one is a blackmailed marriage, where he offers me a way out at the expense of my loved ones. The guy is a murderer, and perfect is not even a word that exists when it comes to him. Yet he is a man who will never let me go, because in his mind, I belong to him.

      One of them broke my pride.

      The other one broke my heart, and I’m afraid nothing will ever fix it.

      

      Callum

      Rage is building inside me, insisting on release. So I hit the wall, welcoming the pain traveling from my bruised knuckles to my arm, because it dulls the emotions brewing up a storm through my entire system.

      Her pushing me away really pisses off the beast roaring inside me who wants to tie her up in one of my basements and show her what a true monster looks like. But the second part of me rages over the fucked-up proposal I gave her.

      Soon, soon.

      Entering the kitchen, I salute Magnolia and walk toward the table, scratching the stool against the floor before dropping onto it. She places a plate in front of me filled with scrambled eggs and two slices of toast. “Thank you.”

      “Will Giselle eat too?” she asks worriedly, hurrying to fetch another plate, and I shrug.

      “I’m not sure. She must be hungry.” But if she doesn’t want to, she can starve.

      I’m not gonna tiptoe around her childish behavior and act like the worried lover, when she constantly bites my hand.

      And what fucking changed for her anyway? I’ve never as much as harmed a hair on her body, yet she acts as if I raped her the whole fucking time.

      Magnolia pours coffee for me and brings it to me.  “Callum, you won’t hurt this girl, right?”

      The fork pauses midway to my mouth, not expecting the question.

      In all the years she has been with me, never once has she questioned my motives or stuff I’ve done. She knows some of my past and accepts what I do. I’m not sure why, but I’ve always suspected it had to do with pity.

      As if it excuses my vile deeds.

      Truth be told, killing is killing no matter how you want to spin it. Nothing justifies it, and we are all the same. Some are sicker than others, but the end result is still a dead body lying around somewhere.

      I don’t seek atonement for my actions and never fucking will.

      “Don’t worry; I won’t.”

      She perches her hip on the counter, doubt crossing her face. “But she was crying.”

      “She discovered my truth. It was bound to happen.” I wanted to introduce her to it once she was so in love with me she couldn’t imagine her life without me in it.

      Love is a weapon, or at least it was supposed to be one in my hands.

      “Yes, but don’t you think—” Whatever she wants to say dies on her lips when Giselle comes in, bringing with her the scent of her flower perfume I always associate with her. Fuck, at this rate, even the lightest flower smell will make me hard.

      She is wearing a purple summer dress along with shiny flip-flops that have stones embedded in them that reflect the sunshine. Her face is void of any makeup, and her brown locks fall freely over her shoulders.

      I drink her in, the beauty that has been unnoticed by many, but has become mine in the end. Satisfaction fills me as I imagine showing her off to the world. Not hide her like all those fucking assholes did. I might be a monster, but I’m a monster who cherishes his prey, making sure she fears no one in this world but me.

      “Breakfast is ready,” I announce and wait for the inevitable resistance or shouts, but none come. Instead, to my surprise and Magnolia’s, judging by her widened eyes, Giselle sits on the chair and grabs her fork.

      Without uttering a word, she starts eating, shoveling food in, probably barely tasting it by the speed she’s going.

      Magnolia puts tea next to her and clears her throat. “Would you like a cinnamon roll, honey?”

      Giselle tenses for a second, pausing her chewing, but then resumes, shaking her head. Her stare is glued on the plate. Magnolia gives me a devastated look, and her shoulders sag as she clearly reads the vibe Giselle is projecting—fuck off all of you.

      “I’ll go tell David to put the bags in the car,” she informs me before dashing out of the kitchen, and I face Giselle, resting my elbows on the table.

      “Magnolia is not guilty of my crimes,” I tell her.

      Giselle finally raises her eyes from her plate, giving me a blank stare, and I fucking hate it. I can’t read her expression at all. Her emotions, just like her, belong to me. And right now, she is denying me this fucking right!

      “Don’t punish people for my mistakes.”

      “I’m not punishing her for your mistakes,” she says, her voice raspy, and it travels straight to my dick. “I punish her for hers. If she’s okay with you keeping me hostage, then I have nothing to talk about with her.” She gets up, pushing the plate away, and takes a sip of her tea. “I’d like to leave now, if you don’t mind of course.”

      If I don’t mind.

      Only now, it dawns on me how fucking calm she is, well-put-together and no hair out of place. She agreed to my proposal so easily, even though yesterday she argued to no end.

      What changed?

      Narrowing my eyes at her, I study her posture along with her straight back, and it hits me.

      Prey doesn’t succumb to their hunters; they always want to run away. But when the inevitable happens and they meet?

      The prey runs for her life as fast as she can, because otherwise, she’ll be dead.

      Giselle is no lamb, so she won’t run, but she can plot.

      Un-fucking-believable.

      Does she really think she has a chance of winning this?

      Game fucking on.

      

      Giselle

      Callum puts our two bags inside the trunk, and I want to hop into the back seat, because the idea of spending any time with him in close proximity unsettles me.

      A hand on my shoulder stops me though, and I take a deep breath, hating the inevitable scene. “Giselle,” Magnolia says, and I look at her, noticing her wrinkled face holds nothing but sorrow. “I’m sorry.”

      From the corner of my eye, I see Callum answering someone’s call, so he doesn’t hear our conversation, and decide to attack because he is protective of his housekeeper. “You’re helping him, which means you’re not.”

      I grab the handle, but she places her soft palm over mine, once again stilling my movements.

      “He has a heart.”

      Is she serious right now? “He kills people without an ounce of remorse.” I wonder if she’s seen any of this footage. How can anyone defend him after the horrific acts he displays?

      She pales a little. “I know that. But did you ask him why?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Even though I did ask why, he just never bothered to answer me. “Nothing justifies that, and I can’t be with a man who does this.”

      “Sometimes evil is a necessity to survive.” She raises her palm and softly caresses my cheek, and I stand there in stunned silence. “Can you imagine the amount of pain one has to experience to think killing is the only solution to the problem?” She exhales heavily. “Judging is easy. Understanding and accepting is not.”

      “We’re not talking about some bad situation. He kills them.” I feel like a parrot repeating all this to him and her. Why don’t they see my side of things?

      They act like the only problem is that I found out. Not that he is a serial killer and will continue to be so. Did they expect a woman to be thrilled with this possibility?

      “The heart is an interesting organ, you know that?” She changes the subject so quickly I blink again. “It can be bruised so many times, by so many different people, yet it still longs for love. It dictates our emotions, our choices, our attachments.” She palms my face and asks a question that erupts chaos inside my head. “But what do you think has happened to a person who doesn’t think he has a heart? Who uses his brain for every choice and decision? How many times do you think it was bruised to create a man like Callum?” Her hands slide down, and she pats my shoulders, hiccupping a little. “There is goodness in him. Deep down. Don’t destroy the last little bit of goodness he has. You have the ability to bruise the heart still beating in his chest. I’m asking you not to.” With one last squeeze, she lets me go and waves at Callum, who comes back, looking between us with his brows raised.

      I get inside the car, while thousands of thoughts swirl in my mind.

      My heart contracts painfully in my chest, and I press my fist over it, stilling the whimper of pain threatening to slip past my lips.

      Magnolia couldn’t be more wrong.

      Callum has to love me for me to have the ability to bruise his heart, but he doesn’t.

      And in the end, no one’s heart will get bruised but my own.

      Because I fell in love with a heartless devil forever living in the nightmares of his past.
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      Callum, 14 years old

      Heavy footsteps echo in the hallway as the walls practically vibrate with the sound, and I order, “Quickly, guys, put on handcuffs before they come in.” Santiago and Artem hide the weapons, right in time for Roccko—of all fucking people—to show up.

      “What the fuck happened here?” We stay silent when he checks Jonathan and curses. “Old fucker finally died. Good riddance.” We exchange looks with each other but still stay silent.

      We thought he loved him?

      He then shifts his attention to us and scans us from head to toe. “Follow me. There is a fire in Edward’s part of the wing.” He motions with his hand and we do as he commands, while I’m shocked with his treatment of us.

      Shouldn’t he be dragging us by the chains like dogs? That’s what most people here do. So the prey won’t run away—or that’s the explanation Jonathan once gave us.

      He speaks into the mic on his jacket. “All guards by the gate, come inside. Edward is trapped in his wing.”

      Someone on the radio replies, “On it.” And then Roccko does something unthinkable.

      He gives the keys to Santiago, ordering, “The car is right by the gate. It’s open right now, because the guy brought the gunpowder supply. You need to run as fast as you can. Do you understand me?” Our jaws drop open, shocked to our core.

      The scariest motherfucker of them all decided to help us?

      “Now you,” he addresses Artem, “take this.” He gives him a big-ass knife and then gives me the gun. “And you this. I know your hands are uncuffed, so you can loosen them.”

      We drop the chains while lurking behind the wall as chaos erupts around us. “I will lead you to the main door, and then you will fire.”

      “What?” I exclaim, not ready to kill anyone.

      What the hell?

      He ignores my words. “Afterward, you will run to the gate, which will be empty. You will have a maximum of two minutes before they all catch up. It’s the only chance I could give you,” he says to Jonathan. “After slipping the pill into this asshole’s drink, that is.”

      “Why?” Artem asks the question that’s probably on all our minds, and Roccko gives us a sad smile. “I can no longer work undercover for that shit, and they don’t want to jeopardize their chances.”

      Undercover? What does that mean? Who is they?

      But we have no time for any explanation, because heavy footsteps thump on the floor, and he motions for us to go after him. We move speedily through the hall, where all the guards are running in different directions. The smell of smoke is strong from the fire erupting in the other wings.

      He barks, “Now.”

      My hands are shaking, and I fumble with the trigger, which makes Santiago next to me curse. He wraps his hands above mine to steady me, and we both fire right into the guy’s chest.

      He groans loudly and then rasps, “Go, go, go.”

      In a state of shock and with adrenaline running high, I barely even comprehend what’s going on.

      The guards are already shouting, “Roccko is shot!”

      Despite all the mistreatment and malnourishment and breathing heavily, we run with all our might to the gate, my bare feet burning on the concrete, but I ignore it.

      Instead, I run like thousands of dogs are chasing me, and so do the guys. We can focus on the pain and labored breathing later.

      We spot the car, with Santiago shouting, “I’ll get behind the wheel!”

      Only then, it dawns on me. “None of us knows how to drive.”

      Santiago snaps his fingers, fumbling with keys. “I’ll handle it.”

      I want to argue more, but then I notice Artem is frozen, blinking at the gunpowder in the open van. Also, there is a stash of lighters and cigarettes, probably one more delivery for the guards.

      “Artem,” I call, while I hear Santiago get inside the vehicle. I extend my hand to Artem who is shorter than us, and I suspect younger.

      Artem runs his fingers over the products, almost caressing the things, and I frown.

      “What the hell are you doing, Artem?” I hiss, while Santiago plays with the keys in the car, trying to start it. “Hop inside!”

      Artem ignores my words though, and instead, to my disbelief, snatches the gunpowder and lighters, rushing right back inside the gate. He starts to dig his knife into a tree, as if wanting to cut off a branch.

      “For fuck’s sake, what is he doing?” I ask no one in particular, since Santiago curses and tries to turn the keys.

      Finally, the engine roars to life, and he exclaims, “Gracias, Dios!”

      “You don’t even know how to drive this thing!” I shout, but he fucking smirks. “How hard can it be? The car is on; I just need to drive fast enough to get us out of here and that’s it.” He points to his legs. “Here is the speed pedal and stop pedal. No worries, I won’t get us killed,” he assures me, and my jaw about drops to the floor.

      I can’t believe I’m running away with these two psychos!

      “No, you’re right, you won’t. Because Artem will fucking kill us before you!” I grab the gun and hop down, running toward him while throwing over my shoulder to Santiago, “Be ready to get us any minute. Don’t move your ass.”

      He gives me a thumbs-up and puts on the baseball hat lying on the seat.

      Like I said, complete psycho.

      I see several guards darting out of the flaming house, firing bullets at us, but Artem continues to chop on the wood. “We need to leave now!” I scream at him as I fire at the guards, not hitting any of them since my aim is shit. “Artem!”

      Finally, he picks up what he took from the van, and then my eyes almost bulge from their sockets when he spreads the gun powder we found in a line and then lights up the branch, dropping it. Instantly flames flash around us, spreading through the gun powder and grass, leading right to the house.

      When in the fuck did he manage to do that?

      The guards stop abruptly while Artem runs to the other side and repeats his actions, making it impossible for anyone to run away.

      The fire reaches the guards now, and even though some of them manage to escape, I see two of them go up in flames, while Artem watches, completely still and mesmerized.

      Their cries fill the garden, and then I hear Santiago’s whistle. He motions for me to hit Artem and bring him.

      I grab his arm, snapping him out of the nirvana he is experiencing, and drag him out of the gate as I order, “We are leaving. Fucking come on!” All the way to the vehicle, he continues to watch the fire, barely moving, making me use all my strength, or what’s left of it anyway.

      We get inside, and Santiago presses on the speed pedal, the car moving so fast the breeze from the open windows slaps me on the cheeks while Artem gazes at the fire of his creation.

      Santiago cheers. “This is freedom.”

      Yeah, we’re free.

      But what happens next?

      We don’t know it yet… but even though we escaped one nightmare, we will end up in another.

      Destiny.

      

      Giselle

      The minute the plane lands in New York, I unfasten my seatbelt and dash to the door, seeking fresh air after being stuck with Callum and his brooding stare for the last six hours.

      We’ve been silent ever since the island, in the car, and then on the plane. Occasionally, the stewardess asked me questions, and I gave her curt replies. And while he stayed silent, his eyes spoke volumes as they constantly watched me or swept their gaze over me with such possessiveness and ownership and satisfaction I wanted to throw something at him.

      Fucking jerk thinking he won.

      The only thought stopping me in the whole compliant act: I can’t raise his suspicions. Who knows what he will do?

      “Miss Walker, the plane hasn’t stopped moving yet,” the stewardess says, and I open my mouth to reply when a strong hand wraps around my wrist and tugs me back.

      With a yelp, I end up on Callum’s knees, my legs thrown over his as his possessive grip on my thigh locks me in the embrace. “Let go of me,” I hiss through my teeth, slapping his chest while our lips are a breath apart.

      Slowly, so freaking slowly, he glides his hand up from my hip to my waist, and then it travels up again to my nape. He squeezes it, bringing us even closer, and I feel his heart under my palm beating faster. “The news of our engagement is out, my love,” he whispers, and I groan inwardly, because he decided to take this charade public.

      I’ll never get out from under scrutiny again, but then I should have expected that. Didn’t he say he wanted his family to pay for something?

      He has to go public with it.

      “So what?” I reply, still pushing him away, and I twist my knuckles on his collarbone, hoping the sting will loosen his arms, but he only chuckles.

      “So the media will be hunting everyone and their mother to check if it’s true.” He nips my chin and fists my hair when I try to pull away. Then he slides his lips to the corner of my mouth. “There should be no loose ends for them to find.”

      My brows furrow, but then it dawns on me that we have company in the plane that might talk to the press. It’s his private jet, but then you can’t prove much if the leak comes from an anonymous source.

      I glance over my shoulder and see the stewardess watching us, her cheeks flushing, and when she notices my stare on her, she averts her eyes, fumbling with her thumbs.

      Callum’s finger tips my chin and turns it back to him, giving me a slight peck, and shivers rushes through me.

      Of pleasure?

      Shaking my head, I almost laugh at this thought.

      Disgust.

      That’s the only emotion I have for him.

      “If you hadn’t ventured into my study, the trip back home would have been different,” Callum murmurs against my lips. His thumb slides to my cheek and caresses it lightly as he bumps his knees, propping my breasts higher. He skims his lips over my neck while breathing in my scent. “I’d have taken you to the back room and fucked you for hours, drowning us both in the passion and desire that consumes us.” My breath hitches when his tongue peeks out and licks my skin, leaving burning sensations all over me. “I’d have started by placing you on the bed and hiking this ridiculous dress.” His nails claw at my back as his lips skim to my collarbone, and then he bites on the flesh, and I arch my back instinctively. “I’d have slid your panties to the side, throwing your thighs over my shoulders, and eaten you out so good you’d have been hoarse from screams of pleasure.”

      The minute he says it, the image flashes in my head, and even though I hate it, desire slams into me, electrifying me from my hair to the tip of my toes.

      “Then I’d have traveled up, up, up, licking all the silky skin on the way before I reached your breasts.” He cups them, lightly trailing his thumb over the mounds before bringing his lips back to my mouth. “I’d have sucked on those rose nipples so hard, lavishing them with the attention they have been lacking all these years without me.”

      A betraying moan slips past my lips, and his mouth curves in a smile. He presses his thumb on my chin, and I open it under his assault when he leans closer, sharing my breath with me. “And then I’d have fucked you so hard in the fucking air you’d have no doubt who you belong to.” He growls the last part and connects our mouths, dipping his tongue inside and seeking mine, then entwining them in a kiss so deep and strong I don’t know where I end and he begins.

      He is harsh in his approach, almost punishing, as if he wants to remind me that I can’t live without him, even if I try.

      He consumes me with this kiss. His arms shelter me from the outside world, creating a reality where, for a second, no one but us exists, an illusion in which he loves me and stakes his claim with his kisses time and time again.

      The whimper builds up in my throat, desperate to escape, and I shift a little, wrapping my arms around his neck and pulling us closer, although there is no closer to be had. He eliminated any distance we might have had.

      There is nothing gentle about his touch, yet such warmth spreads through me, surrounding me with him, and the only sense of safety I’ve known.

      Safety he destroyed with his true identity.

      The truth knocks me again and freezes me in his arms just as someone clears their throat.

      I tear my mouth away from his as we both breathe heavily and see a stewardess pointing at the open door. “You may leave now.” She still has her eyes downcast, and it’s all the reminder I need.

      I jump from his arms, and surprisingly he lets me, while wild emotions rush through me, each one uglier than the last.

      Is that all it takes to destroy my resolve and blind me to the crimes he commits? One single touch, and I become a female without a sense of dignity, ready to forgive everything?

      “Don’t,” he orders, gets up, and grabs the folder he had been reading from the table. “Don’t feel guilty about it.”

      “Another order I should listen to?” I ask, snatching my bag and darting toward the door, mustering a smile for the stewardess. “Thank you for a great flight.” She nods, and I go down the stairs, my shoes clicking against them while the harsh wind hits me in the face, blowing my hair back.

      My brows furrow when I notice two cars waiting for us with drivers holding the doors open, nodding in my direction.

      I stop on the last step, not sure what to do. Callum joins me shortly, and says, “Henderson will take you wherever you want.”

      “You’re letting me go?” I ask with disbelief lacing my tone, because shocked doesn’t even start to describe what I feel. I was so sure he’d drag me to his penthouse, demanding I play house with him till the wedding.

      After all, I know the truth about him. Shouldn’t he rage and demand… and I don’t know… cage me inside his basement for fuck’s sake?

      Why doesn’t he act like a serial killer? Why doesn’t he give me more reasons to hate him, to consider him a scumbag of this world?

      He sighs, putting on his black sunglasses, hiding his expressive eyes from me. “You are not a prisoner. I think I need to repeat it thousands of times for you to get it.” He salutes another driver. “Jack, nice to see you.” He looks at me again, raising his brow. “I’ll call you, my wild orchid. I have some wedding preparations to arrange.” He waits a bit, and then says, “Unless you want to participate?”

      Huffing, I reply, “I’m not participating in your game.” Rushing toward the car, I hop inside before he can add anything else.

      My lips still burn from the kiss we shared, while my body trembles with rage from all that’s happened and the forced wedding I have to endure for the sake of his twisted game.

      I can’t control my body that reacts to his presence. He has trained it to be addicted to him during the last month we’ve been together.

      But my mind, my morals, my common sense?

      Only I have control over them, and they will help me escape Callum’s hell.

      Even if everything in me protests.

      My heart, body, and mind are at a crossroads…

      Yet only one truth matters.

      Evil deeds have no justification, no matter the circumstances.

      Callum can keep his truth to himself; it doesn’t matter anymore.

      I will destroy him either way.

      

      Callum

      Resting my head against the seat as Jack pulls the car away from the airport, I think about Giselle’s facial expression. Did she think I’d order her around and chain her to the bed?

      My dick hardens at the idea, and I push it back for later, wanting to explore her body while metal chains surround her, leaving her with no chance of escape. But only when she accepts my darkness and becomes mine without reservation.

      She belongs to me, but she resists.

      The taste of her mouth, the scent of her skin, the whimpers… all this only intensifies my desire to own her in every way possible.

      Legally, sexually, emotionally.

      No one will ever take away my wild orchid from me, not if they want to live, that is.

      But to start a life together, first I must take care of the past. Putting it to rest once and for all.

      I press a number on my phone and wait for the person to pick up, my heart turning cold while barely controlled rage boils my blood. Yet when he answers, my voice stays calm and firm.

      “Hello?” he sounds raspy, as if he just woke up, and I wish it were the truth. Bringing him any kind of discomfort satisfies me.

      “Mr. Darius Desmond, I’d like to invite you to the wedding.” I always thought the first words I’d speak directly to him would be different. But when you want to win a chess game? You learn to be patient and calculative.

      After all, the winner takes it all, and the loser burns in hell.

      

      Giselle

      Twisting the key in the door lock, I step inside and freeze when a loud squeal greets me. “The bride-to-be is here!” Isla slams into me, almost knocking me on my ass and wraps her arms around me like an octopus, cutting off my air supply. “Congrats, babe!” She rocks us from side to side. “Didn’t expect to see you here today.”

      “Can’t breathe,” I rasp, and she steps back, clasping her hands.

      “And you look ravished.” She traces the circles under my eyes, wiggling her brows. “Someone had sleepless nights on the island, huh?”

      Oh, I did, all right.

      Then she frowns and crosses her arms, tapping her foot. “And since we are on the subject, why do I find out about your engagement through social media?”

      “I—I—Well—” To my horror, tears form in my eyes and cascade down my cheeks, and Isla’s eyes widen at that. “I’m sorry,” I hiccup. The actions of the past few days catch up with me and small sobs start to shake my body.

      “Shh, girl. Come here.” She drags me to the couch and pushes on my shoulder, so I drop, exhaling heavily while the stupid tears continue to fall. “What the hell is going on?”

      I close my eyes, wanting to tell her everything, because seeing her joy at the marriage that is nothing but blackmail kills me. Isla is one of the few people who stuck with me through everything and never betrayed me.

      She was always on my side, my best friend, and to see her happy for me when I’m a liar… it just adds to all the other shit in my life.

      “I’m sorry. I’m overwhelmed,” I finally say, clearing my throat. “Everything happened so soon, and now—”

      “It’s because of that article, isn’t it? Don’t listen to those people.” I frown and snatch a tissue from the table, blowing my nose into it. “They are stupid to assume anything about your relationship.” I chuckle, and the tissue hides the bitter sound of it, because someone’s opinion on my wedding is the least of my worries.

      Let people talk; they’ll have more to say when I expose Callum for his crimes. Then I’ll be deemed a stupid female who lived with him and didn’t see the signs.

      Society usually blames those close to monsters for their crimes.

      “Yeah, it’s because of that,” I lie, and Isla pats me on my knee, lifting her head to make me look into her eyes since she is kneeling in front of me. “I, for one, think it’s great.” A pause, and then, “As long as that’s what you want.” There is a weird note about her question, but I choose to ignore it.

      “It is.”

      Her gaze clears, and a smile comes back while she winks. “Show me the ring.”

      Oh my God.

      The ring!

      “Callum is having it resized.” Another lie, but freaking hell! What else explains a proposal without a ring for a guy like Callum?

      “Well too bad. I wanted to see it.” She gets up, going to the fridge. “Let’s celebrate!”

      Only after those cheery words, her mood and behavior register in my hazy mind, the weirdness of it all.

      Isla is not a cheery person, and she’d be the last to congratulate me on the marriage. I expected thousands of questions and then lectures that I shouldn’t rush into anything.

      What gives?

      I lean for another tissue and pause when several scattered boxes come into view, along with an empty bookshelf in the right corner.

      Then I look around the room, taking it in that most of the stuff is packed!

      “What’s going on?” I ask, and Isla stills with her hands midair to the cupboard to grab glasses for the wine, and she exhales heavily but still stays silent. “Are you moving?”

      “Well—”

      “Straight answer,” I demand, getting up and crossing my arms. But by the way she shrugs and guilt crosses her face, while she nips on her thumb, I already have my answer. “You are moving.”

      “I can explain.”

      “By all means do.”

      She puffs air, her hair flying on her forehead before she motions to the stool by the kitchen counter. “Can we do that with a glass of wine?”

      “Wine is not gonna make me less angry,” I warn but do what she asks, and she opens the bottle, popping it soundly.

      She pours it into glasses, slides one to me, and clicks mine against hers, even though I’m still giving her the death glare. Isla gulps a large sip, and I can’t take it anymore. “Just spill it already.”

      “I’m moving to Chicago.”

      Say what now? “Chicago?”

      “I got relocated there.” She circles the rim of the glass with her finger.

      “Why?” And can they do that? Why would a police officer be transferred to another state?

      She avoids my gaze, still focused on the rim, and the fucking glass starts to give off those annoying sounds.

      Placing my hand over hers, I squeeze until she raises her troubled eyes to me. “Why? Tell me.”

      “I got a lead,” she whispers, and my heart stops. “He showed up again.”

      “No.”

      “Another chapel, a wedding, and a family has been destroyed because of him.” She says all this mechanically, with almost no emotion, as if in a trance. “He has been in hiding for ten years, but he showed up now. He is still alive!” she shouts, banging on the counter, and I jump up, quickly rushing to her and hugging her in my arms.

      “It’s okay, Isla.”

      She breathes heavily and continues more calmly, “I have to go there to find him.”

      I want to scream it’s dangerous and stupid, but I know it won’t be any use.

      “But how will they allow you to do that?” She can’t handle this case if she is personally involved in it.

      “No one knows. I just submitted my application and got accepted. I have to be in Chicago.”

      “Of course.” She tenses in my arms, and I step back, knowing full well that her vulnerable minute is over.

      And as such, the topic of her family is off the table.

      I’m reaching for the glass when I stumble a little and knock her files from the counter, and sending them scattering around the floor.

      Several photos fall out of men lying broken on the ground, their bodies bearing multiple wounds, and a gasp slips past my lips.

      “Shit, I’m sorry you saw these.”

      That’s not what has me shocked though.

      I’ve seen those men before on Callum’s wall.

      Why does Isla have a file on them? “What’s this?”

      She sighs, putting everything back inside the folder. “My college friend wanted input on the case.”

      “Case?”

      “Oh, what the hell,” she mutters and slaps it on the counter. “They have this serial killer that goes by the name of Hades.” I sway to the side a little and drop back on the seat, but Isla is too preoccupied with wine to notice it. “They can’t catch him, and now…”

      “Now?”

      “Okay, just don’t get scared, okay? He’s killed several people in New York. We just wonder if it’s him or a copycat.”

      “Copycat?”

      “Yeah, someone who admires his work and does the same,” she explains and drums on the table. “But based on the information I’ve got, it’s him. Which is weird, because it’s against his signature.”

      Isla talks more about it while I’m trying to digest this information.

      He is famous for what he does, and yet he still hasn’t been caught?

      Once we’re done with our “celebration,” I bullshit Isla that I need rest and lock myself in her guest room, searching everything there is on the web about Hades.

      The police search for him.

      Which means all I need is evidence to put him behind bars. I will find it before the wedding and end this madness once and for all.

      Even if I break my heart in the process.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Callum, 15 years old

      Breathing heavily, I burrow into the winter coat I stole from the store and continue to power through the snow, while Lina, my dog, barks loudly. “I know. I shouldn’t have stolen it,” I tell her, and she barks again, jumping in the snow and motioning with her head to follow her. “But fuck, Lina, it’s fucking cold.” How else is a guy supposed to survive on the streets during a cold Texas winter?

      My knees wobble under me, and I fall into the snow, cursing. “I should have known it’s deep.” Fuck, but why is no one cleaning away snow around these ranches?

      Lina runs behind me, pushing her head under my arm as if trying to help, and I steady myself, patting her head. “Good girl. I promise next time I will bring you some food.” Although God only knows when that will happen. Right now, we need to find a barn to lie low in for a few days before we can venture into the small town again.

      After we escaped from Edward’s clutches, we abandoned the car miles away on the side of the road after Santiago almost killed us by slamming into a tree.

      A train was slowly passing by with sand and shit, so we managed to hop on it without anyone noticing. Since we were never friends anyway, we agreed to separate and go our own ways, so it would be harder for them to catch us.

      We decided I would hop off the train first, then Santiago, and then Artem. I ended up in almighty Texas, and who the fuck knew where they went?

      Life on the streets has been difficult but better than at Edward’s. I’ve slept between buildings or near a fire barrel with other homeless guys, and eaten food from dumpsters or charity places.

      Rumors spread fast though, and soon some pimps showed up, offering me jobs because of my beauty or what-the-fuck-ever. I agreed to meet them at a place, since they had guns pointed at me, but managed to escape, deciding to go to some small town away from Houston with the money I stole from a woman’s wallet.

      Morals simply didn’t exist for me anymore.

      Which brings me to now and the fucked-up situation I ended up in.

      My stomach growls, and I place my hand on it, wincing. “I could use some food myself.” Lina barks but then hunches low, her ears pointed.

      I follow her gaze and see a man in the distance holding a rifle, pointing it right at me. I can’t make out his face or anything, since he’s covered in winter wear from head to toe.

      “Well fuck,” I mutter and step before Lina, not wanting him to shoot her.

      I’ve always thought I’m a fighter, but even a fighter knows when to fucking give up. Running away is not an option, but then maybe dying is better than prison?

      I won’t survive being anyone’s bitch again. So with that thought in mind, I whisper to Lina. “Don’t do anything, girl. See you.” She perks up, and I turn around, bowling through the snow again, allowing the fear to wash away.

      After all, death always has skirted around me; it was just a question of when it would finally catch up with me.

      The gunshot echoes in the night as the bullet hits me, and I drop in the snow with a loud cry.

      Then another bullet, and I face-plant into the snow this time, the cold sinking into my body.

      Slowly, I feel the pain travel all over me, enveloping my senses and oddly washing away all other emotions.

      Like regret.

      And sleep comes unexpectedly, lullabying me with the strong wind and nature that has no mercy for me.

      Like no one else has.

      My eyes finally close and life is over.

      There was a boy named Callum… who knew nothing but sorrow.
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell are you doing, boy?” The exasperated tone penetrates my mind as my eyes twitch, but I can’t open them, no matter how much I try.

      Another voice, this one younger it seems, snorts. “I’m not a boy, Luke.” I hear some shuffling, and then he huffs, “He was trespassing.”

      “So you shot him?”

      Yeah, I’m ready to agree with the older guy here.

      The beeping sound of the machine snaps my attention, and the air stills inside my lungs when piercing pain digs into my arm and leg. “Because he was running away, even though he could barely stand.” My eyelids finally lift to see only two men, one guy who is probably older than me, since he has a muscled body and perfectly ironed clothes, and another older guy, probably in his late forties.

      The younger one points his finger at me, both still not noticing I’m awake. “I saved his life. He should be thanking me.”

      “You shot him!” the older one yells, his mustache moving funnily.

      The young guy rolls his eyes, tugging on the collar of his shirt. “In the leg and arm, he’ll survive. I think he’s the shoplifter, by the way.”

      Then they both freeze and turn their attention to me, and I blink at their intense stares. Why do I always have to end up with questionable men around me? Do I have some kind of magnet for all the assholes in the world, and it’s tattooed on my forehead?

      Perfect toy, keep it?

      I want to scream at the injustice, but instead, the sound is locked away in my throat, as I assess my new nightmare.

      “See? Alive and well,” the young guy mutters, while I glance down to see bandages around my arm and shoulder and my right leg.

      But I don’t give a shit about that. Lina is what is important here. “My dog?” I rasp through my dry throat, and the older guy quickly grabs a glass with a straw and presses it inside my mouth.

      I sip a little, welcoming the cold liquid spreading inside me, and I clear my throat. “Lina, is she all right?”

      The old guy’s brows rise, and something flashes in them before he walks to the door and opens it wide. Lina runs inside, jumping to my side and wagging her tail.

      “Hey, girl.” She barks and then whimpers, nuzzling my leg, and I wince a little from the pain. “It’s okay. I’m all good.” She whimpers again and rests her muzzle beside my hand, sighing heavily.

      She is the only one in my life who truly cares about my well-being.

      Then I twist my head on the pillow, still a little bit dizzy from my wounds, and ask, “What are the rules?” Maybe I should act all clueless and shit, but I don’t want to.

      I prefer to know what I’m dealing with and adjust to it before I get better and hightail out of this hell.

      “Rules?” The older guy frowns, and I nod.

      “Yeah, I’m the toy, and I want the know the rules.”

      They stay silent for a second and then exchange looks, while I blink in surprise when fury clouds their eyes.

      What? They refer to their fuck boys as something else?

      “There are no fucking rules here,” the young guy says, grabs the footboard of the bed, and leans forward. “You are in my house and in my territory.” Shouldn’t the older guy be saying this to me? “You will tell me what happened to you.”

      I control the desire to laugh in his face. “So you can kill me, or give me to the police?” Since he isn’t into raping and shit, what other options are there? “I vote for the killing.”

      Instead of responding to my sarcasm, he comes closer and hits me on my head, and I groan loudly while the older man curses. “For fuck’s sake, kid.”

      The guy though zeroes his focus on me. “You will learn to respect us if you want to live.” He bends forward so that our eyes are on the same level. “Live and not just survive.”

      I don’t know it yet, but I’ve just met a serial killer who is searched for all over the country.

      A serial killer who changes my life forever.

      

      Giselle

      Resting my head against the window, I watch the changing scenery of the city as the car navigates through the busy roads, the engine moving the car flawlessly.

      I long to roll down the window and let the light breeze slip inside instead of the AC blowing on me, but I don’t want to do anything that might engage me in a discussion with the man next to me.

      “You look gorgeous.” Even though I’m facing away from him, I sense his gaze sweeping me from head to toe. “This dress showcases your beauty perfectly.”

      He should know; after all, he sent it to my house and demanded I wear it for our trip.

      I hold back the snarky reply and the desire to rip it off and throw it in his face.

      “Where are we going?” Ignoring his statement, I get to the point, needing to know where he’s taking me.

      In the last five days, he’s been the bane of my existence. He alerted the press and every journalist, it seems, about our engagement, because the city—or should I say the elite—are buzzing with the event, everyone wanting to get an invite. I get hundreds of calls daily, along with messages and gift baskets from people hoping to attend the event. I send them all to Callum’s address, because I have no clue who he invited.

      This wedding holds no interest for me. Instead, I focus my time on researching Callum’s crimes, studying old articles, and writing down his MO. Also, I’ve tried to dig into his past to find the source of his trauma but have come up blank.

      But everyone says that serial killers keep trophies for themselves as a token from the kill. Surely it means he keeps something in his penthouse as a memory of those he killed in New York. I need to get to his house, but I can’t show an interest, so I’m happy he invited me today to whatever he has planned.

      Isla has promised to stay for the wedding and laughed that my groom was so eager. She’d probably shoot him if she knew the truth.

      “Don’t like surprises?” Callum’s voice brings me back to the present, and I finally tear my gaze away from the view and turn my attention to him, squashing the impact of his handsomeness on me.

      Why do jeans and a leather jacket look so freaking good on this man?

      He even managed to put his hair in a man bun, while his overpowering presence commands the space as usual. “Depends on who surprises me. Your surprises tend to scare and scar me.”

      He chuckles at my reply, finding it hilarious it seems. But then everything is hilarious to him.

      Even killing people.

      “I think you will like this one.”

      “Don’t hold your brea—” The words stick in my throat when we enter the airport, driving straight to Callum’s private jet. “Where are you taking me?” I snap, fury blazing that he decided to take me away again. Is he planning to elope for this stupid wedding after he prepared the event of the year? Embarrassing us is part of his plan too?

      “I don’t much care for your tone,” he says, and I raise my hand to slap the freaking smirk off his face, but he catches it and brings us closer.

      “Let go of me.”

      “You should listen before you act,” he whispers, “or I’ll take you to my dungeon and do dangerous things to you.” Before I can reply to that statement, he presses my palm open in his hold and fishes out a blue velvet box. “I think something is missing to complete the picture, don’t you?” He puts a stunning platinum ring on my finger. The stone is a bright oval-shaped sapphire and surrounded by tiny diamonds.

      Then he lifts it to his mouth and places a soft kiss over it, and my eyes close.

      Inwardly, I gasp at the beauty of it, as well as the size of the stone. It’s just enough to stand out on my finger, but subtle enough to look classy. But what really draws me to it is the shape. It’s so… me.

      And for a second, I imagine what it would have been like to receive the ring without knowing the truth. There wouldn’t have been a happier woman on earth.

      But now the ring is stained with his darkness and my pain, creating a symbol of captivity, chains wrapped around me by a monster.

      Why did I find that room?

      I don’t have a chance to reflect on those thoughts, when he announces, “The special guest has arrived.”

      “Special guest?” I echo his words and follow his gaze just in time to see an older man emerging from the plane, leaning on his cane while he chats with the steward, who laughs at something he says.

      “Grandpa?” I whisper and quickly get out of the car, the wind blowing harshly and plastering my dress against my legs.

      I’m rushing toward the plane when Callum’s hand snatches me back, stopping me. “What are you doing?” I hiss as he leans closer, giving me a slight peck on the nose. Before I can twist away from his arms, he murmurs, putting on a big show for Grandpa and the crew, “Remember, darling, you are a happy bride. Keep the smile intact and give positive vibes.” He steps closer, and my breath hitches when his hands travel to my hair, angling my face for the soft kiss he dusts on my lips. “Don’t flinch away from me either.”

      “Why? Because they’ll notice I hate you?” I ask, fascinated by the shift in his dark eyes when his mouth curves in a smile.

      “Because I don’t like it.” He then pushes me forward, slapping me gently on the ass. “Greet your family, love.”

      “I hate this wedding,” I throw over my shoulder and wave at Grandpa Darius while grinning wide.

      If he wants a show, I will give him a freaking show!

      Besides, I can act compliant. Grandpa is already here, so the only thing I have left to do is find evidence on Callum before taking it to the police. All that’s left to do is find a pretense to sneak inside his penthouse while he’s not there. He is so arrogant I’m sure he’s not hiding trophies behind locks and doors.

      “Grandpa!” I jump up the stairs and reach him in record time.

      He hugs me closer, squeezing me in his arms while the tip of his cane digs into my back. Breathing in his familiar scent of flowers and… Texas, I sigh heavily and burrow my face deeper in his chest.

      “Flower girl.” He rubs my back and wants to lean back, but I tighten my hold on him. He laughs, kissing me on the head. “I missed you too.”

      “I’m so glad you’re here.” Finally, I look up, giving him a bright yet such a fake smile; I wonder if he knows it. “I missed you too.”

      He cups my cheek, clacking. “It should have been you who called me.”

      “I know. I just—” Wracking my mind for excuses doesn’t help, because there aren’t any.

      “Actually, I’m happy he called me. I approve,” he says before ushering us down. “Let’s go, kiddo, or I’m gonna embarrass myself in front of your future husband and fall down these stairs.”

      Nudging him a little on the side, I mutter, “Not funny.” We head down the steps, while Callum waits for us broodingly, watching every moment like a hawk.

      Finally, we reach him, and silence falls between us, the air filling with tension that unsettles even me.

      Or maybe that’s just my nerves?

      “Honey, introduce me to the man”—Grandpa taps me on my nose—“who managed to steal my girl’s heart.” The fake smile almost slips from my lips. Maybe because his statement hits home.

      I can run away from the truth and throw insults Callum’s way, but the truth stays unchangeable.

      I’m in love with him, and that love is not going anywhere.

      But that love can never define me.

      I drag him closer and notice Callum has put on his sunglasses, even though sunset is almost here. “Grandpa, this is my groom-to-be and the love of my life.” I stumble a little on these words, but find my footing quickly. “Callum MacRae.”

      Grandpa extends his hand, ready to shake his, but Callum makes no move toward him. “Nice to meet you, son.” His hand hangs in the air between them, and Grandpa frowns a little, but then Callum finally shakes it firmly, dropping it quickly as if his skin is on fire.

      “Thank you for coming,” he says calmly, and I shrug off the weird vibe I get from them both.

      In the last week, panic and my vivid imagination have started to affect me, imagining things that are not there.

      “How could I miss my flower girl’s wedding?” Grandpa coughs a little, and I pat his chest, but he wraps his hand around my shoulders. “She is the most precious thing in this world to me.” His eyes grow misty when he addresses Callum. “Take good care of my girl.”

      “Oh, I will. Trust me on this.” The way his voice deepens tells me he means every word, but I can’t study his eyes.

      What do you care anyway?

      Grandpa shivers, and Callum must notice it, because he motions toward the car. “Let’s go to the dinner then.”

      “Dinner?”

      Confusion laces my tone, and Grandpa explains, “Yes, Alfred is hosting a dinner party tonight. All the family is there to celebrate your engagement.”

      What?

      I want to scream at Callum and question him on this one. Why do we even need a family dinner when the wedding is in two days?

      But I have to put on an act in front of my grandfather, so I keep my mouth shut, all while sighing in relief he’s here.

      This means when shit hits the fan and Callum makes a mistake, I won’t have to worry about my grandfather facing the consequences of his wrath.

      If I only knew.

      

      Callum

      One of my friends, Shon, also Sociopath’s student, likes to say that patience is a virtue. I never had any, but now I do see the merit in his words. Indeed, bringing Giselle’s grandpa back to New York fills me with such satisfaction I’m ready to drink to that.

      The game is about to end.

      And the only piece left on the chessboard will be the queen, who I’ll take as my own.

      Everyone else will be destroyed in this deadly game of ours.

      

      Giselle

      “How fascinating,” Grandpa says, and I roll my eyes discreetly, gluing my nose to the window.

      That was his reaction pretty much to everything Callum has said since the car ride started. Be it his fancy days in Houston or his botanic company, Grandpa seems to think Callum is perfect.

      “And you have the rarest of plants, yes?”

      I wish to cover my ears from all this nonsense, along with the stupid dinner. How did Callum arrange that anyway? Last message I got from Grandfather Walker was one of rage that I destroyed this family’s reputation with each antic, and I better not send him an invitation, because he isn’t gonna show.

      Now, all of a sudden, he not only participates, but also hosts the dinner party?

      Consider me fucking surprised!

      And everyone will be there, to add to that. Which means facing the always-relaxed Martina, my spoiled sister, and her cheating douchebag of a husband.

      My ex-fiancé.

      “Giselle.” Grandpa shakes my elbow, and I shift my attention to him, blinking in confusion.

      They both look at me expectantly, and I clear my throat. “Sorry, what?”

      Grandpa shakes his head. “Don’t worry.” He squeezes my hand. “It’s going to be all right. Walker will come around.”

      My brows furrow, and he elaborates. “Callum told me about his stance on the wedding.”

      “Did he?” At the rate Callum knows everything about me, I wouldn’t be surprised to find a surveillance camera in my bathroom!

      “We’re here,” Callum says.

      Shivers rush through me as I glance out the window to see the limo pulling up to the gates and guards opening them so the car can slide inside.

      Somehow, tonight, the beauty I’ve created here is tarnished by the inevitable doom that awaits me with my family.

      How is it possible that people who are supposed to be the closest to you hurt you the most?

      The minute we stop at the entrance, the doorman opens the car door and bows a little. He helps Grandpa out, and I follow, exhaling heavily when the massive mansion comes into view.

      Lydia, the housekeeper, rushes down the stairs and ushers us inside. “Everyone awaits you at the dinner table.”

      “They started without us?” Darius asks with disbelief, and I wonder why he’s surprised.

      Before I can comment on it though, Lydia says what I have in mind. “You are ten minutes late.” Her cheeks turn red, and she stammers a bit, clearly embarrassed, and Darius sighs in distress.

      Just imagining though how it angered Grandfather Walker and how he probably paced back and forth in his living room, spitting insults to everyone about us, has me amused. A chuckle slips past my lips, and Callum joins my amusement, sharing a smile with me.

      Then we both burst out laughing, the sound echoing in the silent night, and I notice how Lydia and the doorman, Clark, hide their grins.

      “Enough, kids,” Grandpa chastises us, but chuckles himself before he orders Lydia, “Notify them we’re here.” Then he addresses Clark, “Help me, kiddo.” Clark extends his elbow so Grandpa can hook his arm in it, and they slowly walk up the stairs to the massive oak doors.

      “I know it’s wrong, but I’m so glad your driver took a wrong turn and we hit traffic on the road,” I whisper, and Callum winks at me.

      “I aim to please.” The way he says it, so proudly yet mockingly, stops me on my way, and I nudge him a little.

      “Did you do it on purpose?”

      “He hurt what’s mine.” Callum’s hand lightly caresses my hair before tugging on one of the locks. “I can’t kill him, but I can annoy him.” The word kill has a cold-water effect and I step back when reality hits me.

      For a second there, I forgot about Callum and slipped back into our usual banter, like a normal couple.

      Except there is nothing normal about us anymore, is there?

      “Let’s get this over with. I have things to do later.”

      “Do you?” He lights up a cigarette, and I frown.

      “You can’t smoke inside.”

      “Watch me give a fuck.”

      “Suit yourself,” I say to him right before we enter. The sound of our shoes on the floor echo as we make our way to the dining room, where the spacious table is lit with candlelight.

      It’s laid with the most expensive cuisine, from the salmon to caviar served on gold-rimmed china with red monograms. Grandfather’s perfectly aged wine from his French vineyard is on the table, and the people eat silently, forks scratching against plates. Two members of the staff stand by, ready to attend to every command.

      Grandfather is sitting at the head, of course, with Dad on his right and Kevin on his left, while their women are by their sides.

      All in all, a standard dinner at his house.

      Grandpa clears his throat. “Alfred,” he says, slowly walking toward him while nodding to other members of the family who raise their heads at us.

      Martina’s mouth spreads in a smile as she wipes it with a napkin and rises to hug him. Despite all the odds, she’s always loved my grandpa, even though I found it strange. Shouldn’t she feel resentment toward the father of the woman who her husband had an affair with?

      “Giselle!” Lucy says, sliding her chair back and wanting to dart toward me, with excitement practically pouring from her.

      The last time we saw each other was during their wedding, which I attended with Callum for exactly twenty minutes, and we left to his penthouse where he made love to me for hours. Ever since, I’ve dodged all her calls, because I have nothing to say to her.

      “Sit down, both of you,” Grandfather barks, and the two women freeze midway, hanging over their chairs, and then drop back, casting their gazes down. “Darius, take your usual seat.” As always, Grandpa complies with the order, and my hands fist in anger and then relax a tiny bit when Callum’s hand wraps around me, bringing me closer.

      I’ll examine all those emotions later, but for now, we need to present a united front here, and I don’t want to face my grandfather alone, even if it makes me a pathetic human being.

      “Good evening to everyone,” Callum says boldly, and Grandfather’s eyes narrow as he points at the seat next to Lucy.

      Is that supposed to be a silent command or something?

      Callum pushes me forward but then stops me at the opposite end of the table, lifting his chin to his right. Furrowing my brow, I follow as he slides back the chair for me to sit.

      Then he drops into his own, facing Grandfather head-on, and I motion for the staff to fill my drink, because this is about to get ugly.

      Serves Callum right for dragging me here and arranging it behind my back.

      “You are late and then dare to disrespect me?” Grandfather bellows, and I sip the wine, resting my back against the chair.

      “Am I?”

      “It’s fifteen minutes past eight. I told you dinner would be at eight.”

      Callum picks up his glass, winking at Lydia, whose cheeks heat up, and he takes a large sip, all while Grandfather’s face becomes redder and redder, and everyone else stays silent.

      “I said we would come to the dinner. I never specified the time. You did.”

      “All right, everyone,” Grandpa Darius says. “We apologize for being late, Alfred. But let’s not have a fight two days before the wedding.”

      Grandfather squeezes his glass but nods. “Fine.”

      My jaw almost hits the table when he retreats so easily. I expected another shouting match for Callum’s smartass remark.

      Grandfather snaps his fingers. “Serve the main dish.” The staff start hurriedly moving, placing the silver-covered plates with steaming food inside. “Callum, as the new member of this family, you need to learn certain rules.”

      Callum looks at me, lifting his brows, and I shrug. He never gave any rules to Kevin.

      Oh my God, this dinner and entire situation are so ridiculous… I can’t even.

      “My granddaughter gets twenty-five percent of the family business when I die.”

      I spit the wine, choking on it as shock paralyzes me for a second.

      “What?” Martina and Dad both murmur, surprised as hell. So they didn’t know about the will either?

      Lucy, though, gives me a thumbs-up, winking. She’ll be getting the same amount, I assume. After Grandfather took away my trust fund, I thought I shouldn’t expect much from him.

      Grandfather gives me a side-eye before continuing. “She was not aware of that. Generations and generations of Walkers have signed prenup contracts. You have to do the same. Those are the rules.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      Martina gasps at that while Grandfather grunts. “Then there will be no wedding.”

      Callum leans forward, resting his elbows on the table. “Shouldn’t this be Giselle’s decision? We hardly live in the dark ages where I need your approval on anything.”

      He snorts at that. “She’ll do as I say. She is a Walker and I raised her.”

      Those words confuse me, because there is strange note to them. As if I should be grateful he did that.

      He waits a bit before adding, “Plus, marrying you against my wishes will mean being disowned.”

      “I’m not sure it’s the right time to—”

      Dad cuts off whatever Darius wants to say though. “Do we have to discuss it now?” There is a weird edge to his tone, as if he is afraid of something.

      “In two days, she will be a MacRae,” Callum says, ignoring everyone else as he drills his stare into Grandfather. “She won’t need your money. I think everyone at this table knows my net worth.”

      Grandfather slams his fist on the table, rattling the dishes, and I jump on my seat, looking between them. “How dare you talk to me like that in my house?”

      “How dare you disrespect my bride like that?” Callum fires back.

      “I’m taking care of her.”

      “Oh, like your son did? I paid for his campaign, so he gave me his blessing. I believe, according to the contract you drew up, as long as one family member agrees… Giselle doesn’t lose her shares.” His voice is nothing but mocking, and my heart pangs painfully, because Dad’s pale face confirms Callum’s words.

      He sold me to the highest bidder? “Dad, how could you?” I whisper, because now nothing stops Callum. By marrying me, he will get access to all my company shares.

      According to the rules my great-great-grandfather placed, all husbands who marry into the family get voting rights and access to shares.

      “You went against me?” Grandfather bellows, and Dad huffs.

      “Please, like it means anything. You don’t allow anything to change in the company, period. Callum was marrying her anyway. Why not agree to it?”

      “And run your campaign smoothly,” I whisper again, and he nods in satisfaction.

      “I knew you’d understand.”

      That one statement though proves to me once and for all what kind of family this is.

      Grandfather shouts again, “There will be no wedding!” He breathes heavily, and Martina gets up to fetch some water for him, but he slaps her hands away, spilling the liquid on her. “Get away from me.”

      Callum laughs, although it lacks any humor. Instead, danger lurks around the edges of it. “Oh, there will be a wedding. Now, you have two choices,” he announces, flexing his index finger. “You can either accept it and be part of our family. Or—” He flexes another finger. “—you can get the hell away from my future wife. The choice is yours. But a warning.” His tone drops, and his ruthless expression chills even me. “Whatever upsets her… will reflect on the company.”

      “Are you blackmailing me?”

      “No, I’m simply telling you what will happen.”

      “You little—”

      Picking up the plate in front of me, I raise it high and drop it on the floor, where it shatters, silencing everyone. I get up, placing my splayed hands on the table. “You sold me to him for your campaign?” I address my father first, fed up with all the frustration that has built up inside me for years.

      Enough is enough.

      “And you, Grandfather, you never asked Kevin to sign anything. Why are you asking Callum?”

      He looks to the side when Lucy blinks in confusion. Apparently, only now it dawns on her no one asked her husband for anything. “You didn’t sign a prenup?” she asks Kevin, and he shakes his head.

      Not that I needed this confirmation anyway. I accuse, “Because you knew they were having an affair.” Martina gasps, but I don’t care. “And no one needs to sign a prenup if he marries the right granddaughter.”

      “Giselle.”

      My hand stops Grandpa Darius from speaking, because he is not part of this. “But I’m a bastard, and whoever I bring is a danger to this family. No, it’s not even that. You think he might marry me only for the money.” A hollow chuckle slips past my lips. “It’s a foreign concept to think someone might want me for me and not because the Walker surname is attached to me.”

      “Enough with the dramatics.”

      “You’re right. Enough.” Shifting my gaze to Callum, I announce, “I’m marrying him in two days. Like it or not.” I straighten and send an apologetic glance to Grandpa before focusing back on Callum. “I’m done here. You can stay and enjoy the dinner you planned.” I hiss the last part and stride toward the exit, fury rocking me while I can’t believe my stupidity through the years.

      I thought they could never sink lower in my eyes, but they’ve managed to do that.

      All of them killed any tender emotions I felt toward them.

      Stepping outside, I inhale the fresh air and exhale, noticing Callum’s car waiting for us with the driver shooting the breeze with our doorman.

      I proceed down the stairs, and they both straighten when they notice me. The driver runs around the car, opening the door. “Miss Walker. Is Mr. MacRae coming?”

      “No.” I’m sure his sadistic nature enjoys the show, and even my pain.

      I hop into the car, and Henderson closes the door after me. The minute Henderson sits, I order, “Drive.”

      “To where, Miss?”

      Somewhere far away from here preferably, is on the tip of my tongue, but I have no such luxury.

      Not until I end this once and for all.

      “To Callum’s penthouse.”

      With him enjoying the show, I will have enough time to find evidence, and then I can move on with my life, away from the people who have used and abused me.

      Away from people who have never loved me.
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      Callum, 19 years old

      The music is blasting from the speakers when I put on the boxing gloves and knock my fists against each other. I deliver a few blows to the punching bag dangling from the ceiling, right in the middle of the ring.

      Hit. Hit. Hit.

      I jump back and then spin around, kicking it, and turn again, only to kick it harder this time.

      I resume hitting it back and forth, until sweat is dripping down my forehead and my breath becomes raspy, but I block everything away, concentrating on the rock music filling the space.

      Swaying to the side, I stand in a fighting position, ready to finish this fucking bag and call it a day, when the music dies and the sudden silence halts my movements, freezing me on the spot.

      Breathing heavily, I glance to the side to see Sociopath leaning on the ropes while holding a remote to the stereo. “I see you’re still trying to destroy my property,” he says, as I yank off the gloves.

      “What are you doing here?”

      His brow rises. He dips under the ropes and hops in the ring, motioning at me. “Luke told me you’ve lost your mind.”

      Yeah, no loyalty from that man for me. But then, did I expect anything else? In a choice between me and Sociopath, he’ll always choose him. “I prefer to call it research, but suit yourself,” is my only reply before I grab the nearby towel, wiping away the sweat and then hanging it over my neck. “Besides… I can do whatever the hell I want.” Even though the words leave my mouth, I know they’re not true.

      Not so much because I’m afraid of him, no. But because I owe him, and I will always pay my debts.

      Sociopath nods, slapping the folder in his hand over his hip. “That’s true. I’m surely not here to babysit you.” He sweeps his gaze over me. “You need to work on your technique,” he announces, and I roll my eyes, picking up the bag.

      Life with them has been… eventful, to say the least.

      After Sociopath listened to my story, he allowed me to stay with Luke, who happened to be his father’s friend. That’s the only explanation I got on his life, or whatever the fuck happened to him. He warned me not to ask any questions, and I didn’t, because I couldn’t care less what he did.

      After I healed enough to work, they hired teachers who taught me how to read and write, as I had forgotten everything. Enrolling me in school was out of the question, so the teachers did their best to prepare me for college while Luke helped me obtain my high school diploma.

      Once again, their only reply was “don’t ask.”

      I had no fucking clue why they decided to help me, but I didn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. I chose business administration as my degree and studied botanical gardens in my spare time, as mesmerizing nature still held an appeal for me. Besides, I needed to support myself, and I could only achieve that with the right investments.

      Sociopath even put some money in an account, allowing me to use it for any business start-up I’d want.

      Also, Luke made it his mission to train me to fight, weapons skills and other shit that might help me protect myself.

      Sometimes I wondered why my story inspired such generosity in Sociopath, who was a rich fucking guy from the elite. What does he know about what it’s like to live a life like mine?

      “I’ll do that.” I stroll toward the end of the ring, ready to hop down, when his question stops me dead.

      “Can you explain to me something… Hades?”

      My back is still facing him while I dwell on how he found out. Sociopath spends most of his days in New York, plotting shit I have no clue about. I’m not even sure why he has such a nickname, considering he is a lawyer… or why it’s a no-no to speak his real name.

      “Well, no explanation?”

      I turn to him, hooking my thumbs on my pockets. “None.”

      He opens up the folder and then throws picture after picture after picture on the floor, each of them showcasing blood and torture and victims galore. Chopped limbs. Smeared brains. Empty scalps. “You’ve been killing people once every four weeks for the last ten months.”

      I stay silent when he throws down the last picture of the guy I killed two days ago.

      My mouth curves at remembering his cries of pain, but Sociopath’s face stays immovable. “So I repeat, are you out of your fucking mind?”

      “No, I’m sane,” I reply and lift my chin. “Do whatever you want with that information.” Even if he decides to send me to the cops, I will run away and no one will find me.

      They taught me that well, how to operate.

      “You even got nicknamed Hades, because you take so many souls to the underworld.” He ruffles his hair. “Un-fucking-believable.”

      He can think that… but the truth is—I choose that name as a signature, because I want to be the Hades who frees people from the assholes I kill. From the people who are constantly present in children’s nightmares.

      Hades didn’t help me, but I sure as fuck will help those cases I know of.

      I can hunt, kill, dispose.

      Everything.

      No child on my watch will be begging for mercy while I’m around to kill those fuckers.

      “They deserved it.”

      “And how do you know that?”

      “Because I do.”

      He moves closer, stomping on photos scattered around us. “You have no control and leave traces of DNA.” My eyes widen in surprise. “Yeah, fucker, you are not that smart.”

      “My fingerprints are not in databases, so—”

      “They will be soon.” He exhales heavily, dropping the file. “You are reckless in your need for revenge. I’m not even sure all those people deserved your wrath.” His raised palm shuts up whatever I want to say to defend myself. “The cuts you make, everything is amateurish. You will bring trouble to Luke. Do you want that?”

      As the reminder of the old guy who usually helps me with everything and always laughs at stupid sitcoms comes to mind, guilt sinks into me. He is one of three people who have always been kind to me.

      “Yeah, I didn’t think so.” He puts his hand on my shoulder and shakes me a little so that my stare meets his. “I understand, more than you can imagine.” I frown at this, but he continues, “You stepped on this path, and I can’t stop it. Killing is now in your blood.”

      It’s true. Just to imagine bringing someone unbearable pain, causing them to scream in agony, sends such a thrill through me that I’m almost dizzy from it.

      “So I’m going to show you how to do it right.”

      Wait, what?

      And that’s the day I step on the path of finding my signature, all while enjoying life to the fullest.

      Until an unexpected guest arrives in my life.

      

      Giselle

      The elevator dzings loudly as the doors slide open. I walk inside Callum’s penthouse, slipping off my heels and stepping on the cold marble that freezes the skin of my bare feet. “Stupid AC,” I mutter, adjusting the temperature, and then look around at his place with different points of view.

      Where would Callum hide his trophies?

      I don’t have much time to think; he called on my way here and ordered Henderson to go back once he dropped me off. So, roughly, it gives me thirty minutes to find evidence and get the hell out of here.

      Preferably to the police department so they can catch him.

      According to my research, serial killers like to have them close, or close-ish, so they are able to look at them whenever the need strikes. Only when the high of the latest kill vanishes do they start searching for another victim.

      But as I gaze around his kitchen and living room, which barely has any furniture, I dismiss the idea he could have them in plain sight. He had to play a role with me, and I was a regular visitor at his place all this time.

      I run to his room, opening the closet, finding nothing but clothes. I move my attention to various cabinets, but nothing is there.

      Bathroom and guest room bring me the same results. Everything is so… normal.

      “His office,” I murmur as I rush there, finding it oddly buzzing with energy.

      The aquarium casts a dim blue light, giving it a gloomy vibe while everything around is neatly placed. Two leather chairs, a shelf with various books on ancient history, and a desk.

      Walking around it, I search for any kind of useful information in the several folders lying about but find none.

      Business contacts, budget sheets on his clubs, and different checks to mail.

      “Unbelievable.” Running my fingers through my hair, I hurriedly search for any other spot he could be hiding it, but come up blank.

      Does he have another place where he collects all those things?

      Then, a memory from one of our nights together flashes in my mind.

      “It’s heaven on earth,” I whisper, twirling on the roof.

      “I think so too. There is nothing better than gazing from the rooftop at this world.” He waits a beat before adding, “With all your tokens by your side.”

      Gasping, I rush to the terrace, pushing the door open, and the harsh breeze hits me in the face, stealing my breath for a moment. Breathing through my nose, I walk toward the gazebo area where we first made love. I cover my mouth with my palm when I notice several silver cans that I thought where there for decoration.

      With my heart beating rapidly, I reach for one of them and dangle it in my hand, rattling it a little and hearing a small sound. What will I find once I open it?

      A chopped finger, eye, or any other body part? Internet showed the wildest of selections, each making me puke harder in the bathroom.

      “Open it.” I hear the deep voice from behind me and still. “I’m sure you’re curious.” How did he get here so soon? Henderson wouldn’t have had time to go from here and back. As if reading my mind, he adds, “I came by myself.”

      “Calling Henderson was a decoy,” I say, spinning around to face him, and he leans on the railing of the balcony. “Couldn’t resist the idea of you playing detective here.” He motions with his hand. “Come on. Open.”

      “Do you think I won’t?” I might act like a compliant kitten around him, but I’m not afraid to find evidence.

      Maybe because I need it to silence the part inside me that screams to understand and love him despite all his bad deeds.

      Holding his gaze, I snatch the lid open and glance inside, only to find several rocks and nothing else. My brows furrow, and I look up at him.

      “Not what you expected?”

      “You knew I would come,” I whisper, ready to scream in frustration and then throw away the can. “That’s why you came to watch.”

      “Well, I do recognize rebellion when I see it.” He shrugs off his jacket, putting it on the banister, and walks toward me as I take a step back, moving in the direction of the doors. “And for the record, I’m not into collecting trophies.”

      Even though his face is relaxed, I can sense the danger skirting around him, fury washing over him while his eyes send daggers toward me like I betrayed him.

      Like I failed him.

      Which is laughable in itself, considering our circumstances. “Sorry to disappoint if you expected me to submit to your will.”

      “Oh, I’m not disappointed,” he murmurs, still coming toward me while I step inside the penthouse, breathing heavily, my eyes on him while he watches my every move. “I’m proud. A little hurt though.”

      “Hurt?” All I need is to reach the elevator and go down; he wouldn’t harm me right before the wedding, right?

      “I thought your love meant loyalty.”

      Hysterical laughter escapes me, and I don’t care about the consequences anymore. I swing at him, slapping his cheek so harshly my hand burns while he stays unmoving, a scowl crossing his face. “Do not throw my love in my face ever again.” I slap him again, anger bristling through me, seeking vengeance for what he has put me through. For the pain he has inflicted with his actions. “You have no right to act like the hurt party.” I raise my hand again, but this time he catches my palm, twisting my arm behind me and pulling me flush against him, his lips inches away from mine. “Don’t you dare.” I’m not sure what I’m warning him from; I just know I have to do it.

      “You want evidence so much?” He searches for something on my face but doesn’t find it, as he continues, “Something that will end this?”

      “Once and for all, yes.” What’s the point of hiding the truth now?

      “That’s easy.” He pushes me away, and I stumble back, grabbing the back of the couch in time as he picks up the remote from the table and presses a button, the TV opposite us turning on and filling the room with loud screams. “Here is a video of Dan.” He fast-forwards it a bit and my eyes widen when it shows how Callum cuts his genitals. “You see, Dan loves to rape boys. He even has a social community for the orphans. Giving his love and all.” He clicks, and another video pops up, this time with a guy shouting for help while Callum holds an electric drill. “This is Maurice. He has a bit more kink. He chains kids before cutting them. Only then does he rape them.”

      “Stop,” I say, covering my ears, unable to listen to more.

      He clacks with his tongue, switching it off. “I thought you wanted evidence. Anyway, invite the cops and show it to them,” he says without a care in the world. “If you agree with what they do.”

      “There is law for that. A killing—”

      “Is still a killing. No excuses there. But the law doesn’t do shit.” He motions with his head in the direction of the TV. “Not with their influence anyway.”

      I sink to my knees, still covering my ears while the buzzing in my head intensifies with all the information dumped on me.

      So he kills only men who do bad deeds? Does it change anything though?

      But then another thought strikes me, and my gaze travels up, meeting his. He lifts his brow. “Is this what was done to you?” That’s his childhood trauma, the one he refused to speak about on the island? “You’re taking revenge.”

      He rubs his chin with the remote. “Revenge is too strong a word for that. More like eliminating pathetic human beings.” He hunches in front of me, so we are face-to-face. “But to be clear, I don’t kill only those who rape. I kill those who help them too.” He extends his hands, splaying them open. “There is so much blood, Giselle. I’ll never be able to wipe it away. Nor do I want to.”

      Callum gets up, and I fist his pants, wanting his attention on me. “Your family is like that?” The whole wedding charade. Was it for their benefit? Do they operate this kind of ring?

      He laughs. “Hardly. I mean, they are assholes, but not like that.”

      “Then why are you doing this to me?” I scream, jumping up, allowing tears to fall. “Why are you torturing me? Why?”

      His face goes blank, and he looks to the side, not wanting to give me the truth I so desperately seek.

      But enough of running away for both of us.

      “You don’t love me,” I say, tearing those words from my throat, and he stays silent. Which gives me an answer on its own. “So why go to all those lengths?” I can’t even concentrate on his darkness. “Tell me!” I scream, and he finally speaks up, his voice low.

      He swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “Why I’m doing this is no concern of yours.”

      “Screw you, Callum.” I twirl around, needing to get away from here, far away from the pain that surrounds me whenever I see him.

      I don’t even care about the evidence anymore; the plan was stupid from the very beginning. With his influence and money, who will believe me anyway?

      I’ve been a pawn on this chessboard and stayed one with no way out.

      All my detective work only bruised my heart more.

      Before I can go far though, he grabs my hand, halting my movement and pressing himself against my back, his raspy breath filling my ear.

      “Let go of me,” I grit through my clenched teeth.

      “I was raped the first time when I was five years old,” he confesses, and I freeze in his arms, too afraid to breathe. “I barely remember anything besides the pain and smell of alcohol that always surrounded those fuckers.”

      I feel like someone squeezes my heart it hurts so much to listen to. “Mommy dearest used to say that’s how I earned my keep. I didn't know life could be different. A never-ending nightmare all the fucking time. Then she sold me and the guy kidnapped me into human trafficking. Another set of horrible years.” Horrified gasps escape me, but he only tightens his arms around me, not allowing me to turn around to face him. “People like that do not deserve your pity.”

      “But you’re a murderer,” I whisper, tears forming in my eyes from everything he described, from the nightmare he lived. “Your hands are soaked with blood. Their blood.”

      “And because of that, I can sleep at night.” Nothing but indifference coats his tone, as if finding anything wrong about his life or his trauma is an anomaly.

      I’m not sure what to do with this information, or my heart that weeps for the boy he once was, whose mom was so cruel to him, the person who was supposed to love him unconditionally… who fed him to the wolves instead.

      Although comparing such beautiful animals to those scumbags is an insult.

      The part of me that loves him wants nothing but to wrap my arms around him and smooth all those dark edges inside him. To listen to every detail of his past, even when it hurts me so much.

      His body still holds all those scars that share his tragic history, like a painting on a canvas.

      I long to trace and kiss them all again, but this time knowing the full truth.

      And then there is the other part, my rational part that screams inside my head about justice and the right way. How killing those bastards doesn't erase the fact that he is a cold-blooded murderer who blackmailed me into marriage.

      Who threatens the lives of my loved ones.

      A man who can torture people for hours with no remorse in sight.

      Does the truth change or erase his sins?

      A lot of people experience horrible things, but they come out stronger than ever from it, learning to live anew, like phoenixes that rise from ashes.

      Callum though is stuck in his nightmares, reliving them over and over again with each of his victims, punishing them for the injustice done to him all those years ago. And based on my extensive research this past week, it only happens when the person didn't get to punish the main abuser.

      As in, he never got the chance to bring pain to the person who initially put him in this hell.

      Sometimes, those people are not even alive, but I remember the last empty spot on his blackboard. I thought it was me, but no.

      The spot is reserved for the person who caused all this.

      He is a man who is ruled by his past, and he has yet to catch his final victim.

      Sighing, I turn around in his arms and place my palms on his chest, gazing into his brown pools that burn with so many emotions I can’t catch them all.

      I can’t live in a state of war inside me, so I ask a question that will settle my choice once and for all. “This is not the whole truth, is it? There is something else. In order to accept this… tell me why you’re marrying me.” If he gives me enough of an explanation… a glimpse into his heart, into his motives, then maybe I will be able to accept this darkness and let him move on from it once and for all.

      I won’t ever care if it makes me weak or pathetic; I will shovel my morals down my throat and bury them deep so they never disturb my life with him.

      There is agony for a second in his gaze, but it’s quickly replaced with ice, and his voice is nothing but cold when he replies, “My motives will stay my own. You’ll know after the wedding.”

      I close my eyes at his harsh words that forever destroy us.

      He made the choice for me.

      “Giselle,” he whispers, resting his forehead on mine, and several tears slide down my cheeks at the sound of his voice that, despite his attitude, begs me to trust him.

      But how can I?

      However, I do owe myself one last goodbye, my last gift to the man who went to hell and back and who doesn't know what love means.

      One more time, for him and myself, I’ll give us a connection, an experience that could have been ours all along had he trusted me instead of hunted me.

      And then I’ll forever close my heart to him, throwing the key far, far away so he’ll never get access to it again.

      Palming his face, I rise on my tiptoes and blindly find his mouth, kissing him willingly for the first time in ages.

      One last time.

      

      Callum

      I expect tears and hits, but instead her plump lips press against mine, softly opening them up, and then her velvet tongue slips inside, inspiring a reaction from me.

      Fisting her hair, I bring her closer and capture her mouth in a passionate kiss that blocks away the present and focuses only on her.

      Even if the voice inside my head screams for me to stop and examine her behavior, I can’t resist having her in my arms.

      She moans into our kiss, her head tilting back, and her hands circle my neck as she rises higher to deepen it.

      I pick her up, and her legs wrap around my waist while she still kisses me, as if she’s afraid that once she stops, all this stops.

      Like I could ever refuse her anything.

      Tearing her mouth away from mine, she gasps for breath and our eyes meet for a fraction of a second before she bites on my chin, licks it, and then travels down to my Adam’s apple, sucking on it gently while her fingers lace in my hair, tugging on it harshly.

      But her clear blue eyes filled with nothing but… finality snap me out of this nirvana. “Giselle, I don’t think we should—” My voice is raspy from the desire rearing its head inside me and demanding to take my woman to my bed and fuck her raw so she’ll never run away from me.

      Or forget who she belongs to.

      For the first time, though, I try to rein it in and focus on her.

      She leans back and whispers against my lips, “I want you. Will you deny me this?” There is a weird tone to her voice. Her lips tremble slightly, and with an internal curse, I lock us in another kiss, our teeth clacking against each other before we settle in a deep rhythm that sends shots of pleasure through me, my hard dick standing at attention.

      All while we share addictive kisses and her body rubs against mine, I walk toward my room where I drop her on the bed. She lands with a bounce and removes her wild hair from her face, throwing it over her shoulder while she scans me from head to toe.

      I start to unbutton my shirt, swallowing hard when she sits up on her knees and grabs her dress to take it off, leaving her only in black lingerie.

      My woman is nothing but a goddess, a true Persephone that graced the underworld of Hades with her beauty. From her full breasts to her porcelain skin and those fucking eyes that are filled with need and passion.

      Giselle crooks her finger at me and my brows rise.

      “In the mood for playing?” I ask.

      She shakes her head and something flashes in her face, but it passes so quickly I can’t catch it. She crooks her finger again and I follow, placing my knees on the bed, and the mattress dips under me.

      Placing her palms on my chest, she finds the buttons and finishes opening them up one by one and then pushes the shirt from my shoulders, the heat of her skin gliding against mine.

      Fuck.

      Her touch was always the softest I’ve ever known.

      Then she works on the buckle of my belt and the zipper of my pants, the sound echoing in the silent space before she slides them down along with my boxers, my dick springing out. I stand and step out of them, kicking them to the side. I return to the bed, eager to cover her body, but she scoots a little to the side.

      “Lie down,” she says, pleading with her eyes for me to comply with her request.

      That’s a first for both of us, since she never calls the shots, preferring to succumb to my desires and ideas.

      But how can I refuse her?

      I do as she asked, and the minute I’m on my back, she throws a leg over me and straddles me, her lace-covered pussy just inches away from my hard-on.

      I grip her hips, but she glides her palms over my chest, tracing my scars, and my heart stops when she leans down to dust her light kisses over them. She has done it a million times already, but now it’s different. It’s like all those previous times don’t count, as each kiss is coated with love, sorrow, and gentleness.

      “They don’t hurt anymore,” I whisper, and she pauses above the one near my heart, a souvenir from Mom’s belt buckle, and lifts her gaze to me.

      “But memories do,” she says, and something inside my chest squeezes so hard I can’t breathe, but I manage to drag air in as she trails her kiss lower and lower, sucking on my nipples before nipping on the skin of my six pack. “I’ve always loved this body,” she adds, her fingers tracing circles on my sides as she continues to lavish my stomach with attention, soothing her bites with the lick of her tongue. “But now… now, it’s like a beautiful canvas that holds all your pain on it. I want nothing but to worship it.” Her lips slide lower, and she shifts her hips a little, my groans erupting when I feel her hot breath on my dick. “This is me loving you, Callum, with all your darkness.” Her words slam into me with so much power that, for a second, I think I’m dead.

      She loves me with all my darkness?

      In her arms, I receive something I could never have hoped for; this goddess accepts the dark monster who will never go away.

      And even though he will never harm her, everyone else is a fair game to him.

      Is that what love means to a dark soul like me?

      Giselle settles on my thighs and leans forward, licking my length before sucking on the head. Her hand grasps my root, squeezing it hard, and I growl, pleasure spreading through me. Tangling my fingers in her hair, I bring her closer, thrusting my hips up, and she relaxes her throat, allowing my cock to slide deeper.

      Fucking hell.

      She lavishes it with attention while her hand moves up and down my length, and then she releases her mouth and licks me, inhaling my scent. Her nails rake the skin of my hips and she goes back to sucking, allowing me to push myself deeper into her, all while she continues to bring me so much pleasure it’s a wonder I don’t come.

      Her mouth is a hot heaven, where I could die a fucking happy man.

      She moves restlessly above me, moaning around me, and the vibration fucking shakes through me as I tighten my hold on her, while she nibbles on the head, tasting my precum on her tongue.

      Pulling at her hair harshly, I tilt her head so she can raise those beautiful sapphires to me, and the deep, aching need I see there almost brings me undone.

      Because when she needs, I provide.

      “Come here,” I order, tugging her up, and she follows without a single protest, sliding up, up, until her thighs are spread over my head and I clench her ass cheeks in my hands.

      She is dripping for me already, her black panties wet from her desire. She must read my mind, because her fingers drift lower, pushing them to the side, opening up her pussy for me, and I flatten my tongue, pushing it inside her. She moans, and my eyes shoot up to see her circling her nipples as she grinds on my face.

      Her taste is divine. I want to always be coated in her scent so it can be present with me wherever I go. I rub my face on her before licking her up and down, biting on her clit and then pushing my tongue back inside, all while she gyrates above me, either chanting or moaning my name.

      I could stay here for hours and feast on her until my fucking balls turn blue, but by the way she is clenching around me, I know she’s close.

      Latching onto her clit, giving it one last suckle, I rip her panties off and flip her on her back, covering her body with mine and spreading her thighs wide around my hips.

      Her hair lies all over the black pillow, her eyes are glazed, and she bites on her lips, whispering, “Callum.” I lean forward to trap her nipples with my teeth, pulling at them, because I know it makes her crazy with desire, and she wraps her legs around me, digging her heels into my ass, lifting her hips and seeking my dick.

      Trailing my lips back to her mouth, I plunge my tongue deep inside, combining our tastes, and then thrust into her, swallowing her relieved whimper.

      God, this is heaven on earth for me.

      Her tight and hot pussy encloses me, sucking me in deep, and I almost come here and now. I’ve spent too long without her though to end it so soon.

      Nor do I want to.

      Gripping her ass cheeks, I sway back before entering her slowly, agonizingly slowly again, settling so deep there is no more space to go, allowing her to feel my whole length, every brush of our skin, while the fire between us burns brighter and brighter.

      Snatching her mouth away from mine, she rests her head on the pillow as she arches her back and moans, her hands hooking around my neck and bringing me back to her nipples. My hips thrust slowly, in and out, while I fan the pointed pearls and pull at her nipples one by one, needing to see her find what she always does in my arms.

      Pleasure without reservations.

      I speed up the rhythm, as tingles creep up my back, my body demanding release, but I rein it back, driving into her as her skin flushes. She pushes me away from her, her palms flattening against the headboard, the pulse beating widely in her neck.

      “Faster,” she murmurs with her raspy breath, and I comply, slamming into her harsher, all while her legs wrap tighter and tighter around me.

      Her pussy clenches so hard around me I think I’m going to fucking come, and she throws her head back, crying out.

      And that’s how I want to picture her forever in my brain, flushed with pleasure and nothing else.

      One, two, three more thrusts, and I spill inside her, finding my own bliss that rocks me from head to fucking toe, in passion so strong I had no idea it existed in this world.

      With her, sex has a different meaning. It’s hot, dirty, but above else, it’s loving.

      How could I ever let her go?

      I rest on her for a minute as we both catch our breaths and then slide to the side, lying on my back and watching the ceiling. I hear the sheets rustling and turn my head to see her lying on her side, her cheek on the pillow as her eyes study me with an unreadable expression.

      Mimicking her position, I put my hand on her cheek and caress her gently, hoping that from this touch she will understand the depth of my emotions without me saying the words.

      I can’t tell her.

      Not now, and maybe not ever.

      She stiffens next to me, removing her cheek from under my hand and rising up on the bed, looking around. “I have to go.” She gets up, shivering slightly in the AC, and I follow her, turning it off, hating her discomfort.

      She puts on the dress, avoiding my gaze, and I don’t fucking understand. “Giselle.” She still ignores me, adjusting her hair in the mirror and rushing toward the hallway, where she steps into her shoes and bolts toward the elevator, but I catch her in time. “So you’re running away.”

      She stands with her back to me, pressing the elevator button, and then sighs heavily, spinning around. I see nothing but complete devastation on her face.

      Anger, fear, and disgust I can handle, because underneath them, there was always Giselle, my wild orchid.

      But now, there is nothing but hopelessness. As if she’s not even here with me. “Will you tell me the truth, the whole truth?” she asks again, and it’s like a blade I usually use on my victims, stabbing me in my heart.

      How can I tell her the truth… if it will destroy her?

      Only when I get my revenge can she know what really happened… and eventually maybe she’ll forgive me.

      But if I tell her now, guilt will eat her alive or she’ll do something stupid that might harm her.

      And I can never allow it.

      “I already answered that question.”

      She nods, quickly wipes away the single tear on her cheek, and takes a deep breath. “Then there is nothing left to say.” The elevator dzings loudly, the doors sliding open, and before she gets inside, she throws over her shoulder, “Congratulations. You will have a wife. But you forever lost me.” And with that, she rides away, leaving me alone.

      Even though every instinct in me screams to go after her, I stand still. Because I have to fulfill a promise to the five-year-old boy who still lives inside me before I can be hers.

      And I can never betray him, not even for Giselle.
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      Callum, 25 years old

      Snapping my eyes open, I glance down to see a woman’s arm splayed over me while her breath fans my cheek.

      What the fuck?

      I snatch it away and swing to the side, sitting up on the bed and reaching for my cigarettes. Lighting one up, I’m about to take a greedy pull, when I feel the palm gliding down from my neck to my spine and the hot body presses flush against me, murmuring into my ear, “Come back to bed, Callum.”

      I get up so swiftly she yelps when I grab her hand and push her away. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      She blinks in surprise and lifts the covers over her breasts, clearly no longer so sure of her charms.

      Why can’t people follow simple rules?

      “I thought you might want to—”

      “Might want what? To fuck you? I said once and done,” I tell her, and she flinches as if it hurts her. Give me a fucking break. Like I’d promise anyone forever? “I told you never to touch me.” They always have their hands tied to the bed, on the rare occasions I did want sex.

      Usually after I kill someone, the need from the adrenaline becomes so strong it requires an outlet. A willing body works just fine, as long as they keep their hands away from me and their mouths shut.

      Never claimed to be a good guy.

      “I’ll leave now.” She quickly puts on her clothes while I go out onto the balcony, inhaling the rich summer air of Houston.

      For some, it might be hot as fuck… but for me?

      Heaven on earth after the cold, shitty places I’ve had to experience.

      Puffing smoke into the air, I hold back a laugh when I remember how George, my latest victim, choked on his genitals after I fed them to him.

      I pick up the half-full whiskey bottle from the table and take a greedy gulp, groaning at the burning liquid, which instantly brings me clarity. Oddly enough, alcohol has always had the opposite effect on me; I never lose my focus.

      The walls vibrate with the loud music downstairs, the party at the club operating in full swing now. After all, the best of the best were invited here.

      After Sociopath taught me how to properly kill people—and that guy has some fucking mad skills—I finished my degree and invested in an old building on the outskirts of Houston.

      Luke and Sociopath told me to be wise, but I didn’t listen to them. Instead, I transformed it into one of the most exclusive establishments in the state, allowing only the richest of the rich to attend. The success of one of them has allowed me to open a chain all over the country.

      In short, I have millions in my account, which in turn allows me to invest in my botanical corporation, specializing in flowers.

      All in all, life is bliss.

      The door shuts behind Pamela—I think that’s her name—and I want to take another sip, when I hear Tick’s panicked voice behind me. “We have a problem downstairs.”

      “Handle it.” He is the head manager of this club.

      But he shakes his head, clearing his throat. “I can’t handle it. The person requests your presence, and he is in your office.”

      My brows rise at that. Fucking what now? “I’ll be there shortly. If I find it’s bullshit, you are fired,” I inform him, and he winces but nods and goes back.

      I put on my clothes, grab the nearby gun, and quickly end up on the first floor.

      Whoever that person is, he is fucking dead.

      Pushing through bodies dancing to the beat of the music, I reach my office door and enter, only to see a man standing with his back to me, snapping his fingers in time to the music coming from the speakers.

      Shutting the door right in Tick’s worried face, I announce my presence. “You have one second to explain who the fuck you are to demand my time before I’ll shoot you.”

      An amused chuckle erupts right before he spins around.

      The man has short, dark hair, a five o’clock shadow, and wears a leather jacket, jeans, and boots. I’d think he belonged to a motorcycle club, except his jacket has no patches.

      He is as tall and muscled as me, but more importantly, he oozes the same confidence as I do.

      Only two men are able to give this vibe.

      Sociopath and Lachlan.

      “Callum, looking good,” he drawls, and that’s when I notice his intense blue eyes shining with excitement and anticipation.

      I’ve only seen this combination in the stare of one guy.

      “Santiago?” I ask with disbelief, and he opens his arms, grinning wide.

      “The one and only, darling.” I stay unmoving, and he raises his brow. “What? I don’t get a hug? After all, your childhood friend has showed up. I expected better.”

      “We were never friends.” I finally find my voice. Nothing much shocks me now, but I thought this guy had died. Luke and I tried finding him and Artem, but no information came up, so we gave up.

      Looks like one of them survived.

      Santiago sighs dramatically, placing his hand on his forehead, saying, “Those three years meant nothing to you. I’m crushed.”

      Leave it to Santiago to bring up our nightmare so casually. I see the years only deepened his insanity.

      Walking around him, I plant my ass on the chair and motion for him to sit opposite me. “What do you want?”

      He drops onto the chair and kicks his feet up, resting them on the table. “You became boring. Successful, but boring.”

      “I don’t know how I’ll be able to sleep at night because of that.” Nothing but sarcasm laces my tone.

      He chuckles, taking out his cigarette. “I want your club.”

      Out of all the things I expected him to say, this takes me by surprise. “I don’t sell my clubs.” What an idiotic reply.

      “Hear me out. You don’t have a club in Chicago. We want to open one there. Under your brand. You will get a share, but that’s about it.”

      I laugh at this, fucking stunned with his confidence. “Be still my heart at such a proposition. Why would I compromise my brand for you? Not to mention, if I want to open up a club in Chicago, I can do it myself and keep all the profit.” Then something else flashes in my mind. “We?”

      His mouth curves in a grin as he lights up his cigarette and exhales smoke right into my face.

      Fucker.

      “The Four Dark Horsemen.” I still, watching him carefully while he continues. “You have heard of us, haven’t you?” It’s hard not to, if you are in our circles.

      Four deadly men who don’t know words like remorse, sanity, mercy, or compassion. They see whatever they want, take it, and then destroy it.

      Santiago, Octavius, Remi, Florian.

      One of the reasons everyone keeps cold peace with them. “Am I supposed to?” I say, and he grins once again. I’m surprised I’m not blinded by his fucking white teeth.

      “Well, since you’re Hades and all.” He casually throws out my serial killer alter ego, blowing out smoke. “Kind of funny we all ended up in the same profession. Comes with the childhood, I guess.” He clicks his fingers. “Right, answering your earlier question. We like your club, the structure, the order. We have so many businesses we don’t want to waste time on this shit.”

      Yeah, right. There is something else going on; they need a cover, and my reputation precedes me. Knowing them, it’s some dark shit that will bite me in the ass someday.

      “Lachlan has a club,” I supply and see how his eyes darken.

      Interesting. “Lachlan has a little problem with Remi.” He doesn’t elaborate, not that I care.

      Besides, Remi’s obsession with Amalia, one of Lachlan’s protégées, is legendary and well known among us. Too bad for him, Lachlan put a veto on this, claiming she didn’t need his shit.

      With how self-righteous Lachlan is, it’s a wonder he doesn’t have a problem with all four horsemen.

      “The answer is still no.” I get up, desperately needing to get away from here, because his presence… reminds me of the boys we used to be.

      Raped, beaten, stripped of basic human rights.

      And thoughts like that always awaken the beast inside me and pump my blood, demanding justice I can never achieve.

      Edward died in that fucking fire, and all the men connected to the organization were destroyed by other serial killers. I could never torture the one I wanted, so I had to settle for substitutes. No one can bring back my lost years, but there are men who do to others what was done to me, and I will destroy them.

      That’s a vow I always intend to keep.

      Santiago, though, points at the table, and only then do I see a folder on it that doesn’t belong to me. “I think you need to look at that before you refuse.”

      I flip it open and freeze when the photo of my mother comes into view.

      Do it for Mommy, Callum.

      My hand squeezes into a fist, while barely controlled rage threatens to rise to the surface.

      All these years, I purposely stayed away from trying to find anything on her, because the minute my eyes landed on her… I’d have killed her. Luke just made sure she didn’t use any other poor kid and handled her. He never elaborated on what that meant.

      “What are you hoping to achieve?” I’m not even bothered enough to ask how he has this information. “I couldn’t give two shits about this woman’s whereabouts.”

      “Turn to the next page,” he replies, and I do, my eyes widening at the information laid out there, and unfamiliar emotions rush through me. “This is not everything, of course. There is a price to pay.” He leans closer. “Like your club.”

      I ignore him, my focus still on the paper, while different memories from my childhood emerge one after another. And in this moment, I want to kill Santiago with my bare hands for bringing me this, because now I can never block it all away.

      Not until I get all my answers.

      “The contract will be under my rules.”

      Santiago clacks his tongue. “I’m not sure you’re in a position to make demands, Callum.”

      Finally, I gather all my self-control and place an unreadable mask on my face, meeting his stare head-on. “If I were you, I wouldn’t antagonize me. I don’t play nice.”

      Something flashes in his eyes. Was the fucker testing me? And then he nods and gets up, saluting me. “Draw whatever contract you want; we will sign it. After it’s done, you’ll get the rest of the information.”

      He opens the door but my question halts his movements. “Do you know what happened to Artem?” If he found me, he must have done research on both of us.

      I can’t even explain why I’m asking this question. Like I said, we were never friends. Just three kids thrown into a nightmare together, who managed to escape.

      Santiago looks over his shoulder. “Yeah, his name is Arson now, and he doesn’t give a fuck about the past… just like you.” The way he says it, with a weird note lacing his tone, makes me think he wished we did.

      Why though?

      But before I can ask anything else, he disappears, leaving as swiftly as he came.

      And like all four dark horsemen do…

      He leaves chaos in his wake.

      

      Callum

      “We are here, sir,” Henderson says and snaps me away from my thoughts.

      Nodding, I open the door and throw over my shoulder, “You’re invited too. Park the car and come inside; enjoy the wedding.”

      “Will do, sir.”

      At least someone is excited about the wedding.

      I tilt my head back, scanning the high-as-fuck hotel.

      Yes, that will be one good high one to fall from and smash one’s brain on the ground.

      Having the wedding reception here was my plan from the very beginning.

      I stop in my tracks when I see four men standing in a circle, broodily watching passing people while silently communicating between each other, if the motion of their heads is anything to go by.

      When they notice me, they spin around to face me and wave like fucking idiots. “What are you doing here?”

      Octavius frowns, sighing dramatically. “Is this the way to greet your guests?”

      “I didn’t invite you,” I say, trying to understand what their game is.

      The Four Dark Horsemen don’t show up just for the fuck of it. There is always a secret agenda, and right now I’m in no mood to pay the price.

      Santiago shrugs. “Since you invited them—” He points behind his back, and my eyes widen when Lachlan and Arson come into view, strolling toward us. “—we voted on joining the fun as well.”

      “What the fuck is going on here?” I address Lachlan, who merely lifts a brow and replies, “Hello to you too.”

      “I didn’t invite any of you. Why did you show up?” We might run in the same circles and all, but I had no intention of having them here.

      They are formed groups and brotherhoods while I stayed away, alone. Never truly accepted by anyone so right now I couldn’t give two shits about them.

      “Jaxon couldn’t make it, so he apologizes,” Arson says.

      Florian, the broodiest of them all, states. “They’re fighting with Gael MacGregor over a woman.”

      “Love triangle,” Remi whistles, and they share a laugh.

      Yeah, right.

      “Why are you here?” I ask again, and by the tone of my voice, they know I’m serious. All amusement leaves their faces, and they remind me of the serial killers they are.

      Octavius simply says. “Callum, we are one twisted family.” Bullshit, there is something else but none of them wants to share.

      “Right. Was I family when you blew up my club?”

      Florian waves his hand. “We were just bored and wanted to see how it flamed up.”

      Like I said, these assholes are crazy.

      But before I can comment on the statement, the elevator door a few feet away from us opens and I see Isla emerging, wearing a long, orange dress. “Callum!” she greets me, quickly reaching my side, and presses a kiss to my cheek. “The bride is almost ready.”

      I hear a slight growl next me and decide to ignore Octavius.

      Where is his head anyway?

      A serial killer and a police officer relationship has disaster written all over it.

      “I just need to grab Giselle’s dress and then—” Her phone rings in her purse, and she takes it out, stepping away, and that’s when the Walker family walks in.

      Every single one of them, including Kevin.

      Martina and Lucy smile at us while Marvin and Alfred go past, straight to the sort of reception area where the buffet is, and a poker table is set up to pass time while waiting for the ceremony to start.

      “Callum, congratulations.” Martina pats my shoulder and I step away, detesting her touch. “I’m sure you’ll be a great husband to my daughter.”

      “Step-daughter.” From the corner of my eye, I glance at Lachlan who tenses, scanning Martina from head to toe, but he says nothing.

      Are his instincts telling him something?

      I don’t examine the emotion though, because Isla comes back, defeat written all over her face. “I’m sorry, Callum, a case came up. I have to go. I’ll do my best to be back.” Then she turns to Lucy. “Could you please go to Giselle and take her the dress?” It’s evident Isla hates having to ask, because based on reports, she hates Lucy.

      Lucy though jumps in excitement, nods, and listens to instructions about where to find it.

      All while I wonder why satisfaction from the most important day in my life doesn’t come.

      I’ll claim my Persephone and punish the one man who destroyed my life.

      But I can’t help but feel restless, as if I’m about to become a loser instead of a winner in this game of ours.

      

      Giselle

      The wind slips through the open window, blowing the white-as-snow curtains in different directions as the sound of the rain that started a few minutes ago, pelting the street and balcony, echoes in the night.

      Even Mother Nature cries with me today.

      I resume brushing my hair, again and again, while goose bumps slowly pop up on my skin and spread over my entire body as fear shakes me.

      But no matter how cold or afraid I am, I stay where I am, brushing my hair while the lapels of my silky robe rise a little under nature’s assault.

      My bare feet rub against each other while the red nails bring special attention to them.

      My smoky eyes and red lipstick emphasize my features, and the woman gazing at me in the mirror is beautiful.

      Even if sorrow and despair are reflected on her face.

      Someone knocks on the door, and then Lucy enters, gorgeous as always, and my brows lift.

      So, the family showed up after all; their radio silence for two days made me think they’d changed their minds.

      Not that it matters either way.

      Lucy squeals and shakes the dress bag in her hand. “Your wedding dress is here! Oh my God, you are so beautiful! And Isla had a call from work, some emergency. She promised to be back as soon as possible.” She places the dress on the bed, unzipping the bag, and a red-as-roses ballroom gown comes into view.

      She frowns, biting her lip, and then shifts her gaze to me. “Umm… is it supposed to be red, or did Frankie mix it up?”

      I shouldn’t be shocked Callum chose her design for his bride, nothing but the best for Hades, right?

      “I think so,” I whisper and put the hairbrush in the drawer. I dip the makeup brush in the powder and lightly rub my face as Lucy continues to gush about the reception happening downstairs.

      “This hotel is to die for, and oh my God, a honeymoon on the island! My God, you scored it big, sis!” She leans forward, whispering, “Not to mention how hot Callum is.”

      Uneasiness rushes through me at her last words, and the green-eyed monster I thought died when I uncovered the truth about her rears its ugly head and is ready to snap at Lucy at any moment. The anger I buried inside me months ago comes crashing back, like a wave ruining everything in its wake.

      Callum is not hers to admire or make comments about. He is mine!

      “You shouldn’t be concerned with my fiancé.” Steel laces my tone, and she pauses in the middle of unpacking my dress, tensing.

      “I didn’t mean it like—”

      “Like what? That you want to screw him or steal him like you did Kevin?” I ask sternly, applying one more layer of lipstick before running my fingers through my brown locks and splaying them evenly on my back. “I guess it’s too late for that, since we’re getting married in an hour.” Catching her stare in the mirror, I raise my brow. “Or do you want to try your luck?”

      She pales and her lips wobble while she darts her eyes all over the place before whispering, “It wasn’t like that. We fell in love. Why are you so cruel?”

      Hollow laughter slips past my lips, and I swirl on the chair, facing her. “Cruel? How ironic.” Tapping my chin with my fingers, I say, “You certainly didn’t care about my feelings when you cheated with Kevin.”

      “I thought—” That’s the thing though; Lucy never thinks unless it’s about her own selfish desires.

      For years, I’ve catered to their whims and limitations, and bit my tongue when they hurt me. Only because everyone reminded me day after day that I should be grateful for being a Walker.

      For them taking me in when they could have said no.

      But none of them, except Darius, really loved me or cherished me. After all, everyone needs a doormat, right? And that’s exactly what I’ve become to them.

      My grandfather used me in his revenge on his son, my father sold me to the highest bidder, and my sister, time and time again, betrayed me. No one suffered any consequences for their actions.

      My family never knew the meaning of the word family, so why should I be the good guy?

      It has brought me nothing but sorrow anyway. Ever like the doormat I am, I decided to see goodness in Callum and accept his darkness, giving him my love freely and without any reservations. Only for him to spit in my face, hurting me in the process.

      “You thought what? That I forgave you? I didn’t. So please leave the room and stay away from Callum.” I add the last part without much dwelling on it.

      Serial killer or not, the man is mine, and she better keep her betraying, greedy hands away from him.

      “You are blowing my little comment out of proportion and—”

      “Leave the room,” I order again, getting up, ready to change into the dress, but she has none of it.

      Her mouth opens to argue, when a deep voice behind her stops her. “You heard your sister. Leave her alone, Lucy, so she can get ready.” Her cheeks heat up when she looks at Callum, and hiding her eyes, she rushes out of the room.  “How interesting,” he says, shutting the door.

      Ignoring him, I put on the sapphire earrings he brought last night with the demand that I wear them for the wedding. They dangle from my ears like the teardrops I can never show the world.

      How poetic and ironic.

      “Don’t worry; I won’t run away. Darius is too important to me to risk his health.” I straighten my spine, avoiding his gaze. “I need to get dressed. You can go back to the guests.” After that night, I went back to Isla, using the whole “bad luck waking up with the groom” excuse.

      I freeze when his hands wrap around me, pulling me flush against his chest, and instantly his scent and strength surround me. He digs his nose in the side of my neck, squeezing me tightly. I’m afraid to even breathe in his arms, loving it, and hating him for it.

      Because there is no love in them for me. “You are beautiful,” he whispers, and I close my eyes, letting those words wash over me and warm parts of me that have stayed frozen from his rejection.

      But reality slips back in, and I push from his arms, stepping away, and with my back still facing him, I reply, “I need to get dressed or I’ll be late. Please leave.”

      “A little more patience, Giselle.”

      “I told you, didn’t I?” My finger fumbles with the robe’s belt. “You lost your chance, and we are over.”

      “You will understand,” he promises, and I stay tense until I hear him walking away, the door closing cementing our distance.

      A girl’s wedding day is the most magical day of her life. Yet for me, it’s nothing but a nightmare.

      Shaking my head from self-pity, which has no place now, I slip out of the robe and put on the dress, allowing it to slide down my form.

      It’s a simple ball gown designed with a V back and a chiffon-mixed-with-lace skirt. It hugs me perfectly in front, emphasizing my breasts while the color adds vividness to my eyes.

      Picking up the blue pin Magnolia gave me earlier today before I disappeared into the bridal suite, I study the shape of it. Callum flew her from the island, and the woman was adamant to give me something blue and old. My resentment toward her vanished, and I took it not to hurt her feelings.

      I’m slipping into my heels while trying to adjust the pin in my hair when Martina barges inside, breathing heavily, her eyes wide, and I blink in shock. “Giselle, you need to come with me.”

      “What’s going on?” I pick up the skirt of the dress, facing her, and she whimpers, wiping away a tear. “Darius.”

      My heart stops and then pulses rapidly. “Grandpa?”

      “He’s had a stroke! Please, you need to hurry and come with me.”

      “Of course.” We run to the hallway, and I rush toward the elevator on the far end but she catches my elbow and drags me to another one. “Not this way, my dear. All the press is by the main door. We have an ambulance waiting by the back door.”

      “Oh, okay.” All the way there, thousands of thoughts rush through my mind, one uglier than the last, because my grandpa is everything.

      The only person who never lied to me.

      Finally, once I dash outside into the empty street behind the hotel with the rain still pouring, I see no ambulance and only a black van. “What’s—” I start to say, but then something hard hits me from behind, and instant pain assaults me, but my cry of pain is silenced when a cloth with a weird smell is pressed to my lips.

      Slowly, my body loses its strength, and everything goes blank.

      Sometimes, true monsters hide behind the most beautiful masks.
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      Callum, 27 years old

      “Sir, we’re here,” London says, parking the vehicle on the side of the road as I look through the window at the spacious ranch.

      The small, brick house has two floors and is surrounded by acres of land filled with cacti and a few horses. The riding ring itself is so small it’s a wonder their horses are still alive.

      But what is most striking is the vivid display of phalaenopsis orchids all over the house, porch, and swing. They cover the doors and furniture so gracefully that one might think they’re part of the original design.

      The green grass is perfectly cut, all in all showcasing a colorful scene in this dry part of Texas. One must be really skilled in botany and gardening to create this beauty here.

      Not that I give two shits about the owner’s ability with flowers.

      Nodding to London, I get out of the car and put on my sunglasses, ready to walk the few steps to the door and face the man I’ve been subconsciously searching for my whole life.

      I have only one question, and I want the answer now; maybe then the boy still residing in me somewhere deep down will find his peace.

      But before I can make a single step in the house’s direction, I see a woman strolling from the back of the barn, her rich laughter floating on the air and stirring something inside me.

      She is wearing a purple summer dress that flares around her legs in the light breeze. Her rich, dark locks cascade down her spine. On her head, she has a crown made out of flowers in the colors of the rainbow. Her porcelain skin just begs to be touched while her eyes sparkle under the sun.

      Look at me, describing her like a fucking poet.

      I’ve never seen a more mesmerizing woman in my entire existence, and considering I’ve fucked so hard and so much, according to the rumors spread, it’s saying something.

      But then she starts hopping and raises one barefooted leg up, inspecting it, and that’s when the door opens.

      Darius snaps me out of my haze with his stern tone. “Giselle,” he huffs in exasperation, “I told you to wear shoes.”

      The woman though adjusts the flowers on her head, shrugging. “You know I love to feel the softness of the grass under my toes.”

      I’ve wanted to meet the man for the last two years, but nothing has prepared me for the impact that’s slammed into me and almost knocked me on my ass. I wanted to come and ask—no, demand answers. And based on his answers, prepare a verdict for him that will end it once and for all.

      But then I see it.

      The love shining brightly directed at the woman, while he watches her with such adoration and… warmth.

      “Come inside and eat.”

      “Grandpa!” she exclaims, and the air leaves my lungs. “You are so grumpy today.”

      Grandpa.

      And that’s when my plans change.

      I no longer wish to ask any questions, because no matter his reply, the beast roaring inside me will never be satisfied with it.

      No, instead, I want to bring him the worst pain possible.

      Take away the one thing he loves most.

      His granddaughter.

      

      Callum

      Taking the file from the drawer in the groom’s room, I close my eyes and exhale heavily anticipating the culmination of my plan.

      All the years of planning… searching… imagining, it’s finally here.

      Where my past ends and my future begins, with no still time in between.

      I’ll settle the score once and for all.

      Magnolia pops her head in. “Callum, the priest has arrived. The wedding should start in thirty minutes.”

      The woman’s wanted me to get hitched for so long I’m surprised she’s not doing a victory dance. “Good.”

      She disappears, and I follow her, walking to the reception area where all the guests are waiting for the party to start.

      I see the serial killers playing poker at a table with Alfred Walker giving them a death stare.

      Not that he can do much if he wants to participate in this wedding, and he won’t miss it. After all, I’m an eligible bachelor, worthy of his attention, even if I told him off the other night. In me, he sees the only suitable candidate to manage his company once he dies, thinking the Walker fortune will be too irresistible for me to say no.

      If he only knew I want to forever destroy his legacy because he made Giselle’s life a living hell.

      I shift my attention to Darius watching the guys with interest as he looks at their cards. He probably dreams about playing, since Giselle put a veto on his gambling addiction.

      I address him, my voice booming through the room and snapping all eyes to me. “Darius, is it possible to talk with you for a minute?” His brows lift in surprise, but he nods, placing his cup of coffee on the table, and moves toward me slowly, carefully stepping with his cane.

      Santiago though reaches me before him, almost jumping from his poker seat. “Callum, at your fucking wedding?” he whispers for my ears only, and Arson has his eyes on us too.

      Fucking fantastic.

      Why the fuck do they think they’re my friends all of a sudden? Last time I checked, we wanted nothing to do with each other and accepted the way it was.

      Now it seems everyone considers it their right to give me advice in life. I want to take the map and shove it into their face, so they can show me where I asked for it. “Perfect timing.”

      “Yeah, what a gift to your bride.” We share a look, and he raises his hands. “If you don’t get any tonight, you know who is to blame,” he says breezily, like I forgot to buy her milk or something.

      Instead of killing her grandpa.

      “Son, you wanted to talk?” Darius asks, and I focus my stare on him, taking in all the wrinkles on his face and his fragile state. He coughs a little into his tissues, smiling. “Is my flower girl having jitters before the wedding and needs to calm down?” He leans on the cane. “I can prepare her mint tea; it always soothes her.”

      Love slips into every word along with the softness flashing in his face.

      He loves Giselle, truly and unconditionally loves her, despite the truth.

      And that love became his and her downfall.

      “Can we take it outside?” I lower my voice, leaning closer. “Don’t want Alfred to eavesdrop.” The old man already studies us, almost red with a rage that probably eats him alive.

      Besides, he already knows half of the truth; that’s why he treated Giselle like shit most of her life.

      The time will come to uncover all truths, but right now, I have to focus on my revenge.

      “Of course, of course.” Darius trails after me as I enter the hallway and go to the elevator on this floor. I press the roof button and he frowns. “It’s a bit windy for the roof, and it just stopped raining.” He pats me on the arm, and I hold back the instinct to snatch it away, as I hate his touch. “Don’t want you to get sick.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about me.” Under other circumstances, I would have laughed at his protection, because it comes too little too late.

      The elevator dings, and we exit onto the roof, the wind snapping us in our faces, and Darius gulps for breath. “Dear God,” he murmurs, turning away so the wind is hitting his back now and ruffling his hair. “What did you want to talk about, son?”

      Stepping away from him, I reach the middle of the roof and widen my arms, greeting this moment.

      Twenty-five years.

      That’s how long it has taken us to reach this place. “I always wanted to do it here. The perfect place for the perfect time,” I announce and shift my gaze back to him.

      He blinks. “Son?” Confusion laces his tone, so I throw a folder at him. He doesn’t catch it, but it lands open at his feet, the plastic pages flipping open wildly in the wind, showcasing photo after photo of the boy in different stages of life.

      Somehow, Santiago managed to find even my school photos.

      He freezes, his eyes glued to them while he fists the top of the cane, panting for breath. “I’m not your son,” I say, clacking my tongue. “But I am your grandson.”

      He rasps something barely audible to me while kneeling on the ground, turning page after page, tracing his fingers over them. “You are—” he whispers, raising his gaze to me along with my four-year-old picture that he pulled out of a plastic pocket.

      “Jessie Desmond in the flesh,” I introduce myself by my given name, tasting it in my mouth and wanting to spit afterward. It doesn’t suit me, and I can’t recall my life as Jessie.

      Except for one memory that remains very vivid, waking me up at night. I always thought it was a mirage, a figment of my imagination before Santiago showed up with his file, giving me the truth my subconscious always knew.

      “Jessie, come here,” Grandpa calls, and I giggle, plastering myself against his knee.

      He pats me on my back and picks me up, while I squeal, enjoying looking down from such height.

      Grandpa is so big!

      Hugging him close, I put my head on his shoulder. “Mommy is sick,” I say, frowning at the hospital room where she lies with doctors around her.

      It smells so weird; my nose always twitches here. Mommy says it’s the medicine, and it will end soon anyway, as we’ll be home in no time.

      “She needs rest, my prince,” Grandpa whispers and props me on his shoulder. “Let’s go.”

      My brows furrow. “Where? Mommy said I have to stay here.” And I never go against her wishes; we are a team and all by ourselves. That’s why I should always do what she says.

      “I have an adventure for you.”

      “Adventure?” I clap my hands, all while Grandpa goes outside, the sun shining on me, and I whine, “Too bright.” But Grandpa only hugs me close, rocking me in his arms. “It will be just for a little while, and I will come back soon. Okay?”

      “What?” He comes to a pick-up truck. I know the name, because Mommy has one, and he greets some strange woman. “I’ll be in Dallas in a week.”

      She nods and hops inside the truck while Grandpa settles me on the seat, snapping the belt around me. “I don’t want to go,” I tell him, pulling at his sleeve, but he palms my head and kisses my forehead. “It’s for the best, Jessie. This is an adventure, everything will be good.” He waits a bit and adds, “This lady will be with you. She will be nice to you.”

      His voice is cold now, and I hear her snort, “Relax, old man. What will I do to a kid?” He doesn’t reply to her but kisses me again before moving back.

      “No, Grandpa! I don’t want to. Don’t leave me here alone!” I shout, but he’s already closed the door as the lady starts the pickup.

      I slap on the window, screaming, “Grandpa! Mommy, Mommy!” She once told me if I scream loud enough, she would always come to the rescue. Where is she?

      “Mommy!” I whine, crying loudly, and the lady from the front snaps.

      “Shut your mouth, kid.” But then she stops by the funny light on the street and looks at me again, longer. “Aren’t you pretty?”

      The flashback ends so abruptly, leaving nothing but a void and betrayal in its wake.

      The person who was supposed to love me… fed me to the monster.

      “Jessie,” he whispers, getting up on wobbling legs, still holding the picture. “You are my Jessie?”

      “My name is Callum. Jessie died the day you sold me to that bitch.”

      He whimpers as if I hit him, and the sound is music to my ears. I should find pleasure at least in small things, right?

      “Since I found out about you,” I say, gazing into the clear blue sky above us while the wind blows in my face, “all I wanted to do was ask you one single question.”

      Darius exhales heavily, and I turn around to see him covering his mouth with his wrinkled hand while he holds on to the railing.

      “One single question,” I repeat, and close my eyes while flashbacks of my childhood play like a colorful movie in my head. “Why did you lie about my existence? Switch babies. Why?” Tears form in his eyes while he gasps for breath. “Once I saw your picture, I’ve replayed that day when you left me over in my head almost constantly.” I roll my finger near my temple. “All the fucking time. And no matter how much I try… I can never find justification for that.” He still stays silent, this time tears sliding down his cheeks while his green eyes drill into me. “Why?”

      The gust of wind hits us so hard it’s difficult to breathe for a second, and I inhale the rich city smell. Somehow it keeps me grounded in the present, not allowing me to sink into the fear and desperation that small boy experienced when he was torn away from the life he knew.

      “She used to dress me as a girl and sell me to guys so they could fuck me.” He chokes on his cry, but fuck him. I experienced it; he can damn fucking listen. “I never understood why she didn’t feel anything toward me. How could a mother do that to her child, right?” A hollow laugh erupts from me, slipping coldness into each word. “But turned out she wasn’t mine.” I clack with my tongue. “Not that I was disappointed.”

      “I—”

      “Then I was sold into human trafficking. Those were hilarious years too.”

      “Oh, God,” he murmurs, horrified, but nothing can stop me now.

      “And then became a serial killer. Hades—I’m sure you’ve heard of me.” Satisfaction almost pours from me when I notice him pale with every new tidbit of information. “So you see, with your one decision, you really gave me one heck of a life.”

      He glances at the sidewalk from the rooftop and understanding crosses his face, since he is probably familiar with my signature.

      He figured out I always wanted to kill him?

      At least my grandfather dearest isn’t stupid; I’ll give him that.

      “I wanted to protect you,” he finally speaks out, leaning on the railing, holding his heart.

      I chuckle, finding it fucking hilarious, all things considered. “Well, your protection kind of sucked.”

      He runs his hand over his face and continues, ignoring my words, gazing into space as if remembering something. “You were such a small, sweet boy. When my daughter had you… you were her everything.” My heart stills in my chest, his words sinking into my bruised childhood like claws demanding emotions I’m unable to give. “I knew Walker would do everything to find his grandson if he heard about you. An heir that he could raise right. Under his strict rules, God knows what he planned after Marvin, his failed attempt.” He gulps a breath. “I had to give you away before he got to know about you. Ironically, my daughter never told Marvin about you. She was afraid he would take you. But they had an affair again, while you were little. And she got pregnant. Again.”

      I almost wish he would shut up, because no matter what he says, it doesn’t and won’t ever justify the shit he pulled. “You can—”

      He raises his hand, shutting me up. “You said your piece, boy, now let me say mine.” I turn around, not wanting to see him in this moment while his voice crumbles my self-control with new details. “Walker knew about this one. He told to me to watch her pregnancy and make sure nothing happened to her. But when she was giving birth, there were complications. The baby died, and she had only you.”

      “So you decided to sell me?” I light a cigarette, needing it like crack when he explains his destructive plans that make little sense to me.

      “The woman I gave you to didn’t want her baby, a little girl. A girl could survive in the Walker household; a boy would have not. At least that’s what I thought, but he had no mercy for a girl either.” I exhale the smoke, concentrating on its bitter taste. “I sealed a deal with her. I paid her enough money to watch over you, while she agreed to change babies. A dead one to her, hers to my daughter. Your mother didn’t know the truth,” he adds sadly, probably mourning over his daughter. “She never forgave me. That’s why she took Giselle and ran away, brokenhearted over the loss of you.”

      My mother. At least I had a mother who loved me.

      “She was supposed to watch you and let me visit. But she vanished, and I could never track her.”

      “Sounds just like Mommy dearest.” Darius sure as fuck was a naïve fool. She’d probably already calculated her income the minute she saw me. I was a pretty boy on all accounts, even back when I was four. Considering she started selling me at five, it didn’t take her long to form her plan.

      “I never gave you up, Callum. Please believe that,” he begs, and I spin around to face him again, just in time for him to take a step in my direction. “I just wanted you to have a normal life.”

      “Are you fucking insane?” I shout, the words ripping from my throat. “Normal life?” I drop the cigarette and lock my hands behind my head, pacing back and forth, because control is slowly slipping through my fingers. “My plan all along was to take away your granddaughter, tell you the truth, and throw you to the streets to die.” He blinks, nodding, accepting it. “But you know what’s funny?” I walk to the rail and grab it harshly, to the point my knuckles turn white. “I no longer want to do that. My revenge will have no point.”

      Isn’t it ironic?

      Love became my ultimate downfall as well.

      “You understand me?” he asks with surprise lacing his voice, and something akin to… hope?

      Hope is an illusion that has no place in my life. Never did any good anyway.

      “I love Giselle, truly love her with all my heart, if it fucking exists. And when I think, what if you didn’t switch babies? She would have lived this nightmare of mine.” He cries again, sighing into his palm. “God, I can’t even imagine someone hurting her. I don’t want to imagine it. So I can’t ask for revenge for this. Because you saved the woman I love from my nightmare. And for that, I thank you and grant you your life, but stay away from me. I never know when I might change my mind.” I say and walk away, forever freeing myself from the fury brewing in my bones.

      I can never change my past that belongs to fucked-up people who made bad choices.

      My future though… only has a place for Giselle.

      The boy crying in the pink dress on the floor after his mom beat him because he refused to watch a second cartoon with the new customer… that boy who lived inside me all along and wondered why this all happened to him.

      He has finally found peace.

      Because unknowingly, he’d protected a beautiful girl all his life.

      This answer is satisfying enough to withstand all storms, even if the scars and pain will never go away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Callum

      The minute I’m in the main hallway, I know something is wrong. The hackles rise on the back of my neck while adrenaline rushes through me, alerting me to danger.

      My instincts never lie, so I press on the elevator button several times, needing to go back to Giselle’s room. The ceremony is scheduled to start in ten minutes; she should still be in her room.

      When the elevator arrives though, Lucy darts out of it, panic written all over her features.

      “Callum!” She grabs my elbows, her eyes watering and lips wobbling. “I can’t find Giselle.” She hiccups a little, closing her mouth with her palm, and by the smell of alcohol, I know she’s been drinking. “She left!”

      Everything inside me freezes, turning into ice, even the beast roaring in my depths. Instead, calm settles over me, the calm of a monster who reins in its fire.

      Putting my hands on her shoulders, I shake her a little and her teeth snap, momentarily ending her panic. When her attention is on me, I ask, “What happened?” I need all the facts before I can proceed.

      If my Giselle ran away, I will catch her and bring her back. The only question is when.

      Willing or not, she will be mine.

      “Magnolia told me to check on the bride, as we were supposed to wait downstairs till the ceremony starts,” she whines into her palms again, so I shake her once more. “I knocked several times, but she didn’t reply. When I entered, she was nowhere to be seen. I searched for her all over, but then—” Her voice hitches, while she shrinks under my stare, and I barely restrain myself from choking the shit out of her.

      “She what?” I demand.

      Lucy pushes a letter into my chest, and I snatch it up, scanning it quickly.

      
        
        Callum,

        I know everything.

        Everything.

        I can’t be with you.

        Giselle

      

      

      Fisting the note in my hand, I count to ten mentally so I won’t roar into space while Lucy steps back.

      “What’s going on?” Santiago stops next to us. “Callum?”

      Without another word, I give him the letter. He frowns, and that’s when the rest of the guys show up.

      “Everything all right?” Lachlan asks as Arson scans me from head to toe, searching for a clue, but I give him none.

      I’m absolutely calm, after all.

      “Giselle.” I finally push the words through my throat, mentally preparing myself to spin into action. “She’s been kidnapped.”

      Because this letter is nothing but bullshit.

      And that’s what scares me the most.

      Who took my woman, if all my enemies and allies alike are in this building?

      

      Giselle

      Groggy and disoriented, I snap my eyes open and wince, groaning. Piercing pain assaults my scalp, and I have trouble breathing. I don’t want to move for fear it will come back. “What’s going on?” My dry throat demands water, but none is in sight.

      Only then does it register in my mind that I’m in a closed space, because darkness completely surrounds me, and the floor under me is moving.

      I sit up, groaning again and touching the back of my head, detecting a bump under my fingers. “What’s going on?” I repeat, and that’s when the movement stops, and my head bangs against the wall behind me. “For the love of God!” And then memories come crashing back at me, my stomach flipping as fear and shock travel through me.

      Martina kidnapped me on my wedding day!

      Before I can digest this information, the door of the minivan—I understand now where I am—opens, and Martina greets me, pointing a gun at me.

      “Get out.” I blink in shock, and she screeches, “Get out of the car.”

      “Martina, we can talk—” The words stick in my throat when I see two men, bodyguards by the looks of them, holding their own guns at me, while Martina barks again, “Get out of the fucking car before I shoot you, Giselle.”

      Dear God, what the hell is going on?

      I scoot forward, my legs tangling in the all the chiffon, and Martina huffs in exasperation, motioning with her head to one of the guards.

      He grabs my elbow and drags me out, digging his beefy fingers into my skin, and I cry out. “Careful. Let go of me!” I tell him, finally standing on the ground. Shaking and frowning, I glance down and lift my dress.

      One of my heels is broken, so I’m tilting to the right side while my left ankle aches.

      Pulling away my elbow, I toe off the shoes and step barefoot on the concrete.

      Martina moves in front of me, and I open my mouth to ask her why she is acting like a psycho, when she hits me hard with the back of her gun. Instantly, pain travels through my jaw, and for a second, I can’t even move it. Then she fists my hair and presses the tip of the gun to my temple, her face twisted in an evil grimace, and I don’t recognize the woman I’ve known for so long.

      “You always fucked up my plans.” She pulls at my hair, and I hold back a whimper, not wanting to give her the satisfaction of hurting me. I can’t even wiggle out of her hold with all the guns pressing behind me.

      She sure planned this whole thing well!

      “I was willing to be patient, but a baby?” Her gun slides to my waist and then shifts to my stomach, where she digs it painfully, and a groan slips past my lips. “This baby ruins everything. If you think I will let you give Alfred Walker his rightful heir before Lucy does, you are out of your mind.”

      A baby? Rightful heir? What is she talking about?

      “I’ve worked so hard all these years… not for bastards like Callum and you to take it away from me.” With that, she barks at the guards, “Take her to the garden. Are the supplies there?”

      “Yes, we prepared it as you asked.”

      Her mouth lifts in a sinister smile as she puffs out her chest in satisfaction, and she pulls my hair harder. With my scalp aching, I feel like she’s plucking my hair out. “The time has come to end it where it all began.” She points at the house and my eyes widen. “Maybe if I ended it all thirty years ago, nothing would have happened.”

      She spins around and saunters toward the gates. A guard grasps my elbow, hauling me after her, but I push my heels into the ground, halting their movements and screaming at her. “Martina, are you insane? Stop it!”

      She ignores my words, continuing to stroll to wherever she wants while one of the guards bumps me on the back of my knees, making me wobble. I can barely stand upright. The guards curse next to me and lift me up, dragging me to their destination.

      I won’t surrender so easily though! “You think they won’t search for me?” I might have been difficult, but Callum will move hell and everything else for me.

      That’s a truth my heart knows, despite all the darkness he lives in.

      Martina’s laughter echoes in the night, her head thrown back, and then she shakes it at me. “You are so naïve.” She comes closer and lifts my chin, while I twist to the side, avoiding her touch. “Dead don’t talk, darling.”

      And then she points to the right to the far end of the garden, where I see a shovel sticking in the soil near the Walker oak tree.

      Shock and fear zip through me, settling in the pit of my stomach, as Martina whispers in my ear, her happy voice sending shivers down my spine and chilling my blood.

      “I’m going to bury you alive.”

      

      Callum

      Arson types various instructions effortlessly on the computer, but the big screen shows nothing but a bunch of code names I don’t understand.

      “Faster.”

      He doesn’t miss a beat or even take his eyes away from the laptop while replying, “Don’t order me.” And with that, another fucking code shows up, and another one.

      I shift my attention to my right, where Santiago plays the footage from the hallway cameras in the hotel, finding Martina and Giselle running from the room while they both engage in some kind of conversation. “Why is she with her?” I murmur, and Arson points at the second screen, the surveillance camera from behind the building. “There is a black minivan. The kidnappers must’ve come from it.”

      “But who would want to kidnap them both?” I wonder, the dots in my head not connecting.

      Based on the research I did before destroying Giselle’s life as she knew it, Martina and she had nothing in common. They didn’t go to the same places or interact with the same people. The photos available of them were only taken during functions.

      “Does it make sense, given their relationship?” Lachlan asks, and I shake my head.

      He rubs his cane over his chin, and exchanges looks with Arson. “What?”

      “Have you considered she is helping the kidnappers? Maybe they need it for Marvin’s campaign?” one of them suggests, but I dismiss the idea.

      Everyone who knows Marvin knows he doesn’t give a rat’s ass about his family. He would prefer to play devastated at losing someone he loves and use it in his voting game, over giving money to kidnappers any day.

      But they’re right.

      Those people would have needed help from the inside.

      “You don’t think you rushed into marriage too quickly?” Martina asks me while I adjust my bow tie, wondering why the fuck she decided to speak to me.

      “No.” She’s in for a surprise if she expects friendly chats.

      “Is there a reason for you to hurry?” The way she says those words, as if coating them with double meaning, grates on my nerves.

      Fed up with it, I dish out, “Yes. Our desire to have a baby.”

      Arson chooses this moment to click his fingers. “Found the van. It moved through the streets leading to her grandfather’s mansion, based on all the cameras I hacked.”

      And that’s when Tank’s call from back home a few days ago makes sense. He said someone has been in Texas digging for my past, but he couldn’t locate the person. I didn’t give many shits, because finding the truth was almost impossible.

      Unless you knew my past pre-Callum identity and had a lot of resources.

      “Martina didn’t help them,” I say, and the guys raise their eyes to me. “She is the kidnapper.”

      And the monster inside me finally roars, demanding blood and vengeance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Giselle

      “Faster,” Martina orders the guards, who wipe the sweat from their foreheads before they resume digging the ground, shoveling the soil up as the hole becomes deeper and deeper. They are almost shoulder-high in it. How deep does Martina need it to be to bury me?

      I sit on the grass on my knees as the dress, along with the veil, encircles me. I’m surprised the thing hasn’t fallen off.

      I’d probably make the perfect image for a magazine if not for the bruises on my face and my hands held together with metal handcuffs that jangle with each move. She secured them so tight they rub my skin, pinching whenever I try to get them off. The wounds will fester if I don’t treat them.

      That’s assuming I’m going to survive this.

      She brought me to Grandfather’s mansion of all places! Does she think burying me here won’t ever be discovered? She kidnapped me from my own wedding; she’ll obviously be a suspect.

      I glance around and know I just need an opening to run away. Snatch the gun from Martina, and then I can run behind the house to the gates at the east wing that are hidden from most people.

      Grandfather used to tell me that back in the day, the owner planted rose bushes all around it so enemies wouldn’t know he had a secret passage to sneak out. This way his family was always protected in case terrible danger came for them.

      Nothing speaks terrible danger more than a stepmother wanting to bury you alive!

      I blink when I see something silvery glistening in the chiffon, and I scrunch my eyes before focusing my stare on it again.

      Is that a hair pin? The one Magnolia gave me to use as something blue before Martina showed up and I dropped it?

      It must have hooked into the chiffon.

      Oh my God, I’ll kiss that woman if I get out of here.

      Martina points the gun back at me, and I freeze, afraid to spook her. Shifting a little so the side with the pin won’t be visible to her, I plead again, even though I detest every word. “Martina, please stop this madness.”

      She kicks me in the side with the tip of her shoe, and I sway a little, gritting my teeth.

      “Shut your mouth. I should have killed you a long time ago,” she says, and my brows furrow at such hatred in her voice.

      How could she have hidden all these emotions from me through the years? “What have I ever done to you?” I ask in disbelief. Breathing through the ache, I place my hands on the chiffon, fisting it, and fingering the pin into my palm.

      “Darius brought you here. I thought I was done with your stupid-ass mother when her second baby died. I knew he wouldn’t bring the boy here. But no, he had to come up with a different plan!” She takes out a pack of cigarettes from her jacket, puts one in her mouth, and lights it up, all while dangling the freaking gun in front of me.

      Hopefully soon she will turn her attention to the guards, allowing me to use the pin to free myself.

      But then I pause when her words register in my mind. “Second baby?” I rasp and she laughs, puffing smoke all around us.

      “Oh, I forgot. You don’t know the truth. Callum didn’t tell you, huh?” She hunches in front of me, the ash of her cigarette falling on my dress and staining it, burning the cloth. “You are not a Walker, Giselle.” She shrugs. “Not by blood anyway.”

      “What?” She has lost her mind for good. What else explains this statement?

      “Darius’s daughter gave birth to two of Marvin’s kids.” Anger flashes in her face before she inhales on the cigarette again. “He couldn’t resist the stupid bitch. Do you know he still has her pictures in his desk drawer?” Hollow chuckles, and then she continues, “Marvin didn’t know about the first baby. But four years later, she got pregnant again. And then everybody knew.” Her voice turns deadly, all while shock crashes into me with one revelation after another. I can’t do anything but sit in stunned silence. “We were married, but he wanted to leave me for that bitch. I couldn’t allow that. I knew Alfred would cherish the kid; he hated Marvin.”

      “So you—”

      “So I found her address. She didn’t know me. I pretended to be a social worker, helping her with the kids. And I saw that boy, the heir to the throne.” Her breathing labors, and she almost shakes from the rage. “My worst nightmare, because I couldn’t get pregnant. The Walker fortune was about to slip through my fingers.”

      A boy?

      A four-year-old boy?

      No, God, please. No! My mind screams all this at me, but the brutal truth is not kept hidden for long when Martina gloats, reading my face. “That boy’s name was Jessie, but you call him Callum.” Callum is a Walker? My mother’s child?

      Does this mean…

      Martina sighs, clicking her fingers and snapping me from my shock momentarily. “Focus and don’t go all pale. He’s not your brother.”

      But how can he be my mother’s child and not be… I exhale a heavy breath when an invisible power slams into me, as if tons of bricks fall on me with the realization. “I added a special drug to her cup and her water broke. Her precious little girl died in the hospital. I wanted to take care of the boy, but Darius took care of that. He switched the babies with your biological mother, and then gave that woman Callum. For protection, but we both know how that turned out.” She chuckles. “The bitch didn’t mind me giving her a bigger sum so she could disappear and then sell the boy to the highest bidders.”

      Callum’s nightmare.

      His own grandfather subjected him to the fate of a monster? “We found peace, had Lucy, but then your mother called. She wanted help in finding her son. I don’t know how she managed to get our number.”

      Dread fills me, and a vague memory plays in my mind from a long time ago.

      Mommy coughs right before adjusting the blanket over me, removing the strands of my hair from my forehead, and smiles gently. “Now go to sleep, princess. Tomorrow is a new day.”

      I hug my teddy bear closer to my chest and ask worriedly, biting my lip, “Are you sick, Mommy?”

      “No, darling. Just a little cold. Nothing my honey tea won’t solve.” She tickles me under the chin, and I giggle, happiness spreading through me, because Mommy is okay.

      I got worried after that man at the job shouted at her and kicked us out, away from the flowers. I used to paint among them while Mommy created beauty for the customers who usually wanted something pretty for their wives and loved ones.

      “Now, sleep.” She leans down, kisses me on the forehead, and rubs my cheek. “My sweet princess.” She gets up, turns on the lamp, and is about to leave, when I tell her, “I love you, Mommy.”

      “I love you too.” She goes out, and while I burrow my face in the pillow, I hear the distant sound of the doorbell.

      The next day, Mommy is dead.

      “You killed her,” I whisper, and she snorts, the freaking ache falling on me again.

      “Of course. I couldn’t have any more kids. You think I’d have risked Alfred giving his fortune to a newly found grandson?” She pats my shoulder, but I scoot back, detesting her touch. “She had pneumonia anyway, and they thought that was the cause of her death. A little poison I gave her just sped it all up.”

      “Because you wanted the fortune.” Grandfather never shared his riches anyway. How can human life be less valuable than money?

      “Of course.” She drops her cigarette butt in the grass, dusts her hands, and gets up again. “But then you showed up. I didn’t know Darius switched kids, or that someone else was in the apartment.” Her eyes glimmer, and I shiver under the stare as pure hatred reflects in them. “I would have killed you too.”

      Oh my God!

      I fist the pin in my palm harder, vowing to myself to escape from her clutches, because that bitch is not getting another victim!

      “But you were a sweet kid, meek, and I knew you’d never get the fortune.” She scans me before huffing, “Weirdo obsessed with flowers. I got worried when you wanted to marry, because your child would endanger my chances. But my daughter took him away from you, didn’t she?” She beams proudly, her voice smug, and I want to blab to her that her daughter didn’t take away anything valuable.

      Kevin and Lucy can rot in hell for all I care.

      “Then why now?” I finally ask, coughing, because my throat is dry from all the activity.

      “He came back! I found it strange that a man like him was interested in you.” Her voice laces with distaste. “So I decided to do some digging. Thankfully, I still remembered his fake mom and found his pictures. Money talks, a little information here and there… and I understood it was him.”

      “Callum,” I clarify, still too shocked to process information about his true identity. “You were afraid he’d take it all away from you?”

      She does a weird motion with her hands up, gazes at the sky, and that’s when I put the pin in the handcuff lock, burrowing it under the chiffon while continuing to twist it back and forth, hoping to escape soon.

      Then she casts her eyes down and shifts her focus to me. “I didn’t understand his agenda at first. I ran background checks on him after that dance at the engagement. He is rich and doesn’t need the Walkers, and he made no move to claim his rightful place. And I would have let it go… except after that dinner, Alfred was in awe of him. He respected him for standing his ground, and he said the Walker fortune could be handled only by such a man in the future. That’s when I knew I had to stop the wedding, so I hired those idiots.” She motions with her head toward the awful men.

      God, greed truly has the ability to strip some people of their sanity.

      I’m not even sure she realizes how insane this plan is and that she’ll get caught. Or maybe she just lost her marbles and doesn’t care about the consequences anymore.

      “He told me about the baby you’re carrying.”

      I freeze, blinking a few times.

      What baby?

      “And I knew that was his plan!” She points her gun at my stomach, screaming. “Marrying you to punish Darius, as you are his precious princess. And to spite Walker, because his perfect blood would have mingled with yours.” She waits a beat before adding, “The daughter of a child pimp and a whore. I couldn’t have created a better revenge plan myself.”

      The breath stills in my throat, and my heart pangs painfully in my chest so much that I pause working on the cuffs while her words settle on me.

      And I don’t want to believe her… don’t want to see the truth in her statement… yet it’s looking right back at me.

      His obsession with me, his manipulation of my relationships and work, his blackmail to marry me.

      And his refusal to love me, even after I accepted his darkness.

      All this time… Callum wanted revenge?

      Did he ever want me?

      Or was he just like everybody else who used me to satisfy their desire, and as long as I served a purpose, they kept me?

      Tears threaten to escape from the corners of my eyes, but I hold them back. I can focus on my heartache later. Right now, I have to get out of this mess.

      “There is no baby,” I finally say, and she frowns, zeroing her gaze on my stomach. “He lied to you.”

      I expect her anger, but instead I see only humor. “You expect me to believe that? Like the mother who raised you, you will always protect the baby.”

      “Martina—”

      “Quiet!” Then she barks at the guards, “Dig deeper!” They do so, and she warns me, “You will die tonight, and I will put it to rest. And let’s hope precious Callum doesn’t come… or I’ll kill him too.”

      Does she even know she’s dealing with a serial killer?

      And oh, he will come after me; I have no doubt. After all, the monster considers me his and won’t ever allow anyone to harm me.

      Ironically, he’s the only one who has truly hurt me.

      Finally, I feel the lock twist, and the cuff snaps open. I throw more chiffon over it, feeling my pulse in my throat from the anticipation rushing through me.

      I need to grab someone’s gun and escape. But at the same moment I think that, a guard rushes to us, screaming, “They’re coming!”

      “Fuck,” Martina says, and orders, “Help them out until more help comes. I’ll finish here myself.” They nod, climb out of the hole, and run with the guy while Martina removes the safety from the gun and raises her brow.

      “The end is here, Giselle. Think about your sins before you go to heaven.”

      Sins, my ass.

      If only.

      Maybe if I had been a sinner, every single person in my life wouldn’t have manipulated me and destroyed pieces of my soul that I’ll never get back.

      Callum.

      A monster who made me fall in love with him, only to use it to his sick advantage over a revenge twenty-five years in the making.

      

      Callum

      “Speed up!” I shout at Santiago, punching the dashboard of the car and bending it a little with the impact.

      He gives me a sideways glance before pressing the pedal harder. “I’m going as fast as I can.”

      “Not fast enough!” I snap, barely controlling myself from shooting him for staying this calm while chaos erupts inside me, ruling my every instinct.

      Fear has spread into my veins and settled there, awakening the small boy once again who felt completely hopeless. 

      My beautiful Giselle trapped with a mad woman who wants to do God knows what to her. 

      Why fucking bitches, who play the mother roles well but beneath that role mask their madness, won’t leave me or my woman alone is beyond me.

      But with her actions, she has sealed her fate.

      “We’re almost there.” Santiago turns right, the tires screeching, and we lean to the left, so I grab the handle, steading myself. “In three seconds, to be exact.” But then he leans forward a bit and scrunches his eyes. “Well fuck, we have company.” I notice two black minivans with seven men hanging around them, holding guns. “Where did she even hire those idiots?” he wonders aloud, while I remove the safety on my gun and stash extra bullets in my pocket. 

      Santiago whistles. “With her research on your background, she has some balls creating this plan and hiring these guys.” He passes the guards and swings the car back around in a speedy circle, distracting them, and they give us baffled stares. “Showtime,” he singsongs, and I fist my hand not to deck him.

      From behind me, Arson rolls down his window, and the wind rushes in and hits us all in the face. “Let the fun begin,” he murmurs, right before firing at the van where the gas tank is, causing fuel to spill on the concrete.

      The guards shout something before firing shots too, but Santiago stays unconcerned since his car is bulletproof. “For fuck’s sake, Arson! At least wait till I can park and join the fun,” he whines, and I fucking swear I should have come here alone. 

      These two assholes live for any kind of excitement; maybe that’s why they both jumped into the car with me, claiming I needed them. 

      I’ve never needed anyone in my life… until Giselle. My light in the darkness that shines brightly, warming me in my underworld kingdom where only the dead exist.

      “Well, fuck.” Arson slaps my shoulder and points at the end of the road, where two more cars are driving our way with two guys hanging from the front seats and firing at us.

      What the fuck did that bitch promise these fuckers that so many showed up? And did she plan a fucking war or something?

      Santiago twists the car again, so our backs are facing them, and I can’t stand it anymore. “I don’t give a fuck. I need to get to her.” Santiago stops abruptly, with his side of the car facing the guns.

      I jump from the car with Arson following me while Santiago climbs over the console, joining us on the concrete, while they continue to fire at the car, which now works as a shield for us.

      “Gotta say that’s a hell of a walk down memory lane,” he says before loading his gun and peeking around the car bumper, firing, and coming back, pressing his back to the car. “One down, but there are about fifteen or more of them.”

      “I’ll kill them all,” I growl, ready to emerge and fucking shoot anyone in my way. I have to get to Giselle. If Martina hired all these guys, what the fuck has she planned for Giselle? Especially since she has nothing to lose at this point?

      With her brand of crazy, every minute counts.

      She won’t take away my wild orchid.

      Arson slaps my shoulder and pushes me down. “You’ll get yourself killed, and then you won’t be able to help her. Think rationally.”

      Bullets ricochet off the panels as the shooters jump out of their cars.

      “There is no other choice.”

      “You are a loner. That’s why you think there is no choice,” Santiago says, replacing his magazine and nodding at Arson. “We’ll go in front firing and drawing their attention. You dash straight to the gate, killing them on your way, of course. We will cover you.”

      “And die because of me? No thanks.” I can’t believe we’re wasting precious minutes on this this conversation. I rise up again, and they both do the same, but block my insistence to run. “What’s more important, your way or Giselle?” Arson asks, and I growl, agreeing with him.

      If I get a bullet in my head, I won’t be saving anyone.

      “All right.” We all use the guns in our hands, and another series of bullets are fired, this time more, and I glance over my shoulder. They’re moving closer. “Now,” I bark, and Santiago and Arson go in front, while I follow them, as we fire at the guys and duck their bullets.

      The gate is several feet away from me, and no one is guarding it, all the strength wasted on the front.

      Fire. Fire. Fire.

      The men drop to the ground, but it doesn’t stop others who shout, “Get them!” And fucking men are still ready to shoot us. We are able to duck the bullets, but it can only last for so long.

      “When I get inside, come after me,” I order the guys, but they say nothing, focused on their targets.

      But then one of guards rushes forward and fires straight at Arson, who curses, “Fuck.” The bullet enters his shoulder, and I snatch him back to the nearest oak tree. “Arson?”

      “I’m fine,” he grumbles, but I see blood spreading through his shirt, and it’s not only his shoulder. His fucking stomach too.

      Santiago is holding the fire, shooting three of them dead, and they step back while he hides behind another tree on the other side of the road.

      Thank fuck for Walker’s love for nature.

      Arson winces but pushes off the tree, gritting through his clenched teeth. “I’m good. We have no time.” He raises his hand to Santiago, who switches the magazine and nods at us. He clicks two fingers and is about to spin to shoot, with Arson doing the same, when a different kind of gunfire erupts. The guards shout loudly, yelling to go back inside the mansion.

      What the hell?

      We share a look across the perimeter, and my eyes widen when I see Jaxon firing guns along with his siblings Killian, Duncan, and Douglas, while their men line up cars behind them, rushing out to help.

      Thank fuck!

      “Go,” Arson says, pushing me in the right direction, and I give him one last squeeze before darting to the gate, with Killian yelling, “Inside!” I pass by them and see Tony, Jaxon’s right-hand man and a medic. “Arson is shot.” He nods, running to the tree, and everything else is a blur, because I finally fly through the gates.

      That’s when I hear a scream and my heart stops.

      

      Giselle 

      “Too many shots,” Martina screeches so loudly I’m afraid my ears will fall off. “Should have known those idiots wouldn’t be able to handle it.” She comes to me and fists my hair, pulling at it so hard tears form in my eyes. “Don’t send a sheep to do a wolf’s job.” She drags me to the hole, all while chanting, “Finally, finally. The legacy will be mine.”

      The gun is pressed to my side, so I comply with her and twist the cuffs in my hands, pretending to still be wearing them.

      When we reach the hole, she steps away to get the shovel and orders, “Jump in.” I almost laugh in her face. Is she really so delusional she thinks I will comply with it?

      “Go fuck yourself, Martina,” I tell her, removing the cuffs and throwing them in the hole.

      She wraps her hands around the gun, ready to shoot, but I beat her to it, snatching the shovel under my feet and hitting her arm holding the gun.

      She stumbles and falls on her back, her loud scream echoing through the garden, causing birds to take flight.

      Throwing away the shovel, I see a man running to us in the distance and recognize Callum.

      Did he come to finish the job?

      My mind is so dizzy still and a jumbled mess from all the truths discovered. I need to get away from this place, away from all these people.

      Fisting the skirts of my red ballroom dress, I run through the garden, my bare feet barely audible in the perfectly cut grass that scratches against my skin. 

      My brown locks cascade down my spine and blow back from the wind as the veil coronet made of orchids and roses entwined together slides a little, tugging on my hair.

      A mark that forever stains me. 

      Because with this marriage, Callum wanted to dish his revenge on me.

      I hear his voice behind me, a deep and husky sound that haunts me in my dreams and catches me in my nightmares. 

      Stifling back a groan of pain, I speed up my pace, ignoring the protests from every bone in my body. 

      Stopping means losing and losing means dying, those are the rules in his twisted game we’ve been playing for so long I’ve lost count of time.

      Or maybe I should say their game? All of them played my life like their personal toy, raising the stakes against each other while wanting to destroy their opponents.

      And the grand prize was always me… all the people who claimed to love me, lied to me.

      I pass by various bushes, trees, and flowers with scents that surround me and slip into my nose, reminding me that my love for them became my ultimate downfall. 

      It’s a shame something so beautiful is smeared in dirt that no one will be able to clean. 

      I gaze ahead and finally see the gates, wide open and waiting for me just to fly through them to my freedom. Like the gates of Hades that hide from the monster living in the underworld.

      Those who stay here burn in the fire of his creation.

      Let them all live here with their vengeance that fuels their blood, locked in the castle that never brought me anything but pain.

      My breathing heaves. Drawing on all my self-control, I continue to run, even when he shouts louder behind me, “Giselle.” There is a note lacing his voice that I don’t recognize, yet it sends a shiver down my spine, reminding me that no one goes against his will and lives.

      But any freedom, even in death, is better than the prison he has created on earth for me.

      None of my thoughts are rational right now. I don’t listen to the nagging in my head that begs me to stop and run back to him, to the only safety I’ve ever known in this life. But he betrayed me too, didn’t he?

      Used me in this game to take back his rightful place that always belonged to him.

      Giselle Walker… or whatever my real name is… was never loved for who she was.

      I was always loved as a replacement for someone who died a long time ago.

      Isn’t that tragic? Sacrificing my happiness for my loved ones only to discover they all stabbed me in my back somehow.

      A slight smile curves my lips when I reach the concrete, my feet slapping against it while the heat in it burns my skin, but I don’t care.

      Not when I’m so close to escaping this hell.

      The monster lives in the castle of his own creation, after all; he won’t be able to follow me.

      My hand is extended, ready to touch the gate, when a gunshot echoes in the night sending the birds flying up in chaos, squawking loudly as they’re snapped from their calm.

      The air hitches in my throat and I freeze on the spot, my raspy breath filling the night. A sharp pain travels from my lower back through my entire system as dizziness overtakes me.

      I fall on my knees, groaning in agony while the gates ahead of me become blurrier and blurrier, taking me farther and farther away from my escape.

      “My back,” I murmur, barely finding the strength to utter those words. I reach behind me and then look at my hand, noticing blood coating it.

      How could he have done this to me? “He shot me in the back.”

      He promised me he’d never harm me…

      The minute the words slip past my lips, I hear his hurried footsteps, and he drops beside me, his hand fisting my hair and bringing me closer to him, until his cheek is resting against mine.

      “What have you done, Giselle?”

      I stifle a whimper and hold back the tears that yearn to slide down my cheeks and wash away the hurt he always inflicts.

      Hades caught his Persephone once again.

      And just like in the myth, he will lock her away from the world and make her live permanently in his hell.

      Or so I think.

      Slowly, all the strength leaves me as I slip to the side, right into his arms. I exhale carefully, the pain so strong I’m afraid to even breathe. But in all this craziness, a smile settles on my face, because the nightmare is finally over.

      No one won.

      No one lost.

      In this twisted myth of his creation, no one got what they wanted, and that’s probably the most tragic story of all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Callum

      “Giselle,” I whisper, holding her in my arms, her blood coating my white shirt and hands, her face pale as she breathes heavily.

      I’m ready to roar at anyone inflicting pain on her, my beautiful, wild orchid plucked out of the earth, ready to die.

      I look behind us and see the guard who shot her coming closer as he trains his gun on me, ready to shoot. “First your bitch, and then you,” he muses. I reach for my gun so I can shoot the fucker and then spit on him too, but I realize it’s a few feet away from me, because I dropped it when Giselle got shot.

      No weapon to protect us.

      If I shift just an inch, it might damage Giselle’s chances of surviving. My guys probably killed everyone off; they will find her.

      It’s better I die than risk Giselle’s chances. Death is not difficult if it means saving her.

      Instead of watching the man, I give my whole attention to Giselle while her sapphire eyes study me as if in wonder, and I hate that my last memory of her will be this.

      Her in pain, because of me.

      If I had never shown up in her life, then she would never have been hurt.

      My beautiful, beloved woman.

      I open my mouth to say the words to her that I just couldn’t say before, so she will know what she means to me, when gunfire erupts.

      And nothing happens.

      Frowning, I tear my gaze away from Giselle and see the guard dropping, still holding a gun, and behind him, a few feet away, stands Santiago with an unreadable expression as he flips his gun back.

      It seems like we are friends after all.

      

      Giselle

      I’m cold, so cold.

      Along with the pain, I can feel how iciness slips into my blood, moving through my system while I barely breathe from the pressure on my back. “It’s okay, Giselle. Don’t close your eyes,” Callum orders, looming above me while he holds me still in his arms.

      A smile curves my lips, but then agony hits me so hard it changes to a wince and I whimper.

      “I know it hurts, baby. The ambulance is on the way.” His thumb rubs my cheek gently, and for the first time ever, I see something incredible.

      His dark brown eyes fill with tears as the drops fall on me, for a second making me feel alive.

      I can feel his pain as my own with every fiber of my being, and the love that he has for me. For a moment, I’m surrounded with it, in his arms that provide nothing but warmth.

      How could I have ever believed Martina? He might be a true Walker among us, but our relationship has nothing to do with it.

      We are like two lost souls, drifting in this world, not belonging to anyone, too afraid to give our love freely without facing the consequences.

      However, both of us found the emotion together, locking us in a bond that nothing would have broken.

      Did I really think I could ever leave him? The moment he entered my life, I became his till I cease to exist. My heart is forever his, even if it’s not the ending I wanted for us.

      But the cold inevitably slips in, even in this embrace, along with more dizziness. Using all the strength I have left, I raise my hand and softly run my fingers along his chin. “Callum—” I whisper, but he shakes his head.

      “Don’t talk, baby. Just breathe and keep your eyes open.” There is desperation and… fear in his voice, and in his hands as they squeeze me tighter.

      My scared warrior.

      “I love you,” I say, because that’s the most important thing right now. I want him to know that despite everything, there is a person who loves him unconditionally with all his past and darkness, where he is accepted as he is without the need to sacrifice his soul.

      He might have a black heart that will forever bleed, but even the darkest of hearts want love that soothes them.

      Of their own accord, my eyes roll back, and oblivion claims me, taking me to a place where cold, pain, fear, and regret don’t exist.

      In our twisted myth… Persephone dies, followed by a broken cry from Hades.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          If love is a myth… then you’re mine.

        

      

    

    
      Callum

      The birds are chirping loudly as I slowly walk to the cemetery with the bouquet of white orchids in my hand. The sun is shining brightly, casting a wonderful gleam on the land and allowing the trees and flowers to bloom with life despite their location.

      My leather boots thump loudly against the concrete, and several birds pecking at bread spread on the grass for them ruffle their feathers and hop around.

      The light summer breeze rolls over me, cooling my heated skin that detests the clothes on it.

      But despite all the beauty around me, my heart stays numb as I continue my way to the gray headstone surrounded by orchids and lilies with a picture of a beautiful woman gazing at everyone who visits. Even the cold of the stone is warmed by her presence.

      My heart beats wildly in the chest and my palms sweat, because it’s the first time I’ve visited her. I couldn’t find the courage to do it earlier, the pain living inside me too strong to withstand it and not destroy something in its wake.

      Reaching the stone, I notice Darius standing in front of it, resting his hands on his cane while tears cascade down his face. “My beautiful princess,” he whispers, exhaling heavily, but then he tenses when he sees me. “Callum,” he mutters with an odd tone. It’s a mix of wonder and dread at the same time.

      I haven’t seen my grandfather much either in the last two years, not since….

      No, I can’t go back to that day. The memories and the agony are too fresh in my mind, too raw to ever revisit it.

      Giselle in my arms with blood coating her dress, and then….

      Shaking my head, I tighten my hold on the bouquet and greet him, “Darius.”

      “I didn’t expect to see you here.” In the past two years, I’ve gotten thousands of messages from him wanting to either visit the cemetery or see each other. He wanted to build a bridge with us, give us a chance.

      All his messages stayed unanswered.

      I don’t harbor much hatred toward the man anymore. God knows life punished him on its own. But how can you build a relationship when so much has happened through the years? The pain, the memories, Giselle.

      Fisting my hand, I will all my self-control to help me survive this encounter and not run away like a coward.

      She deserves better from my first visit.

      “It was time,” I reply, shaking a little when standing so close to the headstone… in a way hating it all with a helpless rage inside.

      Because nothing will ever bring her back. She lives only in my memories with the familiar orchid scent surrounding her, and now this place.

      Darius must read my turmoil, because he nods, and then says, “I’m going to the church.” He waits and then adds, “It’s good to see you, son.”

      He walks past me, and some unfamiliar power lifts my hand in time to circle his elbow, stopping him. I hear him catching his breath, but he stays unmoving, waiting for my next action.

      Without thinking on it too much, I wrap my arms around his shoulders and hug my grandfather for the first time in twenty-seven years.

      And oddly enough, he smells just like that day at the hospital, or all the other days he came to visit me and Mom.

      Slowly, his hand rests on my back, and he pats it, sobbing. “I’m so sorry,” he whispers, and I believe him, accepting my fate as my destiny that’s happened.

      We both lost and loved her.

      Don’t we owe it to her to try to reconnect at least on some level?

      “I know,” I say, hugging him one last time before stepping back, and he takes out a tissue from his front jacket pocket, wiping away the tears. “Thank you, Callum.” He scans me from head to toe one last time before going toward the church.

      Leaving me alone with her.

      I come closer to the stone, kneeling in front of it and touching the hot granite. “You deserve the best.” It’s so hard to address her after all this time. I have to force each word out of my throat, “I’m sorry I haven’t come sooner. It’s strange, isn’t it?” I ask, placing orchids on the stone. “We probably have thousands of memories, but the most prominent was always the scent of flowers surrounding you.” I glance around and thumb the lily petals by my knees. “The same scent is present here.” Closing my eyes, I allow myself to feel the wave of memories crashing into me, showing all the beautiful images still present in my mind despite all the odds.

      Memories that bring me pain… but also joy. For the short amount of time she existed in my life, she loved me, and isn’t that the greatest gift of all?

      The wind blows against my face harder, almost caressing my cheek. “I will always love you… Mom.”

      Delicate hands wrap around my waist when she presses her cheek to my shoulder, and warmth fills me at her presence.

      My wild orchid.

      Lacing my fingers with hers, I raise them up to give them a soft kiss.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, pressing closer as if she’s trying to pour her strength into me.

      My protective, fearless woman.

      After Giselle passed out in my arms, I roared with fear from not feeling her heartbeat. The paramedics brought her back, but the road to the hospital was hectic. Her vitals were low, and she had internal bleeding.

      They rushed her into surgery and worked on her for twelve hours.

      The twelve worst hours of my life. During all that time, Santiago and Arson were with me, staying silent but giving me their support.

      Sociopath and Luke showed up too, all of them watching me broodily as I paced back and forth.

      Finally, the doctor emerged and told me they lost her a couple times because it hit some internal artery, which resulted in bleeding. The recovery wouldn’t be easy, but she had every chance of surviving.

      I haven’t left her side since.

      Martina got treated for her injury and serves a life sentence without the option of parole. The psychotic woman who killed my mother, my little sister and then almost took my wife away, whenever I remember that, such powerful rage fills me it’s hard to breathe.

      Alfred Walker passed away of a heart attack several weeks later, not handling all the stress and scandals surrounding the Walker name. He divided the fortune in his will equally between Lucy, Giselle and me. He knew the truth about Giselle all along, but for some reason decided to raise her. According to his lawyer, he changed the will once he found out about my true identity.

      Surprised the fuck out of both of us. I wanted to destroy it all, because it was the reason Martina killed my mother and fucked up our lives.

      But so many people worked in the company and at the household… so Lucy moved into the mansion with Kevin, while we hired a C.E.O. to take care of the company. Marvin lost his campaign, moved to some small town, and remarried.

      As far as relationships went… we wanted nothing to do with them, and they shared our sentiments.

      Giselle rubs my palm, bringing me back to the moment with her, and my anger is gone, replaced by contentment.

      “Yes, I am.” I whisper, and glance over my shoulder, meeting her luminous sapphire eyes. “I love you, Giselle MacRae.”

      She kisses my shoulder and sighs, hugging me closer. “I love you too, Callum.” And that’s when I feel a light kick in my back, barely noticeable, but because I’m so attuned to my woman’s body, I detect it.

      “Damon is restless.”

      Giselle laughs, before groaning. “Yes, he has been playing football inside me for a few minutes now.” I unlock our hands and bring her around in front of me, her six-months-pregnant belly separating us.

      Giselle presents the image of utter serenity as her long, white summer dress emphasizes her stomach.

      Let the whole world see that she belongs to me, and we created a life together, the biggest miracle of all.

      We got married a year and half after the incident, alone on the island without any witness but the priest.

      She got pregnant on the island and sobbed in her hands, showing me the stick, afraid of my reaction.

      Bringing a little human into this life terrified me. Only because I hoped I’d always be able to protect him from all the monsters lurking in the shadows who are ready to strike at innocent souls.

      Love though has the tendency to wash away even the strongest of fears.

      Placing my hand on her stomach, I feel a light kick and smile. Our unborn son doesn’t want to miss out on this moment either.

      Giselle’s lips wobble a little when she turns around and addresses the stone. “Hi, Mommy.” I pull her back against my front, rocking her in my arms as we bask in the moment, finally finding the semblance of peace.

      I’ll never stop killing those who in my mind deserve it, torturing them in the vilest of ways, getting off on their cries of pain, or erasing the darkness present in me. The monster who resides in my soul waiting for the moment to strike and feed his cravings is forever a part of me.

      That darkness is one of my best friends, and I embrace it. And what a gift it is to have my woman who accepts it, even if she hardly understands it, and yet she stays with me despite those flaws.

      Here in the cemetery with my mom beneath us, my grandfather nearby, and my entire world in my arms, the boy from my childhood finds something he always longed for.

      Family.

      
        
        The End

        Click here for a FREE copy of my dark romance- His Broken Princess.

        Turn the page to read an excerpt from Lachlan’s Protégé.

        Coming Soon- Arson’s Captive

        Coming this Fall- Four Dark Horsemen Series
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      Valencia

      My eyes snap open. I look straight ahead and take a deep breath, then step into a pose. I’m illuminated by the moonlight shining brightly into the room from the glass-like ceiling above me. This silent space is filled with a mysterious atmosphere, creating an almost-perfect setting for a romantic evening.

      The familiar first notes of Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake echo through the room, and I assume the position, rising on my toes and swaying from side to side while slowly moving to the corner. I hop on my toes again, owning the stage as if nothing matters, blocking the outside world away.

      To each dramatic note, I perform with my hands and facial expressions, giving away all the hopelessness of the swan, the beautiful young woman Odette, who’s been captured by the dark sorcerer and can’t be reunited with her lover.

      The pain and heartache fuel her desire to fight against him, so she feeds on them even if they threaten to destroy her.

      I swirl and swirl, rising up and down, up and down, and then a cry of pain slips past my lips as my feet land on glass. I halt my movements, barely breathing from the glass digging into my skin.

      I glance down to see my white pointe shoes slowly coating in blood from all the scattered glass covering the floor; if one is careful enough to avoid it, he is a master.

      My feet agonizingly throb. I can barely stand on them. My rasping breaths help me to concentrate on something other than the pain.

      I’ve been doing nothing but dancing for the last hour. I’ve never performed for this long without a break in my life.

      The sound of the lighter flicking fills the space as he lights up his cigarette, takes a deep breath, and exhales it in my direction while resting comfortably on the chair right in front of me. “Ah, Valencia. You know the rules. Never stop.” His deep, dangerous voice raises goose bumps on my skin, reminding me once again that the monster never sleeps.

      He just feeds on my misery.

      He tugs on the rope wrapped tightly around my waist and I stumble forward. I can’t help the groan of pain when he directs me onto the big pile of glass. The air freezes in my lungs while I pray for the hurt to pass so I can continue.

      But I can’t.

      Instead, fear unlike anything before spreads through me. Injuries like this may ruin a dancer’s career forever, and if I don’t have dancing, I won’t have anything in this life.

      But he knows that.

      Another tug. This time, I can’t keep up. I land on my knees, biting my lip hard so I won’t groan when the bare skin on my palms and knees land on the glass.

      “Get up,” he orders, but I don’t.

      He can dish any punishment he wants. God knows the cuts and throbbing skin are an indication of that. But I won’t let him taint the one thing in my life that I love the most.

      He’s already taken everything else; he doesn’t get to have ballet too.

      He exhales heavily at my disobedience and rises, straightening his perfectly ironed three-piece suit, then walks to me as his expensive Italian leather shoes make an unmistakable sound against the floor.

      With each step he takes, my heartbeat speeds up faster and faster to the point of feeling it in my throat. He places the metal head of his cane under my chin and lifts it up.

      I meet his stare head on. I hate everything about this man.

      Or at least I hope it’s hate.

      “So that’s your choice?” he asks as his lazy gaze roams over me, but I say nothing.

      I won’t give him the last part of me that matters.

      Even if it seals my death tonight.

      

      Click here for Lachlan’s Protégé.
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