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AUTHOR’S NOTE




The Forbidden Villain is a dark romance.

It mentions abuse, rape, and graphic violence.


CHAPTER ONE




“Good and evil are in the eye of the beholder.

Or so they say.

Either way…evilness has way more space for all my vices.

And for a psychopath like me?

That’s heaven on Earth.”

Him

Him

Stalking is an art form rooted in our deepest desire to possess the object of our obsession.

Wicked, vile desire that consumes our souls and only the few of us who have soaked in darkness a long time ago…answers the lurking call and thrives in it, as guilt and consciousness are a foreign concept to the likes of us.

After all, we are selfish and have no compassion toward those who stand in our way.

Crossing my arms, I zero in on the woman on the beach a few feet away, slipping off her shoes and curling her toes in the sand. She takes a deep breath, and a soft smile curves her plump lips as she welcomes the breeze skirting over her, billowing her yellow dress backward.

If humankind needed a physical representation of a mesmerizing beauty hidden behind agony and pain, wrapped in chaos and suffering, with the power to drive anyone permanently insane…they’d have to look at her.

A gorgeous siren destined to lure the men to their doom, promising salvation while bringing nothing but damnation.

For her beauty is a mask, an illusion that she could have used as a weapon.

Instead, it’s a blade she allows to stab into her, somehow finding pleasure in pain, and that’s an attraction I could have never resisted.

She speaks to the rotten and heinous part in me, craving blood and gore, thriving in the destruction it brings, and temporarily numbing the screams in my head that become louder and louder as time passes.

With that, the desires that should be forbidden grow in me and somehow bring me freedom.

When one resides in hell for a long time, and an angel falls down into their abyss, seeming like a gift from heaven, they should be careful. It’s probably a poison that would be deadly to them.

An elderly couple approaches her, holding out a camera, and a woman asks, “Excuse me, dear, could you please take our picture?”

Her long blonde hair, falling down her slender back in heavy waves, sways when she looks at them, drawing attention to its silkiness and smoothness, shining under the bright sun. Its gorgeousness only emphasizes her clear porcelain skin and perfectly carved profile.

Sculptors in ancient Greece would have begged her to pose for them, as her symmetry adds charm to her irresistible beauty.

“Of course,” she replies, her soft and inviting voice akin to a lullaby promising reprieve from the all-consuming rage constantly living inside me. “What kind of picture do you want?”

The couple beams with joy, only to freeze when she fully turns to face them, and they take a step back, the woman gasping, and Lavender stills.

One side of her face is flawless, while the other holds a deep scar on her right cheek as if someone had put their knife to it, then dusted salt on the wound so she would never forget the pain of it. Along with burn scars marring her neck and trailing to her collarbone, and a few more hidden beneath the yellow cloth.

Her body is a cruel artwork that a madman once used as a canvas.

And if I could go to hell and retrieve his soul so I could punish and kill it once again, I would.

“Oh my God,” the woman exclaims, and wariness, along with hurt, glazes over Lavender’s emerald-green eyes so vivid one might stare at them for hours.

I tried searching for the perfect shade to match them, yet failed to find it, which only increased my need for their sole attention.

As they tend to avoid mine.

She quickly masks it with indifference and pulls at her hair, covering her cheek and forcing an even wider smile on her mouth that I wish to destroy as rage slowly glides through my veins, ready to crush whatever or whoever upset her.

Because her scars aren’t hideous to me, no.

They call to the ruthless side of me, wishing to touch them.

Imperfections have a certain sensual energy that attracts the vilest of creatures, and unfortunately, said creatures aren’t known to restrain themselves.

Besides…

Where would the fun in that be anyway?

“Do you still want your picture?” she asks the couple, her tone more hostile this time as she straightens up. My focus shifts to her curvy body designed for my pleasure only as she whirls underneath me. I’ll torture her for hours until her flesh is covered in my marks of ownership, showing everyone she belongs to me.

“No, I think we’re good. Thank you.” The woman grabs her husband, forcefully dragging him away, while Lavender casts her gaze down, touching her cheek, and her eyes glisten a little. “She could have at least put on some makeup. It isn’t Halloween to scare people off like that.” The woman doesn’t even try to be quiet, and I memorize everything about these people so they can pay for this unforgivable insult later.

You do not hurt what belongs to me without the consequences because no one but me has the right to tarnish her soul.

I’m her sole tormentor.

Lavender’s hands fist for a second only to relax as she shakes her head, leans forward to pick up her sandals, and goes farther toward the shore until she drops on the wet sand, letting the water soak up her dress and legs as the waves crash into her.

She wraps her arms around her knees, resting her chin on top of them, and sighs again while staring at the yacht. Seagulls squeak soundly in the sky, circling the beach in hopes of easy prey.

How foolish they are. There is no such thing as easy prey, for if it’s easy…why waste your time with it?

A true predator always loves a challenge.

And the gods know she’s mine.

Taking out the cigarette from my back pocket, I put it in my mouth and open up the lighter, briefly glancing at the flaring flame. The orange and blue colors pull me toward endless kaleidoscopes playing in my mind, each image more horrific than the other. I can almost physically smell the scent of rotten flesh.

Exhaling the smoke, I look through it at Lavender as I flip the lighter through my fingers and wonder about her rather tragic existence thus far.

A flower that didn’t get the chance to bloom due to hungry, monstrous people surrounding her, intending to squash her beneath their malicious deeds, but somehow, she prevailed.

Staying an innocent creature in this cruel and unforgiving world of ours.

And this resilience speaks to the part of me that’s both curious and vicious, craving to put her through unimaginable things and see how well she can withstand them.

How well can she deal with a true monster who feeds on her fear and desires to possess her?

It’s time to bring my two favorite colors into her life, red and black.

My darkness has no mercy, and it’s filled with blood that forever smears you in dirt that one might never escape or accept.

She will have no choice, though, because her destiny was decided for her the minute our eyes collided during that dinner party.

She will be mine.

Willing or not.


CHAPTER TWO




“I always hated the original French fairy tale Beauty and the Beast even though so many people found it romantic.

Maybe because, in the end, the beast had to turn into a prince to get a happy ending.

Some of us, though…

Have no such privilege.

As we are destined to be forever cursed by the evil that destroyed our lives.”

Lavender

New York, New York

Weeks later

Lavender

The wooden clock ticks loudly in the otherwise silent office as I sit on the couch, staring at the opposite wall, filled with books on psychology and the twisted human mind. I used to be all over them, searching for my next interesting read.

However, I’ve been here so many times over the past couple of months that they’ve lost all their appeal.

In fact, coming here is a chore I have to accept to please everyone around me and convince them I can be normal.

Well, pretend to because I don’t think the word normal would ever apply to me again.

The hands on the clock move painfully slow. I wonder if I should…

“Lavender.” The soft yet firm voice pulls me back from my endless thoughts, which never let my mind rest. Resting means facing all my internal demons, and, well…it’s not an option.

Ever.

I look at my world-renowned psychiatrist, who agreed to work with me when everyone else considered me a hopeless case. Her dark hair and kind brown eyes stand out vividly against her pale skin.

Doctor Phoenix King.

“Yes?”

“What did you do yesterday?”

I climb on the couch and cross my legs as she writes something on her notepad, not taking her gaze away from me. The woman has some kind of superpower because she always manages to keep her attention on me.

“Nothing. I spent the whole day holed up in my apartment, listening to music and bingeing a TV show.”

It’s as pathetic as it sounds, which makes this whole conversation even more unbearable.

Another flawless note followed by a question. “What was the show about?”

“A famous serial killer. It’s more of a documentary series consisting of six episodes.” Her face remains blank, so I elaborate, although it’s one secret I prefer to keep to myself. People tend to find a lot of things weird, but a girl like me taking a liking toward such documentaries? A whole new level of fucked up. “He hunted the men who hurt children. A vigilante of sorts.” I think this sounds even worse, so I add, “They caught him eventually, but he managed to murder fifteen rapists in the process.” It’s hard to hide the joy from my voice, and amusement flashes in her eyes before she makes yet another note. “The whole investigation was fascinating.”

“In what way?”

I grab a nearby pillow and hug it, digging my nails into the plushy thing while pondering her question. “The police were so desperate to catch him…they failed to see the bigger picture, in my opinion.”

“Which was?”

“He helped them. They had all these unresolved cases, and he brought justice to all of them, and somehow, they turned him into this villain who deserved the highest degree of punishments.” My heartbeat speeds up just remembering how he got the death penalty. “It’s unfair. He died as a murderer, and no one got to mourn him because he had no family. While all these men he killed had relatives crying over them and screaming that they didn’t believe the allegations or proofs.” A sigh slips past my lips. “Kind of surreal how distorted a perception can be.”

Another note, and the sound of the pen scratching against the paper is starting to grate on my nerves. “But he was a murderer, wasn’t he?”

Anger washes over me at hearing this, and I dig my nails deeper into the pillow. “He did the world a favor by killing those rapists. One of them kidnapped more than a dozen children in his lifetime. Yet the world considered him the perfect family man and a respected professional in his field. His small-town community adored him. Sometimes the law ends up protecting the cunning and vile people instead of caring about the innocent.” My hollow chuckle rings in the air. “I should know.”

Several seconds pass as we stare at one another, and she cocks her head to the side, dropping the pen on her lap. “Two things can be true at the same time.” I blink. “Those men deserved what they got, but it was up to the law to punish them. The serial killer still committed a crime even if it was in the name of justice. One wrong doesn’t make another right.”

“Justice is not black and white. It has a lot of gray in it.”

Or at least I thought it did for a long time. It turns out the world prefers to follow the strict regime rather than accept that, in certain circumstances, evil is necessary to protect those who deserve it the most.

True justice is a privilege of those who never burned in hell as their flesh got peeled layer by layer, making them scream in agony while their soul slowly got eaten alive until only emptiness remained.

Her lips twitch. “Actually, it doesn’t. Justice implies that everyone who breaks the law should be punished the same. Now, what the judge might decide, or the jury…that has a lot of gray in it, and it depends on their perception. Laws do not have colors in them.”

I’m not sure why she’s so hell-bent on defending the judicial system, anyhow. It failed her spectacularly back in the day and sent her to prison for a crime she didn’t commit. “Either way, that documentary once again proved that no one cares about the truth if it’s ugly.” Another annoying scratch, and I glance at the clock, sighing inwardly because we have around ten minutes left.

I’ve agreed to come to these sessions twice a week and can’t even run off. Otherwise, all the recent privileges would be taken away from me, and isn’t that just sad?

I shouldn’t be surprised, though. Beasts do not get trust given to them because their hideousness scares the innocent folks away. And the mirrors in my apartment show me every day how true that statement is.

When one looks in the mirror, they can’t ignore the reality, and that’s what always grounds me to the present.

One of the reasons I keep the damn things around. Otherwise, I would have smashed them all a long time ago.

“Sometimes it’s too painful. The families of these rapists couldn’t accept who they truly were because then they’d have to question their own lives. And that’s something we as humans tend to avoid.”

“Funny you say that. I have to question my entire existence every single time I come here.” I pinch the bridge of my nose, quickly backtracking because the last thing I need is for my psychiatrist to find out our sessions don’t help me much. “It’s for the best because I’m a high risk who needs to be watched.”

One of the perks of having free time is that I get to read lots of books, and, apparently, admitting that you have a problem makes people believe you can be trusted.

If they only knew how effortless it is to manipulate any truth into one’s favor, I doubt they would have trusted the lie so easily.

The truth doesn’t always set us free. Sometimes it pushes us down the abyss, from which there is no escape, for it might be bait rather than a solution.

“Is this why you sympathize with the serial killer so much?” My nails cut even deeper into the cushion. Any more pressure and I’m going to rip it. “Because you wished for someone like him to come and save you back when you were a little girl?”

I freeze at this, and swallow past the bile forming in my throat, shaking my head. “I was never raped,” I remind her, mentally starting to count to ten as the ringing in my ears becomes louder and louder with each passing second. “My story is different.”

Maybe she has so many patients a day that she’s starting to mix us all up. Even the best of the best can make mistakes.

One, two, three…

“Your parents died when you were less than two years old, and you were forced to live with your paternal uncle. An uncle who took an odd interest in you from an early age until he almost raped you at eighteen and caused a fire that scarred you for life.”

The phantom scent of the burned flesh twitches my nose, my breathing speeding up while vivid and horrific images pop in my head one after another, and my skin aches as if being subjected to the unbreakable pain once again.

Four, five, six…

“I had my brothers.” I lick my dry lips and gulp for breath. The air seems almost unreachable at this point. I force a strained laugh that sounds fake even to my own ears. “You’ve seen them. Who’d need protection with them around?”

Her gaze softens as she puts the pen away, and I tense even more because her compassion and empathy are somewhat worse than anything else.

Compassion contains affection, and what can one do with affection if they lived in solitude their whole life?

“Your brothers were nine when the tragedy happened with your parents. Rush got lost, and you all considered him dead, and while Rafael stayed with you and protected you as long as he could…he got kicked out by your uncle at fourteen. Both of your brothers fought for you, but there was so little they could do. By the time they got to see you again…the damage had been done.”

I breathe through the panic slowly wrapping its fingers around my neck and threatening to cut off my oxygen supply. “My uncle was a sadistic pervert, and to protect myself from him, I had to pretend to not be okay after the fire. They assumed I hit my head. It worked. He wanted me because I reminded him of my mom.” I really should have invested in some acting classes. Maybe this shit would have been easier then. “So I’m not sure how my liking the serial killer documentary has anything to do with my past.”

She looks at me for what seems like forever, and everything in me shatters when she finally speaks up, proving to me once again why she’s considered one of the best in her field. “You pretended to have age regression along with furious outbursts that some psychiatrists considered psychotic episodes. Even when your brothers finally got you back, you never stopped playing the part, no matter how many doctors they hired to help you. You avoided people, stayed alone in your room, and whenever you erupted into hysterics when your uncle was around, you’d accept sedatives. You lost eleven years of your life by living in isolation to protect yourself from your mother’s rapist and father’s murderer.” I should count. Dammit, why is it so hard to count now? “Maybe while watching the documentary, you wondered what would have happened if a serial killer like that came and saved you from your uncle. That maybe you’d have a normal life. He’d been an avenging angel of sorts.”

Wrapping my hands around my knees, I rock back and forth on the bed as white walls surround me.

Despite hating them, I’ve discovered over the years that white has many shades too.

For example, white walls in the psychiatric ward are way worse with endless amounts of screams surrounding me, so I prefer the ones in my family home.

I hum something under my breath while my brothers stand around me.

The utter pain on their faces tugs at the strings of my soul, urging me to tell them all my secrets and save me from this nightmare that seems never-ending, where I exist in a bubble, suffocating but not suffering enough to finally leave this world.

My existence is pointless, and no one seems to understand that.

“Is there anything we can do to help her?” Rush asks, running his hand over my head. I don’t react to the touch, focusing on the single dot in the distance, humming louder, which makes the doctor shake his head in resignation. “She’s been fine till she was eighteen. Why does she have age regression? She had no head injuries. Just a little bump couldn’t have caused so much damage.”

“People react differently to shock and traumatic events, Mr. Wright. Whatever happened to her made her regress. I know it’s hard to accept, but I don’t think she’s going to get better.”

His words cause fury in the pit of my stomach as acid fills my mouth, and my hands fall on the bed, fisting the sheets so hard it causes the fabric to rip, and my humming intensifies.

“Get out.” Rush barks out the order, and our butler quickly grabs the confused doctor and drags him outside, shutting the door in his face. “It’s all right, Lavender. We’ll find a way,” he whispers, putting his arm around my shoulders and bringing me closer, his scent filling my lungs and calming some of my earlier nerves.

The monster came to our house earlier and looked for clarity in my gaze so he could do vile things to me. The sick lust in his eyes always sends me into hysterics, as it reminds me that I’m not safe while he’s alive.

Even though I know my brothers would kill him the minute he even laid a finger on me…it’s too scary to speak up.

Too risky to say the truth.

It’s better to stay this way than face the pain once again.

“We’ll find a solution.” His voice turns cold. “And trust me. The man who did this will pay.”

My heart breaks because my brother has a whole revenge plan prepared to punish the man he thinks is responsible for our suffering, and maybe he is…but not for what happened to me.

And for that, I feel shame.

To stay silent.

Still, once upon a time, silence saved me, and it seems impossible to break free.

Because in silence I found solace when my brothers abandoned me, and try as I might…I can’t trust them.

I’d rather die like this than let this man ever rape me.

“Lavender.” Phoenix’s voice brings me back to the present just as the pointer on the clock reaches twelve, and I jump up from the couch. “I think we should⁠—”

“Our session is done,” I say too harshly, so I try to soften it with a smile. “Thank you for this. It was insightful in a lot of ways.” I pick up my bag from the floor and gently tap on it. “I wish we could talk longer. I have classes, though, and can’t be late.”

Since the fire that turned my life upside down happened after I graduated from high school, I was able to enroll in the university to pursue a degree in mythology with a little help from my tutors.

I wasn’t sure I was ready to be around so many people on a daily basis, but it was better than sitting at home all day doing nothing while everyone wondered if I’d gone off the rails again.

Once you have the word “crazy” attached to you, your family views you differently, and whatever you do is studied under a microscope.

Another harsh reality I had to accept.

“Of course.” She stands, and her eyes fill with so much understanding. She has this look…this look I don’t know how to describe. I assume it’s maternal, since she has a softness in her gaze whenever her children are around. I wouldn’t know what parental love feels like. I don’t remember either of my parents. Another thing that man stole from me. “I want you to think about something before our next session.”

“Sure.”

Hooking my bag on my shoulder, I start to move toward the door, only to halt my movements when she says, “What would happen if you didn’t hide yourself from the world?”

Clearing my throat, I nod. “Goodbye, Dr. King.” I quickly get the hell out of her office before the truth spills out.

Disaster.

Disaster would happen if I didn’t hide myself from the world because, my thoughts?

They’re so ugly they should never be voiced.

Otherwise, they’ll lock me up again.

And that’s something I’ll avoid at all costs.

For who would be able to handle the storm growing inside me?


CHAPTER THREE




“Obsessions could never be cured.

For if you obsess over someone or something…

You become the villain in your own story.

And once you become the villain, there is no going back.

You’ll forever be trapped by your vices and darkness.”

Him

Him

Leaning back on my chair, I grab my vodka with lemon and shake the glass a little before taking a greedy sip as I watch the various TV screens in front of me.

I zero my gaze in on the one in the middle, where Lavender paces back and forth in her bedroom, running her fingers through her blonde locks and huffing in frustration.

She taps on her phone five times in a row and sighs. “Why is it taking them so long?” she mutters under her breath, and spins around, the skirt of her dress that showcases her mile-long legs swirling around her thighs. “I doubt they have many candidates for the position.”

Since the balcony door in her room is wide open, the wind whooshes inside and billows the snow-white curtains that lightly caress her skin.

My hold on the glass is tight because I despise anyone or anything else touching what belongs to me.

The possessive beats within me wish to drag her to my dungeon and strip her of all her clothes, covering her with me and leaving no doubt in that pretty and confused head of hers that she’s mine.

Mine to do as I please because the idea of her blood trickling down her skin haunts me every single day and fills me with a need so strong I can barely function through it.

Patience, patience, patience.

It’s a virtue, they say, although they must have been saints, for how can torture be a fucking virtue?

She taps on the phone once again and groans loudly before flopping on the bed and punching the pillow, making my lips twitch.

Ah, this temper of hers beneath her cold demeanor sure brings out the monster in me.

I’ll destroy it layer by layer until only her bare soul remains.

I briefly glance at the recording of her therapy session today, and anger rushes through my veins at the thought of all these fuckers who dared to hurt what’s mine. Since all of them seem to be dead for now, though, there isn’t much I can do.

Except to show her that certain justices do exist in this world.

She feels so much compassion for the serial killer… What would she say if she found out about my obsession, though? About how I made sure to have my eyes on her twenty-four seven? How everywhere she goes, she has cameras and microphones attached to her, so I know what’s going on.

Her life is an open book to me, and privacy from me doesn’t exist, which sounds insane…except I don’t give a fuck.

I’m a shadow that follows her every move because she needs to be protected at all costs…so I can do whatever the fuck I please once I get my hands on her.

Patience, patience, patience.

Putting the glass away, I pick up my phone and hack into the library’s system, quickly typing a message for her, then focus on my screen once again. She jumps on the bed when her phone beeps.

She quickly types her passcode, and a huge smile breaks across her face as she reads the text. Her melodic laughter rocks the walls, sending unfamiliar sensations through me, only adding fuel to the fire burning inside me.

Any warmth is an illusion of our creation, and I despise her inspiring anything in me that I do not understand.

It proves once again that our time is up, and I should finally start hunting.

My prey is comfortable in her glass cage, believing that existing in this state would bring her peace except…I cause chaos wherever I go.

“I got the job. Oh my God! I actually got it!” she screams, and gets up to do some kind of weird celebratory dance that should be disturbing since the girl clearly has no idea that such a thing as rhythm exists.

I should know since my sister is a ballerina.

Even her weird dance draws me in, and that’s unacceptable.

The prey should never control the hunter.

I put a cigarette in my mouth and light it up, welcoming the taste of nicotine hitting my tongue and reminding myself that such vile creatures like me only have one goal in life.

To destroy those who have the power to destroy us.

I click on the timer next to me and grin, puffing out a cloud of smoke all around me.

The hunt has officially begun.

Tick. Tock.


CHAPTER FOUR




“Sometimes our greatest pain comes from our biggest disappointments.

And what are our disappointments if not lost hopes and dreams that were crushed over the harsh surface that’s reality?”

Lavender

Lavender

“So what do you have to offer?”

Grabbing a hundred-dollar bill from my purse, I put it on the table along with the empty water glass and get up, forcing a smile on my face as the man blinks in confusion. “Nothing.”

He leans back in his chair, his white shirt stretching over his wide shoulders, while his dark hair falls over his brown eyes, which narrow on me as anger flashes in them. I imagine he rarely has women talking back to him, although why is beyond me.

Even good looks can’t hide a rotten nature.

“Oh, so that’s how it is?” he muses, sipping his coffee and running his gaze over me, zeroing in on my cheek, and internally, I prepare myself for the blow. I’ve been hit in that particular vulnerable spot so many times, it doesn’t hurt or surprise me anymore. “News flash, darling. Women have the privilege of acting out only when they are beautiful and young.” I fist my hand. “If I were you, I’d be happy I was interested at all, considering how my choices are endless. Yours? Extremely limited. You must know it too since you cover that particular side of your face with your hair.”

A familiar aching pain flares inside my chest, the festering wound still pouring poison on the remaining pieces of my soul and reminding me that I might have escaped a horrible fire all these years ago…but I can never truly forget it or run away from it, for I see the reminders every single day in my life.

The weight of the hurt rushes through me, making me straighten up and shake my head at this man. I should have known better the minute he bumped into me during my usual lonely tea break that it would end like this. Rejecting or ignoring him earlier would have spared me this humiliating encounter.

I don’t go advertising my scars to everyone. I never hide them from people, either, to avoid this exact situation, although, ironically, men still end up saying some bullshit once they see them.

And it’s not like I actively seek them out. They all come to me themselves before taking a good look at me and running for the hills!

Maybe that’s why I’m still a virgin at thirty years old. Considering my circumstances, though, it wasn’t like I could have done anything in that regard up until last year, when I finally freed myself from my eleven-year-long lie.

“Is everything all right?” One of the servers comes to our table, concern written all over her face as she assesses the situation. “I was about to bring you our muffins. They are today’s special.”

By the slight nervousness ringing in her tone, I step back to study the environment around me and spot several people shooting curious looks our way who quickly go back to their phones and conversations when they meet my gaze.

Just great.

Located right in the center of New York, the coffee shop beams with life and joy as thousands of people rush past it on their way to work or to whatever adventure they have planned next.

The twenty tables are spread all over their territory with pink tablecloths and white porcelain from France. The owner is a French chef with a successful chain of restaurants worldwide.

Servers wearing pink pants and white shirts effortlessly navigate around the tables, periodically disappearing inside to pick up orders, only to return to the terrace holding heavy trays of food and drink for their excited customers.

Despite having some seating inside the coffee shop, no one ever sits there, since the weather and location are always perfect for outdoor dining.

There’s a reason it’s one of the most popular places in town.

And unfortunately, it’s my sister-in-law Emmaline’s favorite place to visit, so all the staff are familiar with me and hover over me like helicopters, ready to step in should anyone insult me.

Unfortunately, my scars almost scream vulnerability, and it makes the good people want to protect me from the cruelty of this world, which is ironic, considering it’s impossible.

Our world has no mercy for imperfections.

“Yes. I just remembered I have an appointment, so I’ll take the muffins to go.”

“Sure. I’ll be right out.” She sends the guy a side-eye before dashing off inside.

Once she’s away, I focus my attention on the man who lifts his brow at me, only to choke on his drink when I hook the strands of my hair behind my ear and show him my right side in all its scarred glory. “My scars may limit my choices, but they don’t make me desperate or stupid.” He opens his mouth to argue, only to grit his teeth when the server comes back, holding two bags. The delicious smells waft through the air, making my stomach rumble. Missing out on tasting pastries fresh from the oven is a far greater crime than the asshole dissing my looks. “Thank you, Emma.”

“My pleasure.”

The guy gets up, drops his own money, and smirks. I must have really hurt his ego for him to keep arguing. “You'd better be careful with this attitude and lower your standards.” He salutes me with his drink and finishes it. “Can’t be too greedy or you’ll be left with nothing.”

“Oh, you speak from experience?”

“You fu⁠—”

I walk away from the guy, having no interest in hearing another insult thrown my way. The black sedan is already waiting for me, and the driver jumps out, running around and opening the door wide for me. “Miss Wright.” He greets me, and I smile, hopping inside and welcoming the warmth that instantly surrounds me, creating a protective cocoon that shields me from people’s cruelty.

No matter how much I try, I still can’t get used to their intrusive stares. Once it got so bad, I came home and researched the best plastic surgeons who could fix me.

However, the thought of anyone putting any kind of sedatives in me ever again turned me off from the idea.

I don’t take any painkillers, even at the dentist’s office, preferring to suffer from the pain rather than lose my consciousness.

No needles. That’s my new motto in life.

Once my driver is seated and has his hands on the steering wheel, I order, “Let’s go home, and please don’t mention this to my brothers.”

“Of course, miss,” he quickly says, catching my reflection in the review mirror and grinning at me, the wrinkles on his face deepening. Uneasiness rushes through me at the kindness shining in his eyes. The man has this whole good-grandpa vibe around him despite never having any grandkids, and maybe that’s why my brothers hired him to take me everywhere.

I can’t drive. In fact, I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to do it. Sometimes the honking noises can freeze me to the spot or bring back unwanted memories. So one driving lesson was enough for me to ditch the idea.

Another thing forever stolen from me.

Biting my lip, I force myself to stop this trail of thoughts and focus only on the present, for the present might be cold and vicious, but it’s not painful.

It’s not unbearable either, and sometimes that’s enough.

It has to be enough because I won’t have anything more anytime soon.

Resting my head against the seat, I roll down the window as Gordon starts the car and drives into the narrow road leading to my brother’s penthouse located in the center of the city.

After all, I don’t owe a dime to my name, and my lack of education makes me a less-than-ideal candidate for any work.

So I have to rely on the generosity of my two billionaire brothers, who are so eager to share their wealth with me.

“How was your lunch, Miss Lavender?” Gordon asks, and turns to the right as several cars honk around us, and my fingers curl on my lap while I swallow hard. “You had a busy week at school. Midterms are coming up soon, right? It seems like you’ve just started the semester.”

“Yes, I have to study a lot.” Concentration is still a hard skill for me to master, but I’m getting there. “It’s my first semester, so I have almost four years to go.”

Then I can get a job and hopefully buy myself a house in the middle of nowhere, and run away from everyone’s pity, which currently feels like a golden chain wrapped around my throat, forcing me to act a certain way.

My prison no longer consists of white walls and constant sedatives, but it’s a prison nevertheless.

“Bachelor of Arts, right?” He catches my eye in the rearview mirror once again, and I nod. “What made you choose that?”

I sigh inwardly because pointless chitchat is Gordon’s way of bonding, and since he’s always so nice, I have to engage in them. “I loved reading about various cultures and their myths in school, so it seemed appropriate.”

“Was it your dream to specialize in mythological studies?” He honks at the driver who almost crashes into him from the left and smoothly maneuvers the car in a different direction, his grip on the steering wheel tightening. “Fucker.”

His barely audible mutter makes my lips twitch. “No. I wanted to be a doctor.”

His brow furrows. “Why not pursue a medical career then?”

“Because it’s impossible.” He opens his mouth to argue, so I beat him to it. “Even studying mythology is hard for me. So it is what it is.”

Besides, after all these doctors exhausted me with needles and tests over the years, the profession lost its appeal.

“It’s never too late for anything, Miss Lavender,” he says softly as he stops at the red traffic light. “Life is full of surprises.”

“And that’s a myth.” Some things in life have expiration dates, and no matter how much everyone claims you can do whatever at any age…it’s not true.

At thirty, you are supposed to be a grown adult with several relationships, friends, and work experience that allow you to be independent.

Not a lonely, lost girl who doesn’t fit anywhere, especially with men my age who look for experience where there is innocence.

Men welcome innocence only when it comes with youth. Otherwise, they aren’t interested in it.

My phone vibrates in my palm, and I see a message from Emmaline flashing on the screen.

Hey, girl! Are you free by any chance?




I still at her question because my adoring sister-in-law makes it her mission to check on me daily. She rarely asks about my whereabouts, though.

I wouldn’t be surprised if my brothers inserted some kind of tracker inside me for that, and isn’t it unbelievable how this doesn’t really faze me?

Although one might argue that after the life experiences we’ve all had, nothing in this world has the power to faze us.

I had lunch. Why?




We’re planning to go dress shopping later on today. We wanted to take you with us. Since you’re one of the bridesmaids at Rush and Aileen’s wedding.




Blinking a few times, I reread this particular message, and it has my stomach boiling just at the prospect of going through all this hassle while hating every minute of it.

While I love my older brothers, who happen to be twins, and one of them is getting married soon, I have no desire to be part of the wedding.

Saying it out loud would probably hurt Emmaline and Aileen, so I quickly tell Gordon, “Change of plans. Let’s go to the library.” He nods and turns left at the traffic light, onto the bumpy asphalt road leading to the three-story building with several cracks. Its washed-out red color gives it a rather dark, unsophisticated vibe.

I’m sorry. I wish I could, but I promised to help at the library.




I thought you only worked on Mondays and Thursdays? Today is Tuesday.




Why did my brothers decide to marry awesome women who care about their sister and seem to remember everything when it comes to me? I mean, I’m happy for them, even if their rather perfect lives cause a little resentment in me.

They had a chance to have such a life because they lived while I stayed in hell.

I squash the betraying thoughts. They have no place in my new reality, and logically and objectively, they can’t be blamed for what happened.

“Maybe while watching the documentary, you wondered what would have happened if a serial killer like that came and saved you from your uncle. That maybe you’d have a normal life.”

I shake my head, refusing to focus on Dr. Phoenix’s words or see any kind of truth in them.

One of the girls asked me to change shifts with her.




I know they won’t buy my excuse. They won’t push either, though—perks of being considered the baby of the family despite them being younger than me. They all celebrated with me when I got my sort of internship at the library a few days ago, and while my brothers probably think it’s a huge waste of my time, they said nothing and acted all supportive.

I do wonder how long their patience would last.

Plus, working is better than being locked up in the penthouse because even with my classes, I just attend them and rush out without talking to anyone. Everyone is so young there. Which once again makes me feel like a weird outsider.

All right. Have fun, girl. And remember about the family dinner at Aileen’s parents’ house on Saturday.




Ugh, another long-ass dinner. It seems the Scott family loves to throw those, and there is no getting away from them.

I mean, my brother did kidnap their daughter to our island, so we owe them to be on our best behavior and show respect after creating so many problems for them in the first place.

Sure thing. See you there and say hi to Aileen from me.




Resting my head against the car seat, I wonder what would need to happen for me to finally break and let all my emotions out.

One can’t live forever in the prison of their own creation in order to protect those they love, but I will try.

After all, how hard can it be when no one looks beneath the surface anyway?

Him

Walking through the hallway toward the bathroom, I nod at several passing servers who smile at me while the inside of the coffee shop beams with life, annoyingly.

I’ve never found such crowded places entertaining.

Besides, in loud, crowded places, one might never know when the unexpected happens, and while it has a certain beauty, most idiots suck all the fun out of it and end up pissing me off even more.

Patience. Patience. Patience.

One must give awards to the likes of me. Otherwise, they’d be functioning in a rather bloody society if all psychopaths indulged in their vices whenever they pleased.

Reaching the bathroom, I push it open and kick it shut with my foot as the man washes his hands in the sink, checking himself out. “What a stupid bitch,” he mutters at his reflection. “She should be grateful I even paid attention to her.” He chuckles and grabs the paper towel, rubbing the back of his hand over his chin. “If I hadn’t known she was a Wright, I wouldn’t have even looked twice at her.” He stills when he notices me and lifts his chin. “Hey, man.” His eyes widen, and a smile stretches his mouth. “Aren’t you…?”

Whatever he wants to say next turns into an agonized scream when I punch him hard in the stomach and spin him around, slamming his head against the sink, the cracking sound echoing in the space.

The greatest sound in this world is my victims’ endless cries for help, where there will never be one. Only in such a state can they truly understand how they fell into their own trap.

His muffled scream rumbles my palm when I lift him a little and cover his mouth, blood slipping through my fingers, and a thrill rushes through my veins, awakening everything ruthless inside me.

Ah, it would have looked exceptionally good pouring all over my dungeon’s floor. Yet I have neither the time nor the desire to prolong this bullshit.

Besides, I operate on the very strict code that the punishment should fit the crime, and as such, I’ll never go against it.

He might be an asshole who disrespects, fools, and uses women, but he’s not a rapist or a murderer, which means I’ll show him some generosity.

The keyword being some.

Spinning him around, I hit him in the face once again, and he stumbles, falling on his back and coughing, spitting blood all around him. “What…what are you doing?” he manages to croak, and whimpers when I kick him hard, rolling to his side and bending his knees. “Why?” Putting the heel of my shoe on his neck, I force him to focus his hazy-from-all-the-pain stare on me. “I’ll sue you,” he warns, as if his threat will have any effect on me.

“Not if I cut out your tongue.”

Disgust fills me when tears fill his eyes, and all his bravado leaves him, making all this even more pathetic.

No matter what anyone says, everyone values a strong character, and if you do not fight for yourself, who the fuck will?

“Please, let me go,” he whispers, his face turning red when I press a little harder on his neck, and he gulps for breath when I lift my foot. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I did,” he croaks. “I won’t tell anyone. Please.”

My mouth curves at the lie ringing in his tone. I did a little research the minute this asshole zeroed his gaze in on Lavender and decided to make her his next prey.

He built his entire broker career on the backs of clueless women who loved and supported him, only to dump them the minute he found someone younger, richer, and dumber to cater to his every whim.

He probably considered Lavender an easy target, which would have been an offense in itself, for how dare he compare my flower that bloomed under harsh conditions to some weakling?

“Just leave me alone,” he continues, which only earns him my laughter.

The minute he gets out of here, he’ll try to milk this situation and blackmail me to give him any amount of money he wants, just like he did with all these women.

“You hurt what belongs to me, Alex.”

“Wha—what?” he barely manages to push out when I once again add more pressure before stepping back, and he sighs in relief, gasping for more air. “I’m sorry.”

Sorry.

A meaningless word that never heals any wounds but just reminds one of the atrocities you have committed against them.

Leaning forward, I grab him by the throat and drag him to the nearest stall. I throw him inside as his head hits the tiled floor once again and shut the door behind him.

I wash my hands in the sink and grab a paper towel, drying them off before glancing at my reflection and placing an invisible mask of an emotion that’s foreign to me.

Fear.

I get out in the hallway and catch one of the servers, motioning toward the bathroom. “You need to call an ambulance and the cops. Something happened, there is blood everywhere!”

“Oh my God,” the girl mutters and rushes inside, only to scream, playing right into my hand.

Shortly, we have an ambulance picking him up on a gurney and going into the nearest hospital as he blindly points at me and tries to mutter something while the cops take my statement.

And I just happened to accidentally give them his unlocked phone that I supposedly “found,” which was open to his latest text messages with one of his victims. The thing is filled with evidence of his crimes against women.

Once we’re done, I call my own lawyer, and he picks up on the second ring. “What did you do?”

Stepping outside, I walk to my motorcycle. “Why do you assume I did anything?”

“Because you’re under the impression I love cleaning up your messes.” His cold tone has the power to freeze hell, and that’s one of the reasons most people don’t fuck with him.

“I think you at least must find them entertaining.”

“Trust me, I find nothing entertaining about a psychopath who deems himself invincible.”

“Oh no,” I sigh dramatically. “You hurt my feelings, Rafael. Aren’t we family now? A little more compassion wouldn’t kill you.”

“You don’t know what compassion is. And we became family against my will.” One might say it was me who had no say in the matter. Anger zips through me at the thought of my sister and her choice of husband who is almost twice her age. I would have destroyed the guy, but my sister loves him, so I have to play nice and be a supportive brother even though I want to smash his head whenever I see him for what he’s done to her.

Anticipation quickly replaces my anger because soon he’d know what it is like to fail to protect your only sister from the possessive psychopath who finds her vital to his darkness and tarnishes her innocent soul.

He won’t be able to do anything about it, and I’ll enjoy every second of his agony.

That would be my greatest payback.

“Let’s just say none of us is happy to call the other family.” I hear him pouring himself a drink as the ice in his glass clang against each other. “You walk on the narrow line, and if you aren’t careful enough, you’ll get caught. You can manipulate the law to a certain degree before it traps you in its clutches and sends you behind bars.”

Hopping on my bike, I welcome the wind whooshing all around me, bringing coldness to my heated skin. “I’m on my way to becoming a lawyer, so there is no need to give me lectures on morality.” In fact, I find them hilarious at best and fucking useless at most, coming from him after what he has done. The man is a ruthless, cruel, and brilliant lawyer who strikes terror into his opponents.

There is even a saying.

If you do not want to lose a fight, don’t go against a Wright.

“I covered my tracks well.”

“I’m aware of any situation involving you the minute your name pops up in any police report.” He takes a sip of his drink. I wonder if he’d choke on it if he knew how I’m going to trap his sister in my dungeon and do wicked things to her. “Watch your back.”

“Is this the equivalent of you worrying about me?”

“I give zero fucks about you. Your behavior may upset my woman, and she’s the most important person in this world to me.” Possessiveness and a sense of ownership coat his voice. “Your victim today will go to prison for a few years, so whatever he claims about you will be found groundless. Consider the incident gone. I’m warning you, though. You ever harm an innocent? You can fuck off and fend for yourself because I won’t be saving your ass indefinitely, family or not. Get your shit together before it burns your humanity.” With this, he hangs up, and I shake my head, placing my phone in my pocket and putting on a helmet.

Run, moy lvenochek, run.

Roaring my motorcycle to life, I let the sound shut up all other voices and focus only on the road ahead.

Rafael is wrong.

My humanity was burned a long time ago.

On that faithful day when I turned six years old.


CHAPTER FIVE




“They say our past defines our future.

I hope it’s not true.

For my past is hideous and can destroy any future.”

Lavender

Lavender

When Gordon parks the car near the library, I open the door and climb outside, grabbing my purse and the muffin bag. At least one good thing came out of this disastrous encounter today. I’ll have something tasty to eat while avoiding my family for hours by pretending to be busy. “Thanks,” I say, and muster up a smile. “You can go. I’ll catch a cab on my way back home.”

“No, Miss Wright. Just give me a call once you’re done.” He winks at me while I just groan inwardly since this man takes his babysitting duties seriously. “I’ll be here right away.”

Sometimes I wonder what my brothers told him about me that makes him hover over me like some kind of mother hen, expecting me to screw up and fall on my face.

“Okay,” I mutter and shut the door, spinning around and marching toward the library’s entrance, where a group of people hangs out already, consisting of three boys and two girls who twirl their hair as they laugh at whatever one of the guys says.

Judging by their backpacks and heavy book stacks on their hands, they must be students since our university is just twenty minutes away from here.

On instinct, my shoulders hunch, and I look at my leather boots, thumping soundly on the asphalt as dark clouds gather and threaten to pour heavy rain on us all.

Soaking under it sounds very appealing at this moment, so they wouldn’t stare at me but would run away to shield themselves from nature’s swinging moods.

All the temperature changes give me whiplash lately.

Speeding up my pace, I intend to quickly walk past them, only to freeze when one of them calls my name. “Lavender!” My gaze shoots to a tall guy, wearing jeans and a leather jacket along with a shirt that fits him like a second skin. His dark hair and green eyes give him a rather dashing look, making all the girls around him fawn and gawk at him in the most awkward of ways. “Haven’t seen you in a while. How are you?” It doesn’t escape my notice that his friends give me a double take. I have to give them credit, though.

They do their best not to stare at my scars, which can’t be missed now since I put my hair up in a ponytail.

He steps forward and extends his hand to me. “I’m Von. We met at Rush and Aileen’s engagement party.”

That’s when the recognition hits me.

Von Campbell, Eudard “Madman” Campbell’s son, who happens to be Rush’s friend.

I find all of Rush’s friends ruthless and rather cruel, but their saving grace is how much they love and adore their families, which should be disturbing because they are all…

Nope, not thinking about my brother’s dark past that resulted in him becoming a part of a society full of vices due to how they choose to extinguish their demons. Still not sure what they do and how, I just know it must be something illegal and dangerous.

I shake his hand. “Hi. Nice to see you again.”

He used to be a professional ice skater before his fatal injury that put an end to his sports career. So he discovered his next passion—drumming—and started a band with his three friends. Last time I checked, they had over five million followers across all socials, and their fans adore them.

What’s not to like, right?

Handsome, wealthy, talented, and kind.

“You too. What are you doing here?” He motions with his head toward the library. “Looking for something to read?”

Gripping my purse tighter while squeezing the muffin bag since his whole gang focuses on me after this question, I nod. “I work here.” His brow shoots up, so I elaborate. “I think we study at the same university, and I volunteer here from time to time.”

“Admirable. Volunteering at this hole filled with dust and desperately bored people is truly worthy of praise,” one of the guys says from behind him, and winks at me when he comes closer. I recognize him as the band’s vocalist. Recently, he made headlines after being caught in the bathroom with two of his groupies, sparking quite a scandal. A few fans even boycotted their recent song. His voice is considered a gift from the gods for its pure yet sinister tone. “What are you majoring in?”

“Mythological studies.”

The vocalist blinks, humor flickering in his gray eyes that match his shoulder-length blond hair so well. “There isn’t much money in that, darling.” He clicks his tongue and scans me from head to toe. “Unless you’re independently wealthy?”

Before I can answer his blunt question, which isn’t that surprising, given his character judging the gossip on social media channels, Von slaps him on the shoulder and pushes him away. “Watch it, Kane.” A warning laces his tone, and his friend raises his hands, backing away, but not before blowing me a kiss. He shifts his attention back to the girls, who give me an awkward wave.

This whole situation is so bizarre that I’m not even sure how I’m supposed to react to it. On most days, everyone either avoids me or pretends I don’t exist because my scars scare them off.

Not to mention my age, having turned thirty when most of them aren’t even twenty also puts the brakes on forming any friendships in college. Not that I blame anyone. Why would teenagers be friends with grown adults?

Even if the said adult got her life frozen at eighteen.

“Let me know if you need any help, Lavender.” Von’s voice brings me back to the situation at hand. “I’m majoring in business but minoring in mythological studies.”

“Why?” Business, I can understand, since his family has a billion-dollar empire and owns a freaking town, but a minor in something that’s not useful in either of his careers seems like a waste of time. He writes the music for their band while Kane is the main lyricist.

“There is a lot to learn from it. Wouldn’t you say?” A half smile tips his mouth. “Gods and goddesses gave us clues about humankind and its greed. It would have been such a waste to forget about all their lessons.”

“Well—” Whatever I want to say next gets interrupted when a loud roaring rings in the air, making the crows hanging on the nearby tree fly up high as another thunder rocks the sky, the environment around us darkening instantly. We both turn our heads toward the road.

My eyes widen as the two men roll their identical motorcycles into the library parking lot, their black machines glistening and showcasing their magnificent design, which must cost a fortune, given how rare they are.

The two riders sit up, turning off the engines and simultaneously throwing their legs over the side. Hopping off, their boots thump soundly on the ground, and matching with another booming thunder, create a sizzling, sinister energy around them that makes it impossible to look away, even though I really want to.

Because no two men have ever confused me more than they have.

They are both tall, probably above six-foot-five, since I have to crank my neck when I’m near them, and the tip of my head barely reaches their shoulders.

Their muscular physiques are wrapped in black leather jackets and T-shirts and jeans, but when they finally remove their helmets, all similarities end, and their differences begin.

My attention focuses on the one on the left as he shakes his dark hair falling below his ears, raking his fingers through it. At the same time, his emerald-green eyes scan the environment as if leaving invisible imprints everywhere, marking his territory and warning everyone not to cross him, for the consequences might be severe.

After all, his family name and temper are legendary, giving him the kind of power that few people possess in this world. However, they all dream of having it.

Intelligent, rich, ruthless, and cunning, with no mercy for the weak, are just a few adjectives describing his character, which, according to rumors, promises to perpetuate the family dynasty as he takes after his great-great-grandfather, who built their empire.

And recently, a rebel for clashing with his father.

Despite his clothes, sophistication and class ooze from him, and a chuckle slips past his lips, showcasing a dimple on his right cheek that only adds to his handsomeness and charm that make even the most shy women lose their minds around him. A light scar above his upper lip gives him an even more intense look, promising all kinds of wickedness but only for a short while.

He’s an honest heartbreaker, and everyone knows not to get attached to him because his heart always stays dead cold.

Love, commitment, adoration.

They simply don’t exist in this man’s vocabulary.

“Oh my God,” one of the girls from behind me whispers as he hangs his helmet on the handlebar, saluting Von and Kane, who lift their chins in his direction. “He’s gorgeous.”

“That’s Wyatt King,” another one replies. My stomach flips at the awe in her voice, leaving me uneasy when she adds, “Wait until you see his best friend.”

Inwardly preparing myself for the familiar unexplainable ache urging me to hide somewhere far away from him, I gasp when my gaze shifts to the man on the right, who unhooks the straps of his helmet and removes it, placing it on the motorcycle.

His blond hair falls just above his shoulders, and he gathers it into a man bun, leaving a few strands loose. It accentuates his tan skin and draws attention to his high cheekbones, creating almost perfect symmetry on his face, making him a human representation of an ideal sculpture many artists would love to carve.

His mouth, with full lips, tips into a half smile when he glances at Wyatt, but the smile causes even greater uneasiness among those around him because there is a certain darkness surrounding him. It’s seductive and destructive at the same time, and very few want to test the boundaries he sets around himself.

His charm rivals Wyatt’s, but he uses it to get whatever the hell he wants from people who glue themselves to him like moths to a flame, hoping to get noticed by him or take advantage of his resources. But his intellectual nature sees right through them.

Wealthy, powerful, merciless, cruel, and…wicked.

A man who embraces his vices and never hides himself from the light, showcasing all his sins in their hideous glory, almost laughing at those who find it disturbing and horrifying.

The deep V-neck of his T-shirt opens to where a certain tattoo is written across his skin, reminding me of the runes, as if he’d written a certain message with them. My limited knowledge about them doesn’t allow me to read or understand them.

Many men are considered handsome. He’s stunning in a dangerous way as he seems to know all the secrets that might ruin your life, and your soul is a toy in his hands that he easily disposes of once he gets bored.

Belonging to one of the most influential families in the world, his reputation precedes him. Although he had to give up his football career due to an injury, he shows great potential to rule the family empire. Compared to Wyatt, he has an almost ideal relationship with his father.

In fact, both of their families are thick as thieves, and being in their company always hurts me, as their love for one another rips open older wounds in my heart that never really healed.

My brothers fell in love with their sisters, so we are forever connected.

The air hitches in my throat when his piercing blue eyes meet mine, the impact of his stare so strong I barely hold myself from stepping back.

Their intense color reminds me of the ocean during a storm back on our family island, the kind of color I never thought possible to see anywhere else. Yet his eyes…they make me remember things I wish to forget.

They are beautiful and rare, so most people wonder if maybe he wears contact lenses. It should be forbidden to be this hot.

“And who is that?” the same girl who gaped at Wyatt asks. “He’s so intense.”

“That’s Levi Scott.”

“As in Heartless Scott?”

“Yes. He moved back to New York months ago and transferred to the university here.”

“Are they both single?”

“Yes, but they get around. How do you think they got their reputation?”

One of them sighs. “Screw that then. I have no time for emotionally unavailable dudes.”

“I’d make an exception for them.”

Tearing my gaze away from Levi, I roll my eyes at the ridiculous nickname, and my heart squeezes in my chest, unfamiliar sensations rocking through me that seem so strange and foreign I can’t even name them.

All of them must be barely twenty, though, so the word ridiculous in a way describes their life choices as they have their whole adulthood to figure out who they are.

I have no such privilege, and that’s my cue to finally leave and maybe understand why my heartbeat speeds up whenever I see my brothers-in-law.

The in-laws who happen to be ten years younger than me, and one of them is my psychiatrist’s son.

Generally speaking, ethically she shouldn’t work with me since we are family. I refused to work with anyone else, though, and due to my fragile state, they made an exception, so we are stuck together.

Before I can hightail my ass, though, Wyatt speaks up, and his deep voice should be illegal for how intimidating it sounds, no matter what he says. “Darling,” he addresses me, moving closer, his scent washing over me when he leans forward and kisses me on the cheek. “How are you?” He hooks the loose strands of my hair behind my ear and grins, the dimple on his cheek deepening, and his knuckles gently graze over my scars.

The thing about Kings?

They give zero shits about personal space when it comes to family, and I’ve long given up trying to act standoffish with Wyatt. “Haven’t seen you since that disastrous family dinner my sister decided to throw. I’m avoiding those at all costs from now on. I think Mom still has nightmares, and I’m in no mood to listen to another lecture from my father.”

Oh God.

That family dinner will forever be imprinted on my brain, since it ended with Wyatt and Ian, his twin brother, getting into a fistfight. Levi was the one to pull them apart.

“I’m good, thanks.” I notice red droplets on his shirt that are barely visible. “You have a few stains there. You must have spilled something on it.”

“You could say that. It was an eventful lunch.”

I blink at this rather cryptic statement.

His words almost sound like a promise to me. I don’t have much time to focus on it, though, as another voice speaks up, this one deeper and more sinister. It creates a sense of silk gliding through me and slowly wrapping around me, pulling me closer to a man, because its sensual tone is impossible to resist. “Lavender.”

The only man who speaks my name in a way that makes my cheeks heat, and the familiar burning in my chest comes back.

Compared to Wyatt, he never calls me anything else.

“Levi.” I mimic him and jerk when he extends his hand to me, expecting a shake, I guess, so I grip it, only to swallow when he lifts it to his mouth instead and presses a soft kiss to my knuckles.

A zapping electricity rocks between us, causing the fire to glide through my veins and awaken something that only confuses me. My heart starts galloping as always, and it’s a sign I need to protect myself from whatever this is.

Pulling my hand away from him, I blink at his bruised knuckles. “Who did you beat up?” At my question, a strange light glistens in his eyes, scaring me.

My relationship with Levi Scott, or rather, the lack thereof, is very simple.

We don’t talk at all and just greet each other. No way I’ll ever change that, especially with his intense stares. At least most people pretend to never notice my scars, but he looks at me in a way as if he never wants me to forget they exist. My hideousness probably stands out among the beauty that constantly surrounds him.

“Actually, you know what? Forget I asked.” Stepping back a little so I can see Von as well, I try to keep my voice even. “Catching up with you all was great, but I have to go now.” I half turn and address the crowd. “It was nice to meet you.” They all wave at me, and I look at the trio once again. “Bye, and say hello to your parents for me.”

“Let me know if you need help with your studies.”

“Thanks, Von, and sure.” More like never.

I spin around and hop two steps at a time toward the library, quickly reaching the doors and pushing at them, ready to enter. Instead, I freeze when Levi says, “Someone who deserved it.”

Placing my hand on the door, I look over my shoulder, and ask, “What?” All the while everyone stares at us. Everything inside me shrinks because I despise having everyone’s attention on me, but as always, Levi leaves me no choice.

Since our very first encounter, his single goal in life seemed to be to put me on the spot, as if forming chains around me, not letting me escape and hide in the shadows.

I lift my chin to the sun as warmth travels through my entire system, while the light breeze skims over my legs, bringing much-needed relief in this heat.

Why Rush decided to have his engagement on our island is beyond me. This land has seen so much destruction, one should be forbidden from entering it, letting it heal from all the injustice done to it.

Seagulls chirp soundly in the air, and my eyes open to study them, flying high up as the waves crush against the rock and the ocean nips at my bare toes peeking from the sand.

Gazing into the distance, I wonder if one might find atonement for ruining one’s own life? Or are we forever destined to live in our own hell filled with regrets and lies?

The hair on the back of my neck stands up, and something akin to nervousness, bordering on fear, slams into me. I turn around only to come face-to-face with one of the most handsome men I’ve ever seen.

Although my judgment shouldn’t be trusted in this regard, since I have almost zero experience with the opposite sex.

This man…he seems straight out of a fairy tale.

A prince in search of his princess encountered a beast instead. I twist my head to my “normal” side, too afraid to scare my brother and his fiancée’s guests.

“Hi. You’re probably lost.” He stays silent, so I point behind him. “The mansion is that way.” My gasp echoes in the space between us when he picks me up swiftly, bridal style, the air whooshing from me. My feet dangle, dripping water and sand all over his white pants. Crumpling his shirt, I yelp. “What are you doing?”

My heart clenches in an odd way when our eyes meet.

“Jellyfish.” I look down, and indeed there are several a few feet away. “They can be very vicious.”

“We wouldn’t want you to get hurt during your brother’s engagement party,” another voice calls, and a dark-haired guy comes toward us. “The idea of making your brothers sweat is a very tempting one, not gonna lie. That being said, not at the expense of you, darling.” He taps me on the nose, and it snaps me out of my stupor.

Wiggling free from the almost deadly hold, I glance between the two of them. “Who the hell are you?”

That’s when I see Aileen and Emmaline running toward us right before the guys envelop them in hugs, and laughter erupts all around me.

“That’s the answer to your question.” Levi’s words bring me back to the present from the hurtful memory.

Because on that day, I saw how true brother-sister bonds flourish in a loving environment where families love each other and stay together, no matter their differences.

The kind of bond I’ll never have with my brothers.

They may love me, but they don’t know me. I don’t trust them to protect me, and as such, our relationship…is a facade and a charade.

And once the truth comes to light?

I’ll be left all alone once again, while they have their own families. And they will leave.

Just the way they left me all those years ago.

“You asked me who I beat up. Someone who deserved it.”

I should probably say something, anything, but instead, I nod and rush inside, shutting the doors behind me, while complete silence falls all around me as the library’s dusty scent twitches my nose.

The library has been my sanctuary since I discovered it.

The only witness to my pain, anger, and anguish.

Now he tarnished my sanctuary without even entering it within five minutes.

I don’t think I’ve hated anyone more.

His existence alone shows how pathetic mine is.

A fact he did his best to prove on that faithful day because of what he did during that engagement party and the effect it caused among all the guests, their laughter ringing in my ears every single day…

And that’s something I can’t forgive him for.

Levi Scott isn’t a prince straight from the fairy tales, after all, oh no.

He’s a villain.

Levi

“Ah, you scared her.” Von chuckles, flipping a cigarette through his fingers as the wind whooshes over us and billows his leather jacket backward. His smile barely reaches his eyes, where permanent cruelty resides.

Something we both have in common and hide well from our parents.

“You have a weird effect on her, my friend,” he adds, and puts the cigarette in his mouth, lighting it up. “One might assume she doesn’t like you.” He glances between us. “Both of you.”

“That’s because he has a crush on her.” My best friend sighs dramatically and pats my chest, only to laugh when I punch him in the gut, earning myself a cough. “He’s a bit sensitive on the subject.”

“Well, he should have thought about his little crush before he did what he did at the engagement party.”

They all whistle when fury fuels my blood at the reminder of what happened. Instead of showing them an ounce of emotion, I stay silent, and they both shake their heads.

I should have chosen better friends. Then again, one might say I didn’t have much choice in the matter. We were all stuck together since our parents consider each other one big family.

So we were inevitable, although not in a way our parents probably expected.

Heirs to the thrones who indulge in vices that scare most people, but then again, if we indulge in them in the darkness, do they really count?

It’s all a matter of perspective.

One might even say hunger for blood runs through our veins.

“If by crush you mean unhealthy obsession that screws with our lifestyle, then you’re on point,” Kane grits through his teeth, joining us and scowling at me, which earns him indifference, as always. “You need to do something about it and soon. I don’t need the Wrights knocking on our doorsteps during the auction.”

Now, Kane here?

He’s never been part of my family. Von found him hiding under the bleachers searching for food years ago. He lived in their town with an alcoholic mother and a good-for-nothing stepfather who beat him until he turned blue. As a result, the Campbells practically adopted the guy, and his stepfather magically disappeared.

And in our world, it usually means death.

Our dads aren’t known for being patient with useless cowards.

“I must have missed it,” I say, leaning back on my motorcycle and crossing my arms. “Since when do you have the authority to order me around?” Ice drips from my words as I hold his gaze. His face darkens, the energy shifting around us, cracking with barely contained anger that always simmers between us.

Once upon a time, I showed my generosity by accepting this fucker into our small circle and giving him a chance to prove himself.

And how did he repay me?

The fucker spat in my face and betrayed me.

He’s alive only because Von’s loyalty to him is absolute. That’s a story for another time.

His tone matches the coldness of mine when he replies, “Someone has to, since all of you are too preoccupied with your dicks to pay attention to what really matters here.”

I fish out the lighter from my pocket, turning it on and focusing on the orange-blue flames entwining in perfect harmony, deadly to humankind.

Familiar screams fill my head.

“Run.”

Tightening my grip on the lighter, the burning sensations flicking my skin and bringing a much-needed sting that doesn’t let the memory overshadow my present, I reply, “It wasn’t one of us who got caught with two naked groupies.”

The most hilarious part about that scandal is that Kane doesn’t even care about sex. He’s still a virgin, so what the fuck he was doing in that bathroom still remains a mystery to us.

“After all, you never think about the consequences. Somehow it’s always our job.”

The tension escalates after my words, and Kane smirks, although his eyes stay void, a warning in itself if only I gave a fuck. “You should really let go of your grudge. You’re starting to sound like a little whining bitch.” I hit Kane right in the face, and he stumbles back, covering his nose with his hand and laughing while blood seeps through his fingers.

The girls gasp in the distance while Von grabs Kane by the shoulder, steadying him and pulling out the handkerchief from his back pocket, pressing it to his nose. “Children, please.” He rolls his eyes, and Kane fists the handkerchief, licking the blood from his lips.

Unfortunately, the fucker enjoys the taste of his own blood, so my punches just feed his constant desire for violence. One should see him with a blade in his hands as he glides it down his victims’ throat before cutting them swiftly, causing the red liquid to pour from the arteries, smearing everything around him.

Kane always, and I do mean always, aims for the arteries. Heinous and fascinating sights, indeed, and I think that’s the only reason I let him live.

Von points at the girls behind us who send us all dreamy glances, and I would have indulged in their attraction a year ago.

Women provided a reprieve from the demons clawing me from the inside out, always demanding the agony of those I deem fit.

Because their pain and screams temporarily shut up the voices ringing in my head, driving me insane.

No commitments, no promises, no intimacy.

Just meaningless, faceless hookups and never with the same woman twice. Still, I have a sister and a mother, so I always acted respectfully toward women and made myself crystal clear from the beginning so they wouldn’t hope for the impossible.

Now, though?

The attention annoys me, as my previous reputation might stand in the way of achieving my goal with Lavender.

I haven’t touched anyone since my eyes first landed on her more than a year ago. I’m very loyal when it comes to my obsession.

“Behave yourself. We have an audience here.” Von focuses his stare on me, and although I see a quiet rage in there, he reins it in. Had I been anyone else and dared to touch his best friend, he’d rip my head off. “Kane is right. You need to handle this shit—whatever the fuck it is—and soon. Your little obsession can’t clash with the auction night.”

“What exactly do you have planned for that specific night?” Now Wyatt comes to stand next to me, resting his elbow on my shoulder, creating a powerful front and showing his alliances right away.

Grabbing the chessboard, I huff and puff, dragging it to the wide table as all the children run around like headless chickens and scream their heads off as if this long break is a blessing when in fact it’s a curse.

Because their carefree happiness scrapes at the festering wounds inside me. I sigh and flip the chessboard open, putting all the pawns out, disappointment hitting me at the reminder that my sister has a ballet performance tonight and won’t be able to join me.

She’s an angel who showers me with love and attention I don’t deserve and stays by my side in this otherwise lonely existence, as forming any kind of friendship scares me.

I’ve barely started talking a few months back, and I don’t feel like trusting anyone who might hurt me, and they would.

It’s human nature to destroy those closest to you.

Placing all the pieces in perfect order on both sides, I decide to play by myself, imagining my opponent when a big shadow falls on the table, blocking the sun shining brightly on me.

Frowning, I look up to see a boy around my age, munching on an apple, and the crunching sound grates on my ears. “Are you going to play by yourself?” he asks, putting his lunchbox on the table, and I nod, hoping he’d go away soon.

Most kids find me weird and prefer to stay away from me, or sometimes they laugh and point fingers, not that I care.

As long as they leave me alone, I’m good.

I blink rapidly, though, when he gives me a thumbs-up and drops into the chair opposite mine, continuing to eat his apple and tapping on the black pieces. “Let’s play then. I love chess.” He grins and motions for me to start while I simply gawk at him.

He wants to play with me? Why?

He must read the question on my face because he says, while adjusting the pieces, “Better,” as if trying to put them right in the middle of the square and make everything symmetrical.

“I’m bored, and our dads are friends.” They are? I’ve never seen this boy in my life. To be fair, I refused to interact with anyone and preferred to hide in my room. “Go ahead. Make the first move. A little warning? I don’t like to lose.”

We’ve been joined at the hip ever since, despite our parents doing their best to prevent our friendship, which is hilarious in itself.

According to them, we are a destructive bunch that brings mayhem wherever we go, and they even tried to separate us by making us go to different schools after we caused a fire during one of our classes.

It didn’t work, and they gave up at some point. The fact that we’re basically family now through the Wright siblings only strengthens our bond.

“You asking me this question just shows how little fucks you give about our club.” Kane spits the blood and wipes his mouth once again before throwing the handkerchief in the nearest bin. Von is so old-fashioned that he probably has three more on him. “Auction night ensures we have new members who would pay a vast amount of money to indulge in their vices however they see fit. We made a lot last year, and I want to double that this time around. And all of you are screwing with my plans.” He huffs as Von finishes his cigarette. “I understand you all have huge trust funds to fall back on, but I invested my hard-earned money into it. I’d like to see rewards.”

Sarcasm coats Wyatt’s tone when he points out, “Von’s trust fund funded your education and career, so you should sound a little less bitter about it.” A beat passes. “Besides, none of us used our trusts for the club.”

What are the perks of having access to wealth from an early age? You learn to invest smart, and one of these investments lets us pour money into our new venture, which stays a secret from our families.

They wouldn’t approve of our club or what it allows us to do.

“Nevertheless, all of you need to focus. So stop hunting your prey.” Kane jams a finger in our direction and turns to face Von. “And you quit spying on that guy and write some new music for us. I have the words, but we can’t have new songs without music.”

We stay silent about this because, well…no one discusses the said guy with Von. He goes ballistic if we dare to mention him, so we just don’t.

He’s the one who caused his injury all these years ago, and he wants revenge. I have a strong suspicion he plans to use his enemy’s little sister for the said revenge.

“I have to agree with them, Kane,” he replies and throws the cigarette butt into the bin before fishing inside his pocket for his mint gum. “You start to grate on my nerves as well.”

“Yeah? Well, fuck you too.”

“Instead of spitting bullshit, you should keep quiet and rest your voice for the rehearsal.”

“Children, please.” I repeat Von’s earlier words, and it earns me a death stare from him. “Either way, Kane. You aren’t the leader, so stop telling us what the fuck to do. We know our responsibilities, and our private life has never clashed with the auction night.”

The tension around us slightly eases despite my lie.

Because I have my own plans for the night, and they include the beautiful yet confusing woman inside the library right now.

After all, every hunter knows one crucial thing.

It’s easier to catch prey when you present the perfect bait.

And Lavender will take it.

All princesses have to face the unpleasant truth at some point.

They’re too tempting to resist the likes of me.

And I’m done holding back.


CHAPTER SIX




“Our secrets are our most prized possessions.

Because they hide our deepest pain and nature from those who would never understand us.

After all, secrets shape us into who we are.

As in silence lives truth, and that truth can be deadly.”

Lavender

Lavender

I walk toward my table, my shoes squeaking against the old parquet earning myself several glares on the way.

The spacious, bright library with a domed ceiling consists of long hallways of seemingly endless bookshelves and countless tables spread throughout. Each table has its own lamp and even supplies like pens and paper, allowing students and guests to choose the most comfortable corners to sit and focus on their work without distractions.

Replicas of old paintings with famous quotes are scattered across the walls, beautiful and haunting, almost inviting you to study their artists more deeply, as their art has endured for centuries.

I head toward the librarian’s desk that’s located closer to the ancient mythology section and smile at the girl sitting behind the older-than-life computer, typing something furiously while adjusting her huge and unflattering gray glasses on her nose every other second. “Hey, girl,” I greet her, placing the muffin bag in front of her, and she lifts her gaze to me. “How are you?”

She beams at me, pushing her rolling chair back, and gets up. “Lavender. What are you doing here?” She bites her lip, and she quickly takes out a thick brown planner from her washed-up gray backpack. “Did I mix up my days again? I was sure it was my turn to hold the fort.” She flips through the pages, her brow furrowing, and she sighs. “I’m so sorry, Lavender. I’ll pack my things.”

My heart pangs painfully at the sight of her distress because this particular girl works two part-time jobs while studying hard to keep her scholarship, all the while dealing with some psychological trauma if her constant need to apologize is anything to go by. We’ve met a few times over the past week, and every single time, she found a new way to say sorry, while keeping her stare glued to the floor. Sometimes she speaks so quietly, I have to strain to hear the words.

I put my hand on her arm. “Everything’s okay. I just decided to hang out here today. Don’t worry.”

Her shoulders sag in relief, and she grins at me, her hazel eyes warming up. “Thank God. I’d hate to step on your shoes, so to speak,” she mutters, and points at the bag. “What’s this?”

“Muffins. They are really tasty.” Her stomach rumbles, and her cheeks heat. “You should try them.”

“No, no. I’ll have my sandwich a bit later.” She wraps her hand around her steaming mug of tea, taking a small sip. “What brought you here anyway? Midterms?”

“I’ve had some already. These are for you,” I insist, knowing full well she only eats that peanut butter sandwich during the day, saving as much money as she can for her other expenses. She has to fend for herself, and, as far as I know, even her wealthy best friend makes her pay her share for all their outings. Still can’t wrap my head around that. “Since I’m here anyway, do you need any help, Aurelia?” I’m eyeing the stack of books on the counter that probably needs to be put back in its place. “Midterms make people read.”

“It will be even busier soon. Right now, they are more focused on their projects, I think.” She sits back in her chair, tears an antibacterial tissue, wipes her hands, then sneaks it into the bag and fishes out a chocolate muffin. “Thank you so much for this.”

Throwing my purse on the desk, I pick up one of the books from the stack and check the sections on the card. Maybe, with my help, we can finish the task faster so she can go back to studying for her biology class. I can see her notes under her keyboard, even from up here. I’ve heard that class is hell for her because the professor hates her.

Strange.

Aurelia opens her mouth to take the first bite, only to freeze when a male voice speaks. “Isn’t it against the rules to eat in the library?” Wyatt asks, winking at me, then drills his harsh stare on Aurelia, who squeezes the muffin so hard that her fingers cut into the chocolate. “You should lead by example, and instead you engage in disappointing behavior.”

I’m surprised by his tone. It’s mocking and downright cruel. I didn’t think he was capable of having such a pitch because he’s a constant flirt who seems to adore women.

Clearly, I was wrong.

Aurelia puts the muffin away, dusts her hands, and sits up straight. She resumes her typing as Wyatt leans on the counter, drumming his fingers on the wood while he watches her. “Do you need something?” I ask him, wanting to redirect his attention from Aurelia, whose chest rises and falls at his presence.

The girl usually is super quiet around men, everyone really, but this reaction is extreme even for her.

“It isn’t your shift, darling.” How does he know that? “So I’m waiting for the librarian of the day to do her job. Unless she hates it and wants my help in quitting it, it can be arranged.”

“Wyatt!” What the hell is the matter with him? I would have expected such behavior from Levi after what he has done, still…

The minute thoughts of the blond-haired devil enters my mind, he appears in the hallway, having several people look at him and whispering something to each other, just as he joins us in three long strides. “Ladies,” he greets us, and Aurelia nods, swallowing hard. “What’s going on?”

Seemingly ignoring everything around him, Wyatt drops a piece of paper on the keyboard with what seems to be a never-ending list, and says, “I need help in finding these books.”

Aurelia picks it up, trembling, and reads it. I walk around the counter and peek over her shoulder, my jaw hitting the floor. “These titles are spread all over the library in different sections and mostly on the top shelves.”

Wyatt lifts his brow. “I’m aware.” His green eyes flick to Aurelia, who lifts her head at that moment, and they lock in a hard stare-off. “Isn’t it the librarian’s job to help us, the curious readers?”

“Aurelia would need to run around the place with a ladder to get them all for you. And all these are super heavy. You expect her to do all that on her own?” I ask in disbelief, my muscles hurting just imagining her having to carry all these books.

He rubs his chin with the back of his hand. “Would that be a problem?”

Aurelia stands, grabbing the paper and shaking her head. “No. I’ll get them for you.” The words are barely audible as she seems to choke on all of them. “I’ll need a bit of time, though.”

Wyatt smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. In fact, complete viciousness fills them. “I have fifteen minutes to spare.”

I open my mouth to argue with him, because how the hell does he expect her to do that in fifteen minutes? However, Aurelia’s begging gaze stops me, and she pats my hand before going to the end of the library to the medical section, where we store our ladder.

Crossing my arms and exhaling a heavy breath at her back, it takes me a second to realize the men’s attention is on me, so I say, “You’re acting like an asshole right now, Wyatt. And before you throw some smart-ass comment that’s funny only to you two, that was not a compliment.”

I spin on my heel, gather my things, and almost sprint toward the table in the dark corner. It’s away from everyone else, with a huge lamp above it, creating a quiet ambience to work. It’s usually occupied, so I’m glad to see it empty. Hopefully, some solace will give me time to calm my thoughts and make sense out of this strange day so far.

I sit by the wall, putting my purse in the nearby chair, and take out a thick book from it that piqued my interest yesterday at work. Flipping it open, I get my phone out too as it vibrates inside my purse.

<Emmaline> We thought you’d want to see it.




I click on the attached photo and gasp in wonder at seeing Aileen in her gorgeous wedding dress that’s hugging her slender body in all the right places as the seamstress adjusts the corset laces on her back. With her long dark hair and graceful neck, she reminds me of a siren.

And she must be one since my brother is obsessed with her.

She’s beautiful.




Wish you were here. They have your favorite macaroons.




She sends another attachment with the cookies and tea.

We decided to shop for bridesmaid dresses next week. Let us know when you’re free.




My heart warms at their insistence on making this whole experience a family thing, where we can get closer to one another. While these two will always have a special place in my heart…they are still my brothers’ women, and they have no secrets from each other.

And as such, I can never trust them with mine.

So a genuine friendship is impossible between us.

“Interesting choice of literature.” I almost jump out of my seat when Levi drops into the chair opposite mine, goose bumps popping all over me at his rigid muscles when he removes his jacket and showcases all his tattoos. He throws it on the chair next to him before resting his arm on it, seemingly staring right into my soul, his blue eyes turning almost navy under the library’s dimmed lights.

Annoyance travels through me for noticing such things about a guy who is a decade younger than me and who almost ruined my first adult social event. I should not find this guy attractive, and nervousness swirls in the pit of my stomach at his presence. I press my feet harder against the floor, resisting the urge to sprint somewhere and hide out until he leaves.

Levi Scott can go fuck himself if he thinks he can intimidate me, my confusing emotions be damned.

“Well, thank you. I don’t know what I would have done without your stamp of approval.”

He ignores my sarcastic jab and continues. “I never took you as the Scandinavian gods type.” He taps on my book. “I’d think your interests ran more along the lines of fairy tales or Greek myths.”

Gripping my book tighter and pushing it back toward me, I raise my brow at this. “Why?” I know I should not engage in these conversations because the last time I gave him any time, he ended up making me feel sorry for it.

I hate when people make assumptions about me since everyone and their mother had assumptions about my condition for years, yet no one guessed shit.

He cocks his head to the side. “Because of your brothers.” I blink at this, my hold on the book loosening as I try to make sense of his words. “Rafael blackmailed Emmaline into marriage, so she was forced to break off her engagement to Anthony and marry him to save herself and her family. A true Hades, inviting his Persephone into his underworld and keeping her there, no matter how much the King family wanted to save her. Eventually, she fell in love with him. I wonder, though, if maybe she just had no other choice.” He hisses through his teeth, and I still at this, casting my gaze down as a sense of shame fills me.

And while Rafael’s story is way more complicated than that, the fact remains that yes, in a way, he started his marriage because he hated his wife for what she did to him in the past.

“She loves him. I mean, they both love each other, and my brother never forced her into anything.” That was one of the things I got clarification on right away.

I could never live with my brothers if I knew any of them forced themselves on women. They took some of their choices away, yes, but they never laid a finger on them without their consent. They cherished and protected them even when they wanted to hurt them, as contradictory as that sounds.

“That’s human nature. In dire circumstances, we do our best to survive, and sometimes that means convincing ourselves we have feelings for our captor.”

“Rafael wasn’t her captor. They entered a fake marriage. He didn’t kidnap her or lock her up.” The minute the words spill from my lips, I know I’ve made a mistake because the energy around us changes instantly.

It becomes tense and heavy, weighed down by the harshness of his stare as his face darkens, and his eyes become even more vivid when fury glazes over them.

“You’re right. Wyatt’s sister, in that regard, got the better end of the deal. She married a world-renowned lawyer after all. She could see her family, and he never restricted her freedom. My sister wasn’t so lucky.” He leans forward, and I push back a little, taking a deep breath, mentally preparing myself for his verbal blow. “Rush kidnapped Aileen to your family island to use her as a weapon against our father due to some misguided sense of revenge. He kept her there in a true Beauty and the Beast fashion, recreating the fairy tale down to the smallest details. Locked her up and tried to punish her for someone else’s sins, all the while you were there and did nothing to stop him. So much for women's solidarity.” He chuckles, the sound so cold it can freeze hell, as he takes out his lighter, twirling it on the table. “In fact, as far as I remember, you even choked my sister. Apparently, she had bruises after the assault.”

His words hang between us, their weight so strong I feel crushed under them as my breathing speeds up as unwanted memories play in my head over and over again, never letting me rest.

I grip the book harder, desperately trying to hold on to the present and not let the past swallow me up again. “It wasn’t like that.” I manage to whisper even though each word feels like a nail scraping against my throat.

I can’t think about that day. I can’t.

If I do, I’ll become crazy again, and I worked so hard to pretend to be sane to lose everything because of one bump in the road.

Levi’s voice drops a few octaves and sends shivers down my spine. “Did you or did you not have your hands wrapped around her throat and squeeze it while screaming in her face? Your brother had to use a sedative to pull you away from her. Now, it would have been forgiven if you were really sick, but we both know that wasn’t the case.” He clicks his tongue. “Which means you were aware of what you were doing.”

My breathing seems especially loud now to my ears, and I swallow once again, almost choking on my saliva from the effort it takes. “It was more complicated than that.”

“My name is Lavender,” I say carefully, measuring every word, studying the gorgeous woman standing in front of me who holds my hand so gently, rubbing her fingers over my bruised knuckles and bitten-off nails. Her kind blue eyes are such a contrast to the constant cruelty surrounding me. Who is she?

My brothers never bring women to this island, and I remember everyone working for us. That’s how I know their schedule and sneak outside at midnight, like now, to enjoy the ocean air in solitude without everyone looking at me like I’m a walking, ticking time bomb. “Like a flower.”

“Yes. A beautiful flower that symbolizes purity and grace, among other things.” I cast my gaze down, studying my feet, dirt smeared all over them. I prefer walking barefoot in our garden and taking a shower only when everyone leaves me alone. The white flannel nightgown that reaches my ankles always scratches my skin, and I despise it with a passion, but at least it hides the shape of my body.

No man would desire me, and that’s the main goal.

“It fits you.”

Her softly spoken words break my heart because she speaks to me like I’m a human…not a psycho needing to be watched by everyone and shoved medication down my throat every second. Raising my eyes back to her, I repeat, “My name is Lavender.” I lift my hand and tentatively tap on her collarbone. “You?” I shake my head at how bad all of it sounds and huff, deciding to try another language to keep my cover intact. “Quel est ton nom?”

“Je m’appelle Aileen.”

Everything inside me goes still at this as fear envelops my body, and, snagging my hand instantly, I step back as panic overtakes me.

Aileen.

The innocent girl who’ll be collateral damage in his plans.

And if she’s here, it means he will come here soon, and the thought awakens such rage within me, my mind becomes blank while only thoughts of my abuser and almost rapist remain.

“Aileen,” I repeat, and she nods. “Aileen Scott.” I whisper her full name while clenching my fists, and before she can react, I wrap my hands around her throat and push her hard against the wall.

The only way I can save her from him is if she stays away from me, because his attention…is a curse that would destroy any woman.

And while my brother might be a monster…he isn’t the kind of monster who would rip apart her soul.

A loud thud echoes through the space, pulling me away from the unwanted thoughts, and that’s when realization hits me. I dropped my book on the floor, earning myself even more glares from everyone. “Sorry,” I mouth to them, picking it up and then getting up swiftly. “Whatever happened in the past is between your sister and me. If you have a problem with that, I suggest you take it up with her. Right now, if you’ll excuse me, I have better things to do than listen to your insults.”

Before he can say anything else, I dash toward the darkest part of the library, where most of the lights are out of order, and as a result, it’s the students’ favorite place to make out. They prefer to engage in such things after eight, though, so it will provide the perfect spot to calm down enough to control my stabbing tendencies, which want to pierce Levi with something sharp to remove the smug look from his handsome face.

And the fact that I still find him handsome is, in itself, a disturbing fact. Maybe my body has been deprived of basic human needs for so long that any proximity awakens unknown desires.

Placing my hand on my rapidly beating heart, I rub the spot back and forth as I reach the—ironically—fairy-tale section, and sliding my fingers over the thick books, I sigh in resignation.

None of them piques my interest because all fairy tales preach one thing only.

The greater good would conquer the evil villain, while true love prevails, ending in a happily ever after, with the brave prince or knight saving the princess.

Lies, all lies.

In reality, no one would come to save you, and if they do…they’ll ask for compensation, and sometimes the price might be too high to pay.

Ancient Greek myths and Norse mythology are different. There’s no greater good there. In fact, sometimes the myths are downright unfair, but they also contain a lot of wisdom.

Humans are cunning creatures who will betray you when you least expect it if it fits their interests. And gods know how to exploit their greed in their favor, using us all as pawns in their chess games against each other as they fight for dominance.

I blink when I notice a book with modern psychoanalysts’ takes on fairy tales and snag it. I might as well read something while hiding out in here, then I turn around only to gasp at seeing Levi standing in front of me. “What are you doing here?”

I step back, hitting the bookshelf and rattling it a little as his muscular chest blocks me from getting away from him when he steps forward, his eyes flashing with an odd yet mesmerizing heat.

Thrilling sensations travel all over me, flushing my cheeks, and I bite my lip. I muster up all the calmness when I say, “Step away.” I put the book between us, pushing against his chest, which ripples under my touch. I quickly pull it back, and my palm burns at the contact. “Levi.”

“Facts aren’t complicated, Lavender. They’re quite simple.” I gasp when he wraps his hand around my throat, his thumb brushing over my rapidly beating pulse point and causing goose bumps to spread all over them while the air hitches in my throat. “That’s their beauty and ugliness. They have no color gray in it.”

His wrists flex, cutting off my oxygen. Fear flips my insides, only for me to gulp for breath when he loosens his grip, his eyes drilling their stare into me when something else glazes over them. It’s an emotion I don’t recognize, and somehow I want to see more of it while at the same time dig a hole to protect myself from him. “Did I choke you right now, Lavender? Or was it complicated?” Another brush of his thumb while my heart beats so wildly in my chest, I expect it to jump out of my rib cage so he can cause more damage to it. “Answer my question.” His raspy voice should be forbidden because of how hypnotizing he sounds in the moment. I should scream for help because what he’s doing is wrong and malicious.

However, my fear pales compared with the anger and adrenaline crushing into me in waves, demanding an outlet for all the pent-up emotions rocking inside me, and pressing my head harder against the bookshelf, I fire a question of my own. “Would we be even then?” He places his arm above my head, caging me in, and I hold the book between us, at least creating an illusion of a barrier. “Would hurting me finally sustain your thirst for revenge?” The muscle in his cheek twitches, his eyes turning blank, and he steps closer, the tips of his boots bumping against mine.

His masculine scent mixed with strong perfume and tobacco envelops me, pulling me deeper into the twisted web he creates around my mind, tricking me into going along with whatever he wants because that’s how temptations work.

They become too irresistible, and by the time you realize what’s going on, it’s too late.

You’ve already accepted the devil’s offer and end up trapped in his hell.

His deep timbre glides over my skin, the invisible caress leaving burning sensations across my flesh to my despair, confusing my already exhausted mind.

For in his presence, all my dark thoughts awaken, and I hate him for it.

“Did I hurt you right now, Lavender?”

The burning sensations just intensify from this, and the bookshelf rattles once again as I take a step back when he moves forward, the muscles of his chest brushing against the book. I grip it so tight, my knuckles start to hurt. “Would you prefer for me to call it an assault?”

A sinister smile curves his mouth, and a chuckle slips past his throat while his thumb traces over my pulse once again before he grips my chin, tipping my head up. “We can play this game of endless questions for eternity, moy cvetochek. You’ll still lose.” He leans closer, our mouths inches apart, his touch sending electric waves over my nerve endings despite my mind yelling at me to kick him so I could escape him. What the hell am I even doing? “But I’ll be generous today and answer your question. Never.” I swallow when his thumb brushes over my lips as his voice turns deadly, replacing the earlier heat with coldness. “My thirst for revenge would never be sustained. I do not forgive those who hurt what belongs to me.”

Fury boils my blood at this threat because how can anyone understand it differently, and it finally snaps me from whatever cursed spell he has placed on me, akin to freezing water poured on me. Without a single thought, I kick him hard in the knee, and the fucker laughs. He laughs but steps away, finally letting me escape.

And I hate him for it as well. Everything he does or says points to the fact that he’s the one controlling the situation, and I’ve had enough of this.

I’m still gathering the pieces of myself after what he did at the engagement party. I won’t subject myself to his abuse due to his high possessive nature. “Stay away from me, Levi.”

“Or what, Lavender? You’ll be forced to stop acting perfect and give free rein to your rage?”

The words hit me right in my vulnerable spot, making me want to lash out at him more. I don’t get the chance because something crashes in the distance, followed by a female yelp, and I dart toward the sound.

My eyes widen at the sight of Aurelia sitting on the floor and rubbing her hip while a huge pile of books surrounds her. “Are you all right?” I kneel next to her, and she nods, her hands still trembling. “What happened?”

“I fell.”

Which is not surprising since that wooden ladder is wobbly as hell. “Can you stand?”

“Yes.” I help her get up, and she winces, still rubbing her hip. “The books,” she whispers as pain flashes on her face.

I grab them and put them on a nearby table one by one. “Did you carry them while climbing up that ladder?” There are around ten thick books, and at her nod, the anger caused by Levi grows to epic proportions, finally finding an outlet. I glare at Wyatt, who lounges lazily on the chair by the table, staring at us. “I hope you’re proud of yourself.”

“I asked for books. I didn’t force her to carry them all, so you’re barking up the wrong tree, darling.”

“That might come as news to you, Wyatt, but acting like an entitled brat doesn’t suit anyone. Least of all a man.”

“Ah, shots have been fired. I don’t really care. You can’t be liked by everyone. I’ll take my chances.” He gets up and waves his hand. “Either way, I changed my mind. I wasted too much time on this. It’s easier to order them online.” He looks at Aurelia again, and once freaking again, this girl casts her gaze down where her body shivers in fear. “You need to do a better job next time.” He shifts his attention to me and blows me a kiss, and I barely resist the urge to punch him. “See you soon, darling.”

Aurelia lets go of my hand, and I mutter, “What is his problem anyway?” Wyatt is a perfect gentleman. I expected him to gather Aurelia in his arms and help her out himself before offering to take her home or to the nurse to check out her injuries.

Scratch that, he’d be the one climbing up that ladder in the first place so that the fall wouldn’t have even happened.

He and Aurelia must share a past, which doesn’t excuse his behavior. Still, there must be some explanation for this bullshit.

“I need to go to the bathroom. Could you please wait here in case anyone needs something?”

“Of course. Do you want me to go with you?” I glance around, and everyone is buried deep in their books, so it doesn’t look like anyone might ask for help in the near future. “Maybe we need to take you to the nurse?”

“No!” she almost shouts, covering her mouth with her hand and shaking her head. “No, it’s fine. I just need a minute. Please stay here.” She limps to the bathroom, and I sigh in resignation.

Some souls are too pure for this world.

At this point, familiar heat hits me from the back, and I turn around to face Levi once more, who perches on the table with the books. “Wyatt has to stop harassing Aurelia.” If her earlier reaction is any indication, it’s not the first time, and it won’t be the last.

And while I decided not to talk to Levi in the foreseeable future, or at least not before my next session with Dr. King to figure out my mixed emotions toward this guy, I have to do something to protect this girl.

Pure souls are easy to crush, and I would hate for hers to be tarnished.

Mine crashed and burned a long time ago. Aurelia still hopes to save hers.

Something flashes in his gaze as if he despises me for mentioning his friend’s name, but that would be ridiculous, right? “That’s not going to happen.”

“Why not?”

“Aurelia is the reason Wyatt lost Ian.”

You’d have to be deaf and blind not to hear about the fallout of the century, as some media outlets called it.

Almost a year ago, news came out that Ian King bullied a girl at his university, and as a result, she lost her scholarship and got expelled. Since the details weren’t really clear on this one, most people assumed someone decided to smear the Kings’ name, and that Ian had nothing to do with it.

Their father, Zachary King, thought otherwise.

His punishment was harsh, and most of the family didn’t agree with it. Especially after Rafael managed to reinstate the girl at the university and the Kings funded her new scholarship.

Zachary cut Ian off. His trust fund was divided between Emmaline and Wyatt, and Ian even had to quit school because he couldn’t afford it. He wouldn’t let anyone help him because their father warned them that if they did, he’d cut them off, too. So Ian went months without contact before showing up uninvited at the family dinner Wyatt mentioned earlier, doing God knows what to survive in the meantime.

I know Wyatt despises his father’s decision because, according to Emmaline, he never uses a dime from his trust fund and has taken a loan from Rafael to finish his education after switching majors. Needless to say, he harbors a lot of resentment toward Zachary, so the loving King family is experiencing significant turmoil right now.

Especially considering Wyatt worshipped the ground his father walked on and never went against his decisions.

“So what’s Wyatt’s plan? To make her feel sorry for telling the truth?” I have no opinion of Ian. He’s more stoic and brooding than Wyatt and rarely engages in conversations, at least with me. Their bond used to be amazing as twins. I think it cracked since they had that fight during the dinner.

Mostly because Ian somehow understood their father’s decision and never questioned or challenged it, which only intensified Wyatt’s anger.

It hurt my heart because separation destroyed Rush and Rafael's bond once upon a time until they reconnected recently, so watching it happen to another set of twins was tragic to my eyes.

“Wyatt is a lot like me.” I blink at this. “He’s protective of those he considers his. Aurelia hurt the one he loved, so she has to pay the price, and only Wyatt knows what it would be.”

“If Ian bullied her, and I’m inclined to believe that, judging by how the girl wouldn’t hurt a fly, then Wyatt’s revenge is misguided.” I cross my arms and lift my chin. “I won’t let him bully her.”

He grabs his lighter from the table along with the jacket, flipping it through his fingers. “Revenge is usually misguided because it lacks satisfaction.” What kind of bullshit is that? “Stay out of it, Lavender. Wyatt might be charming, but only when he wants to be. Don’t awaken his ruthless nature.”

“Stop threatening me. And you need to stay away from me. You two might think you’re invincible, but news flash, no one is.”

“Ah, I’m trembling already.” I clench my fists. “Sooner or later, you’ll break, moy cvetochek. And that would be a magnificent sight to see.”

He walks away, and I resist the urge to throw a book at his back.

Levi is dangerous to my sanity, and I should stay away.

Is it possible to stay away from a man who wishes to see you hurt to get justice for what he thinks was done to his sister, though?

Growing up among hunters taught me a lesson.

They’ll stop at nothing to catch their prey, and the only way to escape them…is to be several steps ahead of them. Otherwise, they’ll trap you in their nets.

I freeze as his words echo in my ears.

Moy cvetochek.

I was forced to study several languages as a child, including Russian. It means my little flower, and why would he call me that if he isn’t part Russian himself?

Maybe Levi Scott also has secrets.

And to save myself from his wrath, I’d have to uncover some of them.

God help me.

Levi

Darkness never gives you the prerogative to lie.

Sadly…people never crave truth.

They crave illusions.

I guess it’s my turn to shatter Lavender’s.


CHAPTER SEVEN




“Our illusions are sacred to us.

Because they are born in our traumas and transform into protective mechanisms that keep our psyche sane.

The funny thing about insanity, though?

It gives you the freedom to be who you truly are.

Except it comes with a cost.

And that cost is usually never worth it.”

Lavender

Lavender

“Miss Wright. We’ve arrived home,” Gordon announces once he parks the car, and I sit up straight, rubbing my forehead as an intense headache hits me with full force.

“Home sweet home,” I whisper without much enthusiasm, unfastening my seat belt and grabbing my purse along with two books I loaned from the library. “I’m not going anywhere tonight, so you can rest, Gordon.”

“Rough day, Miss Wright?”

“Lavender,” I remind him, and he chuckles, the wrinkles around his eyes deepening when he smiles at me in the rearview mirror. “Tomorrow, I only have one class at noon.”

“I’ll be here.”

Right.

When we first moved to New York, I dreamed about using public transportation and exploring the town on my own. That’s another privilege no one wishes to grant me because, due to my psychological issues, I’m high risk. No one can predict how I’ll behave among the crowds.

Looking out the window of the car, I study the huge, modern building, located in the most luxurious part of the city. Most of the people passing by wear expensive clothes and carry designer bags, while their jewelry shines under the streetlights, drawing attention to the aura of sophistication and wealth they exude.

They also love their morning runs and coffee breaks, walking their dogs, and chatting endlessly with their neighbors when they aren’t busy on their phones.

Our neighborhood was the only place my brothers allowed me to roam freely, so I had to engage in small talk, and honestly, I only enjoyed the ones that involved their dogs.

Most of them are my age, and to see them all achieve so much while my life stood still… It’s the kind of pain I try to avoid, so I didn’t really form any friendships here either.

I should just write loner on my forehead and be done with it.

A man wearing a black uniform rushes out of the building through the revolving doors, nods at Gordon in greeting, and opens my door. “Miss Wright.” The doorman beams at me, holding up an umbrella to shield me from the drizzle falling from the sky and tapping soundly on the wet asphalt. “Good evening.”

“Good evening, Rob.” I wave at Gordon. “Good night.”

In ten short strides, we enter the building, and the spectacular interior design once again inspires awe in me, because the idea of living in such a gorgeous setting still surprises me after years spent in just a single room with white walls.

Jazz music plays softly, blending with the light hum from the reception desk and a TV in the lounging area, where there are two couches, snacks on the table, and a small bar to the side with all kinds of drinks. The flowery scents waft into my nostrils, creating a rather inviting atmosphere, while the streetlights streaming through various windows cast a dim glow on the golden marble around us.

One of the receptionists standing by the front desk waves and greets me. “Miss Wright. We have mail for you.” Marissa comes closer and gives me a sealed golden envelope with just my name on it. She must read my silent question because she elaborates. “It was delivered here earlier by a courier. We scanned it for electronics. It’s safe.”

Rafael owns this entire building. My brothers are billionaires for a reason, and after what happened here with his wife, I’m not surprised they are extra cautious about checking every delivery.

“Thank you.” I take it, put it inside one of the books, and go to the elevator in the right corner, away from all the others.

Pressing the button, I wait for it to arrive, only to groan inwardly when the clicking of heels echoes through the space, followed by Marissa saying, “Good evening, Miss Scarlett.”

“Hi! That dress looks great on you, Marissa.”

“Oh, thank you.”

I press the elevator button once again and still when an amused voice speaks up next to me. “It won’t come any faster. I’m afraid talking to me is unavoidable at this point.”

I plaster a fake smile and face the beautiful dark-haired beauty with the kindest brown eyes, who seems to know all your insides. She’s wearing a long pencil dress that showcases her hourglass figure in all its glory, and the only thing slightly less perfect on her is her pointy nose.

Scarlett is Rafael’s top lawyer at his firm and his right hand, without whom the company wouldn’t function. She’s legendary in and out of court, winning most of her cases and earning the respect of her peers. Even men are afraid of her, and her no-bullshit attitude solves most cases before they can even reach court.

She’s also my brother’s close friend who adores his wife, and she has an apartment in the building that she uses whenever she stays in New York, since she mainly lives in Boston.

Kind, successful, and mysterious.

No one knows much about her life, and the woman never dates, despite men constantly trying to get her attention.

Last I heard, she turned down a billionaire who bought an entire island for her.

“Hi, Scarlett.”

“Hi, girl. How are you?”

“I’m good.”

The elevator finally arrives. The silver doors slide open, and we step inside.

I wince at our reflection in the mirrored wall, which point out the contrast between her perfection and my imperfection.

Tearing my gaze away from it, I spin around to avoid it and go to press her floor number when she presses the P button instead. “I need to talk to you about your inheritance.”

“Doesn’t Rafael handle all the things that have to do with my inheritance?”

“We’ve agreed it would be better if I represented you from now on.”

“What? Why?” Anger sweeps through me as my brothers once again decided something behind my back. Who gives them the right to make decisions of such caliber for me anyway?

I’m not officially under their conservatorship, and I don’t have any diagnoses on my record. I have my rights, dammit, but my brothers seem to give zero shits about it.

“Breathe, Lavender, breathe.” It takes me a moment to realize I’m frozen, and I exhale. “I understand it’s frustrating.”

“No offense, Scarlett, you don’t.” Maybe this day tested all the patience I’ve had, starting with that disastrous lunch, then the whole Levi situation that I still refuse to examine, and now Scarlett.

A person can only fake and hide for so long until all the ugly starts to come out, and I’m reaching my limit.

We arrive on my floor, or rather, Rafael’s penthouse, since he graciously agreed to let me live here on my own a month ago after Emmaline and Phoenix convinced me that I had to learn to take care of myself.

“To tell you the truth, it was my idea, and I brought it up with Rafael.”

Walking into the spacious apartment, I love the huge window that opens up to a view of the entire New York skyline from this high up, when it’s not cloudy, that is. One of the reasons I fell in love with it was that I could stare at it for hours, thinking about nothing, too mesmerized by its beauty. I ask, “What was your idea? To find another way to control my life and finances? Or make yet another life-changing decision without me?” I throw my purse and books on the table, slipping off my shoes and sinking my feet into plushy slippers. “Oh, I know. Maybe it was your idea to show me how little my older brothers actually respect me.”

She ignores my outburst, and her brow rises. “You’ve changed your apartment a lot.” She goes into the spacious living room, which was once almost empty. Now it has a wide purple couch with two chairs, and a small table between them with a vase of fresh lavender. A flat-screen TV hangs on the wall opposite the furniture, creating the perfect spot for resting. The purple curtains, billowing in the light breeze from the open balcony door, finish the composition.

Rafael used to have a bar in the right corner with different brands of whiskey and a coffee machine. I removed it all since the smell of alcohol makes me sick, and instead turned it into my tea heaven.

It has pots, different brands of tea, along with water and small healthy snacks to munch on while I’m reading or watching something.

He also preferred to dine in the living room, so he had a round table there, but I found it useless, and since I rarely, if ever, eat at home, I got rid of it.

The only thing I haven’t touched is the bookshelf filled with Greek mythology books, and I added some of my favorites to the collection.

A small hallway leads to three doors, two rooms, and a kitchen. I plan to use the latter sometime in the future because cooking is on my list of things to learn. According to a psychological book I’ve read, every adult needs to know how to cook, even if they don’t plan to cook for themselves or their families.

For now, I’m still not allowed anywhere near knives and boiling water.

“It’s lovely here.” Scarlett walks to the chair and sits before taking a document from her briefcase. “Quite cozy, I’d say.” Part of me hates her approval because my penthouse is something that belongs to me, at least in my mind. I prefer for everyone to stay away, so the idea that she saw something she shouldn’t is killing me. “First, you need to sign this.”

“What’s that?” I grab it from her and flip it open, scanning the thing. “It’s a contract?”

“Yes. I can’t officially be your lawyer without your permission.”

“Why? My brothers couldn’t sign it for me?”

“Stop being grumpy and sign it.” She gets a pen, too, and gives it to me. “The sooner you do it, the quicker I’ll leave.”

“My brother taught me to never sign anything without reading it first.” Since she occupies my favorite chair, I stand and read through the document.

Not finding anything concerning about it—just standard lawyer jargon about her representing me and how much it would cost me—I sign it. “Here. My signature proves what a pushover I am.” It doesn’t matter who my lawyer is, because my brothers will continue to control me. They probably came up with this plan so they won’t face any issues with trust funds and inheritances.

A grown woman would have fought for her rights. Bile rises in my throat at how pathetic I am at this moment, especially in her company.

Scarlett is thirty-three and has everything a woman could dream of. Being thirty myself while leading this pathetic existence…I hate the insecure and troubled woman I become in her company.

She reminds me of the things I lost and will never get back, so limiting my time with her is best. Hopefully, as my lawyer, I won’t have to see her much either.

She puts the thing into her briefcase as I go to my “tea heaven,” turning on the pot and grabbing a bottle of water. I flick it open and take a huge sip, only to choke on it when she says, “Now we can go and sue your brothers.” She taps on her chin. “Although I think they would settle outside the court.”

Coughing, I wipe my mouth, and repeat, “Sue them?”

“Of course.” She gets up to face me while I just blink at her. “Do you know your family inheritance history?”

“Yes. The oldest child gets everything. Usually, the oldest divides the inheritance between the siblings, though. Unless he doesn’t want to.”

“Correct. That’s what Rush did before both of your brothers grew their individual fortunes themselves. They are billionaires in their own rights, and both of them created trust funds for you that you could have accessed at the age of twenty-five unless your health prevented you from it.”

Closing the bottle, I grab the tea box and fish out a green mint one, dropping it into my purple mug as the pot finishes boiling the water. “Yes. I don’t have access to the trust fund myself. They just pay for everything.” Pouring hot water into the mug, I wonder if I sound ungrateful when I feel resentment about it.

They fully control my finances, and I can’t even buy a muffin without them knowing, and while yes, it’s their money and I haven’t earned a dime…shouldn’t I be allowed to at least make small purchases without supervision?

“Since they created these trust funds, they have a right to change the rules or how you access the money.”

“Okay. I’m still confused about why we would sue my brothers? And just for your information, I don’t want to sue them. Or anyone for that matter.” On this exhausting day, I prefer not to think about my complicated relationships and focus on the situation at hand. “Would you like some tea?”

She shakes her head. “I prefer coffee, but not at this hour. Back to the topic at hand. We’re going to sue them for unlawfully restricting your access to your inheritance.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your parents wrote in their will that if they have a girl, she gets thirty percent of the family fortune.” My jaw drops. “Which means Rush got only seventy percent and divided that between the three of you.”

“How do you know that?” A warmth spreads through my system at the thought of my parents, whom I don’t remember or know, yet they did their best to protect me even though I don’t need protection from my brothers. True parental love from the grave.

For a child who grew up as an orphan, it means the world.

“I have my ways. Legally, they can’t keep it from you. In fact, they’re breaking the law by hiding the truth since you were supposed to get the fortune a long time ago. So they will either comply with our request, and you’ll finally have access to your five-billion-dollar inheritance, or we take them to court.” She chuckles. “And it won’t happen because just like me, your brother hates to lose, and he knows it’s a losing case.”

Drinking my tea, I ignore the sting on my tongue from the hot liquid and go to the balcony door when another gust of wind whooshes over my skin, bringing it much-needed relief as thousands of thoughts rush through my mind, each more darker than the other.

My hand wraps around my mug tighter when I get out onto the terrace, inhaling the smell and welcoming the drizzle falling on the roof and tapping the roof tiles. “Five billion dollars?” I finally whisper and turn around to look at Scarlett, who leans on the doorframe, her arms crossed, while her piercing eyes study me intently. I would take offense, except that’s her usual stare. Sometimes I think she expects an attack and prefers to be prepared at all times. “Who’s managing this money right now?”

Five billion dollars.

I can’t wrap my head around the amount. One might say I grew up in luxury my whole life, so I shouldn’t be this surprised, but it would be a lie.

I’ve spent eleven years in isolation, wearing flannel nightgowns most of the time and being locked in a room with only an old CD player.

And my life before my self-imposed imprisonment…

When our uncle took us in, he used our inheritance to his own advantage and never spent a dime on us unless he wanted to. We never had pocket money or could buy ourselves anything without his permission. And if you disagreed with his methods, it was either starvation or punishment that Rafael mostly got since I was so little.

Things only got worse once he kicked Rafael out, and culminated in a fight which scars I still bear on my skin.

Rubbing my cheek, I close my eyes, but my usual method doesn’t stop the flashback.

Not this time around.

My painful scream echoes through the house when Jade pushes me down the stairs, making me tumble over the harsh surface, and my head hits the marble, the pain akin to thousands of knives sinking into my scalp, spreading through me rapidly. “You thought you could date?” he bellows, fisting my hair and forcing me to sit down as nausea hits me while I’m struggling to breathe. “Choose Juaquine again! I saw you first!” He drags me toward the fireplace, pulling so hard at my hair that I think he might rip it out. “You’re mine, and it’s time you finally learned that.”

“Let go of me.” I try to wiggle in his hold despite the dizziness overtaking me because he mentioned my father’s name, which means he has lost his marbles again. It happened more frequently after my seventeenth birthday.

Sometimes I think he sees my mother in me and doesn’t even realize I’m my own person. That’s what I get for being her spitting image, sans the signature Wright eyes.

“Tonight you’ll learn.” He brings me toward the fireplace, where the logs are crackling, the orange and blue flames swallowing the wood rapidly, and the heat fans my skin, sending a shiver through every bone in my body. “No one would love you the way I do.” He picks up the poker with his free hand and holds it over the locks. “I’ll prove it.”

“Rush does.” I rub my cheek one more time, the skin still prickling as if remembering the abuse done to it. “He invested some of it into stock and real estate markets, so your money is working for you every year and brings a nice profit.” A beat passes. “Rafael, in turn, checked all the legal stuff regarding the money, making sure you’ll never lose it and that all the investments are legit. He drafted a prenup agreement as well in case you ever get married.”

Yeah, sounds like my brothers are trying to protect me to the best of their abilities.

Yet they failed to protect me when it mattered the most.

“I don’t want to sue my brothers,” I repeat, and she sighs. “Inheritance or not…they’re intelligent, educated, and experienced. They know how to manage money, while I can’t wrap my head around the amount. If they think I’m not ready, it means I’m not ready.” I can’t fault them for that and ruin our new building relationship over this money.

Just imagining our confrontation triggers a panic that urges me to hide under a rock. It’s better to keep the status quo and avoid reopening old wounds.

Because once we do that…all the ugliness will come out and my darkness will rival theirs and they’ll think I’m crazy. This time, for real, and they will lock me up in some psychiatric ward, and I’ll never escape.

Keeping my mouth shut gives me some freedom.

Which sounds cowardly, but that’s who I am.

A coward.

“Can I ask you a personal question?” Scarlett pushes off the doorframe and walks onto the balcony, pulling her jacket tighter around her dress when another gust of wind hits us and thunder shakes the sky.

The weather is still in a mood.

“Sure.”

“Have you ever managed your own money?”

“No. Which is also a good reason not to try to fight with my brothers.”

“Lavender, you’re thirty years old.” Ouch. “You’re enrolled in university right now, you read all the time, and you assimilate well into society, plus you have sessions with Dr. King. You have no diagnosis, or you don’t take any medications aside from some vitamins. It’s been almost a year since you started living your normal life. You don’t lack intelligence or education, and experience can be gained. I’m not telling you to take the money and run. You don’t have to do a thing with it. But you are an adult, and it’s time you finally took control of your life. No matter how much someone loves you, if they have control over your money, you’ll never be truly free.”

“Scarlett—”

She places her hand on my shoulder and pats it. “Think about it. I have a great financial adviser who can teach you things.”

“To my brothers, I’ll always be high risk. This will cause a fight.”

“Or your brothers might surprise you. Besides, sometimes you have to start a fight to live the life you want, because being comfortable for everyone else makes you feel uncomfortable in your own skin. For thirty years, someone else dictated your fate. Maybe it's time to take the reins and see what happens. No matter how scary that is.”

“Thank you.”

She squeezes my shoulder and motions with her head toward the apartment. “I have to go now because I’m exhausted and starved. Give me a call once you've decided or whenever you want to talk. We can be friends once you get over your resentment toward me.”

My cheeks heat at the fact that she reads me so well, and I mutter, “Sorry.”

“It’s all right. I’m not perfect, and I have my own scars. So we aren’t much different, even though it seems I have my shit together. See you, pretty girl.” She kisses me on the cheek and, with a wave, disappears behind the curtains, her heels clicking loudly until she reaches the elevator, and by the way the thing dings, I know she’s gone.

The rain intensifies, and sipping some more of my tea, I walk farther out on the balcony until it falls on me, slowly soaking me up, while nature warns us about the upcoming storm…

One awakens inside me.

And this time around I don’t rein it in.

In fact, I let it spread chaos in my soul.

My life plays like a kaleidoscope in my mind, and I wonder if Scarlett is right.

Everyone who was supposed to protect me has failed me at some point.

Maybe I should see what happens when I’m the one who tries to protect myself.

At least if I fail…

I won’t have anyone else to blame, and that would be a nice change.

Levi

I light the cigarette in my mouth and take a greedy pull from it, watching Lavender standing under the rain, her delicate body on full display for me.

My hands itch to grab her, to sink my fingers into her flesh while fear and arousal fill her green eyes, tempting me with their existence alone.

My phone rings, and I pick it up, pressing the loudspeaker button and exhaling the smoke. “What are you doing?” The annoyed female voice promises a rather difficult conversation. That was to be expected.

The woman is a shark and leaves no crumbs once she tastes blood.

“Whatever do you mean, Miss Harrison?”

“Cut the crap, Levi. You’re the one who slipped the copy of Juaquine Wright’s will under my office door.”

Leaning my chair and taking yet another drag of my cigarette, I watch as Lavender laughs and twirls under the rain, her tea spilling all over her hand from the action. “What gave me away?”

“The way you stare at her. I know an obsessed man when I see one, and I’m warning you.”

“Oh, you are? Didn’t know you were a comedian, Scarlett.”

The woman has my respect for what she endured and for how she built a whole new life around her trauma, and watching her work is art to a lawyer student like me.

However, that’s about it.

“If you kidnap or blackmail her to do anything she doesn’t want to do, I’ll be putting your ass behind bars and setting the Wright twins loose on you. Lavender doesn’t need yet another man who takes away her choices.”

I exhale more smoke before tapping the cigarette in the ashtray. “Scarlett, if I were you, I’d appreciate my giving you information that helped your client. You need to learn a thing or two about gratitude.”

“Gratitude is earned when one does something selflessly, and you slipping that will was as selfish as it gets.”

“Yet you still used it to your advantage. You might hate the game, but you sure as fuck love to play it, Scarlett.”

“Look, Levi. Whatever you plan to do, make sure Lavender is on board. Otherwise, we’ll have problems.”

The idea of anyone wanting to protect my Lavender from me sweeps rage through me, and I clench my cigarette, ignoring the burning in my palm while my voice drops a few octaves. “You do not tell me what to do when it comes to her, Scarlett. And besides…before digging your nose into someone else’s life, look closely into your own.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“Camden.” My mouth curves into a smile at her sharp intake of breath.

Ah, yes. She might have run away from her childhood town a long time ago, but some ghosts hunt us even when they aren’t around.

“We all have skeletons in our past, Scarlett. Do not provoke me into summoning yours.” I hang up and focus on Lavender again. She sits on her outdoor couch, trembling a little as she removes her slippers and curls her toes into the floor, gazing into the distance.

If she were beside me, I’d have to punish her for being so careless with her health. However, I have to wait a little longer.

Soon she’ll be mine, and her life will belong to me.

And if anyone stands in my way?

They’ll have to be eliminated.


CHAPTER EIGHT




“Certain people will do anything to manipulate your reality to lead you to your downfall.

And even with all the knowledge in the world, you’ll still end up facing consequences you never expected.”

Lavender

Lavender

“This is heaven,” I mutter as I jump on the bed, my wet hair sending water droplets flying onto the white satin sheets that bring relief to my heated skin. A silky emerald nightgown hugs my body, flushed from the shower I just took.

Even if no one sees it, I still know something beautiful covers me and that brings me joy. After spending my adult life in flannels and cotton, I cannot stand the material and get nauseous just seeing it.

I remember how I splurged in the lingerie shop, and Rafael asked me if my card had been stolen. I’ve never seen my brother struggling to find words. From that moment on, he never asked me any questions about my purchases again.

My smile slips away, and anxiety pushes to the surface. I grab my phone from the nightstand and read the reply to my earlier message, which I had done my best to avoid by spending an hour in the bathroom.

<Scarlett> I’m happy to hear you want to proceed. It should be an easy process as long as everyone acts like adults. Let me know if your brothers bother you about it.




Her message just fills me with more anxiety, after typing Thank you, I put my phone away and pick up my strawberry bowl instead, my stomach grumbling at the sight.

My favorite berry is my addiction because I need to eat it every day. Maybe I can use my inheritance to grow fields and fields of strawberries. And then share it with everyone for free.

Something dings on my laptop, since it is open. I usually watch some docuseries before going to bed, and I click on the notepad, smiling at the chat that pops up in my notification bar.

<Lev> Hi.




Excitement zips through me. I’ve done my best to resist checking my notifications since coming home. Munching on a strawberry and welcoming the fresh taste on my tongue, I tear a tissue up, wiping my hands and quickly typing my reply.

Hi.




I saw something you might like today.




I click the attachment, and the black, thick book’s cover comes into view. It has runes carved on it, indicating its age and value, because such pieces were created back in the eighteenth century. If not earlier.

That’s antique.




It better be. I paid a lot of money for it.




It’s about Norse mythology, right?




Well, overall, yes. But it focuses more on one specific god.




On Thor. I recognize his rune.




I didn’t know you liked myths.




My interests are vast. They aren’t focused only on people who commit crimes.




Putting more strawberries in my mouth, I prop my back against the pillow and place my laptop on my knees, thinking about what to reply next to my virtual friend.

A few weeks back, after watching a documentary, I felt this deep need to discuss it with someone, but no one in the family wanted to.

They had this weird look on their faces whenever I brought it up, especially Aileen and Rush, and they changed the subject every single time.

I mean, I know my brothers aren’t saints and have some questionable methods when it comes to doing stuff…but it’s not like they go around killing people, right?

Either way, my desire to share was too strong, so I stumbled on a forum where people discuss all kinds of things, and one was about the documentary.

I connected with a specific user, and we started messaging privately, just talking about shows and sending each other recommendations. The interactions remained impersonal, as none of us shared our private lives or real names. Still, the idea of having this connection with someone made me feel good.

I have no friends, and Lev is the first person I connected with all on my own in this new world of mine.

And he knows what I really like and doesn’t judge me for it. Sometimes I’m afraid to talk about my interests with my family, for fear they’ll twist it in their heads, which would put me back in a white room.

No needles. No needles. No needles.

So you’re rich.




I am.




I burst out laughing at his arrogant reply.

How do you know I like Norse mythology?




You told me you read a book about Vikings the other day, so I assumed you must like their mythology as well.




Oh, I forgot about that.




It’s my gift for you.




My eyes widen, because what the hell?

I can’t accept it.




Why not?




Two reasons. First, it’s expensive, and we’re virtual strangers. And second, we’re virtual strangers, and I can’t give you my address.




I can leave it somewhere for you to pick up later.




No.




Online chatting is great and all, however, the guy likes shows about serial killers! Granted it’s more about vigilantes and not true serial killers who hurt innocent people, because I do not enjoy watching or discussing those. Still…what if he’s a stalker or something? I know I’m unattractive to most men, but I’m a Wright. I can’t act recklessly with strangers just because I’m hungry for human connections.

He must be one of your favorite gods. And you haven’t read this book. Aren’t you at least a little bit curious what’s in it?




And why would you assume that?




Thor is loyal to Odin, and he always keeps his word. He’s the best protector.




As long as you’re loyal to Odin. He protects those who suit Odin’s idea of life.




His protection is instant. He doesn’t care about the past or future, only about the present, and the enemy would be destroyed one way or the other.




We’re all loyal to someone because, without loyalty, we have no moral compass of what’s wrong or right.




Rubbing my forehead at this explanation because it goes deeper than the usual passages about Thor and his part of Norse mythology, I realize maybe Lev, whoever they are, knows way more than I do on the subject.

Seems to me like he’s your favorite too.




Protecting those who matter to me and punishing those who betray me is something I live by. So of course I admire Thor.




Yeah, I should have expected that this day would end with an odd note as well. Even my online buddy became weird as fuck.

I love Thor, but I still won’t agree to such a gift.




I’ll find a way.




Better don’t, or I’ll assume you’re a stalker.




I plead the fifth.




Oh…so they must be from around here?

Although what else was the person supposed to say after I called them a stalker for wanting to send me a gift? It’s not their fault I have a fucked-up upbringing and have a hard time trusting anyone, let alone strangers.

I’m sorry if I sounded rude.




You don’t need to apologize. Ever.




I eat some more strawberries and can’t shake the feeling that these words sound really harsh.

The people-pleaser in me, though, who is afraid to lose a so-called friend with whom I can talk about something other than my miserable life, wishes to soothe the damage my curt replies might have caused, so I type again.

I had an eventful day.




Did someone hurt you?




It’s…more complicated than that.




How complicated?




I’m not sure you want to know all the details.




I never do what I do not want to do. So I wouldn’t have asked if I hadn’t been interested in knowing.




It sounds like something my brothers would have said, and although I had suspicions before, I’m almost ninety-nine percent sure my friend is a guy.

Polishing off my strawberries, I put the bowl on the nightstand and muster the courage to open up a little to get an outsider’s perspective.

I have no one else to ask, because no way in hell am I bringing it up with Dr. King. Besides, I can share enough to explain my situation, but he’ll never guess who I am. I’ve seen a lot of stories about relationship problems on the website, so it’s not even that suspicious coming from me.

There is this guy…




I freeze as the blond-haired man comes to mind, his piercing blue eyes tempting me with their existence alone and urging me to succumb to the temptation to find what hides behind his carefully crafted facade.

He makes my life unbearable.




Exhaustion hits me, and I slide down the bed because for the first time ever, I’m talking about Levi Scott and my feelings toward him. Every single time I see him, I push thoughts of him away, but how much can one run before it’s impossible to hide?

My heart’s dirty secret has slowly grown into an unhealthy obsession.

What do you mean by unbearable?




It’s complicated.




You seem to love that word.




His sarcasm is valid since I’m the one who raised the subject in the first place.

My brother is engaged to his sister, and they’re in love. But their story started…complicated.




From now on, you aren’t allowed to use that word.




I laugh, and some of my nervousness vanishes. I’m starting to see the appeal of this friendship.

I think he still holds a grudge against my brother about the past and hates me by association. He’s been rude, cruel, and…well, there was an incident that embarrassed me, and I’m still shying away from public gatherings because of it.




I prefer not to share what happened right now, as it might be too personal and, as such, make me easily recognizable should this story ever see the light of day.

Sounds like an asshole to me.




A smile curves my mouth.

Yeah.




I understand his resentment, though, and I hate it.




Why?




Because he put his hands on me today to draw a point, and while the action didn’t pain me…it scared me and confused me even more. I should hate his guts and speak about this with my brother.




It’s normal to be scared when someone wants to physically hurt you. If you can’t retaliate yourself, you should let your brother handle it.




I rub my throat, remembering Levi’s touch.

They have a good relationship. I think he hides his resentment well from his sister, who he loves very much, and I admire him for it. I don’t want to ruin their relationship.




Typing this lie is easy, well, it’s a partial truth anyway, but I still can’t admit to a stranger that a certain part of me welcomed his brutal touch because, for a moment in time, it wiped away all the thoughts from my head.

And the fear I felt under Levi’s grip was coated in excitement that’s foreign and interesting at the same time to me.

They awaken the need to explore the darkest parts of me, and it’s something I can’t ever do. At least not with Levi.

You don’t want to ruin their relationship, or are you afraid your brother won’t take your side?




The questions push through the barrier protecting my heart from all the pent-up emotions that exist there for my siblings.

Such a simple question that has no definite answer.

He’ll always be on his woman’s side. A fallout between her future husband and her brother would upset her, so I would understand if he didn’t want to rock the boat. Like I said, he loves her very much.




Admitting it out loud doesn’t lessen the hurt, one of the reasons I’m always polite to my brothers’ women and don’t get too close to them. My brothers can be vicious when protecting who they love most, and how can I form any kind of friendship with them if I have to watch my every word around them?

I don’t have much experience in that department, but based on all the research I’ve done…all friendships experience turmoil, and I’ll be left all alone in mine.

No, thanks.

I’m better off with my online buddy, or even Scarlett.

And it’s okay. I mean, that’s how it should be, right? Once we fall in love, the person becomes part of our immediate family, or so they say.




Brothers don’t stop loving their sisters when they fall in love.




Lightning strikes the sky, like a sharp razor gliding through my heart and ripping it in two, forcing me to look inside and see the ugliness that pollutes it.

My brothers don’t love me. They feel responsible for me.




I wipe away the single tear sliding down my cheek, and my strained laugh sounds pitiful even to me.

How pathetic I must seem to him right now. Most people my age have mommy and daddy issues, and here I am with my older brother issues.

I don’t remember my parents and why I love them like any child would…they didn’t raise me or shape my childhood in any way.

Rush and Rafael are the parental figures in my life.

Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful for everything they did for me, but we don’t have a bond. They grew up and built their lives away from me, and sometimes I think I’m just screwing up their lives.




Getting my inheritance would sure lift some of the burdens from their shoulders, and they’ll be able to focus more on their relationships. My brothers deserve to be happy, even if their happiness doesn’t include me.

Lev’s status changes to offline. He left without replying.

Oh no.

Me spilling my guts was too much for him? The time has come, it seems, to rectify the situation and never allow myself such weakness again.

I jump out the bed, putting the laptop away, and run inside the living room, snatching the book I brought from the library and sprinting back to my room.

I snap a picture of it, ready to send it to my laptop and show it to my friend to change the subject to where it should have stayed. On our mutual interests.

That’s when the golden envelope Marissa gave me earlier slips from it and falls on the blanket.

I forgot about that.

Abandoning my mission, I pick up the envelope, flip it, rip the red seal, and take out the glistening invitation inside.

Lavender Wright.

You are honorarily invited to the Masquerade Auction Night.

Welcome to our club.

Where vices rule and saints weep.

Iread the invitation several times, studying the club’s logo and the address with a code attached.

Grabbing my phone, I point my camera at the code, and a place shows up on the map which seems to be in the middle of nowhere.

The fine print underneath states that I can bring one more person with me, and the said auction night is happening this Saturday.

Right after family dinner, then?

Why are they sending me an invitation?

Scratch that.

Who owns this club and how do they know my home address?

I dial Scarlett’s number, and she picks it up on the second ring, her groggy voice grumbling into my ear, “The Wright siblings and their hate for sleep will be the death of me.”

“Do you know about some B. L. K. V. W. Club?” I assume the letters stand for something, but the invitation fails to mention that.

A beat passes, and she clears her throat. “I’ve heard about it, yes.”

“I just got an invitation to their auction night.” And what’s an auction night anyway? Do they sell antiques in there? Maybe I put my information somewhere when I bought a chessboard for Aileen’s upcoming birthday?

“I see.”

Judging by her tone and total lack of emotion, she knows way more than she lets on. Too bad for her, I’m in the mood to push. “What can you tell me about it?”

I hear rustling on the other end of the line and a big yawn before she says, “Not much. It’s an elite club that drives on luxury, exclusivity, and prestige. You have to be chosen by the founding members, hence the auction night. Depending on how well the guests invest in the club, what they like to indulge in, and what kind of connections they offer…they take their pick.”

“And all these rich and successful people want to join it? Why?” There must be plenty of secret clubs around. Why pick this one?

“Because it’s new and there are a lot of secrets and rumors surrounding it, which makes it even more desirable. The more forbidden the fruit, the more it’s sought-after. Especially when you’re rich, bored and in search of an adrenaline rush.”

“So they can do whatever they want there?”

If that’s the case…what if it’s just a place for clueless people where some criminals have their fill, and the owners turn a blind eye to it all?

It would explain the invitation. My brothers have acquired many enemies over the years.

“As long as it’s consensual and everyone is of age, that is. Whoever breaks their golden rules gets kicked out, and their secret past is blasted all over socials.” She chuckles. “I think one of their owners must be a lawyer for how well they protected themselves from the law and potential lawsuits.”

“Who are the owners?”

More rustling in the background, and then I hear her gulping something. “Nobody knows. It’s top secret, and they don’t have to disclose it unless there is a lawsuit.”

I squeeze the invitation and sit on the bed, pondering this information and wondering why anyone would send it to me. It might be a joke, or someone meant to invite my brothers, but the name on the envelope is mine.

I should throw it away and not think about it. Going to such a place would be stupid and dangerous, except…

Before my uncle lost his mind and tried to burn me alive, we were about to have a prom at my high school, and the theme was a masquerade ball.

During my sessions, I created this list of things I wanted to try to make up a little for losing eleven years of my life. Dr. King said I should do some of them to feed the little starving teenager living inside me, demanding justice for everything that’s been stolen from her.

I never got to attend my prom, and now I can go to this sought-after club and experience something forbidden… Maybe that would cure one of my wounds.

The idea is crazy, stupid, illogical…but who gets a chance like that?

No matter what happens there, it will be a huge mistake, and the time has come for me to make one.

“Scarlett.”

“Yes?”

“Do you have any plans for Saturday night?”

Levi

Rock music blasts from the speakers as I put my black leather gloves on, and a smile shapes my mouth when a loud groan coated in pain and fear echoes through the space.

“Please,” he shouts, and I look at the man who has a tight chain with sharp thorns attached to the ceiling and wrapped around his neck. The thorns draw blood that slowly slides down his collarbones as tears fill his eyes. “Please,” he repeats, pulling at the collar and whimpering while taking several steps to the right and crying out when his bare feet connect with the broken glass splayed all over it.

Ah, is there a better sound in the world than the one of my victims begging for mercy?

“Why are you doing this?” he asks, jumping to the left, and another pain-filled cry rocks off the walls when he stumbles on the nails, their tips puncturing his heel.

Running my fingers through various blades and knives splayed on my weapon table, I pass them all and settle on the drill.

The trrr sound makes him snap his head, his breathing speeding up when our gazes connect. He shakes his head, sweat running down his forehead and mixing with blood as he freezes. “Why do you need that?”

The stupidity of humankind is sometimes astonishing because no matter their status or age, they all act the same.

And for whatever reason, till the very end, they hold on to the hope that I would show them mercy if they talk enough or ask idiotic questions.

They bore me on rare days and annoy me on most, intensifying the desire to shut their mouths permanently, as wasting precious air on these people is a crime in itself.

“I’m a pastor at the church. What you’re about to do is a sin.” He tries another tactic, gulping for air, his hands gripping the chain so hard that his nails break, and he winces, tears cascading down his cheeks. “God doesn’t forgive sinners.”

I come closer to him, my boots thumping loudly on the parquet floor. He steps back, but it’s useless. The chain—or as I prefer to call it, my personal leash—gives us little room to wiggle.

“Is that so?” I ask, rubbing my chin with the back of the drill, and he nods as hope lights up his features, swallowing hard.

“God is merciful toward those who change.”

“I agree.” He exhales in relief, which does little to elevate his pitiful state. His clothes are torn, soaked with sweat, and the front of his pants is wet, and by the smell polluting the air, the fucker must have pissed himself.

Those who deem themselves powerful are cowards who can’t even hold their natural impulses when threatened by someone stronger than them.

And in this, their lives become useless.

“God is merciful. I am not.”

“No, no,” he shouts, and it turns into an agonized scream when I grab the collar, keeping him still, and turn on the drill once again, but this time, aiming at his dick and shredding it into tiny pieces as blood pours from the wound.

He thrashes in my hold, although all his attempts are useless since his strength is nothing against mine, and once done, I kick him hard, letting him sway back and forth as his feet stamp over shards of glass.

He presents a hideous sight of my creation, as all my victims are my art pieces that, sadly, can never be displayed anywhere. I don’t even keep trophies, as they don’t deserve to be remembered.

“God will help me,” he whimpers, resting his forehead on his arm, breathing heavily, and coughing up blood.

Rage glides through my veins, awakening the familiar fire existing within me, ready to destroy anyone who uses faith as their shield from all the atrocities they’d committed against the innocent.

“You said God doesn’t forgive sinners.”

“Yes,” he barely manages to whisper, and whimpers, yet again, and his weakness only spikes my need to kill him.

Patience, patience, patience.

Art pieces require preparation, time, and attention to detail. Otherwise, the creation wouldn’t be complete or worth the resources I put into it.

Besides there is no justice when rushing things.

Going back to the table, I put the drill away and snap my fingers. The music changes instantly to high classical notes, casting a sense of doom around us, and his whimpers grow louder. “Do you recognize this music, Pastor?”

Wrapping my hand around the plier lying next to my blade collection, I turn and grin at him while he blinks, licking the sweat from his upper lip, then groans since the tape tore most of his skin from there. “It’s one of your favorites.” Walking toward him, I point at the speakers when the music grows louder, and his shoulders sag, another kind of dread settling on his washed-out features that I wish I could smash to no end.

Patience, patience, patience.

“That’s what you like to play during your sessions, so no one can hear what you truly do in your office.”

He swallows. “No, no. I can explain. It’s not—” He screams when I push my arm back and punch him in the face, the cracking sound rocking between us, and by how his nose loses its shape, I know I’ve broken it. The fucker starts crying even harder as if expecting the sound to move me.

“Does God forgive perverted men who hurt people, Pastor?” By how his body trembles, using all its last resources in survival mode, I know he heard me, and he’s finally starting to realize there is no escape from my purgatory.

His dark soul will stay trapped in it for eternity.

Fisting his hair, I tilt his head back and forcefully open his jaw, holding his gaze. “You love to leave your teeth marks on their skin, as their scars and pain bring you joy. They allow you to relive your perverted moments over and over again.”

“No, no. It’s a lie.”

I click my tongue. “Ah, Pastor. Careful. God doesn’t forgive liars either.” I raise the pliers and take out his teeth one by one, all thirty-two of them.

By the time I’m done, his body is almost lifeless, hanging on the chain. While it might be in shock from all the pain, I didn’t deliver any life-threatening injuries.

You don’t get to hurt people for years and die an easy death by my hand, oh no.

My justice is a bit more twisted than that.

I pull at the chain, and he falls with a loud thud in his own pool of blood.

He can lie here for a while before I drop his body off at the nearest hospital, along with all the evidence that shows what he has done over the years.

I’ll use my special connections to make sure he goes through a trial so that suffering would be the main theme for the remainder of his life.

It will never wipe away what he did, but at least his victims will get some sense of justice, and that’s enough for me.

My father says torture is an art form that he has mastered for decades, and even though he doesn’t know it, I admire all his work.

However, he can never know about my dungeon or how I decided to preserve his legacy because my psychotic tendencies have a purpose, and I don’t need his opinion on the matter.

I’m a monster of my own creation, and I make no apology for it because as long as people like this pastor are alive?

I will let my demons have free rein to cause as much mayhem as they fucking want.

Even if they need a green-eyed beauty right now to survive, which reminds me why I went on the hunt in the first place tonight.

Her words about her brothers…the idea of her feeling alone and unwanted all her life pisses my demons off, and they wish to go and deal with her brothers for causing her this hurt. Even if they have no idea she feels this way.

She loves them, though, and they are both men I respect and admire, not to mention they love her as well. So I have to pretend to play nice.

The keyword being pretend.

Washing my hands in the sink and cleaning up all my weapons, I’m ready to head out when my phone vibrates in my pocket.

Taking it out, I slide it open, and the rage from what I’m seeing almost makes me break the damn thing.

It’s a photo of Lavender’s invitation with a message attached.

<Kane> Make sure to look handsome, pretty boy. Your obsession might come.




You’re a dead man walking.




<Kane> The words you’re looking for are thank you. And you’re welcome. Maybe if you finally fuck her, you can focus on what really matters.




I’m going to break Kane’s fingers once we see each other again, and maybe choke him a little so he can’t perform during his next concert.

No one speaks about my woman in such a disrespectful manner or sends her invitations.

What this fucker doesn’t know is that I planned to invite her all along, as in our club vices are set free and we could explore our darkest nature.

Lavender has one as well. She just prefers to hide it away, but in the darkness, you don’t have to hide. You just have to explore.

I’m curious if she’ll ever be able to accept my vices, not that it matters in the grand scheme of things.

She will be mine no matter what she wants or decides.

Like I said, I’m not a saint and never will be.

After all…

Evil and goodness lie in the eye of the beholder.

Another harsh truth I’ve learned from my father.


CHAPTER NINE




“Everything in our life is a choice.

However, the choices we make depend on the traumas we’ve experienced in the past.

And if our traumas rule our subconsciousness…is there an escape from a nightmare that’s your own mind?”

Lavender

Lavender

A long, drawn-out sigh slips past my lips as Gordon parks the car by the massive gates and rolls down the window, greeting one of the young security guards wearing all black, who nods at us. “Hello, Miss Wright.”

The Scotts have guards posted at their mansion as if it were a royal residence. All things considered, they might as well be.

“Hi. How are you, Kenny?”

“I’m good, ma’am. Glad to see you again. Everyone is waiting inside.”

Fear travels down my spine, and my hold on my phone tightens, making me read the message flashing on the screen once again.

<Scarlett> Your brothers received my complaint. They need to give us an answer by Monday, or we shall proceed with the lawsuit.




I thought I’d have more time to prepare for this conversation and their tempers, which will for sure blow up in my face, and I didn’t want to see them for the first time during the Scotts’ family dinner.

The past few days, I’ve successfully avoided my family, focusing on my studies or at least pretending to.

When, in fact, I hid in the library, keeping my back to the wall all the time, expecting Levi to pop up and do something dangerous.

The familiar tremor now rushes through my system, and I fist the skirt of my dress, begging my galloping heart to calm down because I should never have this strong of a reaction to someone who almost strangled me.

Dr. King once said I might not find older men attractive because authoritarian older men ruined my life due to their greed and perverted desires. I never got the chance to date anyone my own age, and, experience-wise, I’m miles behind the men in their thirties, so I might find younger men more suitable for me. According to her, it might be easier for me to connect with them or even relate to their struggles.

I don’t think she meant for me to lust after a twenty-year-old guy who hates me and puts his hands on me, though.

Kenny whistles to another security guard. “Joe, open the gates.” They both share a handshake with Gordon. “Good to see you again, man. Come to our cubicle once you drop Miss Wright off. We have a new pool going on. You might like this one.”

“Will do.”

I shake my head, stifling back a laugh because Gordon fits right into our family for his competitive nature alone. The man loves all kinds of bets and participates in them, however small or large they might be.

“Some people might consider it a sin,” I tease him since he hides this little fact from his wife, and they’ve been married for forty years.

He chuckles. “I’ll try not to burn in church tomorrow.”

“Go ahead!” Joe shouts just as the loud screeching of the iron gates opening rings in the air.

Gordon drives onto the long, narrow driveway leading to the huge, wide, brick building spread across the massive landscape located on the outskirts of the city.

My stomach flips from the buzzing, dangerous energy enveloping me from head to toe, and I sit up straight, practically gluing my nose to the window as I study the unique, gorgeous architecture of the Scotts’ mansion, which has the power to mesmerize the dead.

It includes statues in arches that lure you inside, akin to the sirens trapping the fishermen in the sea, tempting you with their beauty, yet you know you’re entering dangerous territory where you might not know what you will face.

Or rather, that whatever you face here will have catastrophic consequences in the future.

It almost serves as a warning to everyone who dares to cross the borders, because Rush’s father-in-law…is a man who doesn’t take kindly to strangers entering his territory.

In fact, based on the things I’ve heard about Lachlan Scott…he’s a man who rules his empire with an iron fist, and if you ever think about going against him…you won’t live long enough to even gather a rebellion.

An underworld king of New York for a reason, whatever the hell that means. Whenever I asked Rush about it, he just changed the subject.

The two-story structure has many balconies, and most of the windows are made of stained glass, similar to those in churches. When the sun streams through them, colorful rays must fall on the floor inside, creating a magical environment, or at least that’s what Aileen used to say when she described her family home.

I never thought anyone could have so much affection for a house since mine has been nothing but a nightmare and prison for me.

“This garden is a work of art,” Gordon mutters, pressing harder on the gas pedal, and I move to the other side to study the said garden.

After all, it’s the trickiest feature of their Victorian-style house, which reeks of luxury and power and reminds everyone of a hunting ground, according to Aileen. That’s how many twists and turns there are.

I strolled through it the first and last time I came here, running between the beauty of the endless roses and orchids blooming so wildly that the scent filled the air, making me believe I’d entered a fairy tale.

Until I got lost in the maze. The chilling weather sank cold into my bones as I wandered through the garden in desperate search of escape, finding nothing, only another turn leading me farther into the garden.

The many alcoves with benches served as my shelter when the rain started transforming the garden into something scary right away, while my heart beat wildly in my chest, the constant sounds of someone watching me growing my anxiety to epic proportions.

I must have fallen asleep at some point because when I woke up, I was inside the house, wrapped in a warm blanket, with a cup of tea waiting for me on the table in front of me.

To this day, I have no idea who found me, and since no one paid me any attention during dinner or after my disappearance, I decided not to ask so I wouldn’t ruin the family gathering.

The fact remains, though, that this garden is a trap, and I won’t set foot in it ever again.

As we drive farther onto the mansion grounds, the small, glass building in the distance comes into view, the lights still off, and I know it’s Aileen’s mother’s dance studio.

Valencia was a professional dancer and now shares her passion with the next generation all over the world, who love her dearly and sing her praises on socials during her shows and rehearsals.

“Sometimes evil is necessary to protect what we guard the most.”

Too confused and exhausted to examine Gordon’s rather out-of-the-blue statement, I just ask, “What do you mean?”

“Just thinking out loud. You’ve been jumpy during the ride, so you must be nervous.”

The cons of your driver deeming himself your adoptive grandpa so he shares random wisdom with you in order to lower your anxiety.

It’s sweet in a way, and I force a smile that will probably be gracing my lips for the next two hours. “Thank you. It’s a family dinner for the engaged couple.”

He huffs. “Let me tell you, I’m surprised your brother didn’t kidnap the girl and elope with her already. I think his patience is running thin with all the wedding preparations.”

Ah, if only he knew.

My brother might hate it, but he’ll go with whatever the Scotts want to keep the peace, which is still very tangible due to their past.

Gordon pulls the car up to the entrance, where the butler has the oak double doors wide open for me. “Looks like Joe gave them a call.”

Yeah, everything in the Scott’s mansion works like one, highly functional organism.

“I’d better go.” I pick up my small purse and the heavy box full of pastries I bought from the best bakery in town. Aileen and Emmaline always show up at my apartment with sweets, so I figured that must be their family tradition or something. Either way, I don’t want to be rude to their parents.

They deserve all my respect, considering what my brothers put them through.

Getting out, I smile at the butler running toward me and snatching the box from my arms. “Good evening, Miss Wright. Nice to see you again.” The younger man, who must be in his twenties, grins at me, and I wonder how Lachlan, who guards his mansion so well, agreed to hire someone so young for the job. Usually, their head butlers are in their sixties, since they don’t have to do much day-to-day work and just oversee the other employees.

This guy has broad shoulders, and there is a wild look in his eyes that seems to catalog everything around him.

His long dark hair, pulled back in a bun, and the various tattoos gracing his neck and hands make him stand out among everyone else.

Not to mention I rarely see him interact with anyone besides Lachlan and Levi, giving Valencia and Aileen a wide berth, but somehow always finding time for me and getting me everything I need whenever I come here.

Like a shadow following me around.

“Likewise, Hardy.”

He salutes Gordon, who honks twice before reversing the car and driving back to the gates, while Hardy points toward the entrance, and we start walking. “Do you enjoy working at the library?”

“For now,” I reply, and then blink. “How do you know about that?”

While he’s super nice and all, I don’t make a habit of sharing my personal life with Hardy.

“Miss Scott mentioned it earlier.” His odd tone makes the familiar nervousness wash over me, and I roll my eyes at myself internally. Not everything in this world is suspicious.

“Great. I love when people talk about me.”

He chuckles just as we enter the house. “Enjoy living your life as the main character, Miss Wright.”

“I prefer a supporting role.”

“Supporting characters eventually get a book as well.” He laughs at my glare, and I still when an unreadable expression settles on his features. He straightens up, and his voice turns rougher. “I’ll take this to the kitchen.”

Another thing about Hardy?

He disappears at random after short chats.

Come to think of it, I’ve never seen him mingle with the other stuff. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think his only job was to cater to my needs.

“Whatever,” I mutter, and walk through the spacious hallway, which is lined with strategically placed lights that showcase the decor’s gold, red, and brown hues vividly, creating a fairy-tale-like atmosphere around us as the shining marble glistens.

Beauty permanently resides here, reminding us imperfect creatures that we don’t fit into the aesthetic.

Expensive paintings acquired at outrageously pricey auctions, judging by the style, hang on the walls, displaying myths centered on love and war, and the endless stories of human sorrow that involve sacrificing something for the greater good.

Extending my hand toward a painting depicting a bird picking at Prometheus’s liver, I grace the golden frame with my fingers, admiring the carved wood that will cost a fortune alone.

“Prometheus, the epitome of a greater good sacrifice that turned into endless hell.” A zipping sensation washes over, and the air hitches in my throat when I notice Levi standing by the stairway leading to their second floor and leaning on the banister, his black shirt stretching over his muscular chest, and the V of the neck showing off all his tattoos. His jeans and leather shoes only add to the swirling energy around him, sending goose bumps down my spine. “He was a titan who defied the gods and stole fire from them to give it to humans. As punishment, Zeus bound him to a rock, and an eagle ate at his liver every single day. Quite creative torment on the gods’ part. After all, it’s the only organ that grows back.”

Pulling my hand away, I swallow and urge my heart to calm down, although I can’t blame it for being emotional since this man always finds a way to ruin my mood one way or the other.

And my body being weirdly attracted to the guy has nothing to do with it, nope.

It’s not a crime to notice a handsome man. That being said, he’s a walking red flag, so I have to be careful around him. Besides, it’s not like I can cause a scene at his parents’ house.

So mustering up all the courage and manners I might have, I say, “Thank you for your explanation. I know who Prometheus is, though. I graduated from high school.” I groan inwardly at the last sentence that slipped past my lips because it has a lot of bite to it and shows my vulnerability.

Sometimes it’s hard to hold back when people try to explain everything to you as if you lack intelligence.

And him assuming I’m stupid doesn’t sit well with me either.

“Graduating from high school or university has nothing to do with knowledge or intelligence.” He pushes off the banister and strolls toward me, his footsteps exceptionally loud in the hallway, and the classical music playing from the living room highlights his rather amused demeanor.

His eyes, though…

His ocean-blue eyes hold so much rage, I step back and rub my neck, still remembering his hand wrapped around it, and while it didn’t bring me pain…the idea of him cutting off my oxygen creates all sorts of fucked-up images in my head.

Maybe I should speak with Dr. King about prescribing me some medication despite my aversion to them. I’m clearly losing my mind here, and why do I always feel so hot in his company anyway?

It’s like my entire being is on fire.

“That’s an odd statement to make. To graduate, you need to pass exams, and to do that, you have to study. That’s how you gain knowledge.”

“You can graduate and never know about the myths, for example, because you failed to pay attention to them in class. Besides, countless smart people never graduated from high school or university, but they have knowledge and the skills.”

“I never said—” Huffing in frustration, I drop the argument since it would lead us nowhere. “You know what? Let’s just say you’re right. It’s a beautiful painting.” If I stretch my lips some more in these fake smiles, I’m going to rip my mouth. “I’ll go and say hi to everyone else.” I try to walk past him and gasp when his hand grabs my wrist, his fingers grazing over my skin, and scorching heat zips through me at the contact.

He steps closer to me, his fierce gaze trapping mine, shocked, and I slide back, wanting to put as much distance between us as possible. “Why do you think it’s beautiful?”

My brow furrows, and I clear my throat once again. I need water, and fast! “The colors, atmosphere, attention to detail. It’s a work of art, and the artist must have been really talented.” I yelp when he brings me even closer to him, my chest bumping against his, and my splayed palm ends up on his shoulder as I steady myself. “What the hell are you doing, Levi?” I hiss through my teeth, glancing around to make sure we’re alone in the hallway, only to look back at him when his hold on my hand tightens.

Everything inside me goes on high alert, thousands of goose bumps breaking out on my skin, while my heartbeat speeds up so fast I can hear the drumming in my ears.

“Prometheus sacrificed so much for humans, and they did nothing to save him. I’d say the beauty of this painting lies in the complete tragedy it shows.” He places his other hand on my waist, gripping it, and the touch burns me from the inside out. “If we dedicate our lives to others, such a gift would rarely be appreciated and, in most cases, easily forgotten. Because good deeds pave our way into hell.” He leans forward, his scent enveloping me, and my fingers curl on his shoulder. I should push him away and run. It’s hard to be anything but frozen under his intense stare, however. “Any beauty entails pain, Lavender. Otherwise, why would people be so mesmerized by it?”

“People were hopeless against gods and titans. They couldn’t do anything to save themselves, let alone him. They had no choice but to comply.”

His fingers dig into my waist harder while his face darkens. “We always have a choice. Silence and lack of action are a choice on their own that has catastrophic consequences.”

His words rub against the festering wounds that still hurt me, my mind fighting with my heart because there is so much truth to it. However, with these emotions also comes anger, and I lift my chin, pressing my palm against his shoulder, trying to push him away. He stays unmovable. “Prometheus saved people because he wanted to. One might argue it was his choice, so he was the only one to bear the consequences.” I take a deep breath. “If we were to believe the Greek gods and titans existed…then Prometheus sacrificed himself so humankind could thrive. That’s why we still remember him to this day.”

“Does it make the pain more bearable and worth it?” Our lips are a breath away from each other’s. “If you put yourself through sacrifices your whole life…do you think you’ll find it was worth it at the end of it all?”

His question reminds me of how, over the years, I used to wonder whether my life was worth living.

If maybe another day was torture and punishment instead of a privilege.

On the days when kitchen knives and empty syringes seemed a temptation one could hardly resist.

I push at his shoulder again. “Let go of me.” I step on his foot with my heel. “I’m going to scream.”

“Go ahead, moy cvetochek. It would be nice for a chance to hear your voice since that silence of yours started to bore me a long time ago.”

The clearing of a throat makes me freeze, and I turn my head to the right. “Not that this isn’t entertaining as fuck compared to what’s going on in the living room. Still, I suggest you two talk it out later because in about a minute, her brothers are going to lose their shit. They’re already wondering what’s taking her so long.” Wyatt leans on the doorframe, flashing me a grin, wearing an indigo suit. For whatever reason, the Kings always wear suits to gatherings. Rafael fits right in with them in that regard. “Hi, darling. Nice to see you again.”

Levi’s body tenses against mine, his voice dropping a few octaves, and its chilling sound rubs against my nerve endings, creating a weird sense of longing. “She has a name, Wyatt. Use it.” He loosens his grip on me, and I finally manage to escape, taking several steps back and running my hands over the skirt of my dress. “We’ll finish this later.”

I don’t appreciate the order, and reply, “Like hell we will. I’m not interested in one-sided conversations.”

“Why? You seemed to enjoy them over the years.”

“You are so⁠—”

“Lavender?” Valencia calls from the living room, and I shut up, deciding not to engage with the gorgeous jerk anymore.

“I’m coming,” I call back, and plaster on a grin as I go toward the living room, passing Wyatt on the way. “Hi.” I stop in the threshold and elbow him hard on the side. He huffs and laughs. “That’s for making Aurelia run around the library for your malicious reasons.”

His whole demeanor changes, amusement vanishing in an instant, and I blink in surprise because I’ve never seen this cruel glint flashing in his eyes. “Stay out of it, Lavender.”

“You’re bullying an innocent girl.”

“She isn’t as innocent as you think.”

The determination in his tone makes it known he won’t let go of his grudge. “Her life is hard as it is, Wyatt. Ian should have known better, and you can’t punish her for your twin’s crimes.”

“Since you’re in the mood to give advice tonight, here is mine. If no one asked for your opinion, don’t voice it because it means that people don’t give a fuck.”

Taken aback by his harshness as he never spoke to me in such a way before, I open my mouth, only to close it when Levi speaks up instead. “Wyatt.” His name is laced with a warning so strong it pollutes the air, I can almost touch it. “Lavender, go meet your brothers. I need to speak with Wyatt.”

I feel as if I’ve entered a new dimension where everything is uncertain, on the verge of crazy.

And while I vowed to myself I’d never listen to orders again, I shake my head at them and do as he says because some battles should be left unfought.

Wyatt might be right, and what he does is not my business. Aurelia, though, has no one in this life, sans her sick mother. I’ll be damned if I allow Wyatt to destroy her life due to some sense of revenge. Ian should have known better in the first place.

I’ll have to talk to Scarlett about it and take her advice on how I can protect the girl from his wrath. My billions have to give me some advantages. Maybe she would consider transferring universities if I offered to pay for her education like a scholarship of some sort.

Either way, I need to first get my hands on the money before deciding what to do with it.

This thought sours my mood because I’m about to face my brothers.

Ah.

Showtime.

Levi

The minute Lavender steps into the living room, Wyatt’s eyes flash in anger as he hooks his thumbs in his pockets and aims his stare at me. “I realize you must have lost your head with this obsession of yours, but may I remind you that I do not take orders from anyone.”

“It wasn’t an order. It was a promise.” He lifts his brow, and the familiar need to protect what’s mine rises to the surface. “Save your viciousness for someone else because if you ever speak this way to Lavender again, I’m going to⁠—”

“What?”

“Cut your tongue out and gift it to her.”

“Is that so?”

“You’re welcome to test me if you want.”

The tension escalates between us, and one might think a fight is brewing, but it couldn’t be further from the truth.

Violence is the language we understand best.

“The only reason I’m letting this slide is because I respect it. She’s family, and I wouldn’t want her to end up with someone who can’t protect her.” We stare at one another. “My patience and respect aren’t endless, though. Tell her to stay away from Aurelia. This issue doesn’t concern her.”

Pushing from the wall, I shrug. “If she wants to be friends with the poor thing, I can’t stop her.”

Aurelia, an unfortunate creature who caught Ian’s attention and in this turned her whole boring existence upside down.

I’m neutral when it comes to Aurelia, she ought to learn how to stand up for herself.

Otherwise, she’d never survive in a world where she crossed Wyatt. And the sooner she accepts that fact, the sooner she’ll build an armor to shield herself from him.

“As long as she won’t interfere with my plans, I don’t give a fuck who she’s friends with.” He takes out his phone, scrolls through it, and whistles. “Kane invited her to the auction tonight. Ah, this should be interesting.” He laughs, the fucker. “This must be killing you.” He cocks his head to the side. “Is that why you cornered her in your parents’ house?” He rubs his chin and snaps his fingers at me. “It explains her beautiful outfit today.”

It takes all my self-control not to snap his neck for admiring my woman for a fraction of a second, although I can’t argue with him.

She is a vision tonight with her hair cascading down her bare shoulders in heavy locks, and the need to lace my fingers through them, dragging her closer to me so I can finally feast on her mouth, rides me hard.

Patience, patience, patience.

She chose to wear a long, satin emerald dress that hugs her body so tight it showcases every delicate curve, and I wish to bite on them and leave my marks on her flawless skin, so whenever she sees them she remembers she belongs to me.

And the long slit on her right leg trailing up her thigh drives me insane with each step she takes, for it gives a peek of her legs that should be wrapped around me.

I’m going to beat the shit out of Kane because all men will be looking at her tonight, and that’s unacceptable.

Her beauty is mine alone.

“Not sure why you are amused, Wyatt.”

The soft jazz music playing in the background changes to Mozart and that’s my cue that my parents are about to call everyone to the dinner table.

Their fascination with classical music, according to our uncle, should be studied. It’s what brought them together, but judging by how they speak about it, I prefer not to know.

It’s not a secret that Dad kidnapped Mom and kept her hostage in this exact house twenty years ago until she fell in love with him.

I love, respect, and admire my dad.

In my opinion, he’s the best man there is.

Still, I want to cut something or someone whenever they mention their beginnings because the idea of anyone, even my dad, forcing my mom into anything makes me crave blood.

“Watching you stalking her all night while sending murderous glares all over the club is peak entertainment. I’ll take a video for you.”

Strolling toward the living room, I pass him by, and casually throw, “Lavender isn’t the only person he sent the invitation to.” I hiss through my teeth, “And a little bird told me he also sent her a gift. A dress and shoes.”

I laugh when I hear him crushing something behind me.

Oh, yes.

I might be in hell tonight, but I won’t be alone in it.

That’s the thing about Wyatt and me.

We’ve never left each other alone ever since we became friends.


CHAPTER TEN




“We should be careful when we accept invitations.

Because we willingly sign up for whatever the person has planned for us.

And once you give that consent?

You might never get the chance to take it back.”

Lavender

Lavender

Couples.

Couples everywhere.

That’s the first thought crossing my mind as I enter the gorgeous living room, admiring the atmosphere created by the expansive dark-oak furniture consisting of three couches, five chairs, and a round table that matches the rug. Since we’ve been here a few times, I know the same decor leads to the ballroom and dining room, which sometimes seems straight out of a historical show, with all its rare chandeliers and antiques scattered throughout, while the shiny marble reflects the lights streaming through the massive windows.

“Hello, darling,” a soft voice greets me, and I glance to my right where the two stunning older couples stand. “How are you?”

I focus my attention on the first woman since she addressed me, her dark hair falling in waves down her back as the black dress shapes her slender form in all the right places, while her kind brown eyes scan me from head to toe. Warmth radiates from here, which usually draws people to her, and that’s why most of her students adore her. Her kindness outshines her beauty. “Hi, Valencia.” I greet Aileen’s mother, and she shifts a little when her blond-haired husband, who hovers behind her, wraps his arm around her waist, his crystal-clear-blue eyes studying me, and their hollowness always scares me. Because it seems that Lachlan Scott can see right through all your facades and break down your walls, finding your rotten nature.

His massive presence makes me shy away from him most of the time, and I also feel shame.

My brother did kidnap his daughter, after all, with the intention to kill the guy, so I sometimes wonder if he just tolerates us for Aileen’s sake.

“Lavender.” His deep voice booms in the living room. “How are you?”

“I’m good. Thank you for inviting me.”

“Of course. Thank you for the pastries, we’ll serve them during dessert time,” Valencia says, taking a sip from her champagne. “You look gorgeous. This dress becomes you.” My cheeks heat from her praise, and I resist the urge to touch my dress. I bought in on a whim yesterday, assuming everyone would look their best at the club. I’ve never worn anything this revealing, and while the high neck covers most of my scars, it still exposes my body in all the vulnerable ways.

“She’s right,” Phoenix speaks up, and my focus shifts to the second couple as she picks up a grape from the table and bites into it while her husband, who’s still stunning for a man his age, nods at me in greeting, but his hawklike gaze stays unreadable. Powerful waves come from him, and if there is one thing I know about him?

I’d never want to be on his shit list because his wrath would be vicious.

A fact his past can prove, considering once upon a time he put his own wife in prison and ruined her life.

Dr. King is an amazing human for being able to forgive that, because I could never.

“Rumor has it you’re suing your brothers for your inheritance money,” Zachary says, lifting his whiskey glass at me, and my stomach flips. Does everyone know now? “I admire your courage, Lavender. They aren’t happy about it, and somehow that makes me happy.” Lachlan grins, and they clink glasses while their wives roll their eyes.

“You have my full support, and should you need any help, let me know. We can always discuss how you can invest your money to set you up for life if your brothers decide to be difficult.”

Now, the prospect of seeing my brothers fills me with even more dread. “I thought I was set already.”

Zachary shakes his head. “True wealth is born when you know how to multiply it. Even the greatest fortunes can be wasted in one lifetime if people don’t know how to handle them.” He glances at Lachlan. “Right?”

“Yes. To build an empire, you have to have knowledge and financial resources.”

My gaze shoots between them. “I’m not planning to build an empire.” I barely function as it is in this world, and they expect me to be, what? A financial wizard at some point? “Where are my brothers?” It’s better to change the topic, since talking about my wealth with them, of all people, is strange.

Not that I’m surprised they are ready to give me all these pieces of advice, considering they would use any opportunity to poke my brothers.

Something about fathers loving their daughters and thinking no guy is good enough for them.

Basically, something I would never know.

Maybe that’s not fair to my dad. He loved me, he just never got the chance to express his love to me before his own brother killed him.

“They are outside. According to our daughters, they are admiring the architecture. It’s a lie. They’re probably making out,” Lachlan says, and Valencia elbows him. “Your brothers should learn some manners. They seem to lack respect.”

“Among other things,” Zachary adds, and they clink their glasses once again.

Clearly, their sons don’t take after them only in the looks department; they've inherited their fathers’ character as well. Lachlan and Zachary weren’t even that good of friends, merely close acquaintances who respected one another and mingled in the same society at best. Even their sons' friendship didn’t make them close, which makes sense since they have different interests.

However dislike for my brothers apparently unites people.

Since Lachlan’s voice stays monotonous the entire time, it’s hard for me to understand if he’s joking or not. I just nod like an idiot and dash toward the set of double glass doors opening into their lawn, where countless fountains and statues only highlight the magnificence of their garden.

Breathing the fresh air into my lungs, I have a second to sweep my gaze over the view before spotting my brothers with their women.

They are standing by the fountains in almost identical positions as their parents. Nobody could miss the death grip my brothers have on their women, but they slip through it easily once Aileen and Emmaline sprint toward me, their high heels clicking on the asphalt. “Hi,” they both say in unison as they hug me tight from both sides, and the scent of their sweet perfume envelops me.

“We missed you.” They lean back, and Aileen points at my dress. “Someone went shopping without us.”

Emmaline winks at me. “And snagged a winner. I love the texture.” She lightly taps my shoulder. “You are a stunner, girl.”

Their kindness and compliments always heal parts of me they didn’t break, and while I’ve read some horrific stories about in-laws turning one’s life into hell…these two amazing women made me feel so welcome.

Although sometimes I wonder how they can love my brothers after what they’ve done to them and still stay this…ethereal.

Maybe growing up with loving families preserved some of their innocence, and their souls’ purity could never be sullied.

“Thanks.” I sweep my hand up and down their graceful forms. “It’s you two who turns heads, though.”

They grin, and then sigh. “We’ll go inside,” Emmaline says, kissing me on the cheek. Then she whispers into my ear, “Stand your ground. We’re on your side.”

Aileen looks over her shoulder and addresses Rush. “Be nice.”

“To you? Always, princess.”

They give me one last glance and walk toward the terrace door, leaving me staring at my brothers in the distance, and while they are both tall, dark-haired, and green-eyed—after all, they are twins—they are so different.

Rush sports a five-o’clock shadow while wearing jeans and a leather jacket, with a wild look about him that speaks to his chaotic nature, always craving to inflict suffering on whoever crosses him. The pure fire in his eyes, demanding vengeance, extinguishes only when his fiancée is around.

On the contrary, Rafael wears a three-piece suit that fits him like a second skin, and his cold, detached stare has the power to scare the dead, and you can see it soften whenever his wife comes closer to him.

Both of my brothers have this don’t fuck with me energy, and right now it really sucks to be me.

“We got your complaint.” Rush speaks up first, breaking the deafening silence. “Although I assume I’m the only one who is threatened with a lawsuit in this, right? Since I’m the heir to our family fortune.”

“No, it’s both of us. Since I’m your brother and a lawyer, and was aware of what was going on.” Rafael sips his whiskey while I wish for the ground to open up and swallow me whole so I wouldn’t have to experience their rage. Usually, it’s aimed at someone else. “How did you find out about it anyway?”

“Scarlett told me.” I hate how small my voice sounds, and I clasp my hands, rubbing them together. “Why did you hide it from me?”

“When were we supposed to tell you? When you pretended to have age regression? Or once you came to New York and started doing stupid shit like coloring your hair every other day, throwing tantrums, and locking yourself up in your room while blasting rock music all over the apartment?” Rush’s harsh tone hits my nerve endings, and I flinch, once again rubbing my hands. “Exactly when was the right time to tell you about this, Lavender?”

After they discovered the truth about my condition, they brought me to New York so I could start my treatment with Dr. King. The first few months were rough, and there was a lot of anger brewing inside me I couldn’t control.

So yes.

I acted like a spoiled teenager and refused to have any deep conversations with both of them.

Still, though.

I would have listened if they insisted.

“I’ve been on my best behavior for the past seven months. I deserved to know the truth. Instead, you gave me credit cards under your name and watched all my spending.”

“You were never limited in your spending. You had freedom to buy whatever the hell you wanted.” Rafael cocks his head to the side, taking another sip. “So, what changed now?”

A heavy breath slips past my lips. “I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but I turned thirty weeks ago. I have a right to have access to my money without someone supervising me.” I repeat the words Scarlett said to me, and while my voice is still shaky, there is finally some steel in it. “Otherwise, I’ll have to depend on you for my whole life.”

“So this whole lawsuit is about independence?” Rush asks.

“What else would it be about?”

“Not some guy who advises you to get access to your money so he can take it from you?” Rafael’s question makes my jaw drop. “It’s a valid concern. You have to admit your sudden desire to be ‘free’ feels a bit strange.”

“Strange?” Anger slams into me, and I dig my nails into my palms, stopping myself from losing control because it would just prove their point. “When was the last time you had to ask someone for money, Rafael?” A muscle twitches in his cheek, and I turn my attention to Rush. “Or the last time you had to explain yourself to anyone? I bet a long time ago. Yet my whole life was filled with men who wanted to control me. It’s not strange to want my independence. It’s long overdue. Our father seemed to understand that.”

“Our father is dead, so his opinion doesn’t matter,” Rush snaps. “You’re our responsibility now, and we won’t apologize for wanting to protect you.”

Something inside me breaks at the word responsibility, and resentment spreads through me, poisoning my blood and tongue. “Protect me or your assets?” The change in their demeanor is instant at my words, the temperature dropping several degrees around us and casting a different kind of doom into the night. “In case you failed to notice, that’s exactly what I’m trying to do. I don’t want to be your responsibility anymore. I think we’ll all benefit from that.” My hollow laughter echoes in the night. “And don’t you worry about any man. Trust me, no one is interested in this.” I point at my scars. “My virtue is safe and sound with me, probably for eternity.”

Gulping for air, I will my heartbeat to slow down and really hold on to my sanity, for if I go on a downward spiral, they will lock me up.

I won’t be locked up in any room again, never!

Their expressions stay unreadable, and Rafael says, “We can’t leave you be, Lavender. You’re our little sister, and we’ll always look out for you. We love you.”

The sweet words, though, pour salt in all my open wounds, the pain so harsh and unbearable it shatters all my walls. “Why not? It’s not like you hadn't abandoned me before. So it shouldn’t be such a hardship for you both.”

Something flashes in their eyes at my cruel and undeserving words because they were kids themselves who experienced hell. They have their own scars, pain, and complicated pasts.

I shouldn’t hold them responsible for what happened to me, yet they built their lives away from me while I suffered with Jade… It can’t be cured.

My life could have been so different if they had just fought for me harder. I know they couldn’t, and the minute they could, they took me away.

Still, the scarred soul cannot forgive or forget, no matter the reason. And I know I’m not being fair, which is why I've tried to avoid having conversations like this.

“I—”

The soft, yet distressed voice from behind me interrupts my apology, and we turn to see Aileen standing on the lawn. “Dinner is ready. Everyone is waiting for you.” Her expression tells me her heart hurts for my brother, and doesn’t that just prove my point?

My brothers have somewhere to turn to with their pain, I have no one, and I won’t ever have anyone, because who would ever love me?

“I’ll sign the papers, and you’ll have access to your money by Monday. You won this round, little one.” I freeze at this as Rush comes to me and cups my cheek. “Have your freedom.” With this, he walks away toward his fiancée.

Rafael watches me for several beats, then kisses me on the forehead, doesn’t say a word, and goes back inside while I’m left standing all alone.

Under the weight of their pain and guilt that’s crushing me. I would have preferred their rage.

A single tear slides down my cheek, and I wipe it away, knowing everyone is waiting for me, and I’d better hurry up.

However, the thought of going inside and pretending once again as if nothing happened makes me nauseous, and I can’t do it.

For once, I don’t want to choose someone else’s comfort above mine.

My purse and phone are inside, so I have no way of reaching Gordon. It doesn’t stop me from walking through the garden toward the main entrance and hoping to find him at guardhouse.

On the way, it hits me that my invitation is still in my purse, since I planned to go to the club right after dinner.

I don’t have much time to dwell on it as I hear the roaring in the distance and follow the sound, my eyes widening at the sight of Levi sitting on his motorcycle.

“Grabbed this for you.” He extends my small clutch to me, and I’m too shocked to do anything but take it from him as I come closer.

“What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be inside?” Wyatt and Levi could be called rule-breakers. However, they never disrespect their parents.

In other words, they would never miss family dinners or any other family occasion that required their presence.

“I have better things to do with my time than listen to siblings fighting over who loves the other more.”

Great, everyone must have heard our conversation! “Your parents won’t have a problem with you leaving?”

“No. I showed up, and that’s what matters. I don’t like food, so I wouldn’t have touched it anyway.”

“As in you don’t like what’s on the menu tonight?”

“No, I generally do not like food.”

All our dinners together flash in my head, one after another, and true to his words, I’ve never seen him eat.

He usually sipped his coffee, and that’s about it, rarely reaching for the food.

And straight up leaving the table once the desserts were out, wincing just at the sight of them.

“How is that possible? You need to eat to fuel your body.”

My mind screams at me that I should end this conversation and call Gordon, getting away from here before anyone tries to stop me, and not engage in yet another disturbing conversation with the castle’s prince.

All my interactions with him usually go south, and do I need any more stress tonight?

“I only eat when my body is starving. Otherwise, I can’t. It doesn’t matter then what I put in my mouth as long as it sustains my hunger. I’m a creature of habit, it seems.”

His cryptic reply raises more questions than it gives me answers. When did he have to starve that it became a habit anyway?

He’s a Scott!

He extends his helmet to me, and says, “Put it on and hop on.”

“What?”

“You want to run away, right?” I nod. “I’ll take you wherever you need.”

“Have you lost your mind? I’m wearing a dress.” And why is this the first thing I say? There are thousands more important reasons why I can’t go with him!

His intense stare roaming over me sends scorching heat all over my system, and his hoarse voice only adds to the confusing yet tempting feelings sinking into me. “Trust me, I’ve noticed. I’m heading out anyway, and poor Gordon is trying to win a poker game with my guards. I assume he’d hate to leave now and tell his wife he lost around three grand because you didn’t give him the chance to win it back.”

“How do you even—” Exhaling, I shake my head. “Doesn’t matter. I’ll call a cab.”

He shrugs, his free hand squeezing the handlebar and roaring the machine to life, the sound echoing through the night and making the birds in the surrounding trees fly high in the dark sky. “Pity. I thought after standing up to your brothers for the first time in your life, you’d have more fire in you. My mistake.”

His goading words should not affect me. His offer for a ride is probably a ruse of some kind to throw more bullshit my way.

However, I’ve never ridden on a motorcycle before, and I always wanted to try it back in my teens. Would I ever get the chance to do it again anytime in the future?

Besides, traffic would be horrible at this hour, and I’d get to my destination faster on the bike.

“Fine,” I say, snatching the helmet from him and putting it on. “Just for your information. If you plan to kill me tonight to stick it to my brothers, you guys have security cameras everywhere, and they’d know it’s you.”

“Don’t worry, moy cvetochek. When I want to kill someone, I’m discreet about it.”

Amusement laces his tone, but it doesn’t seem like a joke. It sounds like he’s stating a fact, which is odd in itself.

And I ignore the mocking endearment, because whatever.

Whatever.

I want to get away from here and try something new. Sometimes ignoring reality pays off.

Taking my phone out, I quickly text Scarlett to meet me at the club and then show Levi the address. “Could you please take me there?” He nods. “And don’t tell anyone about it.” His lips twitch, and annoyance zips through me. “Or shout it from the rooftops. I don’t care. I’m an adult.”

“Lavender, get on the fucking bike and save the I’m a grown woman speeches for your brothers. I’m well aware you are one.”

Slipping my phone back into my clutch, I place it on the bike so it’d get squished between us, and then hike up my dress—thank God for my long slit—and sit, pressing myself tight against him. Thousands of goose bumps break out on my skin, the touch sending electric volts crashing into me as I’ve never been willingly this close to him.

“Hold on tight, Lavender. Don’t let go, no matter what.”

Wrapping my hands around his middle, I shift forward and then rest my chin on his shoulder, waiting for our gazes to clash, and whisper, “Please don’t go too fast.” His muscles grow rigid under my palms, and the vein on his neck pulses faster, and I don’t understand the deep need to trace it.

Oh God.

Maybe this was a mistake.

“Don’t let go,” he reminds me again, right as he revs the engine, riding toward the gates with all his might, it seems, as the wind hits my face and the air sticks in my throat.

The garden becomes a blur as he speeds up and passes the security cubicles, driving onto the narrow road leading toward the city, my fingers curling into his leather jacket and clenching it harder as the feeling of freedom sinks in.

Because all my worries and self-doubts, along with intrusive thoughts, disappear, leaving only this euphoric, carefree desire to break all the chains holding me and take a deep breath for what feels like the first time in my life.

I practically plaster myself against him when he speeds up on the empty road and squeal when the machine roars and he lifts the front wheel off the ground. “Oh my God,” I yell, wrapping myself tighter around him so I don’t fall. This man does want to kill me after all! “Stop it!”

“Why?” He glances over his shoulder, his cheek brushing against mine, and I gasp. “Are you scared?”

“Yes.” I should probably pretend to be all brave, but fuck it. It’s my first time on a bike. A girl is allowed to be afraid. “And you aren’t wearing a helmet. It’s dange—” Another squeal slips past my lips when he takes a swift turn to the right, and we get on the busy street while he navigates through several lanes. His movements are so fluid and easy that one might think riding a motorcycle is the easiest thing in the world.

“You’re with me, Lavender.” He stops at the traffic light, and I gulp for air, only to freeze when our gazes clash in the side mirror. It’s as if a caress coats his voice. “I won’t let anyone or anything hurt you.”

Sensations travel all over me in hard waves, creating heat in the pit of my stomach while something unfamiliar blooms in my chest as my heartbeat speeds up.

I shake my head and see a deeper meaning in his words that might seem so…beautiful otherwise. “Because you want to be the one to hurt me.”

I expect a lot of things, but for him to laugh in my face and wink at me isn’t one of them. “Your intelligence attracts my dirty mind, moy cvetochek.”

“Stop calling me that.”

“What would the fun in that be?”

As the light turns green, he resumes his pace, the machine roaring and vibrating underneath me. The wind slaps me in the face, whooshing all the air from my lungs as I close my eyes and let it all go.

Maybe Levi enjoys torturing me. However, my fear right now is nothing compared to what I’ve had to experience my entire life, and somehow this thought eases all my worries.

He can try to hurt me, but he won’t be able to break me, for how can you break something that has already shattered into tiny little pieces a long time ago?

Slowly, my hold on him loosens, sliding up to his shoulders, my nails sinking into his leather-covered body, and he tenses, his hands gripping the handlebars hard when I press my legs tighter to the outside of his.

Laughter rumbles in my throat because happiness envelops me, and I’m not afraid to die by Levi Scott’s hand.

At least I’d die doing something reckless and wild, which is a nice change from my monochrome existence thus far.

In a few minutes, the tempo changes as we reach the center and he moves between the packed roads, passing by all the cars honking and their drivers cussing at each other.

I have little time to study the tourists walking around the streets and snapping pictures while the various smells, both delicious and disgusting, merge, creating this familiar feeling of New York City.

“What in the hell?” I mutter when he turns left, gets on the road that’s hidden behind two buildings, drives straight, then moves to the right. That’s when I see a huge line of people wearing designer clothes and expensive jewelry standing outside a dark building as a few bouncers check their IDs and invitations before letting them inside.

The dark alley, which echoes every sound, creates a gloomy atmosphere, and all these people stand out as if they don’t even belong here.

If it weren’t for them, I’d think Levi brought me to a secluded place to kill me, that’s how strange this whole place is.

He parks the bike several feet away, and, huffing a breath, I get down on my shaky legs and check my dress, which surprisingly still looks decent after the ride. Removing the helmet, I place it on the bike, my ears adjusting to normal sounds after the intense ride.

“Thank you,” I say, grabbing my clutch and running my fingers through my locks. “You brought me here right on time.” I fish out the invitation, my brow furrowing. “Although it says the show starts in an hour. Why is everyone here then?”

“Because despite the invitations, not everyone would be able to get in, which intensifies the desire to be one of the selected few.”

Too stunned by this information, I don’t even question how he would know that. According to rumors, he’s been cruising the clubs for years now. “Why would they do this?”

“Desperate people are willing to pay any amount or give anything one might need in order to get what they crave. Exploiting their greedy nature is an art form in itself.”

“You must know the owners well to be this supportive of their methods.”

Which raises another question for me. Did they think I would pay a lot of money to get in? I wasn’t even interested in the first place to go.

“You could say that.” He motions with his head toward the club. “Have fun tonight, Lavender.”

“Thanks,” I mutter, and blink when he catches my elbow, dragging me to him until we are a breath apart, and hot flushes zip through me as sizzling energy blasts between us. “Levi.”

He raises his hand and gently laces his fingers in my hair before gliding them down and tipping my chin forward, making me swallow hard. I should break the embrace, but tonight, I prefer to do all the things I shouldn’t.

“The minute you enter this club, moy cvetochek, your virtue won’t be safe and sound.” He heard the words I yelled at my brothers, and I groan inwardly at the prospect of everyone hearing that.

It’s one thing to be a virgin at thirty.

Quite another for everyone in the family to know, especially Levi!

He brushes his thumb over my lips, and whispers, “Remember that.” Then he pushes back and drives off so swiftly before I can even blink, leaving me standing while thousands of emotions flash through me, each one more confusing than the other.

However, the most prominent one is the loudest.

If I set foot in this club tonight, my life will never be the same.

Levi

Ah, moy cvetochek.

What a mistake you’ve just made.


CHAPTER ELEVEN




“Virtue is a powerful weapon.

If one knows how to use it right.”

Lavender

Lavender

The loud honking, followed by screeching tires, snaps me out of my thoughts, and I have a second to blink as a black car stops right in front of me.

I see shiny silver high heels step onto the asphalt, and Scarlett emerges from the car, looking gorgeous as ever in a red dress. “Lavender, you have to stop living in the clouds and pay attention to your surroundings.” She wiggles her finger sternly at me and then dips her head, addressing her driver. “I should be here a while. I’ll give you a call once we’re done.” She closes the door and taps on the roof, waiting for him to drive off before coming to me and kissing me on the cheek. “Hi. I hope you didn’t wait too long.”

“No, around twenty minutes.” During which I’ve seen various people straight from magazine covers being rejected and leaving in tears after begging almost on their knees to enter.

At some point, I started thinking that joining the club meant setting yourself up for life. That’s how ridiculous it got.

“By the way, when I said we could be friends, I didn’t mean go around clubbing. It’s not exactly my scene.”

I cross my arms and lift a brow. “You could have said no.”

She chuckles, adjusting her long diamond earrings, and her hair is in some kind of fancy braid. “Right, and pass on the chance to explore this place? Some of my clients are members.”

“Oh, so that’s good.”

She clicks her tongue. “No. What’s good is that a lot of their enemies are members too, and information is always leverage you can use to your advantage if you play your cards right.”

“Is there a time you are not working?” While I’m impressed by her brain and career success, I wonder how lonely it must be to form connections only with the intention of using them later.

I think the only person she considers a friend is Rafael. Probably because he never made a move on her. To him, she’s like another sister. They even bicker like siblings.

“Not since the time your brother found me crying on the streets at twenty after being kicked out from my latest job for refusing to sleep with my boss and having no money to pay rent.” I want to ask more questions, but she grabs my elbow and starts pushing us toward the entrance. “It’s all in the past, so let’s change the subject. Tonight is about you finally spreading your wings.”

“I just wanted to check out this mysterious club since I got the invitation.”

“However you want to word it, pretty girl.”

“I really hate lawyers sometimes.”

She laughs, patting me on the elbow, still keeping her tight grip on me, and I realize my nervousness vanished in her presence. Compared to Emmaline and Aileen, Scarlett doesn’t try to shower me with attention and love because she probably lacks those herself.

At least we have something in common.

The bouncer assesses us once we come over, and the beefier one barks, “End of the line.” I should have brought a scarf or a jacket because at least thirty more people are lined up.

“Gentlemen,” Scarlett greets them, cutting through the crowd and snatching the invitation from my hands. “We have a golden envelope.”

The leaner one takes it, scans through it, and his face pales a little. He quickly unties the rope and gestures toward the door. “Welcome, ladies. You’ll find your assistant and all the instructions inside.”

Instructions?

I don’t dwell on it much as Scarlett pulls me inside the dark building. A long corridor greets us, lit only by the parquet floor, and our heels echo through the space with each step, sinking a sense of dread into me.

“What does having a golden envelope mean?” I ask, shivering at the AC blasting at us, and its humming does nothing to lower my anxiety.

“It’s an invitation reserved for the VIPs, which in this club’s case means those who have power and wealth beyond average.” She must read the confusion on my face because she elaborates, “You have to have billionaire status to get it.”

Her explanation confuses me even more. “I’m not a billionaire.”

“You are a Wright.”

“So all other people outside…”

“They have red envelopes referred to as the lottery envelopes.”

The more I find out about this club, the less I want to explore it, because it seems to divide people into these weird boxes where they value status and wealth and care little for anything else. What kind of people would create such an establishment anyway? “Which means?”

“They don’t have much money by this club’s standards, but they are willing to do anything to get it to meet various men and women to set themselves up as sugar babies or sell their services for certain connections. If one uses the right strategy, this club could be a stepping stone into a luxurious life.”

That would explain the tears and the begging.

“Sounds like people are selling themselves up here.”

Scarlett shrugs. “No one is forcing them, so it’s their choice. The owners are strict about that. Consent is key.”

“Still sounds like sex work.” An unsafe one at that. Who knows what kind of demands these powerful people might have?

“It is, but as long as it’s consensual, I don’t care. Let people live the way they want.”

Whatever. “I still wonder who sent me this invitation.”

“You’ll find out soon enough,” she mutters as we reach the end of the hallway and turn right, only to see a woman in a black pantsuit standing behind what seems to be a reception desk, her mouth stretched in a smile that doesn’t reach her cold gray eyes. “Hello.” Scarlett puts the invitation on the desk. “I assume you need this for verification purposes.”

My lawyer taking the lead on this stupid idea sure makes it easier for me, because I would probably still be standing in line without her.

“Good evening, ladies. My name is Bellamy, and I will be your host tonight.” The woman nods at us, picks up the invitation, reads it, and then scans the barcode. “You’ve received an invitation from the founding member.” Is this supposed to mean something? She reaches under the desk and grabs two black boxes, placing them in front of us, and my eyes widen at our names written on them. “These are your masks for tonight’s event. All masks are assigned to a specific name and cannot be changed under any circumstances. They also have to stay on at all times in order for us to protect your identity. Photos and videos are strictly prohibited. You can do whatever you want in the club tonight, and everything you order is on the house.” She glances between us. “Do you have any questions?” We stay silent. “Great. Please put them on now.” She opens the boxes, and I gasp at the two different beautiful masks inside.

Scarlett picks up her golden one, decorated with tiny, shimmering crystals hanging on long lines, and when she goes to the mirror to put it on, it covers her face almost fully, leaving just her eyes and nose, yet somehow the golden-white colors transform her into this stunning sight. The mask gives her a mysterious, rich look, and just from the tiny details alone, it must have been expensive to make.

“This thing is heavy.” Scarlett adjusts the pins in her hair a little, and the crystals send colorful squares across the floor with each of her movements. “Do we get to keep them after tonight?”

“Yes. It’s a gift. We usually sell those, but like I said. Everything tonight is on the house.” Bellamy shifts her attention to me. “Would you please—” She motions to my box, and I sigh, running my fingers over the gorgeous black mask, and grab it.

Walking to the mirror, I place it on my face and tie it at the back of my head. Compared to Scarlett’s, mine has no crystals or bright colors.

Instead, the elegant classical masquerade mask brings out my green eyes, which seem huge on my face, and while it does well to hide my identity, my face mostly stays bare, and all my scars are still visible.

Whoever chose it for me didn’t want me to cover them up because if they had given me Scarlett’s, my scars would be almost nonexistent.

A black feather on the right finishes the composition.

“Oh, I love it. It really suits you.” Scarlett says and then addresses Bellamy. “We’re ready.”

The host grabs her tablet despite us hearing footsteps in the distance, announcing the new guest’s arrival. “I’ll walk you to your table.”

We start moving toward the double doors several feet away. The doors seem to vibrate from the music coming from inside, and she places her hand on the scanner, and, immediately, it opens.

The minute we step inside, I think we have entered another century, and my eyes drink in the gorgeous environment around me, so dark and hunting.

The classical music rings through the air of this enormous play as various people wearing elegant dresses and suits in masks dance the waltz, moving in perfect sync and harmony, while the smell of alcohol and cigarettes wafts through the air.

Black, red, and gold decorate the place, and the colors seem brighter and more beautiful under the crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling, the crystal swaying just a little under the AC, I assume, since a shiver runs down my spine as the cold air nips at my skin.

The huge bar is in the left corner, with six bartenders preparing drinks so efficiently that I’m getting whiplash just looking at them. They quickly put them on the bar stand, where servers in black suits grab them and smoothly navigate through the club to booths and tables spread all over the place in a neat circle. So the dance floor and the stage in front of it are the focal point.

I notice the leather furniture with washed-out colors, probably made from the finest wood. Round tables and booths have lamps and curtains, offering privacy should anyone need it.

“We have private soundproof VIP rooms upstairs.” Bellamy points at the glassed-off second floor. “We could offer them to you, or the booths. Whatever you prefer.”

“We’ll take the booth,” I say before Scarlett beats me to it, because I don’t want to go there. God knows what all these people do in them.

“It can get loud and rowdy during auctions, so if you change your mind, let me know.” She points at the ceiling.

I shriek, “Oh my God.”

Five cages hang from the ceiling, each with a person inside, all with white masks covering their faces. The women wear long dresses that remind me of the Victorian era, while the men wear suits but have their chests bare. Each cage has a number attached, and that’s when I notice servers going around the tables, putting various cards with numbers on them. Silky ropes keep the people chained to the cage, and they drink champagne, scanning the crowd, some even laughing.

Only one sits in the corner, casting her gaze down.

“What the hell is this?”

Bellamy scrunches her nose at me. So saying the word “hell” is crossing the line, but this is okay? “In an hour, once our doors close, we will have an auction here, and everyone is allowed to participate. The highest bidder will get to spend a whole night with the person they bought.”

Scarlett asks, “Why five cages?” That’s the only question she has?

“We have five founding members who personally pick every participant, and it’s always the highlight of our night.” A beat passes. “All of them signed documents and willingly agreed to participate in the auction. They will also receive the full amount once the transaction goes through.”

“How is bidding on people a legal thing?”

“They are bidding on spending the night with them. We never make sex part of the equation. That’s for two grown adults to decide, and besides…they aren’t allowed to meet each other outside of the club.” Annoyance flashes on Bellamy’s face as she starts moving through the dancing people, heading to the right corner that somehow gives the perfect view of the entire club. “Miss Wright, I assure you we run a legal business. You shouldn’t worry about safety either. No one forces anyone into anything here.”

“You can’t blame us for asking questions, though, right?” Maybe that’s my own trauma speaking. I can’t phantom willingly getting into a cage ever again.

Especially not after he put me in one with the intention of raping me.

Just thinking about it causes anxiety to rock through me, and I gulp for breath, hating imagining being locked up again.

“No. I respect that. Still, sometimes answering all these questions is exhausting. Enjoy your night, ladies.” She points at the small button on the table. “Once you are ready to order, press that button. Tonight we are serving Italian food since the theme is Venetian masquerade.”

She leaves us right away, and we choose our seats, the soft leather dipping under us, and I graze my fingers over the shiny wood. “I expected something else.” I raise my gaze to Scarlett, who snatches the menu and flips it open. “People making out and having wild sex everywhere. This is pretty tame, though. I’d seen more action at a regular club than here.” She chuckles. “Bellamy did say it’ll get rowdy.”

“You enjoy watching people have sex?”

“I enjoy a lot of things about sex. However, watching people do it is not one of those things.”

I lean back as shame fills me once again whenever the subject of sex comes up. Speaking about it always brings attention to the fact that I never had any, and how embarrassing is that? The minute people find out you are a virgin at thirty or older, they assume you’re either weird or have had some traumatic experiences.

And then two things happen.

They either try to reassure you it’s okay and that the right person will come along, or they tell you how bad it is and how we live only once and you’re missing out on all the fun.

How inexperienced women aren’t interesting enough for men because no one wants the hassle of teaching you everything.

None of these reactions lowers my anxiety about sex in general or my fears. So I tend to just switch the subject because it makes me even more ashamed to discuss it with someone younger than me who has the experience.

Still…tonight is the night of trying new things, right?

“How old were you when you lost your virginity?”

Scarlett pauses reading the menu, presses the button, and in a second, a server shows up, a young man who must be in his twenties. “Hello, ladies. My name is Andy, and I’ll be your server tonight.”

“We need two glasses of champagne, salted mixed nuts, fresh strawberries, melted chocolate, and vanilla ice cream. As soon as possible.”

“Got it.” He darts toward the bar before I can even blink.

“I figured we needed alcohol for such an interesting conversation. Are you allowed to drink?”

“Yes. In moderation.”

“Eighteen.”

“What?”

“I was eighteen when I lost my virginity.”

“Oh.”

“Were you hoping for me to be a late bloomer so I could relate to you more?” Damn, these lawyers read faces like the pros that they are. “If it helps, I was the oldest virgin in my class, and the entire town knew about it because my vicious bully kept on cock-blocking everyone, including my boyfriend at the time.”

The mention of anyone bullying Scarlett shocks me to no end. Everything I know about her makes her seem confident and she takes zero shit from people.

“You had a bully in high school?”

Something akin to pain graces her eyes, but it’s gone so quick I think I must have imagined it. “He used to be my childhood best friend, but then he became my worst nightmare. He had ways of making my life miserable every single day, and his methods were always cruel, precise, and methodical. In different circumstances, I would have applauded his dedication to a cause.”

Andy chooses this moment to return, placing the glasses and the food in front of us. “Let me know if you need anything else, ladies.” And he disappears once again.

The servers here have some kind of super speed for real.

We lift our glasses and clink them together. “Cheers, darling.” We take a small sip, and I welcome the cold, sweet liquid down my throat.

“I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

“It’s been fifteen years since we last saw each other. It’s all right. I’ve long moved on from it. Besides, trust me, I gave as good as I got. His life was hell too.” Her slightly shaken tone indicates otherwise.

I remember Rafael mentioning that Scarlett comes from a small town in the middle of nowhere. Based on what Emmaline told me, she never goes home to visit and avoids it like the plague, so whatever happened there must have been really hideous.

I grab a pecan nut. “What happened? Your boyfriend stood up for you, and you guys finally did it?” Better to bring the conversation back to sex because she didn’t sign up to relive her nightmares with me.

A hollow chuckle escapes her, and she takes a large sip this time from her glass while dipping a strawberry in the chocolate. “No one could ever stand up to Camden. He was the devil in his own hell, and he ruled it as he pleased.”

How much power could an eighteen-year-old guy have?

“His family must have been rich.”

“Nope. He was a bad boy, and I was the town’s princess. My father was a mayor and a billionaire. His was the town’s drunk, and they lived in a trailer park, barely scraping by.”

A mayor’s daughter bullied for years, and no one did shit? What kind of fucked-up town is that?

“Look, I don’t want to sound as if I’m preaching… Either way, there is nothing wrong with having experience or being a virgin. When you are ready to have sex, make sure you really want your partner. That’s all that matters. I know everyone says that, but it’s true. Each partner is different, so all this talk about gaining experience or otherwise, that no one would want you or dump your ass. It’s noise that you should ignore. Sex is not complicated, you’ll figure it out.”

Grabbing my spoon, I dip into the ice cream and scoop a generous amount. Her words sound like every other piece of advice out there.

“Maybe I should worry about finding a sexual partner first. Not many men want this.” I tap my cheek with my index finger.

“You’re beautiful, and if he says anything about your looks or sexual history, give him the boot and shut the door in his face.” We clink our glasses again. “So relax and enjoy. We are practically at the Venetian ball right now.” We finish our champagne, and Scarlett motions to Andy, who stands by the bar, for a refill, and he gives us a thumbs-up.

“Can I ask you one last personal question?”

“Sure thing, darling.”

She bites on her strawberry, but starts coughing when I fire my question. “Who was your first? If your boyfriend couldn’t stand up to Camden.”

Maybe there was some town hunk who finally put the bully in his place?

Panic flashes in her eyes as she tears off a napkin and wipes her mouth, and sinking realization hits me.

No.

Oh my God!

“Was it—” Before I can ask whether it was her bully, the music stops, and people halt their dancing as a loud drumbeat reverberates through the space.

On cue, everyone’s attention shoots to the second floor, where another set of double doors opens and five men walk out, all wearing black suits that seem tailored to their muscular physiques, while golden phantom masks cover their faces.

Power.

That’s the first thing that comes to mind when looking at them as they start to descend the stairs one by one, their movements so fluid they remind me of panthers prowling through the tropical rainforests.

“The owners are here,” someone whispers from behind me as people make room for them to pass. They barely spare anyone a glance, heading into some unknown direction behind the bar, while everyone just stares.

However, my gaze connects with one of them for a brief second, and the air hitches in my throat while thousands of goose bumps pop all over my skin.

Because those blue eyes?

I’d recognize them anywhere, and no mask could hide them from me.

A long time ago, my kindergarten teacher had a favorite saying that was repeated to me so many times it might as well have been engraved in my brain.

Free cheese lies only in the mousetrap.

Levi brought me here tonight, and naive me thought he wanted to do the right thing when I should have known better.

Men like him?

They don’t forgive or forget, and the kind of resentment he harbors for Rush won’t just go away.

“Come here.” He fists my hair and drags me somewhere while my skin burns as all-consuming pain envelops me, and my head hurts so much. “Look at your reflection.” I focus on the mirror in front of me, a gasp slipping past my lips at the sight, only for my anguished scream to fill the space when he presses the knife to my face, digging into my cheek until he draws blood. “Your beauty attracts men. I shall destroy it so it only belongs to me.”

Yes, I know what it is like to be on the receiving end of a man’s rage.

The hunter brought me to his hunting ground.

And I have to play by his rules if I want to survive tonight.

Levi

Wyatt places his hand on the automatic key, and the door to our office, located behind the bar in the dark corner where no one has access but us, opens, and we enter one by one.

The meeting room has a round table, a small bar, and ten TV screens that show live footage of everything that happens inside the club. Even though our security team surveils all videos on their own, we prefer to have easy access as well.

Several laptops and tablets, along with a change of clothes.

“Auction starts in an hour, so why don’t you tell us why you’re here?” Kane breaks the silence, going to the bar and snatching a whiskey bottle. Shaking it in the air, everyone raises their hands. “We prefer to make an impression and actually stay to watch people fret.” He grabs the tray holding five spotless glasses and puts them on the table. “Not sure when I signed up to be everyone’s server, but please, gentlemen, by all fucking means, sit.”

Von chuckles and opens the fridge, taking out the ice and dropping several cubes into each glass as we take our assigned seats, facing each other. Kane pours generous amounts of whiskey before passing out the glasses to everyone. “Are you going to answer my question?” He addresses the fifth guy, and he finally signs his reply.

He’s been nonverbal since birth, and while he can hear us, he never speaks. According to various reports, doctors couldn’t fix his speech impairment because his vocal cords were damaged beyond repair as a child. However, there were certain rumors floating around a few years back that he could speak. He just prefers not to.

Either way, that’s his business, and for him, we all learned sign language. Enough for us to understand him, at least.

“It’s the most important night for the club. As a silent partner who made all of this,” he swirls his finger in the air, “possible, you think I wouldn’t come and check on all of you?”

“We came up with the idea, concept, and all business decisions,” Von fires back, shaking his glass before taking a long sip. “Yet you make it sound as if this club exists because of you.”

A smile curves his mouth, while his eyes stay cold, and a warning ignites in them. “You had a concept and limited resources because you wanted to keep it under wraps. You came to me asking for help and huge investments. I created the financial plan and executed it so well that no one could ever trace it to you all. Especially your fathers who seem to have you all in a choke hold since you are so afraid of them finding out about your little hobby on the side.”

“Our fathers are powerful men in their own right, and we respect them. We never said we fear them. We wanted to have something of our own.” Wyatt joins the conversation, and his harsh tone tells me he has little appreciation for our guest’s jab. “And last time I checked, you have a huge percentage in this business, but not the majority of shares. So why the fuck are you sitting here and acting as if you own us?”

Yeah, Kings do not react well if someone tries to wield their power over them.

Too bad my best friend prefers to walk the law’s narrow line and never commits a true crime because it goes against his principles.

He might torture someone for days, but he won’t ever kill them, for death is not something we can decide on our own, according to him.

High morals and all, it’s admirable to an extent.

Among us all, he has the least amount of blood on his hands.

Our partner drinks his whiskey, holding Wyatt’s gaze before replying. “Yet you guard your secrets well from them. My point still stands. If I withdraw my support, this whole establishment will crumble. So yeah, to an extent, I own you all. You might not like it, King, but it’s a fact.”

“Careful, Braiden. You have absolute reign only in Chicago. New York is our ground. Don’t provoke us in our territory, or you might not like the consequences.” Our eyes meet as we face off one another because his words are largely aimed at me.

After all, my father is the underground king of New York, who has had issues with his father and uncles for years. And while they have the cold peace right now between them, since many of my uncles are friends with them, the resentment stays strong on both sides.

Whenever we ask what the fuck happened, no one says a thing.

Octavius and Isla Reed adopted Braiden when he was five or six, so he’s older than us. We never became friends during the rare meetings when all our families got together, but we acted civil toward one another.

The guy is a genius, and he tripled his two trust funds three years ago, so once we decided to open our club, we knew we needed him on board for it to be successful. When we approached him, though, he told us to fuck off, so I had to persuade the only person who could convince him to help us.

We used to go to the same art class during our summer vacations in France and bonded over our love for English literature, although most of the time she yapped about her dreamy prince who ignored her. Still, she planned to marry him someday.

Despite finding this whole thing redundant and pathetic, it spoke to my obsessive nature, so we kept in touch, even though her family was less than thrilled about it. I think her father assumed I had a crush on her, which couldn’t be further from the truth.

Braiden did not appreciate the fact at all and told me to keep my friendship to myself and never fucking approach her again, per his warning.

It was hilarious to see him so riled up over the whole thing. I’ve seen Isabella Price ten times in my lifetime, but it got him on board, so I had to act like I was making such a great sacrifice in cutting contact with her.

Apparently, the Four Dark Horsemen and their heirs love going after the forbidden fruit because she was seventeen when he made that warning. That’s all I’m going to say about their fucked-up age-gap dynamic.

I’m not one to judge, all things considered.

“If stating facts is provoking you all, then so be it,” Braiden signs, then traces the rim of his glass with his finger. “Either way, I have no time to measure whose dick is bigger. I’m here to talk about business.”

Kane groans, finishing his drink and pouring himself another. “Please fucking do so we can go and enjoy our night. Compared to you all, I actually look forward to indulging in all the mayhem.”

“Income quadrupled this year, and we have people offering countless millions at this point to join the club. Whatever marketing you all do on the side, it’s working. We’re on track to make a few billion this year.” We have no reaction to that because most of us already have this amount in trust funds alone.

Even Kane, not that he knows about it. Uncle Eudard created one for him as well. They practically adopted the guy.

We are all so fucked up, we’d be a dream team to some shrink.

“Great. If that’s all—” Kane gets up, only to sit back down when Braiden shakes his head.

“What are we doing here?” We all furrow our brows at this. “For a business to flourish, one must put energy, resources, and time into it, and none of you seem to grasp this fact. They are focused on their music and about to go on tour.” He points at Von and Kane, who clink their glasses at this. “This one makes it his mission to bully an innocent girl while trying to locate his brother, and has family drama to last him a lifetime. What’s the end agenda in this anyway?” Wyatt grits his teeth, and Braiden looks at me. “And you.”

He doesn’t sign anything else as tension rises between us, and at this moment, I realize he knows.

How the fuck does he know about my past?

“And he’s too busy chasing a girl.” Kane rolls his eyes. “Don’t worry, Braiden. Our focus is on the club, and we’re all here tonight to do our jobs. Let us enjoy our lives. This club doesn’t define us.”

“It does when you have individual torture rooms where you all can watch each other kill and inflict pain on people.” He taps on the table before signing rapidly. “You’re all reckless and hotheaded, and the only one among you all who could be trusted is Wyatt.” He snaps his fingers. “The minute the feds or cops find out what’s really going on, though? You’re all sentenced for life without the option of parole.”

Oh, here come the lectures, and from him no less.

He’s way more fucked up than we could ever be.

“Braiden, you’re older and maybe in some ways wiser than us.” Ah, Von. Always the diplomat. “We grew up in the same environment as you. Trust us when we say we won’t get caught, and we’ve got this. So drop this whole bullshit of trying to supervise us and tell us what’s really going on.”

Braiden leans back in his chair, closing his eyes before opening them and signing again, this time punctuating his words. “You all have individual targets on your backs, and these targets? They all want blood in one way or another. And I wouldn’t have cared except you want to keep this whole place a secret. If it blows up, you won’t be able to hide it from your fathers, and my involvement here would be questioned.” He sweeps his gaze over us. “I don’t want any issues between our families after they worked so hard for years to keep the peace.”

“We’ll handle our problems, and if push comes to shove, you can all blame it on me.” Kane finishes another drink and crushes the ice in his mouth. “I can handle their rage, and it won’t affect your families. I’ll take full responsibility for whatever happens.” Kane gets up swiftly as he stares at the TV screen. “What the fuck did you do?” His furious gaze lands on me.

“Checkmate, Kane. I think they are right on time for the auction. Wonder who’d suit their preferences better tonight.”

Flipping me the finger, and rushes to the door, probably darting to the dance floor.

Braiden shakes his head. “He has a crush on someone or something?”

“Or something,” Von replies, and gets up as well. “Braiden, no offense, but I have plans for this evening that don’t include me sitting with you all. Cheers.” He finishes his whiskey in one gulp and puts the glass on the table. “I’ll see you around.” And just like that, he’s out too.

“Don’t you need to go too?” Wyatt asks, adjusting his platinum watch. “Lavender is here.”

A familiar possessiveness washes over me as her beautiful face comes to my mind, my body still rock hard, remembering her pressing hers to mine and how completely in my power she was.

My curious, curious cvetochek.

All I wanted was to drag her to my dungeon and rip that fucking dress that’s a weapon against my sanity, running my hands all over her smooth and puckered skin and leaving my mark of ownership on it so she’d know she has no free will.

She belongs to me, and while she might run away from everyone and question their authority…she won’t have such choices with me.

She’ll be only mine.

“And by the way Aurelia declined the invitation. She continues to live her boring and pathetic existence.”

Ah. He’s in for a surprise then.

Braiden’s brow furrows. “I have three sisters.” They are triplets, to be exact. “Welding power over those who have none is not a sign of strength. It’s a sign of weakness that cannot and would never be respected.”

“When you lose one of your siblings to a lie a desperate girl created, a lie that destroyed their whole existence, then we will talk. Until then, you can all fuck off.” Wyatt rises. “Hopefully, we won’t have to see each other again for the foreseeable future.” He leaves in a second, shutting the door and making the clock hanging on the wall shake from the impact.

Braiden focuses his eyes on me as I take a large sip of my drink. “I have this for you.” He fishes something out of his suit pocket and places it on the table, sliding it to me. A flash drive. “It has the information you’ve been looking for.”

I hold his gaze, making no move to touch the thing because everything has a price in this world, and whoever tells you otherwise is a fool.

Like Uncle Arson always taught me.

Free cheese lies only in the mousetrap.

“How did you get it?” I don’t bother asking why he even has it. Braiden must have run a full background check the minute they agreed to work with us.

I would have done the same thing.

“Accept the gift, Levi, and hunt that fucker down. Because he knows about you and he waits for the perfect chance to strike.”

I open my arms wide, spilling some of the whiskey on my fingers. “Let him come to me then. I’m waiting.”

“Cowards do not face us directly. They go after those who belong to us.”

“I can handle it, and besides…you know how hunting works. To catch a prey, you have to dangle the bait and then trap it.”

He ponders my words and pushes his chair back, rising to his feet to leave. I don’t expect him to say anything, but he taps on the wall, and I look at him again as he signs, “A hunt is an interesting thing that fuels the hunter’s blood. Until the bait becomes more valuable than the prey. That’s when the sport turns dangerous. Because the hunter becomes a protector with a weakness. Be careful, Levi. Our obsessions are our liabilities.”

“I won’t ever have a liability.”

“If you believe that, then you truly are a fool.” He steps outside and closes the door quietly behind me, leaving me with the weight of his words as I focus on the TV, watching Lavender laugh at something Scarlett says before dipping her spoon in ice cream and eating it.

Lavender is mine, and she will stay that way. However, for her to become my liability, I’d have to love her.

And that won’t ever happen.

Because to love, one must have a heart, and mine was crushed a long time ago.

She’ll have all of me.

But my heart?

I can’t give what I do not have.


CHAPTER TWELVE




“Wicked desires have horrendous consequences.

And yet…

Humans are too weak to resist their tempting calls.”

Lavender

Lavender

“If you stare any harder, the bartender will think you have a crush on him,” Scarlett says, popping another strawberry in her mouth and pulling me out of my thoughts. “I don’t think he’d mind, by the way.”

“I’m sorry. I’m not looking at the bartender.”

I guess I was just staring like an idiot at the direction the five owners went, and it still played over and over in my mind, hating how I didn’t figure it out sooner.

Like, seriously, who else could have sent that invitation but Levi?

My first reckless and dangerous thing to indulge in, only to discover it’s a cruel joke.

I won’t be surprised if he has some humiliation ritual planned for me. “I have to go.”

Scarlett raises her brow. “Why? Because you found out Levi is one of the owners?” She drums her fingers on the wood. “It’s not only his. Wyatt, Von, and Kane…it belongs to all of them.”

“You knew?” And who is the fifth guy then? Ian?

She shrugs, dipping another strawberry in the chocolate and watching it drip back into the bowl. “Rafael represents this club, and due to client-attorney privilege, he couldn’t share any details with me. However, it was easy to connect the dots.”

“Why didn’t you say something?” It’s hard to keep the accusation out of my voice, and her eyes grow cold, reminding me that Scarlett takes no bullshit from anyone.

Even Rafael.

“Let’s check some facts, darling. You invited me, and besides, I had no idea you had an issue with Levi Scott. What’s this all about anyway?” She eats her strawberry just as the music changes, and I notice how several more guests arrive who are led straight to the VIP section just as someone gets on the stage and clears their throat into the mic, silence falling all around us at once.

“Ladies and gentlemen, the auction will start in ten minutes. Please keep that in mind before going to the Pleasure Zone.” The music resumes right away, and I blink.

“What’s a Pleasure Zone?”

“Judging by the name, it's probably a dedicated place to let their sexual fantasies loose without dropping any names.”

Shaking my head—because fucking what? I thought this stuff happened only at the sex clubs, not that I have any idea how sex clubs are run anyway—I answer her question. “Levi hates me. Do you remember what he did at the engagement party?”

She picks up her champagne glass and takes a sip. “I do. You slipped into the chocolate fountain, and got covered in it from head to toe while various photographers snapped photos.” She clicks her tongue. “Guests didn’t care, though. They looked and didn’t say a thing.”

“Only because Rafael paid them all off. Otherwise, my photos would have been all over social media. And I didn’t just slip.”

She pauses in the middle of her next sip, and her gaze becomes sharp. “What do you mean?”

I exhale heavily, crushing some nuts in my mouth and hoping for it to calm down the annoyance and humiliations gliding through my veins as the memory flashes in my head.

I pick up the water bottle, flick it open, and take a greedy pull, welcoming the cooling sensation in my throat as I scan the crowd, watching all these people enjoy the engagement party in full force.

Since our family mansion is huge, there is plenty of space for everyone to drink, eat, chat, and dance as the band plays soft classical music, while various maids and butlers walk around, making sure everything runs smoothly.

I smile as I notice Aileen doing a little dancing pirouette before Rush wraps his arm around her waist and lifts her, making her laugh, and then kisses her. They are so consumed with each other… It’s beautiful and painful at the same time.

Beautiful because my brother deserves happiness after everything he has gone through. When Wright men love…they love obsessively and for life.

At least the good ones.

And painful because it serves as a reminder that I will never have such a love.

The tingling in my spine pops goose bumps on my skin, and I look back only to freeze when my eyes meet stormy blue ones. Levi leans on the wall, staring at me while I spot some young girls whisper something to each other and blush as they glance in his direction.

It must be a blessing to be so handsome that everyone wants to be in your company.

I made sure to cover my scarred half with my hair and put on as much makeup as possible, not that anyone asked or anything.

No one would dare mention my scars in front of my brothers, and tearing my gaze off from Levi, I wave at Rafael, who winks at me before dragging Emmaline outside. These two cannot keep their hands away from each other.

“Lavender? Hi.” I blink in surprise when a handsome, dark-haired man approaches me and grins. “My name is Raven MacAlister.”

Oh, the name rings a bell.

Ryder and Estella MacAlister’s son. He has two sisters, the three of them are triplets, and together they recently joined some science project since they are all geniuses. Rumor has it that his parents met when Ryder was his mom’s professor, and they have a fourteen-year age difference. To add to that, their families were sworn enemies, and their maternal uncle, Octavius Reed, hated Ryder.

Not sure how true that is. Either way, they all seem to get along just fine now, but, to be fair, it’s been more than twenty-five years.

“Hi. It’s nice to meet you.” I expect him to shake my hand. Instead, he grabs it and lifts it to his mouth.

“Would you like to dance with me?”

“Oh no.” Mortification fills me just at the prospect. “I don’t know how to.”

He shrugs. “Nobody really knows how to. Still, I think it’s better than just standing here.” A certain glint flashes in his eye, and he leans forward, dropping his voice to a hushed whisper. “You’re too pretty for that, Lavender.”

In any other circumstances, I’d take this as a mockery, except the Four Dark Horsemen and their offspring have been super nice to me all this time. I’m not sure if it has to do with Octavius having a huge scar on his cheek, or because they are tight, so naturally, they try to take everyone under their wing. Either way, their kids never made me feel uncomfortable or out of place.

Well, so far. I’ve yet to meet Florian and Jimena Price’s children. Heard one of their sons blew up someone’s car recently for daring to touch his girlfriend, who is not really his girlfriend, according to her. Aileen tried to explain the drama, but she lost me the minute she started mentioning all their names.

I open my mouth to refuse, because I do appreciate their gesture, but an excited voice calls, its melodic tone drawing my attention, “Levi!” I turn in time to see a blonde-haired girl wearing an emerald silk dress wrap her arms around him, and he hugs her tight. She’s so graceful and tiny she practically disappears in his embrace.

Simply put, she’s stunning, and she must be around his age. She kisses him on the cheek and leans back, smiling and saying something exciting to him. He grins right back and flicks water bottle open, offering it to her like the freaking gentleman he is.

Not sure why this entire interaction bothers me, maybe because for the first time, he stopped looking at me, and instead, this perfect girl has his entire attention.

When just seconds ago it was mine.

I rub my forehead since these kinds of thoughts are stupid, just as Raven whistles and chuckles, muttering, “This should be interesting.” Then a dark-haired guy marches toward us, his face expressionless, while coldness emits from him in spades. “My beloved cousin, Braiden, what brings you here?” If eyes could kill, Raven would be dead. Instead, he laughs once again. What a strange family they are. He points at the blonde, who now touches Levi’s arm while she continues to tell him something. They seem oblivious to the outside world. Is she his girlfriend? What is this burning in my chest anyway? “That’s Isabella, by the way. I mean, she’s like a cousin to us, right, Braiden?”

Braden signs something to Raven, and the guy grins wider, signing something back, and at this moment, I really wish I understood sign language.

“Do I look like an idiot to you? Contrary to you all, I do not have a death wish,” Raven replies, and they continue to argue some more.

Finally, Braiden snaps his fingers, his posture growing more tense and rigid when Isabella’s laughter fills the air. Didn’t know Levi was so funny! And why do I care anyway? “If you don’t wish to dance, Lavender, how about a stroll outside? I’d love for you to show me around the house. Truth be told, all of this isn’t really my scene. I prefer the labs.”

I stifle back a laugh because, according to social media, he loves a good party. How he has time for his research and groundbreaking projects, I have no idea. He fucks around more than Levi and Wyatt combined.

“Sure.” Anything to take me away from staring at Levi like a perverted stalker and examine my complicated feelings. “Where would you like to go?”

I gasp when he laces his fingers through mine and drags me toward the terrace, choosing the route that makes us walk through the entire room, all the while curious gazes are thrown our way.

What the hell is going on here?

My palm burns from the contact in a bad way, and I pull at it, only to freeze when Levi appears in front of us out of nowhere. “Raven.” Coldness and something else coat his voice as he greets the guy, and then his eyes fall momentarily on our locked hands. To my relief, Raven loosens his hold on me. Not before gently brushing his fingers over my knuckles, as if apologizing, and that somehow grows the tension surrounding me tenfold. “What are you doing?”

“All this romantic bliss is wonderful, but boring to me, so I asked Lavender to show me around. You know, for scientific purposes.” He bumps my shoulder a little, winking at me. “She graciously agreed.”

“Of course she did.” Somehow, this doesn’t sound like praise, and Levi hits me with his next sentence, the attack coming so unexpectedly that I have no time to prepare for it. “She has nothing else to do. You’re the first person who spoke to her tonight.” He looks me as he adds, “Your scars unsettle people.”

On reflex, I feel the need to explain myself. “My dress and hair cover them.” Rebellion grows within me at my small tone, and I clear my throat, lifting my head, refusing to let this entitled brat think he hurt me even though he did.

I’m used to everyone whispering and staring, so why do his words bring me pain? Did I hope he wouldn’t notice them, and why would I hope for that anyway?

“What a pity,” he replies, and then addresses Raven. “I thought you dedicated your life to seeking out perfection. So what are you doing with Lavender?” Another harsh note in his voice that, for whatever reason, makes Raven chuckle.

“Exactly. I see perfection, and she represents that quite well, don’t you think?”

“I’d have to disagree and question your sight then.”

The hell!

“You can have your opinions, but you won’t call me ugly in my own house.” I can’t believe I said that out loud, and his blue eyes sparkle. Maybe I should appreciate him for his honesty, but somehow it just hurts me, and I wish to avoid it now. “And if you’ll excuse us, we have places to be.” This time, I grab Raven, ready to go outside and hide.

“Raven, Isabella would like to speak to you.” I see the blonde girl waving at us just as Braiden joins her, and she blushes, while he just stares at her.

“She seems busy to me.”

“Still go and say hi. That’s the polite thing to do.”

“Oh, we are being polite now? Where was the politeness just seconds ago when you ripped Lavender to shreds with your fucked-up words?” I blink in surprise at the harshness in Raven’s tone.

“Raven.”

“Levi.”

“Is everything all right?” Wyatt joins the conversation, holding a glass of orange juice. “Hi, darling.” He sucks through his teeth. “You look gorgeous.”

“According to Levi, I look horrible and should dig a hole for myself.”

Levi’s gaze grows stormy, and so much tension pollutes the air that it becomes suffocating. “I didn’t say horrible. I said imperfect.”

He explains this as if it changes everything, and I should be flattered by it?

He can go fuck himself, and I’m done with this conversation!

“I just remembered I have to go somewhere. Excuse me.”

I take a step back, doing my best to avoid the three men who seem to circle me like vultures, and that’s when my heel catches in the train of my dress, making me stumble back. I try to regain my balance, but don’t.

Instead, I tumble farther back and end up falling into the chocolate fountain. I gasp as the sticky substance covers me from head to toe, and someone snaps a photo while a few snickers can be heard in the distance.

All the while my brothers rush toward me, and shame unlike anything I’ve felt before fills me to the bone because my first contact with the outside world turned into this.

All thanks to Levi Scott, who couldn’t hide his dislike for me.

“So there,” I finish telling Scarlett my story. She arrived late to the party, so she missed the disaster. “This invitation is probably another way for him to fuck with my head.”

“I mean, he was a dick. The guy probably doesn’t know how to deal with jealousy, but I fail to see how you falling into the fountain was his fault. It’s not like he pushed you into it. Also, wasn’t he the one who broke some cameras and picked you up from the chocolate fountain, not caring about staining his suit?”

I was so mortified that I let him and then ran away from him the minute I could. His one good deed doesn’t wipe out everything else. “If he wasn’t such a dick to me, I wouldn’t have ended up in that situation, so he’s responsible for it indirectly.” Then her words hit me. “Wait. What do you mean by jealousy?”

She rolls her eyes, finishing his champagne and pressing on the button. Instantly, the server is back with two new glasses before disappearing once again. “He saw you with Raven and reacted.”

The idea is so shocking that a strained laugh escapes me. “Please. He’s a handsome young man who has women falling all over him. He is not jealous, and he’s a kid.” Okay, this sounds wrong because between the two of us, he’s seen and experienced more of life. And the guy is twenty! “Either way, he’s not interested in me.”

“Whatever you say. Then we can agree he’s just a dick.” This also angers me as I don’t like her talking about him this way. Why the hell am I so confused? “Still, I don’t see what he’s gaining from bringing you here.” She sips her drink. “Unless he wants to shock you or something. A weak excuse.”

Right.

I decide not to mention that he has a whole lot of unresolved feelings toward Rush. Maybe he hoped for me to be so lost in here that I’d end up doing some shit he can talk about for ages to come?

I dismiss the idea right away.

He might be young, but even he isn’t that immature.

A loud ringing sound echoes through the place, followed by Bellamy speaking into the microphone as the light dims and all focus shifts to the ceiling, where five cages hang. “The action is ready to begin. We will start with number one.” It’s a dark-haired woman wearing a long dress, her wavy hair falling almost to her ass.

Something is so familiar about her despite the front she tries to present. She seems super shy, practically pressing hard against the cage, and my heart pangs.

Poor thing is probably doing this for the money.

Her cage slowly lowers, and people on the dance floor clap and whistle, while the most rich-looking ones go to their booths and rooms, probably to bid.

The cage swivels a little to showcase her from every side, and Bellamy speaks up again, “We will start with one hundredth thousand dollars.” There is a huge screen behind her displaying all the numbers, which is smarter than listening to everyone. Several numbers light up the screen, and she continues. “We are off to a great start. Five hundred thousand.” So they raise the amount this rapidly?

No wonder people want to participate in these auctions.

Scarlett picks up the remote and presses it, her number lighting up on the screen. I ask, “What are you doing?”

“Raising her price. This is nothing. I’ve noticed her body language right away. Everyone else in the cages seems excited and blows kisses to the crowd. She reminds me of a deer caught in the headlines.” She clicks her tongue. “These kinds of people want bold and confident rather than shy.”

How strange. I thought it was the opposite.

Several more numbers light up on the screen, and the hostess says, “One million.”

Do they just raise the bids until only one person remains? Scarlett presses the button again, and three more numbers light up. So there are people interested in shy and innocent, although I wince just imagining what that particular kink may entail.

“How about we go higher? One million and five hundred thousand.”

Scarlett grabs the remote tighter, ready to bid more, when one of the owners comes. I don’t miss the rage emanating from him, so strong it’s a wonder he doesn’t destroy anything around him. He holds up the number seven, and his voice is familiar, one I recognize at once. “Two million, and the auction is closed. Now.”

“Sold!” Bellamy shouts quickly. She snaps her fingers, and the cage is lifted upward, then slides farther back until she disappears from our view. “Let’s move on to our next number.”

Wyatt.

Freaking hell, he’s part of this too.

A sinking realization hits me.

Oh no.

It’s…Aurelia?

Before I can call his name, he disappears in the crowd, probably following the cage.

“Oh my God!” I mutter, squeezing my glass tighter.

“What?” Scarlett asks as another cage is brought to the middle, this time with a guy inside who flexes his muscles, earning himself a few whistles. Mostly from men, too. “You seem distraught.”

“That was Wyatt.”

“I’m aware.”

“Aren’t you a little bit surprised?”

“Not really. These two are attached at the hip. Don’t get me wrong, Wyatt and Ian were always together, but they did have individual best friends. So if Levi is part of something…Wyatt will be on it too.”

A familiar pang hits because I have no idea what it is like to build a friendship like that, where loyalty is everything and never questioned.

“Where is Ian?”

“I have no idea.”

Pondering on it, I decide to go to the bathroom and call Rafael to see if maybe he can talk to Wyatt about Aurelia.

Like, why would he buy her for the night? God knows what kind of humiliation he has planned for her next!

“I need to go to the bathroom,” I tell her, and she nods as she watches the auction, but this time doesn’t participate herself.

Pushing through the sea of bodies, everyone is so eager to see what’s happening on the stage. I walk to the bar and lean on the counter, smiling at the bartender who winks at me. “How can I help?”

“Where is the bathroom?”

“Go straight and then turn to the right, you’ll see huge double doors. I can walk you there if you want.”

“Oh, that’s so kind⁠—”

I feel the heat behind me as two muscular hands fall on either side of me, caging me between a hard chest and the counter, and I swallow, knowing who’s behind me without turning back. “I’ve got this, Trent.” The guy’s brow shoots up, but he quickly averts my gaze, nods, and moves on to the next customer. “It won’t help her,” he whispers into my ear, his scent filling my lungs and disturbing all my senses because he sounds exceptionally wicked in this place.

I swallow once again and spin around, facing Levi, who still keeps me prisoner in his hold, and the counter now digs into my back as I push harder against it. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Up close, his mask looks even scarier and more sophisticated at the same time, while his blue eyes darken. “And even if I did, who cares? You are a liar.”

“When did I lie to you?” I hate that, on a technical level, he’s right, but he didn’t say anything when he brought me here, so he might as well have lied.

That’s what you get when you talk to lawyers—or future lawyers. They dismiss all your emotional outbursts simply because they aren’t facts, and to that, I say fuck it.

“Rafael won’t be able to help Aurelia, but you don’t have to worry. Wyatt won’t hurt her. He bought her so Ian couldn’t.”

What? How did Ian get into this conversation? “Ian is here?” I thought he had already used up his one-per-year visitation quota.

Plus, how does he have the money to bid on Aurelia anyhow?

“Somewhere. He has connections to have eyes everywhere, and he must have known Aurelia was in desperate need of money.” He clicks his tongue. “Ian has a soft spot for tortured souls.”

“At least one of you has a heart.”

His knuckles on the counter tighten, and the muscle on his cheek twitches. “I wouldn’t speak so highly of a man you barely know if I were you.”

For a brief second, I think he’s…jealous?

I shake my head from the stupid thought. No need to think about the impossible.

All of it is a game, and I might not know the rules, but I sure as hell plan to learn them to beat him.

“Ian wanted to shield her from Wyatt’s wrath. He cares about her.”

“Wyatt hates her this much?”

I understand loving and wanting to protect your siblings, but in this case, it’s Ian’s fault. I checked the facts myself the other day!

Why can’t Wyatt see that whatever Ian did might not have warranted such a harsh punishment from Zachary? Still, it wasn’t Aurelia’s fault.

“No. He just can’t forgive Ian. And since he can’t punish his brother, Aurelia has to be the one to bear his self-loathing.”

What does that even mean?

Levi doesn’t clarify anything. Instead, he orders, “Stay out of the King twins’ drama.”

“I won’t stay away if he plans to humiliate Aurelia or force her into doing something she doesn’t want.”

“Let it be the first and last time you ever suggest something like this. None of my friends would ever do it to anyone, let alone a woman. We respect them.”

Anger boils my blood as the audience cheers again when finally, some man wins the bid on the guy who keeps on blowing kisses to everyone.

“Could have fooled me. Didn’t notice much respect back on the island.” I push at his chest and make room for myself, going toward the bathroom, and this time to get my hectic emotions in check.

Then I’m going to sit through every auction and try to have as much fun as possible so Levi won’t get any satisfaction in chasing me away.

I follow Trent’s direction, and my brow furrows when I notice two doors. One is dark and the other is dark green. Since there are no signs on either, I try the green one first and enter a long, narrow hallway.

My heels click soundly on the parquet floor that’s polished to perfection, and I move forward, noticing endless doors on either side of me.

Oh, so they must have individual bathrooms for everyone.

I try the first one, and it’s shut, so I walk to the next one, opening it wide, and step inside, only to freeze when I see three people engaged in a sexual act.

A man has a blindfold, his hands tied at his back as he kneels in front of a naked woman, sans her six-inch heels, who holds a crop in her hand and tips his chin up while another man, who’s fully clothed, occupies the chair by the door, drinking whiskey.

Both men are hard. Even though I try my best not to look, it’s damned hard.

Pun intended.

They both turn their heads in my direction as her grip on the man’s chin tightens so he won’t move, I assume, and she smiles at me, her eyes sparkling with interest. “Would you like to join us, beautiful?”

Her question snaps me out of my stupor, and I shake my head, mumbling, “I’m sorry.” And get the hell out, pressing my palms to my flaming cheeks.

Oh my God!

Now I understand why Scarlett doesn’t like watching other people have sex, it’s just weird!

I was so focused on the people inside, I didn’t get to study the interior, but how spacious a freaking bathroom must be to have a threesome in it?

Or whatever the hell they are doing in there.

Inhaling some air, I try the other doors, and most are locked, the various whimpers and moans coming from them leaving very little doubt about what’s going on inside.

And then at the very end of the corridor, I manage to enter the last door, my eyes widening.

The spacious room has a glass wall with a view of the entire first floor, where I see cage number three being actively bid on. This girl is way more daring than Aurelia, as she showcases all her curves.

Maybe that’s why the bidding is already at three million.

It has a wide couch, two chairs, a bar with various bottles and snacks, and…

I come closer to study the silky blindfolds, ropes, and…knives? What a strange combination.

There is also a stack of condoms along with some ointments.

The round table in the middle finishes the rather confusing design.

“Where am I?”

“The Pleasure Zone. You should have chosen the black doors earlier if you needed the bathroom.” I turn around as Levi enters and closes the door, the soft click exceptionally loud in the otherwise silent space, and my heartbeat speeds up. “My room, to be exact.”

That would explain all the sex.

The people at the unlocked door probably liked the audience, so they didn’t mind me. Everyone is wearing a mask anyway, so it’s not like they would be afraid of me recognizing them. Then his words fall on me, and coldness rushes down my spine while I become slightly nauseated. “So this is your fuck pad in the club?”

He brings women here, which would explain all the devices, albeit they are way tamer than I would have expected.

Irrational territorial jealousy hits me as he unbuttons his suit jacket, throwing it on the chair, the shirt plastered against his carved muscles.

Why does he have to be so handsome?

His perfection is almost painful compared to my imperfections.

“Your jealousy should turn me on, considering how fucked in the head you got me, but it just pisses me off. Stop thinking about me with other women. I don’t like it.” His words shock me so much that I’m left speechless as he removes his mask, his eyes drinking me in from head to toe, and for some reason, scorching heat travels over me. “I don’t bring women here.”

“I don’t care what you do and with whom. Your life doesn’t concern me.” I should walk away and go back to Scarlett. My heart drums in a way I’ve never experienced. “If you have a problem with my brother, then maybe you should hash it out with him. And stop trying to humiliate me.”

“I wasn’t the one who invited you here. Kane did.”

Unbelievable! Another harsh blow, and a strained laugh escapes me. “You just can’t help yourself, can you? Excuse me.” Now I want to get out of here, but gasp when he wraps his hand around my waist and lifts me, taking a few steps and pressing me against the glass wall. “What are you doing? Let go!”

A wicked smiles curves his mouth as he steps closer, the tips of his shoes bumping against my heels, and I press harder against the glass, wishing to put as much distance between us as possible. My heart beats so wildly I won’t be surprised if it jumps out of my chest and shows everyone the affect this young, handsome and forbidden man has on me. “It should concern you.” His softly spoken words laced with edge and darkness make me furrow my brow as our gazes clash and I try to understand the meaning behind them. “What I do and with whom.”

The air hitches in my throat at his close proximity when he places his forearm above my head while his other hand lands on my collarbone, the touch burning my skin and causing goose bumps to erupt all over me while the fire swirling in the pit of my stomach only increases.

His molten blue eyes bore into me as if they’re staring right into my soul and see all my wicked cravings and wishing to explore every single one of them with me.

Such dangerous and delusional thoughts.

For Levi this must be an interesting game, seducing all the willing women who probably fall at his feet is his daily occurrence and somehow this allows for the rage to pierce through the sensual and seductive veil he cast upon us, giving me strength to fight this.

“You’re my sister-in-law’s brother. That’s all, and you can do whatever you want.” I put my hand on his chest and nudge at it, the carved and hard muscles rippling at the contact. My God, how strong is he? He’s like a massive shield, nothing and no one would ever be able to pass by him, and why does this thought makes me feel so hot? “I’d like to go now.”

Away from this madness that has my downfall written all over it.

A raspy breath escapes me when he leans forward, our mouths inches apart while the glass vibrates behind me from the loud music playing outside. The unfamiliar yet addicting tension drumming inside me increases, demanding something I have no idea about. “Moy cvetochek,” he whispers as my fingers curl on his shirt, and while I should shove him away, I’m too mesmerized by the husky pitch of his voice to do anything. It almost repulses me to succumb to my inner hunger and explore this newfound need to indulge in the vices that pollute this space and soak them in darkness so strong, it gives all the sins free rein. And this darkness shelters me against my never-resting anxiety poisoning my mind. “You’re a very bad liar.” His palm drifts upward to my throat where he brushes his fingers over my scarred and puckered flesh, sending electric volts all over my nerve endings because his touch there is so unexpected and…gentle.

And painful too, for it reminds me he could never be attracted to someone like me.

I’m damaged beyond repair and don’t fit in this perfect and glittering world of his where only beauty resides.

“I’m not a liar.” Gripping his shirt tighter, I push at his chest again despite the lust and anger simmering between us that wish for me to remove his offensive clothes that hide his gorgeous physique from me. What would it be like to feel his bare skin against mine?

He’d probably be very warm and that warmth might have the power to forever chase my coldness away.

And that’s why his close proximity is a thread to my sanity.

Shaking my head from the lustful thoughts that have no place between us, I try to step to the side only to gasp when he wraps his hand around my throat, stilling my movements, and my pulse beats wildly against his thumb. The action causes a rippling effect on my body as the pressure inside me grows, demanding an outlet and wiping any common sense away. “Levi, stop this.”

At least one of us should think rationally, and sadly I’m not that person.

My words don’t even sound convincing to me, so it’s no wonder amusement coats his eyes when he replies. “Yes, you are. But you know what else you are?” Tension polluting the air becomes so thick I can barely breathe when he places his mouth on one of my scars, the angry red slash that trails from my collarbone to my neck, and whispers over my tarnished skin, “Beautiful.”

He presses his lips to my puckered flesh, and a pant escapes me as this dominant yet soft connection awakens every cell in my body, sending sensual impulses straight to my core. It only adds to the pressure akin to the volcano building within that promises to erupt within me and destroy me from the inside out.

“Mine. This makes you irresistible and irreplaceable to me.” He licks my skin, sending tingling sensations all over me at the foreign yet so sweet contact while he slides his lips upward, leaving burning sensations in his wake and staking invisible claims all over me because nothing and no one would be able to wipe this moment away from my mind. He settles his mouth on another scar, this one deeper than the one on my neck, and delivers almost a butterfly-like kiss as if trying to atone for something he hasn’t done. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there to protect you, moy cvetochek.” He reaches my earlobe and bites on it only to soothe the sting with a stroke of his tongue. “I’m here now.” His free hand falls to my waist and he grips my hip, his hold so possessive, everything in me reacts to his touch, for it promises to protect me from the evilness this world has to offer.

No one would dare to hurt what’s his because men like Levi would burn the world for what’s theirs.

No, no, no.

I should yell and kick him away, do everything to stop this insanity. Such secret encounters have the most catastrophic consequences because they are led only by our cravings and emotions.

And emotions cannot stop you from entertaining your vices, driving you deeper into its clutches until only your perished soul remains.

I won’t be able to hide myself from Levi and in this, he’s way more fatal to my life than anyone else. “This is a mistake,” I whisper, resting my head against the glass wall as he trails his lips to my chin, gracing it lightly with this teeth until our breaths mingle together and our gazes meet, his devilish and possessive while mine is probably terrified.

For I understand with clarity that there is no running away from this because the impossible man has already decided our fate and we will play it according to his rules.

The thought should unsettle me, instead it halts all my anxiety and replaces it with anticipation so strong, it sends trepidation and desire through me as I swallow hard, waiting for what he might do next.

“Let go, moy cvetochek. You don’t have to be strong anymore,” he whispers into my ear while his hand skims up and he traps my chin between his thumb and index finger, tilting my head back, and he thrusts forward, my core clenching when the thick bulge hidden by the zipper on his pants digs into me. Instantly I miss something I haven’t even experienced, wanting him to push farther to bring relief to this unbearable pulsing. “Your man is here.” He presses his thumb on my chin until my mouth opens and we share a breath. “I’m here.”

No, no, no.

What?

He cannot say these things to me that confuse and anger me, however, they have a different kind of effect on me as my whole body soars. His words bring calmness to my mind and cause for my heart to flutter. All the while my body pleads for me to stop resisting the temptation so we can experience this overpowering heat threatening to swallow us whole.

“You’re not my⁠—”

He catches my lower lip between his teeth, the sting so sudden I jolt only for him to suck on it, the lust washing over me, and I tug at his shirt, bringing him closer to me, despising any distance between us because maybe in this forbidden and sinful place I can pretend.

Pretend for a moment in time that this man truly wants me and I can trust him with my body and soul without being afraid he’s going to taint them for his own gratification.

In his presence my insides burst in flames, painting carnal images in my head, and I close my eyes when I hear someone moaning in the distance, the carnality of it all making me wonder.

Wonder what it is like to moan when someone gives you so much pleasure, you do not care where you are and who might hear it.

Although I’m doing all this inside a club in a room where anyone can walk in at any time. Maybe I’ve already reached the point of no return.

“Levi.”

“My beautiful, beautiful yet confused woman.” He moves back only to sway forward again and on instinct, I hook my right leg above his hip, giving him better access to me, and we both groan at the connection when he shoves more roughly into me. “You have no idea what you’re asking for, do you?” He nips on my chin before licking my lips, and I chase his mouth only to frown when he denies it to me. “I’ll teach you everything. This body.” His hand flexes around my hip and I gravitate toward him, whimpering when his hard-on presses into my clit and creates friction that shoots zipping arrows straight to my center. “Will learn to love and need my touch so much, you’ll wonder how you lived without it all this time. My tongue and dick will become your favorite place to sit on and you will experience withdrawals if you go without them for too long.” His hand glides upward until he cups one of my breasts through the dress, squeezing it and brushing his finger against a nipple, sending tingles all over me.

Why did no one tell me that breasts could be so sensitive? And what would it feel like to have his mouth on them?

His crude words should make me want to punch him or something, instead the images he paints in my head urge me to participate in this madness longer to discover if he can really do all these things to me.

What would it be like to have a man like Levi on his knees for me?

Earth-shattering because my knees grow weak just at the thought of it.

“Ask for it, Lavender,” he whispers against my lips, the touch increasing the newfound hunger demanding to be fed, and I grasp his shirt and shift closer to him, a moan escaping me at the contact with his erection.

“I can’t.”

Speaking about my emotions is a weakness that will get me in trouble.

This is wrong. So, so wrong.

Why does it feel so right then?

He chooses this moment to drive harder and I almost see stars when he abandons my breast, his arm circling my waist, and he hikes me up until both of my legs are wrapped around him.

We both groan at the action, and he repeats, “Ask for it, Lavender.”

This request unlocks the restraints around my disturbed mind and my emotions pour to the surface, no longer satisfied to be contained. “Kiss me, Levi.”

At once he covers my mouth with his, locking us in a passionate and desperate kiss as his tongue enters me and roams inside, seeking mine, and when they finally touch we both moan and he slams me hard against the glass.

It’s like we’re having a different kind of conversation altogether as each lick seems to conquer the newfound territory and warning everyone in advance to stay away.

The deep and addicting strokes show me in all its glory that no matter how much I would try in the future, I’d never be able to run away from this connection, for Levi placed invisible silks over me, keeping me forever chained to him.

I might have kissed only a few people in my life and it has been more than a decade ago, still I recognize that Levi is a phenomenal kisser because he owns your mouth and dominates it in ways that makes you feel as if you’re the most precious thing to him.

The confident and feverish strokes consume me and trap me in the prison of his creation where he’s the absolute ruler.

The idea of other women experiencing what it is like to kiss him fuels my blood with irrational fury and without thinking, I bite on his tongue and our mouths separate as we breathe heavily.

My eyes widen at the sight of blood on his lips trickling down his chin as he winces a little, although amusement flashes in his gaze, charging the energy around us with longing and thirst.

I want to bite him once again even though my thighs clamp around him, not wanting to let him go as his cock continues to dig into me. I think I can come just from kissing and grinding on him alone, and this angers me too.

Why does he have to be so…virile and male?

“Moy cvetochek has sharp thorns.” He kisses me again, swallowing back all my protests, and the metallic taste of his blood fills my mouth.

I know I should feel ashamed, yet a new kind of thrill zips all over me because it leaves traces of me in him.

If this doesn’t say I’m fucked in the head I don’t know what does.

Our mouths continue to engage in a blissful dance as he spins around and takes several steps to the side until he settles me on the table, our lips still locked together while my nails dig into his nape, scraping and cutting his skin, and it earns me a hiss followed by a chuckle. “Ah, moy cvetochek. Leaving your marks on me already?” He leans back, placing both of his hands on either side of me, and rolls up the sleeves of his black shirt that show his muscular forearms and the V of his neck.

The idea of putting my own marks on this magnificent man leaves me breathless because right now he seems like a devil who came straight from hell to drag me to his hell where he can do all sorts of forbidden things to me.

Everyone would know he belongs to me, that this body is mine and no one else has a right to touch or yearn for it.

I shake my head because such thoughts are dangerous. Too dangerous.

“There is no need, moy cvetochek.” He sways forward and my core spasms when my eyes land on his erection. What would it be like to have something this thick inside me? I’d probably feel him for days, the inexperienced virgin that I am. “I’m all yours.” He lifts the hem of my dress up, up, up until I feel the cold wood against my bare skin and and he grunts when he sees my thong. “Look at you all hot and wet for your man.” He places his whole hand on me, the heel of his palm pressing into my clit, and he glides his middle finger through my folds, flicking my panties to the side. He squeezes me hard, my nails digging into his nape as I bite on my lip, instant heat surrounding me at the foreign touch. “This belongs only to me, Lavender. I do not share. Ever. Any man who thinks otherwise won’t live long enough to regret it.” He grazes his teeth over my shoulder, traveling to my neck, where he draws my skin between his teeth right before trapping my mouth in a kiss just as he enters me with his finger, my core burning from such an unfamiliar invasion.

I moan into the kiss, tipping my head up as our tongues engage in a passionate duel all the while his finger explores, stretching me around the digit right as his thumb brushes over my clit.

Without thinking, I put my hand over his, stilling his movements, and tear my mouth away, my fingers gripping his shoulders so hard I probably leave marks on him. “Levi.” He slowly pulls his hand back, skimming his fingers over me before he pinches my clit, and my hips move upward, seeking his touch.

“That’s right, moy cvetochek.” He kisses the underside of my chin. “Only I can make you feel this good. No one else.”

My gasp echoes in the room when he sends me flying on my back and pulls the skirt of my dress higher, exposing my legs and sodden panties to his view, and my cheeks heat, while shyness along with desire sweep through me, making me want to cross my legs and hide under his intense stare, but he doesn’t let me.

“No. Don’t hide from me. You’re mine.” His softly spoken command freezes me, trepidation enveloping me, and my hands settle on the cold wood when he rips my panties away, leaving me completely bare. The AC nips at my skin, although it does very little to bring relief to the inferno blazing in me.

Levi hisses through his teeth, settling his hands on my hips and gripping them hard. “Moy cvetochek,” he says, opening my legs wider until he hooks my heels on the edge of the table, creating more space for himself. He skims his palms inside my thighs, his touch burning me and intensifying the ache. “Poor little thing,” He brushes his thumb over my clit, making me arch my back, and then drags his fingers over my wetness, my core clenching under the touch while the desire in the pit of my stomach grows, the fire spreading through me in such hot waves that I think my skin is going to burst. “Do you want me to kiss it all better, Lavender?”

“Levi,” I whisper, barely recognizing my hoarse and needy voice as tremors rush through me and awaken every hair on my body. Goose bumps pop all over my skin under his hot stare as if I’m the most beautiful thing he’s every laid eyes on.

And even though I know it’s a lie, this knowledge and fantasy washes away any embarrassment, leaving only the carnal cravings between us, and I find the courage to reply. “Yes, please.”

He nips on the inside of my thigh, moving upward until his hot breath fans my core and he rubs his stubble over my flesh, earning himself a moan only to skim his lips to my other thigh and repeat the action.

He continues to kiss, bite, and nibble on my skin, driving me insane while ignoring the most aching part of me that begs for his attention. My breathing speeds up and I clench my legs around him, only to groan in frustration when he shoulders my thighs apart and settles between them. “Levi!”

He rubs his chin over my wetness again, giving me a light kiss that sends tickling sensations all over me, and for a second the air sticks in my lungs only to be replaced with a need so strong it consumes me. “Yes, moy cvetochek?” He skims his palms over my ass, lifting me up as he continues to leave small kisses on me, and each brush of his lips increases the hunger. “What do you want?”

Is he serious right now?

“Kiss it all better,” I reply, biting on my lip to hold back a sob when he does. A peck, then he goes back to sucking the inside of my thigh, and it’s so harsh I know he’ll leave marks on my skin, and I feel a thrill at the thought.

I would love to see the reflection of his desire of me, so when I look in the mirror it would be his pleasure I’d think about. My focus won’t be on the scars that remind me about the hideous creature who inflicted them.

“I just did, moy cvetochek.” My fingers thread in his hair, trying to guid him toward my throbbing center, and a moan escapes me when he brushes his lips against my clit, thousands of electric volts charging through me. “Or is there something else you want me to do?”

I huff in frustration. The damn handsome devil knows very well what he’s doing to me and my hold on his hair tightens, tugging on it, but his hands keep my hips firmly in place. “Tell me, moy cvetochek. Your wish is my command.” He licks me from bottom to my clit before biting on my flesh, and heat seems to envelop me whole as my hips start to move toward him, chasing him, but he takes his mouth away once again, dropping a soft mocking kiss that only adds fuel to my need. “Tell me.”

Too far gone to think straight, I circle my legs around him, my heels digging into his back as I expose myself to his view more. Yanking on his hair, I whisper with all the courage I possess, “I want…I want…” I swallow at the possessiveness shining in his eyes and his fingers dig deeper into my ass. The idea of voicing my wish makes me nervous, but the idea of never experiencing it scares me even more.

So holding his gaze, I don’t shy away, and instead I embrace it because, just for tonight, I’ll let myself explore all my cravings. “I want you to fuck me with you tongue, Levi.”

He covers me with his mouth, his tongue sliding up and down my lips before delving between my folds and entering me, my back arching. I cry out, allowing for the fire to glide through my veins as desire injects into every cell in my body.

He dives farther, twirling it around before pulling back only to thrust inside again, holding me still in his grip, and his fingers cut harshly into my ass, the mixture of pain and pleasure making me whimper and groan as he continues to deliver this sweet torture on me.

I tug on his hair so hard, I’m surprised I don’t rip it when he enters me deeper, my core stretching around him as he places my hips back on the cold wood, spreading me wider for his onslaught.

He slowly drags his tongue back, skimming it upward, licking up my wet folds on the way, and traps my clit between his teeth, biting on it before licking and sucking. My heel digs into his back, and I moan, “Levi, please.” I’m not even sure what I’m asking for. All I know is that there is this weird tension and pressure rising inside me that threatens to smolder everything in its wake unless he does something to extinguish it. “No, no.” I pant in despair when he flicks the tip of his tongue over my clit and then drags his mouth downward, biting on my flesh before nudging inside me, driving me insane with each twirl.

My toes curl and I scrape at his scalp as I start to slowly move in sync with his rhythm, grinding on him, so many sensations wrapping around me at once, breaking goose bumps on my skin and setting it aflame.

I really hate my dress right now, wishing to remove the offensive fabric. My breathing speeds up and my hold on him tightens. If he just continues to thrust into me, I might…

“No.”

I whimper in frustration, pulling at his hair when he once again slides his tongue upward, continuing to feast on my flesh, but the emptiness is short-lived. He enters a finger into me, the action igniting the already blazing lust in me, and the sweet bubble within me grows and grows, ready to burst at any moment.

If he just puts a little more pressure…

He nips on my clit, drawing it into his mouth as another finger enters me, the thrusts slow and deep, perspiration breaking on my skin and bringing me closer to the brink while scorching heat cascades all over me, toward the pleasure I’ve only heard about.

This torture is unbearable, I’m teetering on the edge, ready to jump only to be pulled back and simmer in anticipation while lust slams into me from every direction, insisting to do something before it ends too soon.

“Levi, please,” I repeat, biting on my lip and moaning when he delivers a long lick to my folds as his fingers continue to move inside me, pushing farther and farther, forcing my hips to move forward to get the necessarily friction.

“What do you want, Lavender?” he asks just as he replaces his fingers with his tongue again, and my core instantly contracts around him, the action almost too much for my sensitive center. “Like I said, my wish is your command.”

The edge and harshens in his voice is the only indicator that all this is affecting him the same way it does me, and I understand right away.

Levi is giving me control.

He won’t do anything until I give him permission or voice my wish. He gives the illusion of calling the shots even if he’s the only one who knows what he’s doing here.

“Levi.” I wait for him to raise his eyes to me and my cheeks burn seeing his mouth glisten with me. My nipples turn to hard peaks and all these sensations rocking into my body become too much.

This might be my only chance to experience this overwhelming lust mixed with desire and need so strong, I can almost taste it, so shouldn’t I indulge in it for as long as I can?

“I want you.”

A ghost of a smile meets my reply as he delivers yet another long lick from bottom to top and scrapes his teeth over my clit, making me jerk in his hold. “You have me now, moy cvetochek.”

I can’t focus on anything else besides the bliss waving on the horizon, so the words erupt from my throat before I can stop them. “I want you to fuck me, Levi.” I hope this is clear enough for him. “Make me come.”

My admission earns me a growl against my flesh and he thrust inside me, his touch more possessive and rougher than before, and somehow this only adds to the all-consuming need polluting my mind and driving me mad.

My lungs burn for oxygen and I gulp for air, arching my back higher as he starts to really fuck me with his tongue, stretching and stretching me until he finally reaches a place and pushes at it hard, making my whole body pulse before it bursts in powerful waves with pleasure so strong it makes the whole world disappear.

Warmth cascades on me from above and I fall back on the table while he gives my center one last kiss, and drags his mouth up, wiping his face on my dress.

One minute I’m gazing at the ceiling trying to catch my breath, and the next he pulls me toward him, until I sit up and my legs are wrapped around him to balance myself.

I feel his thick hard-on against me, my core spasming just imagining it inside me, and right now I really want to see it up close. He must notice my gaze and guess my thoughts as he chuckles, his fingers combing through my hair and tugging on it until he exposes my neck to his mouth. “Not tonight, moy cvetochek. I promise you my dick will become your favorite toy and you’ll get acquainted with it very well. After all, it’s all yours now.” He moves his lips to my shoulder and bites on it before delivering a final lick, and then slides back until our mouths are inches apart. “You’re delicious, Lavender. Taste.” He kisses me, dominating the kiss with hard strokes as if staking invisible claims all over me, and it causes a possessiveness to flare in me because he tastes like me.

Like he’s mine and no one else gets to touch him ever again because Levi Scott belongs to me.

At once I freeze in his embrace, the thought akin to ice-cold water hosing down on me and breaking whatever spell he has put me under and destroying my fantasies, bringing me back to my painful reality.

And the reality is the following.

I just had oral sex with Levi, my brother’s brother-in-law who is twenty years old!

At his club, at that!

My very first orgasm with another person, and it’s the one guy who probably hates me or is using me to get back at my brother.

Oh my God!

I shove him away and to my surprise, he easily steps back as I get up, adjusting my dress and refusing to study his confused expression. In fact, I avoid looking at him altogether, for fear of either crying or begging him to finish what we started.

My emotions seem to be all over the place and I cannot allow them to roam freely anymore. “I have to go.”

“Lavender.”

“No!”

I don’t wait for anything else, I just dart to the door and then race through the corridor, not daring to take a breath until I reach outside and inhale the evening air, searching for the cabs before my epic mistake catches up with me.

Finally I spot an empty cab, jump inside, and rattle my address, resting my head against the seat. When the driver starts the car I cover my face, groaning into my hands.

What have I done?

And worse…

Why does my body already miss his touch and my soul yearn to come back?

Levi

Removing my helmet, I sit back on my bike and watch Lavender get out of the cab, paying the driver quickly, and rushing inside her building, arriving safe and sound.

I could have caught her if I wanted at the club, but I gave her this time to process her feelings. Still, I couldn’t allow her to go unprotected, so I followed after the cab.

The need still makes me rock hard because the beast within me roars to get her back and fuck her so hard she won’t ever think about running away from me again.

Patience, patience, patience.

My delicate flower is just learning that her delectable body belongs only to me and what that entails for her.

Pleasure, protection.

I’ll give her tonight.

After, though?

All bets are off.

Lavender will always be the one to control our sexual encounters, and I won’t ever push her on it because that’s something Jade tried to steal from her in the past.

Still, it doesn’t mean I won’t create temptations that she’ll find too hard to resist.

And she will succumb to them sooner or later.

Because we’re inevitable.

Have been since the first glance.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




“Secrets and lies go hand in hand.

What a tragic thought, isn’t it?

Because this makes all of us liars at some point, which just proves one thing.

Selfishness to a degree is forever engraved in our souls.”

Lavender

Lavender

“This is going to be a long day.” I sigh, getting out of the shower stall and wrapping the towel around my body.

The water drips onto the tiled floor as I go to the sink and wipe the mirror clear, studying my reflection, which is both terrifying and fascinating.

Terrifying because various bite marks and hickeys mar my neck and collarbone, standing out on my pale skin and bringing attention to their deep purple-red color, entwining with my scarred flesh. It almost creates a scary image since my scars become the center of attention.

Even if I tried to hide it, I would have failed.

And fascinating because whenever I touch them, a tremor rushes through me, reminding me how I got them, and the images from last night start to play in my head, one after another, wiping away any horrible thoughts or memories associated with my scars.

Placing my hand on the sink, I lean on it and shake my head, willing my mind to stop obsessing over last night, which should never have happened.

Although how is a woman supposed to forget the first time she got an orgasm from a man?

Groaning, I push back and quickly throw the towel in the hamper, putting my fluffy robe on and padding inside the room.

My heart speeds up when my phone vibrates on the nightstand, and I rush to pick it up, hating the disappointment when I see countless messages, none from Levi though.

“What did you expect? A love confession or something? He was probably drunk,” I mutter to myself. Or worse, he hopes I forgot about the whole thing as if it never happened.

Which was my plan anyway, but thinking about him wanting the same thing somehow hurts me, and isn’t that just pathetic?

The guy is ten years younger than me. I have no business doing anything with him!

Sex for him is just a sport. He probably doesn’t even care with whom he does it.

And the worst part is, I can’t even blame him, because he’s young and single, so why shouldn’t he take what’s willingly offered, anyway?

Sighing, I sit on the bed and scroll through various messages and wince, feeling exhausted just reading them.

<Aileen> Hey! Just wanted to check on you. I hope you are okay. We’re having lunch at our usual place today. We’d love for you to join us. Love you.




<Aileen> Your brothers won’t be there.




Since it’s a group chat that the girls created against my will, Emmaline’s message comes right after.

<Emmaline> We won’t talk about yesterday if you don’t want to. We can discuss our dresses for the wedding.




The idea of meeting Aileen after I got off on her brother’s tongue makes me nauseous. I can’t constantly avoid them, though, because it would hurt them.

Being broken and distant is one thing, but selfish toward my sisters-in-law who did nothing wrong? Whole other thing.

Glancing at the clock, I notice I have around an hour to get ready.

I’ll be there.




They heart-react my reply, and I focus on the other messages.

<Scarlett> I know you’re new to this whole friendship thing, so here is a little tip. Friends don’t ditch each other at the club.




I’m so sorry. I just had to get out of there.




<Scarlett> Relax, girl. The auctions were hilarious, so I had fun. Although I dipped once people started making out left and right. Like I said, watching people get off isn’t my thing.




Not sure how I’m supposed to react to this information, so I just thumbs-up her reply as she types something else. I wonder why Scarlett even bothers to be my friend.

All these great women wanting to be close to me astonishes me every day, considering my attachment and psychological issues prevent me from bonding with anyone.

My first reaction is to flee or ruin it. How long might one accept such behavior before giving up on the person entirely?

Maybe that’s why I do everything in my power to push them all away, because losing them would hurt too much.

<Scarlett> Your brothers signed everything. Congrats on becoming a very rich woman, Lavender. I’ll keep you posted on the paperwork, and once it’s complete, we’ll set up all your bank accounts and credit cards.




Instant guilt hits me at this.

Despite my lashing out at my brothers in front of their in-laws, they kept their promise.

<Scarlett> No need to feel guilty.




Are these lawyers now mind readers?

<Scarlett> You know what’s better than guilt? Gifts. I love penthouses. I have one in Boston but not in New York.




Laughter rumbles in my throat.

Noted.




<Scarlett> How was last night, by the way?




And just like that, my mood sours again.

I did a stupid thing last night.




<Scarlett> Well then, congrats.




Why are you congratulating me?




<Scarlett> Doing a stupid thing at a club is almost a universal experience.




It’s not about the club, though.




Running my fingers through my wet hair, I wonder how much I can tell her. Friends or not, I’m not sure how she would react to me hooking up with Levi.

Although is it considered a hookup if people didn’t have sex? Making out is the term, I think.

<Scarlett> Is it about Levi?




How do you…?




<Scarlett> Well, he was hot on your heels when you were channeling your inner Cinderella and ran away before the clock struck midnight.




A hot flush rushes through me, my heart flips in my chest at this information, and I grip the phone tighter.

He chased after me? Does that mean…

<Scarlett> He came back shortly after, so I wasn’t sure what it was all about until you got all philosophical right now.




And my heart plummets back, and I wonder how stupid a woman can be. He was probably making sure I was out of his club so he could go back to his usual activities.

I’m glad you find all of this amusing.




We didn’t have sex.




Okay, why did I have to type that?

<Scarlett> That’s a relief. Having your first time at a club would have been… Actually, it might have been fun? Either way, a different location sounds like a better idea.




Oh my God.

I’m having my first time with him.




<Scarlett> Oh, you seem very determined. I admire that, and good luck, I guess? Although judging by last night, you don’t need it.




My brow furrows, and it takes me a second to realize what I wrote.

I’m NOT having my first with him. That’s what I meant.




<Scarlett> No need to explain.




He hates me, and we argued. That’s all. Nothing else happened.




<Scarlett> Are you trying to convince yourself or me? Because I never said you guys did anything, yet you keep repeating now that nothing happened.




I need to rethink this whole lawyer-friendship thing.

Let’s just drop the subject. Levi hates me and has a grudge against me, so nothing else is going on.




<Scarlett> You’re doing it again.




<Scarlett> If you have time, please stop by my office tomorrow to sign some paperwork. See you, babe.




Sure. Bye.




Since there are no messages from my brothers, I type one myself to our sibling group chat that Rafael created. My family seems to love having all these group chats.

Thank you, and I’m sorry.




They read it but don’t reply, not that I expect them to anyway. In this group chat, I’m the only one sending messages.

My brothers prefer phone calls.

Putting my phone away, I go to blow-dry and style my hair, smiling when the heavy locks cascade down my back, and pin them up with a clip. Then I proceed to do my makeup, and while getting ready might seem like a normal thing for most women…to me it’s a big fuck-you to my abuser.

Because of him, I spent my whole young adult life hiding away and wearing flannel nightgowns, doing my best to look ugly so he wouldn’t touch me. Not that it matters for men like him, they want to hurt you all the same. When I finally got out…I promised myself to always care about my appearance.

I watched makeup tutorials, bought all the skin care products, and studied fashion shows along with magazines.

I’ll never be beautiful in the classical sense again. He took that away from me. But he can’t take away anything else from me.

Once done, I pick up my summer yellow dress with polka dots that stops just above my knees and hugs my body tight.

Slipping into matching flats, I give myself a once-over, grab my purse and phone, and dash to the elevator.

Once downstairs, I decide to walk the distance to the coffee shop that’s close to me, only to stop dead in my tracks when I see a man waiting for me outside, leaning against his black sports car that has several people snapping pictures of it.

Levi in the flesh, looking as handsome as ever, to my dismay, in blue jeans and a shirt with rolled-up sleeves that display his muscular forearms.

“What are you doing here?”

He removes his shades, and his burning gaze glides down my form, igniting the fire in the pit of my stomach, and I step back as if trying to protect myself from it because this shouldn’t happen.

I need more time to get a grip on my emotions. Instead, my body seems to go on high alert around him, begging to continue last night’s activities.

I guess my newly awakened sexual desires cannot be helped.

“Hello, Lavender.” His deep voice drums on my nerves, and I swallow when he pushes off the car and comes closer, his scent washing over me. “How are you today?”

“Splendid, as you see. What are you doing here?” I hold his gaze even though part of me wishes to hide away, as the sun is especially cruel to those who have imperfect skin.

“You look beautiful.” My eyes widen in surprise at this, warmth filling my insides, and I blink when he gently taps my nose. “You ran away from me last night.”

“Last night was a mistake.” He leans closer. “I was drunk.”

This should be as good an excuse as any…

I freeze when his hand wraps around my throat, his thumb pressing over my artery, and while the hold doesn’t cut off my oxygen supply, it’s firm enough to keep me in place and have the threatening sizzling energy rock between us. “Let’s make something clear, moy cvetochek. I’m not a saint and never will be. In fact, I enjoy the dark side too much to ever try to pretend to feel otherwise.” His wrist flexes around my throat, and it becomes hard to breathe for a second. “But I do not touch what’s not willingly offered or take advantage of women.” He loosens his grip, his fingers skimming over my throat. “Watch your mouth next time, and stop lying to yourself.”

A honking car in the distance snaps me out of my stupor, and I pull his hand away. To an extent, I understand how this might have sounded, though, and I feel the need to add, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

He walks back to his car and opens the passenger door. “Get in.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because I want to take you somewhere…interesting.”

This whole encounter is so surreal to me that I don’t know how to react. “Why would I go anywhere with you?”

His mouth curves into a smile, and his blue eyes darken, making my heart yearn for the ocean back home. It should be a crime for him to have this eye color. “Why wouldn’t you?”

“Because why would I get into a car with you and drive off God knows where? That’s how most criminal shows start, you know.”

“So you don’t mind coming on my tongue, but a drive in my car is where you draw the line?” A couple walks past us just as he finishes his sentence, while I’m standing, mortified, at what they heard.

“Oh, damn,” a woman mutters and winks at me, and I cover my face until they pass.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“I think it’s called calling out hypocrisy.”

“Do you now?” I can’t understand myself, because as embarrassing and confusing as all this is…part of me is thrilled at the interaction.

“Oh, yes.”

“I have lunch with my sisters-in-law planned. So no, I won’t be going with you.”

He places his palm on the roof of his car and sucks through his teeth. “Trust me, moy cvetochek. Whatever I have planned is way more entertaining than a simple lunch.” He extends his hand to me. “Come on.”

I watch his outstretched hand, still processing all this while wondering if maybe I should do it.

Like it or not, our families are forever connected. Only death would separate my brother from his future wife.

If we don’t talk about what happened last night or learn to get along, it will be awkward during family gatherings or in the future.

And would it be so bad anyway? It’s not like he’s going to kill me, and judging by how he reacted to the whole drunk comment, he won’t physically hurt me either.

So against my better judgment, I let the newly discovered part of me win and nod. “I’ll go.”

I just hope I won’t get myself into even more trouble.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN




“They say be careful what you wish for, or it might come true.

It seemed so stupid to me because why would I be careful about the things I wanted?

Some wishes, though, are meant to shatter our lives and break us in ways we never see coming.

Too bad I realized it too late.”

Lavender

Lavender

I rest my back against the leather seat, looking out the window at the ever-changing scenery. The piano music from the radio is the only thing interrupting the silence inside the car.

We’ve been on the road for almost half an hour now, and neither of us has said a word, which is a disturbing fact in itself.

I glance at the message flashing on my phone’s screen.

Aileen and Emmaline sent a photo to the group chat, smiling into the frame while holding their coffee cups.

<Emmaline> Wish you were here.




Guilt once again washes over me at the fact that I ditched them, and that’s probably against the whole girl code thing, as well, that Scarlett mentioned earlier about friendship.

“Stop it.” I almost jump out of my seat at Levi’s harsh yet firm tone, and my head swings to him as his palm glides over the steering wheel. He turns to the right, driving us on a road with endless trees on either side of it. The veins popping on his forearms shouldn’t be doing things to me right now, but they remind me of when his arms were locked around my body.

Get a grip, woman!

“What do you mean?”

“Stop feeling guilty about lunch.” Is everyone a mind reader around me, or is my face that expressive? “They won’t cry into their pillows because you missed it. They love you, but they have better things to do.” Commenting on the fact that, to love me they’d have to know me, so it’s impossible, seems useless, so I keep my mouth shut. “Won’t be surprised if she decides to buy the whole bridal shop so she can choose a dress in peace. She’s our little perfectionist.” A rare, soft smile graces his lips that lets me know how much he adores Aileen.

“That sounds like something Rush would love to do for her,” I reply tentatively, and watch him tense at the mention of my brother’s name. “He’d do anything for her, you know.” Aileen has her own fortune, though my brother never gives her the chance to use it. In fact, I think they even had a huge argument with Lachlan over it.

“Whatever my woman needs, I will provide.” I think that was what he said, which earned him a few glares here and there.

“He’d do anything for her, indeed.” Since his voice stays neutral, it’s hard for me to judge if it’s sarcasm or not. “I don’t want to talk about my sister and your brother right now. The topic tends to piss me off.”

“And you always expect people to do whatever you want?”

“Most of the time, yes. I have enough money and power to ensure that.”

“Your family has money. You did nothing to earn your fortune, yet you thrive in the power it gives you?” To be fair, I’m not one to talk. We all grew up in rich dynasties. Still, I don’t go around bragging that everyone should bend to my will if I so wish. “Your arrogance is astonishing.”

He presses on the accelerator, and my fingers curl into my arms when the car moves rapidly toward what still seems to be an empty space. “What’s bigger arrogance? Using the opportunities life has given you or acting like wealth and power have no meaning and true happiness lies in some greater good?”

“They say money can’t buy happiness.”

“Yet people would prefer to cry in mansions rather than on the streets. I wonder why. It’s the biggest lie you know.”

Since he hops from topics so fast, I clarify, “What?”

“That money can’t buy happiness. When you don’t have it, you’re in survival mode and it’s dictated by the fact that your basic needs cannot be met. That makes a person vulnerable to all the vultures out there ready to use their weaknesses against them. In the search for a better future, people take risks that sometimes cost them their lives.”

I don’t miss how the muscle on his cheek twitches, and an unreadable expression settles on his features. For a second, he gives me a glimpse of the steel-like character that hides beneath the person he shows to the world.

“I have a question. Do you hate people or something? You seem to have a warped opinion about them in most cases.”

“Humans are selfish by nature, and pretending to see them through rose-colored glasses won’t change that.” He looks at me. “But you already know that, don’t you?”

The hot poker digs into my skin, and my scream fills the room as unbearable pain slams into me from every corner. Jade wraps his hand around my throat tight, holding me in place, and grins while tears stream down my bruised flesh. “Now, no one will have you but me.”

Tearing my gaze away from Levi, I brush my cheek, willing the horrible memory to go away and focus on the road.

Only to gasp at the iron gates ahead that seem to be spreading for miles and miles, surrounding a three-level white castle straight from dark fairy tales.

The high arches and rectangular roof stand out under the beaming sunset, which casts a special kind of glow on them. While its beauty should be mesmerizing, it sends shivers down my spine, and goose bumps break out on my skin as if warning me about its secrets.

Beauty can be deceptive, always tempting, and, as such, deadly.

“Where are we?” I ask, sitting up straight as he stops in front of the gates, picks up the remote, and clicks it. The gates slide open with a loud grunting sound that can awaken the dead. No security in sight, either, which only adds to the weird panic spreading inside me. “What are we doing here?”

“Welcome to my castle, Lavender.”

“Your—” I don’t get the chance to react to this information as he flies through the gates, and I’m once again left speechless. The natural perfection opening up to my view is nothing short of stunning and magical.

Rich emerald grass covers the never-ending acres surrounding the massive castle, with sophisticated trees and bushes standing out among them, inviting you to delve deeper into this garden where various flowers, from roses and orchids to azaleas and tulips, bloom. Their buds create a myriad of colors all around us and draw attention to the maze-like zigzags leading to different flowers, as if inviting you to explore them, yet it’s hard to find their beginning and end. Flowers seem to grow from the ground near the trees and wrap tightly around them, creating a sense of duality and confusion. While my landscape design knowledge is limited, nothing in this garden seems…realistic?

Maybe all of it’s fake except that maze.

I imagine the maze has the power to trap anyone in its clutches.

I spot several berries peeking through the bushes, so this garden has food, too? Comes in handy, I guess, once you get trapped, because I can’t imagine not getting lost here.

Rolling down my window, I welcome the soft breeze touching my skin and study the several marble statues, glistening in the sun, and admire the detailed artwork, every facial feature carved to perfection. For a second, I wonder if they move. Their clothes seem to twitch in the wind, underscoring the artist’s talent. “Who are they?”

The Scott family loves their statues, so they don’t surprise me. They have this huge, unexplainable love for Greek mythology. However, none of these statues remind me of any Greek gods or goddesses.

“That’s Sif.” He points at the statue near us of a long-haired, beautiful goddess wearing a maxi dress. Even through the statue, you can notice peacefulness and calmness oozing from her. “If you’re familiar with Norse mythology, she’s a goddess of earth, and according to some scholars, fertility and wedlock. She’s Thor’s wife.”

How could I not know about them?

The god of thunder and his wife were devoted to each other, and the most famous myth about them concerns Loki cutting off her hair, so Thor forced him to replace it with golden locks.

That was what made me like Thor right away.

Still, warning bells start to go off in my head at his comment, but I shake my head, forcing myself to focus on the conversation. Just because my online buddy mentioned this to me doesn’t mean anything.

In fact, how hilarious and stupid the assumption that Levi is Lev would be, right? As if this guy doesn’t have anything better to do than discuss TV shows online with me and listen to all my crap.

Levi had access to the best education in the world. Of course he’d know all these things.

“I know who Sif is.” That’s when I look at all the statues again and realize that they all represent Norse mythology gods from Odin to Freya and Thor, with their respective animals nearby. My heart squeezes just looking at them as they always cause this warmth in my chest. For whatever reason, I always loved studying about them. “I thought you guys preferred Greek mythology.”

“My parents do. And while there is a lot to learn from them…I always favored the Norse gods more. Maybe because they helped me during my hardest times.”

That’s so strange to hear in the modern world. “What do you mean?”

“When I was a little boy, my mom would tell me stories about a god of thunder who protected those in need. He was powerful, brave, and stood by his beautiful wife no matter what. I admired him, so I prayed and begged for his help.” His hollow chuckle somehow drops the temperature around us by several degrees, and the air becomes almost suffocating. “And he was the only one who listened.”

Lachlan and Valencia love and adore their children so much that I really can’t wrap my head around Levi needing to pray to the mythical gods as a child. They were my only source of comfort, but he had an entire family to support him.

So what happened?

Levi chooses this moment to park the car by the three-story mansion, allowing me to see more details on it. Like its white and black colors, entwined roses and orchids growing through the concrete, giving the castle splashes of color.

The huge, endless windows hint at a large number of rooms, and I zero in on the small tower in the left wing, which seems to reach the sky while crows circle it, chirping.

Massive double doors with lion statues on either side finish the design, while the brick structure screams power and danger at once, urging one to be very careful if he decides to step inside, because who knows what kind of secrets they might discover there?

I was wrong.

It’s not straight from the fairy tales, no.

Despite the gorgeous nature surrounding it…the castle is haunted, and I wouldn’t be surprised if bats flew out from it, for its darkness and viciousness can be felt from a distance.

I’ve encountered enough castles in my lifetime to know.

I get out of the car quickly and spin around to face Levi, who gets out as well with a cigarette in his mouth. “Smoking is a disgusting habit. Your mouth would reek of nicotine.”

“You didn’t seem to have a problem with my mouth last night.”

And just like that, all conflicted emotions are gone, and the annoyance is back.

“Is this why you brought me here? To finish what we started?” I tap on my phone. “Keep in mind that my brothers installed an app that tracks me twenty-four seven. So they will find me.” Okay, this was not what I wanted to say. “And I don’t want to finish what we started.” The words sound unconvincing even to my own ears.

He smirks—freaking smirks as if what I said is the most hilarious thing in the world. Does he take anything seriously, or am I just the exception? “Moy cvetochek, we will finish what we started.”

“Your audacity has to be seen to be believed.”

“Audacity has nothing to do with it. I want you, and I’ll have you. That’s not up for debate. And like I said earlier, I don’t want to talk about your brothers.”

“So why bring me here? You wanted to show off your house?” And how come no one mentioned he has a mansion on the side anyway? I was under the impression he lived at his parents’ house in a separate wing for security reasons.

I’m starting to think I know very little about the Scott or King families—only the facades they wish to share with the world.

I expect him to invite me in, but to my surprise, he moves toward the small asphalt alley leading to the garden, allowing me to explore without destroying the flora or dirtying my shoes.

Instead of answering my question—but when did he ever really?—he fires his own. “Back at eighteen…who did you want to be?”

“What do you mean?” I follow him, and my hands itch to touch the various flowers we encounter on our way. Nothing can compare to nature’s beauty, no matter how much people wish to recreate it.

“Professionally. Who did you want to be?” He takes a greedy pull from his cigarette, sending smoke flying. I snatch it from his mouth when he half turns to me and throw it in the nearest trash can. He has those splayed all over the perimeter too, probably for this exact reason.

“Stop smoking around plants. It’s not good for them.” I breathe in the flowery scent when a gust of wind whooshes over us. They must have some peonies here too. In fact, I’ve never smelled a mix like this in my life, which makes me even more curious about the design. I know they have all the resources to bring in different seeds to grow various plants, though the Scotts can’t do the impossible, right? “A doctor.”

“I want to hear the truth.”

My hand stills in midair right before I can touch the roses. “Why would you think it’s a lie?”

“Because when people talk about their crushed dreams, there is a certain sadness and longing in their tone. You can’t miss it. Whenever you speak about medicine…the only emotion flashing on your face is boredom.” He clicks his tongue. “I find it…tragic.”

Since this whole conversation and encounter is weird—what isn’t when it comes to Levi?—I reply as I rub the rose petals, their soft texture making me wish to take some home. “Landscape design.” His brow rises. “My uncle…” The title tastes bitter in my mouth, and I swallow past the lump forming in my throat, hating the slight nausea hitting me when his face comes to mind. Even dead, he has the power over some of my emotions, and that’s unacceptable. “He had a huge house. It was dark, cold, and gloomy. On most days, it felt cursed to me, and growing up there was very lonely. But he had a beautiful garden, and it was the only place where I loved spending time.” I’ve never shared this with anyone. Even with Dr. King. “He kicked Rafael out when I was seven years old. It forced me to spend even more time in the garden and allowed me to observe our gardeners. They taught me a lot about soil, land, different types of flowers, and how to do some stuff. So at eighteen, landscape design sounded like a good idea.” Giving the rose petal one last rub, I look at him again. “Happy now?”

“It takes way more to make me happy, moy cvetochek.” He resumes his walk and goes farther into the garden.

“Why do you use a Russian endearment? Do you love the language or something? And please don’t take it as encouragement to continue using it.” I splay my palm and lightly graze the various bushes we pass, and resist the urge to stop at every single one to explore them more. Whoever designed this garden is truly a master of their craft.

“Giselle MacRae.”

“What?” I ask with confusion, practically drilling a hole into his back, since he marches toward his destination and doesn’t care to answer my question.

“The person who designed this garden is my aunt. Giselle MacRae.” The name rings a bell because I’ve met her husband.

Let’s just say Callum gives another meaning to the words cold and brooding.

“She has her own landscape design school. I’ll introduce you two. If you decide to learn about landscaping on a professional level, you have to go to the best of the best.”

A sense of excitement flourishes in the pit of my stomach, sending a shiver down my spine, because I’ve learned not to get excited about things. “I’m sure your aunt has better things to do than teach me.”

Besides, isn’t this an actual degree that one learns at university anyway?

“My aunt doesn’t discriminate.”

“I never said she did!”

“That’s what you implied, and honestly, Lavender, nobody gives a fuck about your age, so you shouldn’t either. People out there are starting medical school at ninety, and you’re just thirty.”

“Well, it’s great you know how old I am.”

“Yeah, and I don’t give a fuck. So if you want to use that as an excuse between us, don’t bother.”

“I’m sure you have enough girls your age fawning over you. I mean, based on all the media outlets, it’s a wonder you manage to do anything else but fuck around.”

Oh my God.

Why did I have to say that? He’s probably going to be smirking all day long and gloating at me, thinking I’m jealous when I’m not jealous.

Okay, I am, but since I understand how unreasonable it is, I won’t even be able to defend myself.

I bump into his back when he stops abruptly and turns, then wraps his hand around my throat and tilts my head up, his thumb brushing over my lower lip. “Do not think about me with other women. I don’t like it.” I blink at the displeasure in his tone. “Stories about Wyatt and me are vastly exaggerated, and even if they weren’t, it doesn’t matter. My past has no bearing on what’s going on between us in the present. I’m loyal when I want to be, so stop being jealous.” Too shocked to react, I still when he leans forward and presses a small kiss to my throat, right on my puckered flesh. My heartbeat speeds up, scorching heat coursing through my system and lighting the fire within me. “If it helps, you’re the only woman I’ve ever tasted.” His thumb shifts to my pulse point, and his face darkens while his voice drops to a hushed whisper. “Do you like being my first, moy cvetochek?”

I grip his shirt, and then the crows fly high in the sky, snapping me out of my stupor. I take several steps back from him. Why does he have such power over me? “I don’t care. And I’m not jealous!” Why then do tingling sensations rack through me, adding to this fire spreading in my veins that wipes everything, the harsh memories included, while leaving me breathing and living only in the moment?

This can be an addiction in itself and freedom from my ever-exhausting mind.

When one was forced to live in their own head for more than a decade, it’s a different kind of relief to finally let it rest.

And that’s why Levi is dangerous to my newfound sanity.

He clicks his tongue, and mouths, “Liar,” before resuming his walk toward what seems to be a glass pool house, the modern one-level structure sticking out among the otherwise Gothic design. It has one king-sized bed, a small bar with various bottles of alcohol, a couch, a table, and a bookshelf filled with thick books, but their titles are hard to make out from afar.

All in all, this looks like a bachelor pad and something I’d expect a single guy to have, not a mansion.

“Why do you have a pool house in a house without a pool?”

“I’m not a fan of swimming.”

“Why?” I love the ocean and water, and I even managed to sneak out to swim in the middle of the night without my brothers knowing back on the island.

“Once you’re dumped in cold water and forced to stay there for several minutes, struggling to catch your breath, it loses its appeal.”

He must have drowned as a child, how horrible! “Oh, I’m so sorry.” He enters the pool house, and I notice a telescope there as well. “You like gazing at the stars and planets?”

“As a child, I’d stare at them in the forest while lying on the grass and wondering about destiny. So I figured I’d better get a telescope and study them closer.”

“You’re interested in space?”

I was obsessed with studying different planets and astronomy back in high school.

“Not really. Earth is enough for me.”

Huffing at his cryptic reply, I ask, “What are we doing here anyway?”

“This is my sanctuary. I never bring anyone here, that includes my family and friends.” An odd sense of satisfaction rushes through me at hearing this. “I want to finally make you mine here. Let nature act as our witness.”

For a second I’m too stunned to speak, just blink at him like an idiot and finally croak, “What?”

He starts to unbutton his shirt, gradually exposing his muscular chest to my view, and my stomach flips while goose bumps break on my skin in preparation of something wicked.

The sun shining brightly on him shows him in all his glory as he reminds me of a flawless statue with his carved six-pack, like the sculptor himself molded him into the perfect shape. “We have some unfinished business.”

My brow furrows. “Unfinished business?” And he has to be shirtless to discuss it why, exactly?

“Yes. Last night you ran away before I could fuck you and satisfy this sexy body of yours. That’s unacceptable. My woman comes on my tongue and cock.”

My jaw about hits the floor at his nonchalant voice as if it’s the most normal thing to say, and I stop staring at his body as he removes the shirt and tosses it on the chair while toeing off his shoes in the process. “You brought me here to have sex?” And why does this idea send an odd thrill through me?

My scandalized tone does very little to faze him as he undoes his belt buckle next. “I thought it was obvious from the start, moy cvetochek. Why else would I bring you home?”

Has he lost his damn mind?

But also…

Why else, indeed?

I step back when he takes off his belt with a loud whoosh, making it really hard not to notice his growing hard-on, the thick and hard erection prodding against the zipper of his jeans, and I hate how my core contracts at the sight, imagining what it would be like to have it inside me.

Somehow this angers me even more. “Forgive me, I’m a bit inexperienced when it comes to random hookups. I didn’t know agreeing to go somewhere with you meant having sex.” To my relief sarcasm coats my tone, hoping it scares him away and he understands what I truly think about all this.

Even if my body really, really, really likes the idea.

“There is nothing random about us. Besides, it’s for the best.”

“It’s for the best,” I repeat after him, distracted, finally giving up my fight of not looking at him and freeze at the sight of the various tattoos on his scarred skin. Countless and countless scars, some red and prominent while others are small and faint, but still scars all over his chest. “Oh my God,” I whisper, stepping toward him and extending my hand, only to snatch it back. “I’m so sorry.” I hate these words because they don’t really mean anything to the one bearing the scars. “What happened to you?” I shake my head. “No, please don’t answer that. You don’t owe an explanation.” The only thing worse than people staring at my scars is them asking how I got them.

He probably had some accident as a child, plus he was living and breathing football, right? So he must have gotten some bruises there.

Either way I shouldn’t ask, period, unless he wishes to tell me, and he clearly doesn’t because instead of explaining he says something else entirely.

“When I saw you for the first time back on that beach, I couldn’t look away. You reminded me of an angel coming straight from heaven and falling into my hell. Beautiful, innocent, and so conflicted you didn’t know how to live among us all.” He catches the skirt of my dress, yanking at it and hauling me closer until our chests connect and I gasp at the embrace, his masculine scent filling my nose and his massive form wrapping around me like a twisted web. “All these polite smiles that didn’t mean shit, hiding your emotions behind this indifferent facade.” His arm flexes around me. “I wished to demolish this indifference and see what happens when you lose control. When I make you lose control.” He grips my chin and tips it up while my heartbeat speeds up. “These exquisite emerald-green eyes were lifeless until they landed on me.” I swallow as his thumb caresses my chin, causing for more goose bumps to pop on my skin while every hair on my body stands up, electric volts sizzling them up. “Then they turned stormy. From that moment on I knew we were inevitable.”

It’s hot. Why is it so hot that I can hardly breathe or think? Listening to his voice wipes away all common sense and only my cravings remain.

And what I crave is Levi Scott, as disastrous and wrong as it sounds.

“This is a mistake,” I whisper. “We shouldn’t do this.”

“Moy cvetochek, we’ll do it sooner or later. I won’t have your first time at some random fucking place where anyone can hear you scream for me.” He grips my waist while scraping his teeth over my chin, giving it a light nip and kissing it right after my whimper. “It belongs only to me. You belong only to me and the sooner you accept it, the better it would be for both of us.”

Oh God, his words serve as a healing balm on my internal bleeding wounds, even if they are lies.

We can’t be anything but temporary.

And if the need equally consumes us both, making us act reckless, should’t we satisfy it and forever put it behind us?

Otherwise this need would make us wonder and that wonder will blow up at some point.

“Levi,” I whisper as sensations slam into me from every corner, pulling me toward the temptation calling my name and begging me to surrender to a carnal hunger only this man can sustain.

My body burns from the inside out, desperate for pleasure it only read and heard about, and all these emotions combined threaten my self-control. Because they tear down all my internal walls, exposing me to this man in my most primal need where I can’t hide my vulnerabilities.

And him seeing them is way scarier than my inexperience could ever be.

“What do you want, Lavender?”

He asks this question again, the confusing and disturbing question rarely anyone has asked me over the course of my life.

Because what I wanted never mattered but for some reason, this hot and virile man cares. I know I should get the hell out…I can’t.

You can resist the temptation for so long before your resolve snaps and shows you that underneath it all you are a young woman who wishes to explore all her deepest desires and discover what physical intimacy entails.

I’ve been free from my self-imposed prison for almost a year and some men expressed their interest in me. However, I never wanted to take them up on their offer.

Levi awakens the feminine part of me that begs me to let him teach me something I have no idea about.

Because all the media in the world cannot teach you without the experience.

He cups my cheek, and our gazes clash, his determined and possessive while mine must be so lost, and yet I find the strength to voice my wish, hoping it will end the hunger that has consumed me ever since I saw him for the first time. “Teach me, Levi.” I step away from him again, gulping for air, and then slip off my flats, the cold floor grounding me to the present because my nerves speed up my pulse so much it’s a wonder I can stand straight. “Teach me about sex, Levi.” Reaching for the zipper of my dress, I pull it down and it slides off, presenting my scarred and naked body sans nude panties with a bow to his intense and wandering stare as his heated eyes roam all over me.

The muscle on his cheek twitches and his face darkness as he watches me for several beats and finally reaches me in two short strides, fisting my hair and tugging on it before connecting our mouths, his lips sweeping against mine and his tongue nudging between them, so I open them under the sweet pressure.

He captures my moan when his free hand grips my ass cheek, the touch shooting arrows to my clit while his mouth explores mine as our tongues entwine in a sensual kiss that is a statement in itself.

The harsh, possessive stabs ruin me for anyone else as if he wants to engrave it in my head that no one else would ever want me like he does and he’s claiming this territory, warning everyone away because he came here first and he intends to stay.

His cock nudges into me, the rough texture of his jeans tickling me just as he retreats, my protesting groan rocking between us turning into a surprised squeal when he spins me around, my back to his front, and I still when I see a barely visible reflection in the glass wall. My first instinct is to bolt but his brawny arm wrapped around my waist halts my movements.

Once I heard a man call some woman’s body a work of art that should be admired by many, and it hurt me because I knew without a shadow of a doubt I could never be called a work of art.

Levi gathers my hair with his fist, rubbing it against his cheek before throwing it over my shoulder, and his lips land on my nape, trailing over my scares back and forth until tension starts to ease out from me and I relax into him more. Several beats pass with him peppering small kisses all over my neck before his mouth drifts to my shoulder and he splays his palm on my stomach, caressing it up and down. “You’re beautiful, Lavender.”

I scrunch my eyes, my hand squeezing his forearm while he grazes his teeth over my shoulder and soothes the sting with a long lick, tracing the red slash that no makeup can hide. “Stop saying that.”

“It’s the truth, and aren’t you my student tonight?” His palm trails upward, cupping my breast and kneading it. “Here is your first lesson. My body exists for your pleasure alone because just looking at you is enough to get me off.” His lips skim back to my neck where he sucks on the skin while his finger circles my nipple, and a different kind of tension replaces the earlier panic. “You’re a good girl, aren’t you, baby?” he whispers, his other hand grabbing my other breast. He pinches the nipples hard and I rise to my tiptoes, chasing this heat starting up in my lower belly that wishes for something…for what? “By the time we’re done you’ll become the perfect A student, fucked so well and hard you won’t know how you existed without me.”

The erotic images his words create makes me whimper. “Oh my God.”

“Levi, moy cvetochek.” He swipes his thumbs over my nipples back and forth, back and forth, creating drumming sensations that cause my clit to pulse, and yet it brings zero satisfaction and increases my hunger. “When you’re about to come you call only my name.”

“Levi,” I repeat right away just to groan in protest when he abandons my breasts and grips my hips instead. “Levi.”

His name seems to be the only thing I’m capable of saying because everything around me but the need demanding within me disappears.

“What is it, baby? Are you in need of me?” I nod and his palm skims to the edge of my panties, playing with the little bow on it before he sneaks his finger in, gliding it over my spasming core. I bite on my lip and arch when he presses the heel of his palm on my clit, spreading burning fire in my veins.

His middle finger drives between my folds and circles over my opening, my thighs clamping around his grip, and he hisses through his teeth, “Ah, moy cvetochek. You’re dripping for your man.” He places his mouth on my shoulder, rubbing his stubble over my puckered skin, sending scorching heat all over me as his fingers pet me gently but don’t give any relief to the pressure and tension building within me in spades. “One orgasm on my tongue wasn’t enough for it, was it, Lavender?” I cry out when his finger enters my tight heat, the pain mixes with pleasure at the unfamiliar invasion yet only adds to the lust slowly wrapping around me and creating this bubble, hiding us away from the world because in this moment only he exists for me.

He presses against my back tighter, his cock digging into my ass while he continues to caress my most intimate part, letting me learn my body’s new reaction.

Raising my arm, I tangle my fingers in his hair and turn to the side, and beg, “Kiss me.” He leans toward my scarred cheek and I reel back. “Not here. Please don’t.” He can touch me anywhere else, not where Jade hurt me though.

Because I might cry and I don’t want Jade ruining this moment from the grave. Fuck him.

Something shifts in his gaze. He nods and we lock in a sweet kiss that soothes all my internal battles as I can’t think about anyone or anything else besides him.

He continues to touch me, tremors rushing down my spine when he enters a second finger into me, teaching me to accommodate every part of him. His hard-on behind me fills my cells with anticipation as the blood boils in my veins, my core aching.

Jolting in his arms, I break our kiss when his thumb brushes over my clit before pinching it as his fingers enter me, causing a friction that drives me insane and yet I can’t do anything about it. “Please.” My body seems to know more than I do about all this, hoping that asking him to help me will relieve me from this ache.

Instead he removes his fingers at once, making me miss him right away, and skates his wet palm to my neck, my scent floating in the air and my eyes widening when he brings his fingers to my mouth. He spreads my wetness on my lips, and orders, “Lick.” I do, tasting myself for the first time and my stomach dips at the action, a hot flush traveling all over me. “The is how much you want me, moy cvetochek.” He traps me in yet another passionate kiss that transforms into a shocked shriek when he pushes me toward the bed and I land on my hands and knees. “Come here, baby.” He grabs my ass cheeks and I feel his hot breath on them before he bites them one by the one, his lips skimming over the backs of my thighs, and my nails sink into the mattress when he discovers another scar of mine.

Once Jade hit me with a belt buckle and it left an imprint on my left thigh, right above my knee, and tears form in my eyes when he kisses it softly. “My beautiful, brave cvetochek.” He trails his mouth upward again until he reaches my lower spine. “You’re mine.”

“Oh.” I heave when he flips me onto my back, shouldering my legs apart as he skates his lips from my knees to my thighs and this unexpected sweetness of him paying such detailed attention to me plays on the strings of my soul and my heart stirs.

No, no, no.

No heart!

This is about sex and nothing else! I cannot get my heart involved in this.

I fist the sheets underneath me when he places my leg over his shoulder, opening me up to his view as he nips on the inside of my thigh before sucking on the skin and my feet press on the mattress, my legs clasping around him. I resist the urge to lift my hips as he shifts his attention to my other thigh, repeating the action and driving me insane with each caress.

“So soft and pretty,” he rumbles, biting before skimming his mouth to my center, breathing me in, and a red hue probably covers my cheeks from his blazing stare. I grip the sheets when he skates his splayed palms under my ass and hoists my hips up. “Lavender,” he calls, and I look at him. “Watch me pleasure what’s mine.”

Warmth washes over me in powerful waves, dumping me in heat from every side when he puts his open mouth on me, his tongue stabbing deep into me, the feel of him roaming between my folds and fucking me hard with it feverish.

I almost convinced myself this morning that what happened between us last night was a fluke and it couldn’t be this good.

Except, no.

He knows what he’s doing exactly as fire spreads over my skin, sending shocking sensations straight to my clit while my core clenches around his tongue that slowly retreats only to push back in, and my back arches, a moan escaping me.

Threading my fingers in his hair, I put my foot on his shoulder when he rolls out his tongue and sweeps it over my walls, traveling up before he circles my clit and traps it between his lips, suckling on it, and my legs close around him.

The flame-like touches surround me as he drives two fingers into me, moving them in rhythm with his tongue and allowing me to start swaying my hips in sync with his movements, and my head falls on the mattress.

Yanking at his blond locks, I cry out when he nibbles on my clit and retreats his fingers, replacing it with his tongue, swirling inside me over and over again and pressing on something that increases the pressure, and the desire rises swiftly. I’m treading on a thin line that might break at any moment.

And instead of avoiding it, I run straight to it, chasing the thrill each drive promises.

The heat rises as I start to meet him stroke for stroke, the friction and pressure building, and building and he groans into my flesh when I pull harsher at his hair, keeping him in one place, the joy so close I can…

“No, no!” I sob in frustration when he leans back, leaving me empty. “Levi!”

“You’ll come on my cock, Lavender.” His hoarse voice is my undoing because, yes, I want that too.

To finally feel him inside me and discover what it is like when a man takes you.

He licks me from bottom to top one last time before rubbing his soaked jaw over my navel and tickling me. I sigh as his lips move upward over my taut and burning skin while peppering small kisses all over me that add to the maddening need and only increases the restlessness within me.

He sits up, pulling down his zipper, and his cock springs free, my eyes widening at the sight because I’ve never seen one up close and his is…well, great, I guess?

The thick flesh leaking precum at the tip as he strokes it from base to tip before snatching out a condom from his back pocket, opening the foil packet with this teeth and rolling it on his cock. “Someday there won’t be anything between us.” He places both of his hands next to my head, his toned body looming above me glistening in sweat. Lust glazes over in his eyes, making my center clench, and part of me hates that the condom will keep me away from fully experiencing him.

“Levi.” I grab his nape and drag him toward me, lifting up a little to meet his mouth halfway, needing to be connected to him in this moment to keep me grounded in the desire swirling all around me, threatening to destroy all my sanity.

He slams his mouth on mine, trapping in a raw and bruising kiss while he seems to share my taste, and an odd possessiveness rushes through me because I put my own claim on him.

Even if it’s temporary.

The tip of his cock presses into my entrance, the head slipping slightly, and I open my thighs wider, wishing to accommodate him, but he rocks back only to push forward again, swallowing my protesting moan.

The swaying of his hips sends heat all over me, my lungs begging for oxygen. Ripping my mouth away, I gulp for air.

“Levi, please,” I manage to whisper, lacing my fingers through his damp hair, but he stays unmovable, his hard cock just pressing against my clit, and I think I can come just from the stimulation alone.

“After this you’ll be mine, Lavender. Be very sure.” A demand rings in his tone, and something else, something that should warn me away, but I’m too far gone to care.

Because I’m burning and he’s the only one who can extinguish the unfamiliar yet addicting fire.

“Yes!”

I’ll agree to anything as long as he…

My scream fills the room when he drives into me hard, his pelvis pushing into mine and holding me still while I try to shove him away.

It feels like something tore inside me and the idea of him moving right now makes me cut my nails into his shoulders. I hiss, “If you move I’m going to kill you.”

His cock pulses inside me, stretching my walls over his length, and it causes a less-than-pleasant ache to spread through me. “Breathe, moy cvetochek, breathe.”

His soothing voice does nothing to calm me down, in fact, I find it annoying all things considered! “If this is sex then I can go without it for the next thirty years.”

I’ll take the foreplay over this every single time. Why did no one warn me it might hurt this much? All the books just mentioned a slight discomfort followed by great experiences.

Liars.

“You have to get used to me first. The pain will go away shortly.” A tear slides down my cheek and he leans down, swiping it away with his tongue before he drifts his mouth to my neck, showering it with attention and slowly soothing me.

The hair on his chest rubs against my pointed nipples, the touch sending electricity straight to my clit, and my thighs clamp around him, allowing him to sink deeper into me. I gasp, but this time the pain is almost nonexistent.

In fact his complete lack of movement no longer works for me and my arms circle his neck again as he pushes back, only to thrust into me hard.

Warmth along with pleasure rush through me this time. “Oh.” I whimper when he props one of my legs on his hips, opening me for his deeper thrusts, each movement of his hips deliberate and precise, as if he wishes to permanently brand me with his cock.

He licks my scarred and puckered collarbone before trailing his mouth toward mine and linking us in yet another kiss as our tongues connect and brush against each other’s. He drives into me, the hard and deep strokes almost unbearable.

Heat zips through me, sending lustful flames into my cells as he deepens his strokes further, still keeping the agonizing slow pace that makes me feel every inch of him inside me.

The hunger in the pit of my belly rakes at me, racing toward something in the distance that promises me bliss if I just jump off the cliff and let all these maddening needs envelop me.

My nails cut into his nape. He groans into the kiss and I arch my back, angling my head. The raw kiss adds to the sensations spreading through me in waves as he thrusts into me over and over again.

My core clenches tighter and tighter around him until finally, something tangible in me breaks into tiny little pieces, and these pieces fill me with pleasure so strong, I fall back on the pillow and cry out.

Gasping for breath, Levi hooks my thighs over his forearms and really starts to thrust into me with hard, fast strokes, his thick length pulsing inside me.

A thrill rushes through me when I watch him use my body to chase his own pleasure; the idea of this man getting off on me almost makes me orgasm again while my core contracts and he spills into the condom, his fingers digging into my skin so much I know he’ll leave bruises.

Oddly enough, I do not mind. In fact, I’d love to have a little reminder of tonight once all of this would be over.

He falls on me, and I hug him, our sweaty bodies glued together while we catch our breaths and our combined scents float in the air, and the temperature seems to drop several degrees as the cold AC air registers in my mind.

And thus destroying all my illusions.

I couldn’t have imagined a better first time.

To want and be wanted in return is a dream I thought I could never have.

Why then does my naive and stupid heart weep?

Levi rises a little, removing his weight from me then the condom before he moves onto his back, dragging me right with him so I settle on top of him. He palms my face. “Are you okay, Lavender?” Concern and confusion coats his voice, so different to his usual confidence.

I force a smile because this man has been perfect, but like anything perfect in this world?

It can’t last for long.

“Yes.”

He looks at me for what seems like eternity, studying me intently before resting my face against his neck, and whispers, “Sleep, moy cvetochek, and don’t think too much right now.” He presses a gentle kiss to the top of my head and I swallow through the tightens in my throat. “And we can continue our lessons.” Another soft kiss. “Prepare to be my only and favorite student, Lavender.”

All we have is today and tonight, and then no more “lessons”.

Closing my eyes, I allow the exhaustion to overtake me as Levi’s heartbeat lulls me to sleep.

Levi

“No, no,” Lavender whispers in her sleep, her nails digging into my bicep as she shifts on my chest, a crease forming between her brows while she shakes her head. “No. Don’t!” she almost shouts, and rolls to the side, burrowing into the pillow. “Do not touch me!” She grips the blanket, tugging at it and trying to cover herself up from head to toe. “Don’t!” she shouts again, her voice sounding terrified while her whole body trembles.

Her distress and nightmare awaken a different kind of rage in me that dictates for me to demolish all sources of her pain.

She hasn’t had a nightmare in a while, and based on her sessions with Dr. King usually something overwhelming or stressful triggers them, bringing her back to a time when Jade hurt her.

I wish I could rip his body apart bit by agonizing bit in my dungeon, but the fucker is dead, so all I can do is protect my woman in the only way I know how.

“Shhh, moy cvetochek.” I free the blanket from her deadly grip, and bring her back to lay on my chest as another sob escapes her and I run my fingers over her hair, soothing her. Gradually her breathing evens out. She hides her face in the crock of my neck and hikes her leg over my hips. “I’m here,” I continue to murmur, waiting until she finally falls asleep.

And from now on, I’ll be here and no longer watching from the shadows and keeping my distance.

No one will hurt my woman, not even him.

Her hatred for me once she discovers the whole truth is a given.

But I’ll make sure to show her what my obsession truly entails so she will never have a doubt about me.

I won’t let her go.

She’s forever stuck with me.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




“To understand a villain and his actions, you have to look into his past.

Wrong.

To understand a villain…you have to look at his childhood.

Because in most cases, evil is not born.

It’s raised.”

Levi

Levi, 5 years old

The water drips into the bathtub, the tapping sound almost unbearable while I hide under the sink, my teeth chattering against each other as endless tremors rush through me.

The rusty, cold tile under me chills my blood, my washed-out blue pajamas doing very little to warm me, and my sock-covered feet curl into the small rug in front of me, stained in red and brown.

Mama forbids me from sitting on it. She says it reeks of whiskey and bad memories.

The screams echo in the night, the monster rages in the room after coming here earlier and forcing me to be locked away in the bathroom.

I’m not even allowed to look at him because the last time I did, he punched me right in the eye. Mama had to press ice on my face for so long that it melted against my cheek, while silently crying.

Mama has beautiful blue eyes, so seeing them filled with tears hurts my heart and breaks it into pieces. I had to act all brave and say it wasn’t that bad.

But I was in so much pain and couldn’t touch my cheek for a long time.

“That’s how you thank me for my generosity?” he bellows, and I jerk when something hard tumbles to the floor, followed by the snapping of leather that results in more agonizing screams.

It means he took out his belt with the thick metallic buckle that leaves so many scars on Mama’s perfect porcelain skin. He calls them his brands on her, and they stay imprinted on her no matter what she does. She often scrubs herself in the bathroom until she turns super red, trying to get rid of them, but it doesn’t help.

The prominent J letter mars her back in all the different places, the first letter of his name that he never mentions out loud.

“You begged me to look at the Christmas lights. Please, you said. So I set up a tree for you.” Hit. Hit. Hit. “You wanted to run away from me! You’re a liar!”

This is about Mama telling me to sit still while she went with the monster upstairs? For the first time in my life, I’ve seen her so happy, so I just nodded and patiently waited. He even bought her new clothes.

She usually wears a dirty, washed-out long flannel dress, but this time, he brought pants and a super thick jacket. I’ve never seen such clothes before.

Despite being very afraid to stay alone without Mama, I sat on the bed. I imagined the different magical beings she tells me about coming here to help us, hoping she got what she wanted because she almost jumped with excitement.

Instead, he dragged her back here shortly after, gripping her hair and making her stumble inside until she fell on the table and hit her chin, groaning in pain.

Still, she gave me a specific signal, and I quickly ran to the bathroom. She made me promise I would always listen to her and do as she asked whenever the monster was around.

He rarely pays attention to me, only if it keeps her away from him.

“You’re mine!”

“I’m not yours. You kidnapped me!” she shouts back at him. “I hate you!”

I freeze at this and come close to the door as it rattles when he probably pushes her against it, wrapping his hand around her throat. That’s his favorite punishment, choking Mama because her neck is always red and her voice is sore on most days. He brings her honey, forcing her to mix it in water and drink it.

And sweet cake.

He always apologizes to her with cake, and we both hate it. I can’t stand the sight of it.

Because sweet treats mean my mama is in pain.

Not that it ever stops her from fighting back. Usually, the cake ends up on the floor, and he then forces her to eat it anyway.

“You’re mine.”

Hit. Hit. Hit.

“Repeat that all you want. I’m your prisoner, nothing else! I will find a way out of here!”

Hit. Hit. Hit.

Scrunching my eyes, I let the tears stream down my cheeks and hold back the sobs threatening to escape.

I focus on the water instead.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

“There is no life for you besides this basement.”

Hit. Hit. Hit.

“Little lying whore! You give me what you promised. I want a daughter with the perfect genes, just like you. The prettiest girl and all mine.”

I hear a ripping sound and press my palms against my ears, rocking once again.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

“No! I hate you! I’m not yours. I belong to my family!”

Hit. Hit. Hit.

“You have no family besides me. Forget about them. They think you’re dead!”

“You’re a sick bastard!”

Hit. Hit. Hit.

Mama cries out and then whimpers in pain, and my hands form fists. He probably grabbed his belt again and hit her on the back.

“You’ll give me what I want. A little princess with your eyes. We’ll be a perfect family then.”

“Get off me!”

I rush back to the bathtub and turn the faucet on full force, watching the water cascade from it and muting the outside noise away.

Those are Mama's instructions, and I have to follow them.

And gripping the bathtub’s edge hard, I kneel beside it and stare at the water for what seems like forever before the door unlocks behind me, and she steps inside, throws a blanket over me, and turns the faucet off.

“It’s all right, moy lvenochek,” she whispers as she wraps her arms around me, surrounding me with warmth and her sweet scent that calms the rapid beating of my heart. She rocks me in her arms and presses her back against the door, and I feel her tears dripping on my cheek, but I don’t open my eyes.

I don’t want to see his bruises on her again. Her pain crushes something inside me that I can’t explain, and it makes me wish to hurt that man too.

So he’d be the one crying and begging and not us.

Mama kisses me on the cheek and exhales heavily while her arms squeeze tighter around me, “Vse budet horosho.” She whispers that everything would be all right in Russian, and I look at her right away because it’s a secret between us.

He told Mom to never speak her native language ever again, as he doesn’t understand it and hates the idea of Mommy holding on to her past that’s null and void now.

Whatever that means.

I sigh, tears filling my eyes at the sight of Mommy’s black eye and the blood dripping from her bruised lip. Placing my splayed palm on her chin, I wipe it away, and she smiles. “Don’t worry, moy lvenochek. Skoro vse eto zakonchitsa.”

That has been her go-to phrase for the past month: “Soon, it will all end.” And in such moments, I’m so happy that Mommy ignored the monster and slowly taught me Russian via various games and fairy tales she told me in her native language.

That’s how I’ve learned about the outside world. Mommy is a magnificent storyteller, and through her words, I can imagine what it’s like to see the sky, the ocean, the trees, or even other people.

Mama has a gift.

Leaning closer to my ear, she whispers right into it because the monster might have left the basement, but it doesn’t mean he won’t be listening. That’s why Mommy conducts all our lessons in the bathroom, with the water running. “Tvoy dyadya skoro naidet nas i vse budet horosho.”

“Your uncle will soon find us, and everything will be all right.”

Mommy also explained the concept of family to me.

According to her, we belong to a powerful family that wields significant influence in Boston. And my uncle is the only one who had taken care of her all this time, so she trusts him to save us.

When I asked who the monster was, as he called himself my father, she told me he’s a liar and thief who kidnapped her.

And to never consider him a father because a father is the one who loves, protects you, and cherishes your mother, and he’s none of those things.

He kept us here because he’s an obsessive rapist, a term she failed to explain to me, and he hates my uncle.

Mama calls him a true prince who would defeat the monster and free us from his clutches once he finds us.

That’s why she named me in his honor.

Lev.

It means lion in Russian.

I gently tap on her cheek, meeting her glazed-over eyes, which means he probably poured the brown substance he calls whiskey into her mouth again. She reeks of it too. “What if he hates me, Mama?”

The monster barely tolerates me. He calls me a little fucker with Lev’s eyes and attitude.

I’m not sure what it means because I’ve never seen myself. Mama said one can study their reflection in the mirror, but we don’t have any. The monster took it away a long time ago when Mama shattered it and wanted to cut her wrists with a sharp piece before I was born.

I’m not sure what that means either. I just know he yells whenever he remembers about it and tells Mama that her life belongs to him and if she ever tries shit like that again, he’d kill me.

She squeezes me even tighter, resting her chin on top of my head, and replies, “Impossible. You’re his blood, and his only heir for now.”

She once mentioned the word “mafia,” but she couldn’t properly explain it to me, so I’m not sure what it means. I just know my uncle is in the mafia, and this will protect us somehow.

She continues to rock me in her arms. “We just have to wait a little bit, moy lvenochek.”

Listening to her strong heartbeat, I close my eyes and get lulled to sleep, filled with hope about my uncle who’ll finally free us and put an end to her suffering.

The thing about monsters?

They either keep you or kill you.

And once they decide to kill you?

You’re marked forever with death chasing you after you wherever you go.

I should know.

I’ve been avoiding mine since the moment I was born.

Lavender

Rolling to the side, I burrow my face deeper into the pillow as an unfamiliar ache spreads all over my body, my sore muscles letting themselves be known with each move I make.

I open my eyes, only to wince and close them again when the blinding sun streaming from the window hurts me. “What in the world?” I mutter, knowing I usually keep my blinds closed, preferring to sleep in complete darkness after being forced to live in a fully white room with constant surveillance. “How could I⁠—”

I freeze when I shift to the right a little, and my knees hit hard muscle, only then realizing my body seems tangled with another.

That’s when everything that happened last night comes crashing back, and I sit up on the bed, gasping at the naked man lying next to me, who might as well be a freaking Norse god for how handsome and perfect he looks under the morning light.

The scars all over his body, intertwined with various tattoos, only add to his charm and appeal, making me wonder what might have happened to him to experience such pain, and a certain sense of awe fills me because he’s so proud of them.

He doesn’t see them as something bad, while my whole life, I considered my scars my weakness.

Maybe they are my source of strength after all?

Wrapping my hand around my throat, I feel the tender skin on my neck along my scars, remembering how this so-called Norse god took my virginity last night, right after mapping my body with hickeys and bite marks.

My cheeks heat as the carnal images play in my mind, sending heat into my cells and urging me to indulge in the illusion just a little longer.

But the sunlight is here, so I have to go, or I’d start to believe last night meant something.

Shaking my head, I force myself to push all the flashbacks away and not believe whatever he whispered in my ears because that’s what men do, right?

Promise all kinds of sweet things during sex to get what they want, although that’s not fair.

I was a willing participant and don’t regret a thing. I’m also a realist despite my limited experience.

To Levi, I’m a game and a challenge, plus a way to stick it to my brother for what he has done to Aileen. His attraction to me has nothing to do with me and everything to do with the outside factors.

He rolls from his back to his side, and the muscles in his arms flex as he searches for me next to him, so I quickly slide the pillow toward him and let him hug it.

I gently touch his cheek, and he doesn’t even so much as flinch. He must be a heavy sleeper. Maybe that’s what happened when no nightmares disturb your sleep. Must be nice. “Thank you, Levi,” I murmur. “I’ll never forget it.”

Quietly, I get off the bed and find my clothes, deciding to take a shower at home because if Levi wakes up and tries to stop me, I won’t be strong enough to resist.

That’s a lie.

I’m afraid he won’t try to stop me, and it will feel awkward and traumatic. Despite wanting to have a one-night stand to gain some experience, I simply don’t have the emotional capacity right now to handle them.

Putting on my clothes and slipping into my flats, I grab my phone and, without even bothering to study my reflection in the mirror, dash downstairs, where different smells waft through the air. I hear voices coming from the kitchen in the otherwise silent space.

I didn’t have much time to walk around the mansion or find out if anyone works here. Levi brought us inside in the middle of the night and took us straight to his room. I was half asleep by that point.

I just assumed since there was no security that there was probably no staff either, and that’s why he brought me here. It provided more privacy.

I halt my movements at the sight of the butler in a standard black suit and white gloves. He must be in his late sixties, judging by the wrinkles on his face and his gray hair.

He is in the middle of receiving a package, and blinks at me. “Good morning, Miss Wright. How can I help you?”

He acts as if we’ve seen each other many times, and this is a regular morning! “Hello.” I clear my throat when his eyes scan over me, lingering on my neck. I throw my hair over it, hoping it covers whatever needs covering. I really wish now I’d looked in the mirror earlier. “I’d like to go.”

He ignores this and instead takes out from the package a hot, steaming paper mug, the mint tea scent floating in the air. I recognize the brand name right away. I usually stop by this coffee shop on my morning walks after exhausting nights filled with nightmares and bad memories. “Your favorite, I believe. Breakfast will be ready shortly. Would you like to wait in the living room in the meantime?”

A sudden rush of anger washes over me, and the now familiar green monster awakens again, because all of this?

Looks like a well-rehearsed routine.

Maybe that’s what Levi does all the time.

Brings women to his secret mansion, has wild sex with them, and then his butler handles the rest?

Feeds them and sends them on their merry way with some gifts, so they won’t be a problem in the future?

That would explain why he has his reputation, yet no one ever calls him an asshole. Come to think of it, I’ve never seen him with any women. So he’s discreet, I’ll give him that.

He probably wasn’t even asleep.

“No, thank you…”

“Gavin.”

“It’s nice to meet you, but I have to go.” Since he ignored my earlier request, I slide open my phone, ready to order a cab or call Gordon, only to notice there is no signal. Groaning inwardly, I ask, “Can I borrow your phone?”

Something akin to amusement flickers on his otherwise indifferent face. “It won’t be necessary, Miss Wright.” He opens the door, and I blink at the sight of Gordon hanging by my car and waving at me. “Your driver is here.”

Oh my God.

He’ll tattle on me to my brothers, unless that was Levi’s goal all along?

Coldness replaces any warm feelings I might have had earlier, and my usual survival mode comes crashing back, screaming at me to prevent disaster from happening.

I should have known better!

“Thank you, Gavin, and have a nice day.”

Ignoring the still extended tea, I quickly reach the car and nod at Gordon, who says, “Lavender.” Hopping inside, I wait for him to get in as well and start the vehicle. “I have to say, I was very surprised when Gavin called me earlier and told me to pick you up.” Our eyes meet in the rearview mirror. “Very happy for you.”

Could it get any worse?

“You can’t mention this to anyone. Especially to my brothers. I know you report everything to them, but this has to stay a secret.” His brows rise, and I exhale heavily. “I’m not mad and understand why you’d do it. However, if they found out I had spent the night with Levi, it might affect Rush and Aileen’s relationship. We wouldn’t want that, would we?”

His hands flex around the steering wheel as he flies through the gates, and his voice sounds strained and slightly offended even when he finally replies. “I never shared anything with your brothers despite their orders.” He rolls his shoulders back. “I work for you.”

“Rafael was the one signing your checks, so technically, you were working for him.” I’d have to change that and ask Scarlett to make sure everyone who works for me gets paid from my account.

“And still, like I said, I work for you. I’m not a snitch.” He huffs under his breath. “I grew up on the streets, Lavender. You get more than stitches for snitching, so I know how to keep my mouth shut. Your secrets are safe with me, always.” He meets my gaze again, and the wrinkle between his brows deepens. “If your brothers know something about your whereabouts, they didn’t learn that from me.”

He sounds sincere, so I choose to believe him and relax a bit. “Thank you. I really appreciate that.”

“Loyalty is not something you should be thanking people for.”

My phone vibrates in my hand, and I notice the signal is back. Levi must have installed something on his land to block it, protecting his property.

I scroll through various messages, each one only spiking my anxiety.

<Emmaline> We stopped by your apartment. They told us you weren’t home. Are you okay?




<Aileen> We thought you might like to grab some dinner since you couldn’t make it to lunch.




<Emmaline> Okay, so it’s been like two hours with no reply, we are getting slightly worried here.




<Aileen> Just tell us to get lost, and we’ll get it. Otherwise, we might actually use the spare key you gave us and check on you.




<Scarlett> Your sisters-in-law have been blowing up my phone trying to find you. Are you okay? If you’re doing something naughty, let me know, and I’ve got your back.




<Rafael> Where are you?




“Oh my God,” I whisper, and groan into my palms, hating how accessible I’ve been to them all this time. I can’t even spend the night with anyone without everyone worrying.

For one of my brothers to text me, it means shit has hit the fan big time.

I’m about to call Rush, but stop at the last minute, preferring to do that once I take a shower.

Plus, I need to come up with an excuse, even if everything inside me rebels against the idea.

I’m a grown woman. Why do I need an excuse anyway?

Still, admitting to sleeping with Levi will not go over well, so I prefer to hide this little fact or not make him dig too deep into my private life.

And while life proved I’m a great liar…I’m too raw after last night to pretend and school my features. My perceptive family would get suspicious right away, and it would be just a matter of time before they discovered what happened.

“We’ll be home soon,” Gordon says as if reading my mind.

“That’s great,” I reply, then freeze when I notice several other notifications popping up across my screen from a specific app.

Lev.

An odd sense of relief glides through my veins at seeing his message, along with guilt because I missed our Saturday night chats.

<Lev> Hi. How are you?




He sent me this message on Saturday, and I know he’s never online in the mornings but still I type back.

Hi! I’m okay. I’m sorry I couldn’t talk on Saturday. Something came up.




It’s Monday morning, so he’s probably working or…

My eyes widen, and I gasp when I notice the three dots indicating he’s replying to me right away.

Gordon asks, “Everything all right?”

“Yes, don’t worry about it.” He turns right, and I start to recognize the buildings around me, which means in about ten minutes, I’ll be home and can finally take a shower to wash away the masculine scent, which is twitching my nose and causing goose bumps to spread all over me.

If that’s not pathetic, I don’t know what is, honestly.

Everything all right?




My fingers seem to reply of their own accord.

Not really.




Want to share with me?




Somehow, this proposition brings relief to the bubble threatening to burst within me because I have to discuss this whole thing with someone.

I can’t do it with Aileen or Emmaline because it’s weird to discuss my sex life when it’s Aileen’s brother who took my virginity.

I can’t talk to Scarlett because while she’ll understand and probably suspects already, she’s still my brother’s close friend. What if she accidentally spills the beans, so to speak?

And I can’t talk to my psychiatrist either.

I had sex with my brother’s brother-in-law last night.




Cringing inwardly at how stupid this sounds, I close my eyes and quickly open them again when the phone pings with a new message.

Okay.




That’s all? He has nothing else to say?

To be fair, I haven’t given him much information to ask any questions, and besides, having sex is a new and earth-shattering experience for me. To most adults, it’s a normal occurrence, I guess. Technically, there is nothing criminal in that statement either.

Why is that a problem?




It’s very complicated.




Complicated how?




He’s twenty years old. I think. I’m not sure how old he is, actually.




He’s probably slightly older than Aileen. Since she turns nineteen soon, he must be twenty or twenty-one? They rarely talk about his age, and I never asked any questions, but now, come to think of it, when Valencia showed me family photos…I’ve never seen his baby pictures.

The earliest were when he was around seven or eight. Isn’t that a bit strange? Plus, she must have given birth to them really close together.

I’m thirty.




Ah, I see. So it’s the age thing that’s the issue?




I so wish I could say it’s just the age.

It’s so much more, though.

Also, he’s Aileen’s brother, who considers me a friend as well. Does this mean I broke some kind of code by sleeping with Levi?

My anxiety grows the closer we get home and it confuses my mind, making every breath I take heavy and difficult while various images swirl in my head, each sadder than the other, where I inevitably end up alone with everyone turning their backs on me.

It wouldn’t be the first time, but I can’t survive that again.

I’m not strong enough for it.

So you seduced a twenty-year-old guy and feel ashamed?




I didn’t seduce him. I wouldn’t know how to seduce anyone. I was a virgin.




Okay, I so did not mean to write that.

And he was one as well?




No. He has a very colorful past. He got around a lot.




Dead silence follows, and I bite my lip, wondering if I shared too much with Lev, who never signed up to listen to me vent.

Maybe he considers me a perv now too.

What’s really the issue, then?




What do you mean?




He’s an experienced adult who, I assume, has engaged in consensual physical activity with you. In fact, it sounds as if you were the one being seduced. So, as long as you’re both single and willing, what’s the issue?




What do you mean, what’s the issue? He’s twenty! People would say I corrupted his mind and blame me.




A thirty-year-old virgin corrupted his mind? You’re funny.




I can almost hear the mocking in his tone, pulling at the strings of my mind, finding familiarity in it, yet I can’t connect the dots to make sense of it.

And he’s right.

Levi lives a far richer and wicked life at twenty than I do at thirty, and if we were to compare life experiences, he has way more than I do.

Not that it excuses me from lusting after a younger man.

I wonder if my brothers had the same issues when they fell in love with women half their age, or am I the only one who feels guilty?

If we forget about the age, he’s still technically family. If anyone finds out, we’ll both be in trouble.




Why does it matter?




What?




Why does it matter if your family will have a problem with that? Have they asked your opinion regarding their private lives?




Of course not. It’s different, though. They’re adults.




And you aren’t?




I freeze at this because that’s the issue, isn’t it?

I don’t consider myself an adult who can make her own decisions, and I always fear that some kind of punishment will come from misbehaving.

And who usually is afraid of such things?

That’s right, children.

If you continue to only think about your brothers, you’ll never live the life you want or desire. You see, people are selfish by nature, and they think only about themselves. They would exploit all your sacrifices. So catering to their wishes will only make you resent yourself in the long run.




“We’re here, Lavender.”

It takes me a moment to realize that Gordon has parked the car, and the doorman opens the door. “Miss Wright,” he greets me, extending his gloved hand to me. “Welcome home.”

“Hi.” I glance at Gordon. “Thank you, and I should be out in about an hour. We’ll go to see my brothers.”

He nods. “Sure thing. Just shoot me a text.”

I have to go. Talk to you later. Thank you!




I get out and hurry inside the building, waving absently at Marissa, and grab a water bottle on the way, flicking the lid open as I press the elevator button.

Once it dings its arrival, I hop inside and press on the P button while guzzling the water, and turn around to study my reflection in the mirror and choke.

“Oh my God,” I mutter, trying to untangle some of my hair with my fingers and noticing my lips are still puffy from all the kissing. Not to mention hickeys and marks that leave little doubt about what I was doing last night. “This is a disaster.”

Would concealer cover them all up? I’ve never used it before and the weather is so warm. I can’t wear a turtleneck, and sitting home is not an option with my family demanding to see me.

My brothers aren’t known for their patience, and though they may be super lenient with me…I know my limits when it comes to their temper and legendary characters, which usually ends in a death sentence for whoever crosses them.

And once again, they would never be intentionally cruel to me, yet I don’t want to be on the receiving end of their temper.

Arriving on my floor, I enter my apartment and put my phone away, quickly slipping off my shoes. I’m about to dash toward the bathroom when a voice stills me to the spot.

“Lavender.”

I spin around and exhale in resignation at the sight of my brothers filling the living room’s doorway while their women stand behind them, their eyes wide and their mouths dropped open.

Dead silence falls all around us as we engage in a long stare-off. My brothers scan me from head to toe, and I can feel the disapproval reeking off them from here.

Finally pushing past the bile in my throat as fear glides through my veins, I say, “Hi, guys.” I clear my throat. “What are you doing here?”

Since my brothers continue to give me the silent treatment, Emmaline speaks up as they push forward with Aileen. “We were worried, so we decided to come check on you.” Her cheeks heat. “We were afraid something bad had happened.”

“Let’s call it how it is. You were afraid I did something to myself.” I blink in shock at the bite in my words, never expecting to speak them out loud, but there is a certain freedom in it, too. “I’m fine. Not dead or anything.”

I expect the girls to be offended. Instead, they both grin, and my brothers grow even more tense, charging the energy around us with anger.

“That’s a relief,” Aileen says, and grabs her bag. “We would have stopped by anyway. It’s Monday.”

Oh right.

The girls came up with a whole new tradition for us, going out for breakfast to spend some quality family time together.

I guess they are doing their best to fix our family, and my brothers indulge them in their fantasies.

As if we can ever fix what happened to us. People who grew up in love will never understand the scars of those who grew up without it.

“Right. Go ahead then. I’ll join you in an hour.”

“That sounds like a good idea.” Aileen elbows Rush. “Come on, darling.”

“We should go,” Emmaline adds, lacing her fingers through Rafael’s, who reluctantly moves. “We’re going to the usual place.”

“Great.”

Rafael stops when he reaches me and tips my chin up, smiling at me even though it doesn’t reach his eyes. “You all right?” I nod. “I don’t need to kill anyone?” I shake my head. “You’d tell me if I had to do it?” I hesitate a little, and his hold on my chin tightens, so I nod. “I was worried. Next time, send a text in advance.” He presses a small kiss to my forehead. “I’ll see you at the restaurant.”

They go toward the elevator while Aileen finally manages to drag Rush from the doorway. He follows them, but I still when he palms my cheeks. “Did you want this?”

I understand his question right away.

“Yes.”

He looks at me forever, it seems, before kissing me on the cheek and hugging me close, and a sense of safety washes over me in his arms that I love and hate at the same time.

Love because he’s my big brother who did his best.

Hate because it makes me starved for a connection I’ll never have with my siblings.

“We’ll be waiting for you.” He leans back, taps me on the nose, and wraps his arm around Aileen’s waist before joining Rafael and Emmaline. “Don’t be late.” A certain warning laces his voice.

Does he expect me to avoid them or something?

The minute the elevator door closes, I sigh in relief, and a nervous laughter spills past my lips because that seemed easy.

My brothers figured out I spent the night with a man, and the only thing they cared about was that it was consensual and I’m all right.

My happiness is replaced with dread, though, as I remind myself that my brothers are never this chill.

Not when it comes to people they feel protective of.

Which means they’ll dig and dig until they find out who it was.

I glance at the phone, giving myself ten minutes for a shower, and dash to the bathroom.

Removing my clothes in record time, I turn on the shower and step into the stall, letting the hot water cascade down my body and slowly create steam all around me.

Sighing, I fully get under the spray, and I’m so lost in the pleasurable sensation over my strained muscles that it takes me a second to realize the energy around me has changed swiftly.

I feel a presence behind me, but before I can react, I gasp as my splayed hands end up on the tile in front of me while a hard, muscular body presses into me from behind.

Strong hands cover mine, and a light stubble grazes my shoulder, while a deep and husky voice whispers into my ear, “Who gave you permission to run from me, moy cvetochek?”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN




“Some say we are all born innocent.

What a lie.

I was born in my mother’s pain and suffering, forever smeared in sins one can never wash away.”

Levi

Levi, 6 years old

My mother’s scream echoes through the basement as I watch her sink against the washed-out pillows and gulp for breath while her white flannel dress is soaked in sweat. She must have peed herself because a big pool is under her legs, soaking up the sheets.

“Lev, ne smotri. Sprachsya v vannoi,” she whispers through her dry lips, and scrunches her eyes while another scream escapes her, her hands gripping the sheets so hard her knuckles turn white, and I see traces of blood on them.

I shake my head at her order to not look and hide in the bathroom. She’s been in pain for the past couple of hours, and her large stomach has lowered a little bit in a strange way.

Mama hasn’t been feeling good all this time, either vomiting or sleeping, which made the monster happy whenever he showed up to force-feed her the medication and herbal teas.

At least he stopped coming down here so often and hitting Mama, who continued to tell me beautiful stories and teach me.

She even managed to convince him to bring books and taught me how to read. It’s very hard, and half the time I don’t understand it, but Mama is very strict.

On her birthday, he brought her a thick book that was so pretty, and Mama said it was about Norse mythology.

They were all so beautiful and magnificent, I couldn’t stop staring at the pictures as Mom explained their powers and stories.

They were all my favorites, but one stood out the most.

Thor.

“Lev,” she repeats, breathing heavily and resting her head on the pillow while biting on her lower lip and freezing for a second before sighing. “Go.”

“No!” I reply stubbornly, and grab the water bottle from the table, bringing it to her chapped lips. “Drink, Mama.”

Tears stream down her cheeks, and she gives me a weak smile while taking a tentative sip, but quickly turns her head away, “Enough.” She places her legs apart, her feet pressing into the mattress as another agonizing scream rips out from her throat.

I hear the door to the basement being opened, the bright light streaming inside as hurried footsteps fill the space, and in a second, the monster is here, his eyes glistening with excitement. “My darling. The time has come for my girl.”

That’s all he’s been talking about ever since he brought some huge machine in here that showed a black-and-white screen. Whenever he touched Mama’s huge tummy with it, she struggled in his grip, but he strapped her to the bed and did whatever he wanted. During one of these visits, he exclaimed happily.

He’s carrying a warm bucket of water and several towels that he places on the table, and barks at me, “Don’t just stand there, you useless piece of shit.”

“Don’t talk to him!” Mama snaps and grabs the bedsheets again, twisting them in her grip and biting on her lip so hard there is blood. She never wants to show her weakness in front of him, so I’m not surprised there are no screams now. “Go to the bathroom,” she orders again, breathing through her nose while sweat drips from her forehead to her nose and her bruised lip. “And stay there.”

“He can be useful for once. Grab the damn thing.” He pushes me toward the table, and I stumble a little, deciding to listen to him so I can help Mommy.

Mama is always brave when I’m in the bathroom, or so she says, and I don’t want her to be brave alone. I should stay by her side so he won’t hurt her again.

“Wet the towel and wipe her face, she should be pretty as she delivers my daughter into this world.” I do as he says while he gets on the bed, pushing Mom’s legs wide apart while she still tries to kick him away. “Don’t be difficult.” I rush to her, placing the towel on her forehead and then cheeks, scooping the tears all up so he won’t see them. “Let’s check you out.” He raises her dress over her knees, and Mama grabs my hand, dragging me closer so I don’t see anything. “Yes, I can already see the head. My little princess,” he whispers, and his eyes narrow on me. “Bring me the towel and the bucket.”

Putting the wet towel on Mommy’s neck because she is all hot and flushed, I once again do as he says. The bucket is too heavy, though, so I spill some water on the bed, and this earns me a snarl.

“Useless piece of shit,” he yells, slapping me across the face so hard I land on the floor, the pain rocking over me. “Can’t do anything right!”

“Don’t touch him!” Mama shouts, and it quickly transforms into a scream that echoes in the night as she twists on the bed again. “Don’t touch him!” she repeats, albeit weakly, and makes a weird sound through her nose as her hands grip the sheets even tighter.

“Focus on our little girl, my beautiful one.”

“I hate you,” she replies, and screams some more. I jump up and go back to her, settling near her head and running my fingers through her hair. She turns her head to me, and for the first time, I see them completely blank, like emotions don’t exist in there.

Is this how she got the last two times she had to go through something like this? Mama’s stomach grew big twice in the last two years, and he always hoped it would be a girl, but every time she screamed like this, nothing happened the next day.

I heard him once say he doesn’t need another boy.

“Moy lvenochek,” she murmurs, so I lean closer, and she rests her forehead against mine. “Esli so mnoi chtota sluchitsya, begi. Poka dveri otkrity, begi nastolko bystro naskolko eto vozmozhno.”

I swallow hard at her request and glance at the monster, who places towels all around her while using some kind of spray on his hands and smiles. “She’s coming.” Mommy’s body shakes in yet another painful scream.

Her words ring in my ears as fear washes over me, and I press myself tighter to her.

“If something happens to me, run. Run as fast as you can while the doors are still open.”

How can I run? He doesn’t let me walk near the stairs. He even drew a red line, and he has some kind of radar. Once I stepped on it, he was inside right away, trying to teach me a lesson, but Mommy stopped him.

It resulted in me being locked in the bathroom once again while he ripped Mommy’s dress, and I found her all bruised up again.

Sometimes I think I’m like him because a monster awakens inside me too, wishing to hurt him so much so it would be him who has all these bruises and crying in pain, so he’d know what it is like to hurt like Mommy.

Whenever I share such thoughts with her, she shakes her head and tells me never to be cruel to anyone, because evil is a choice and I should always choose goodness.

According to her, it always wins, but how is our life a victory right now?

It seems like the evil monster gets everything he wants while we suffer, not that I ever share such thoughts with her.

Mama thinks I’m too smart for my age and always praises me, saying I’m just like my uncle. I hate him too.

If he is so powerful and good, where is he?

Another hard push and a cry reverberates through the walls as Mama sags against the pillows, and my eyes widen when I see the monster holding a crying baby covered in something sticky that’s blue and red. “A girl,” he says in wonder, using water to clean her up and then wrapping her in a towel. “The doctor will come here shortly, my darling. We can finally get married.” He smiles, rocking the baby in his arms. “You gave me a princess. Nothing and no one will take you away from me now.” He kisses the top of her knees and then inhales the baby’s scent, who continues to cry even harder. “Now our families will have to accept us.”

Mommy once said that the monster belongs to a powerful family that ignores his madness and keeps it hidden from everyone. That’s why he gets away with hurting us.

“Darling, look at our daughter,” he says, and I focus back on Mommy. Her eyes are closed, and she doesn’t move. “Darling.”

“Mama,” I whisper, cupping her cheek and placing my thumb against her pulse as she taught me. There is nothing. “Mama, please wake up,” I whisper again, hugging her tight, wishing for her to move, but she’s already warned me.

If there is no pulse, it means the person is dead.

Tears form in my eyes, and I shake her body, wishing for my mama to open her arms and smile at me while her scent still lingers in my nose despite everything, but the ripping pain in my chest just increases with each passing second.

“Get away from her, you stupid fuck,” the monster bellows, throwing me away. Once again, I land on the floor while the baby cries louder when he dumps her on the bed and wraps his arms around Mommy, shaking her entire body. “Open your eyes, darling!”

No matter how much he pleads with her, she stays still, and that’s when the sun streaming from the open door snags my attention.

Despite all the hurt and sobs threatening to escape from my throat, another conversation with Mama pops into my head that makes me want to rush to her once again, hoping to feel her heartbeat under my ear that always calms me down.

“Lev.” She cups my cheeks and smiles at me. “Promise me that no matter what I ask you to do, you’ll do it.” She kisses me on my forehead as I nod. “No matter how hard it is…how painful or how much you’d want to be near me…if I ask you to do something, please do it.” She rubs her splayed palm over her stomach. “This baby is doomed. I cannot save her from him. From them. They always wanted a girl so she’d inherit their throne.” Mama never explains this part to me, but according to her, the monster took her because he believed she could give him a strong girl. “I have to protect you. And please, my baby,” She holds my gaze. “Survive no matter what. Because as long as you breathe, you win, and he loses. Never let him win.”

He continues to hug Mommy, sobbing into her neck while the baby cries, and everything in me wishes to pick her up and give her comfort, so she would know she isn’t alone.

She’s just like me, except he loves her and hates me.

I stop myself, though, and focus on the promises I gave to Mommy, as she taught me that a man always keeps his word. She learned that from her brother, although I don’t believe that.

Her brother is a liar too!

So gathering all my strength in my fist, I race upstairs and hiss when the blinding light, what Mama calls the sun, hurts my eyes while everything white greets me.

My feet step on something soft, but I don’t pay attention to it all as he bellows from the basement, “Come back here, you little bastard! She’s dead because of you!”

I glance around and spot another door, running toward it and getting outside, something billowing all around me and bringing coldness to my heated skin.

Is this the wind?

I see endless trees around me, and my bare feet hurt as they touch soil. Still, I run while thunder booms in the sky, everything darkening at once.

“Come back here!” he yells again, this time closer, and I dart to the right, farther into what Mom must call a forest, and hide in the small opening between the trees. My head grows dizzy from all the colors and scents around me, and my body hurts because I’ve never run in my life.

I freeze when he shouts, “I will find you, and then I’m going to kill you. You ruined my life!”

He comes closer, but crack of thunder echoes, followed by something brightening the sky, and that’s when water starts pouring from the clouds.

I gasp and quickly cover my mouth, watching it all in wonder.

This is rain!

“There is no one and nothing outside for miles, you little fucker,” he mutters, spitting on the ground, and then I hear shooting sounds. Does he have a gun? He brought it sometimes to Mom to scare her. “I should have shot you when you were born.” His voice comes closer and closer, and my body trembles. I have nowhere else to go without him seeing me.

I hear a rumble, and then something growls in the distance. And then there is a howl, causing him to laugh. “Ah, the wolves. They could be fucking useful on this land for once.”

The wolves? Like the ones Odin had, Geri and Freki? Mama told me all about them.

I press my back harder to the tree and allow for the tears to mingle with the rain because Mama’s face flashes in my mind. I wish to hug her so tight right now, but she’s gone.

With the gods, as she once said.

Another howl echoes, and that’s when I see the big creature, my heartbeat speeding up in my chest. Another gasp slips past my lips when the gray animal comes closer to me, his eyes glistening, and he’s so huge.

He flashes me his pointed teeth, and the trembling intensifies. I scrunch my eyes shut when he comes closer until I feel his breath on my cheek, and then there is a hard thud.

I slowly peel my eyes open to see him settling beside me on the ground, shifting even closer until his warm fur surrounds me, and he’s almost wrapped around me, leaving me no space to go anywhere.

He glances at me for the last time and then faces the other way while I just stare at him, seeping his warmth as the night gets cold.

What did Mama say about animals?

“Always be kind to them because that’s what they recognize. Nature will always protect those who need it the most, but you have to have pure intentions. Never be afraid.”

Did Odin send the wolves to me to help me?

I don’t know what are pure intentions either. I tentatively brush his fur, hugging the creature and exhaling when more warmth seeps into me.

Since the huge creature stays immovable, I let myself rest against it and cry my heart out because my mama is dead.

I’m alone in a world that I don’t know and understand.

What will I do now?

If I had known what was coming next, I wouldn’t have cried so much.

For what came next created someone my mother never wished for me to become.

Lavender

For a second I freeze in shock from the question, but the earlier anger quickly replaces it, fueling my blood with fury. “Who says I need your permission?” I twist around in his grip, my back hitting against the cold tile, and the air hitches in my throat at the sight of him.

Stuck in his embrace, I have no choice but to admire him as water cascades down on him, giving him an almost ethereal look.

A villain straight from the fairy tales who came uninvited to take what he thinks is his given right.

His loose blond hair, and his blue eyes blazing with fury and desire so strong it pulls at the strings of my heart and sends tremors all over me, awakening every hair on my body and buzzing with an urgency that knows no bounds.

Because only the carnal cravings reside in it.

I trail my gaze down his naked form, the muscles on his arms straining, and my cheeks burn at the various hickeys and scratches all over his six-pack, the possessive and passionate imprints marring him serving as a warning to whoever would want this man in the future.

A hot flush washes over me, my hands forming fists while I bite on my lower lip because he’s mine and his body is living and breathing proof of that.

“Like what you see, moy cvetochek?” His amused yet harsh tone snaps me out of my ridiculous fantasies that have no place between us because we are nothing.

He was my first, but it doesn’t change the fact that it was just a one-night stand and as such, I have no rights over him.

Why does everything rebel inside me at such a thought then?

Straightening up, I remove the wet hair from my face and lift my chin at him, sarcasm dripping from every word. “Not really. And what are you doing naked in my shower?” I shove at his chest with my fist, too afraid to properly touch him, for fear of wanting more. The mind might know better, but the heart and flesh still thrive in all his attention and crave more of it.

Levi ignores my question and rests his forearm above my head while his other hand traces my nipple, the touch burning my already taut skin and confusing my mind.

Slapping it away, I cross my arms, doing my best to hide from his feverish gaze, and repeat my question. “What are you doing here?”

“Teach me.” My brow furrows only for me to gulp when he continues, leaning forward, and this time his splayed palm lands on my collarbone. “That’s what you told me last night, remember?” He trails it up until he skates his fingertips over my scars and hickeys. “Teach me, Levi.” His voice drops to a barely audible whisper as he wraps his hand around my neck, his thumb pressing against my pulse point that must beat wildly, matching the rhythm in my heart. His wrist flexes and his hold on my throat tightens, not enough to cut off my oxygen supply but enough to know he has total control. Instead of scaring me, it makes fiery tension sink into me and the temperature seems to rise around us as I inhale more air into my lungs. “But you ran away from me.”

The sensual images from last night flash in my head like the most tempting and wicked kaleidoscope designed to break all my self-imposed resolve. I lay my hand above his, needing to peel it away, but I’m frozen by the… Is that confusion and hurt in his eyes?

It can’t be.

Why would he care about me at all?

“I asked you to teach me last night. Thank you for the lesson and first time. We are done.” The grunting words sound fake even to my own ears, especially with my galloping heart that he can probably hear. Why is there no book that teaches you what to do during the morning after? My inexperience creates too many problems for me! “And I didn’t run away. I figured it was for the best.”

“Did you?”

Odd notes ring in his voice. I decide not to pay attention to them and focus on the fact that we’re both naked in my shower.

“Yes. We avoided the awkward morning after where you’d have to kick me out of your house. Besides, your butler seems to know your routine to a T with the way he was ready to usher me away with my favorite drink in hand.” I practically yell the last part in his face, and then groan inwardly because this annoying feeling of jealousy reels its head once again and makes me sound crazy. Who gets jealous over a one-night stand?

I used to laugh at my brothers being all obsessed and possessive with their women; it seems we share the same insanity, except all this makes me sound desperate.

“So I’m not sure why you sound so offended or came here anyway.” Mortification washes over me. “What if my brothers…”

“I don’t give a shit about your brothers, Lavender. No offense.” I hold back the hysterical laughter, because what? They will kill us both if they find out!

“My bad for assuming that disappointing your sister might have concerned you.”

“My sister has better things to do than police our sex life.”

“We don’t have a sex life!”

Of course he ignores that too. “Right now we need to clear up something before we can continue our lessons.” His grip on me tightens, his fingers digging into my puckered skin, and I whimper when he thrusts his pelvis into me, trapping me between the wall and his hard chest while a wild look settles on his features, promising me nothing good. The energy around us changes at once, becoming charged with lust and longing.

“I don’t have a routine when it comes to sex because a routine would have required for me to bring someone home, and I’ve never done that.” I gasp when his fingers sink into my flesh harder, his voice turning husky and furious. “And I wouldn’t know what an awkward morning after is either. Never spent the night with anyone.”

He presses me into the wall as more steam rises around us, and my stomach flips while burning sensations spread into my veins. “You denied me the right to wake up next to you this morning, moy cvetochek.” He shifts closer, the tip of his thick length brushing against my clit, and I gulp when he tips my chin, danger and hunger flashing in his orbs. “If you’d stayed in my bed, I would have taught you a new thing.” His lips hover over my ear as he whispers into it. “Morning sex. Never tried it myself, but I would have loved to feast on this beautiful body with the sun shining brightly and showing me all its beauty.” He bites on my earlobes and then sucks into the flesh, making me moan as goose bumps break on my skin. “This pretty throat,” he caresses it up and down, “would have been hoarse from all your screams before I’d fill it with my cock and let you play with it.”

Desire shoots straight to my clit at the thought and I can feel him smile against my neck when his lips drift lower and he scrapes his teeth on my shoulder. “You would have loved that, wouldn’t you, moy cvetochek? To stake your final claim on me.” His other hand drops to my nape and he threads his fingers in my hair, tugging on it until I expose my neck to his blazing touch. “Because you’re mine.”

“It was a one-time thing. Nothing else,” I protest weakly, begging my rational mind to give me all the reasons to push him away and demand he gets out of my home.

The man invited himself into my home—no, worse! Into my bathroom without my permission. It should make all kinds of alarm bells go off in my head and warn me that he might be…what?

A stalker?

Can he be considered a stalker if I’m practically dry humping him right now?

“This is wrong. We’re wrong.”

Trailing his lips to mine, our breaths mingle, and he challenges, “Is it, moy cvetochek?” Nudging on my chin he opens my mouth wide as the water trickles inside right before he traps my whimper and surprised gasp in his throat when he dives his tongue inside. He locks us in a deep, probing, toe-curling kiss that destroys all my reservations and serves akin to gasoline on the flames.

My hands fall on his hips as I sway toward him, my body drumming with anticipation when his length presses into me, my core dampening as he explores my mouth in even strokes that are meant to drive his point across.

There is no running away from this.

I groan in protest when turns me around and drags us under the hot spray, the water intolerable because it feels as if I’m burning from the inside out already. He forces me to lean on his chest, removing my hair, and grabs the soap. “Lavender for my Lavender. It explains why you always smells like flowers.” He rubs it all over my stomach, creating a lather before putting the soap away and starting to wash me, his touch soft and gentle, which is such a contrast to his rigid body and the hard-on digging into my back. “Relax, moy cvetochek.” He kneads my curves, washing all traces of soap away, leaving invisible imprints all over me and teaching it anew to only crave and recognize his touch.

Relax?

I thought once I had sex it would be easier to control the arousal, but when you finally know what intimacy with another person truly entails?

You realize you crave it even more and my thighs clamp, wishing to relive some of the pressure. “Here.” He grabs my hand and peels it away from his hip, placing it on my core, and orders, “Show me how you pleasure yourself when I’m not around, baby.” Too far gone to care or feel embarrassed, I sob in relief when fingers enter me and wince a little because I’m still sore from last night. My strained muscles adjust easily, eager to satisfy this yearning. “Careful, Lavender. Let me help you.” His hands skim upward until he cups my breasts as if weighing them, his thumbs brushing over my nipples, and a shot of electricity travels through me.

My nails cut into his hip. “What are you doing?” My hand feels like a poor substitute for him. It intensifies the ache but does nothing to relieve it.

Is this why he wanted me to do it? To show me that I’m already addicted to him?

He pinches my nipples. “Teaching you a new lesson.” That’s all the warning I get before he pushes me forward and spins me around, and I’m pressed back against the cold tile again.

“What lesson is that?”

Dipping his head, he flicks his tongue over my nipple before sucking on it, and my back arches upward, offering myself to him, and he takes the invitation greedily. He moves his wet mouth to my other breast and repeats the action as his length nudges into my clit, and the pleasure enveloping me is almost too much.

Even my skin feels like a foreign object.

His wicked tongue, wandering lips, and rough pulls. All these things combined drive me farther down the abyss calling my name and urging me to let go so I can erupt in the sweetest of surrender.

He lets go of my breast with a loud pop and steps back a little, the water hitting his back as he serves as this solid rock between me and the world. “Make-up sex.”

I blink at this. “Make-up sex,” I repeat, and why does it send a thrill down my spine and why do my toes curl into the tile?

“Never tried it myself, so I guess it will be a new lesson for both us, won’t it?” He grips his cock and my gaze zeroes in on his hard length, the view setting everything inside me aflame once again while I wish to trace the thick, pulsing vein with my tongue.

He strokes his hard length from base to tip, my insides clenching at the sight of his precum coating the head and I lick my lips, imagining his taste. My nails dig into his chest and he hisses through his teeth, “Eager are we, moy cvetochek? What do you want?” His splayed hand settles on my stomach and he drifts it lower until he covers me, the heel of his palm pressing against my clit, and I gasp at the thousands of tickling sensations surrounding me, inflaming the lust polluting my mind. “Ah, Lavender. Look at you dripping for your man.” He rubs his middle finger over my center, circling around the entrance but barely entering, magnifying the maddening need. “Your pussy had me only for one night and it already begs for it.” I rise to my tiptoes, and if he just applies more pressure on my clit I could…

I whimper in frustration when his touch is gone and our gazes clash as a wicked smile curves his mouth. “No, moy cvetochek. Your pussy needs a little bit more attention before I fuck you hard and remind you to never run away from me again. Because you. Are. Mine.”

He sinks to his knees, nudging my thighs apart and placing one of my legs over his shoulder, desire slamming into me in waves when his hot breath fans my core as he opens me up to his view. My core clenches, the throb adding to the yearning consuming me, and the pressure builds. “I don’t think—” I whisper, tangling my fingers in his hair and wanting to push him away, but instead I pull him forward, lifting my hips to him. “Oh God,” I cry out when his lips land on me, dragging his tongue up and down my folds before catching my clit, and suckling on it hard.

Everything in me burns, each lick and flick adding fuel to the already blazing fire, demanding only one thing.

My surrender and complete pleasure that would bring relief to my starving body that requires his touch.

The heal of my foot digs into his back when he drives first one then two fingers inside me and I hold on to his hair for balance as he slides his tongue back and forth over me. The pain mixes with pleasure, creating a heady combination that increases the pressure in my lower belly, the fire nipping at me as a tremor runs all over me.

He removes his fingers and then opens me wide when he stabs his tongue inside me, soothing the earlier sting as heat zips through me, followed by hot waves that have nothing to do with the steam.

I start to rock, finding friction, and he grunts into my flesh as he devours me.

“Levi, I need to come,” I beg, and yank at his hair, earning myself a groan. The vibration shoots straight to my clit and I barely resist the urge to press his whole face against me.

“No, no,” I muter when he drags his tongue over my folds before skimming his mouth to the side as my clit pulses, desperate for the bliss that was within reach just a second ago.

“Next time I’ll take my time with you. You’ll come on my tongue over and over again until you won’t be able to think straight and learn that there is no you without me.” Levi nibbles on the inside of my thigh, peppering small kisses before slowly rising upward, my stomach dipping when his chest brushes against me, the carved muscle increasing the hunger eating at me, and he props my leg over his hip. “Right now you need to be reminded about something.” His fingers dig into my skin and without thinking, I circle my arms around him and wrap my legs around him, breathing heavily through the steam and heat surrounding me. “You do not run away from me. You. Are. Mine.”

His mouth crushes to mine just as he enters me with a hard thrust, both of us groaning when his thick length stretches my core and instant relief fills my every cell along with anticipation and need so strong, I can barely breathe.

When did he have the time to put on a condom?

He sways back, my nails cutting into his nape when he moves agonizingly slowly, making me feel every hard inch. Only to drive forward again, pressing me tightly to the tile while dominating my mouth with passionate and deep strokes, claiming it all over again.

Every lick of his tongue tells me there is no escaping this madness, creating an addicting frenzy around me, pulling me deeper into his twisted and dark desires. My mind might try to resist but my body doesn’t want to listen and instead thrives in every powerful drive of his hips, tremors rushing through me whenever he enters me. I gasp when my aching nipples connect with his chest, my thighs clamping around him as he grunts into the kiss.

Tearing my mouth away, I rest my head against the tile as water falls on us and my whole being burns, my skin growing taut as he presses his lips to my throat, biting and sucking on me, probably causing a new set of hickeys that I’d have to cover, but in this moment I don’t care.

I arch a little, exposing my neck to his wandering mouth before he skims his lips over my scars as he continues to thrust into me, each movement harder and deeper than the previous one. “This is a mistake.” I sob, my fingers lacing in his hair when he props me higher and his thrusts deepen. He skims lower until his lips pull at my nipple before flicking his tongue over it. “We should stop.”

It should have been a one-time thing, my first sexual experience meant to demolish all my internal barriers. A secret no one else gets to tarnish.

A vice hidden from the world just like all my other emotions, however, Levi doesn’t let me do that.

In fact, he destroys all illusions and drags me into his tempting abyss, wrapping the invisible webs around my inexperienced body and teaching it to respond only to him.

And in this moment I wonder…is it so bad to indulge in my cravings and not think about the consequences?

“Why would we, moy cvetochek?” He moves to my other breast, trapping my nipple between his teeth and making me jolt in his embrace. I watch the vein on his neck pulse, his muscles almost rigid against me as his pace speeds up, the strokes becoming rougher. “I told you. We are inventible.” He trails his mouth upward until he connects us in a hot kiss, swallowing my moans, moving his hips back and forth as his drives become harder and faster, building the pressure inside me until I shatter.

My core spasms around his length as he thrusts a few more times until he finds his own peak, and we end the kiss, breathing heavily as we stare at one another, my arms wrapped around him and holding him close.

My heart contracts at the embrace, his scent and warmth bringing such profound relief to me. And this is a disaster.

“Levi. We can’t do this again,” I whisper into his neck, and groan when he turns off the water and steps out of the shower, the air cool against my skin. He places me back on my feet and I sway a little as he removes the condom and throws it in the trash can.

He spins me around to face the mirror, my hands landing on the sink and my fingers curling on the counter when he puts his palm on my stomach.

I look away from our reflection. It’s too much to handle for me; his flawless perfection shines brighter against my scarred flesh.

I bet if people saw us right now, they’d wonder why we are even together.

Levi doesn’t let me shy away from the truth, he grips my chin and forces me to focus back on the mirror that I want to smash. “Whenever you look at us, remember.” He skims his fingers to my neck and shoulder, grazing over my scars and hickeys. “There is no running away from this. I asked you to make a choice last night, and you did.” His hand settles on my throat. “Let go and accept the inevitable.”

Levi grew up in love and acceptance, so he has no idea how cruel the outside world can be to those who are different.

But more importantly…

He doesn’t understand that this game of his is just a pastime for him.

And it’s potential heartbreak for me.

Because I’d be the only one hurt once all of this ends.

Levi

Moy cvetochek is mine.

Unfortunately for her…this puts her forever on his radar and endangers her life.

Because what’s mine always threatens him, and that’s what would allow me to finally reel him out.

Lavender was supposed to be a means to an end.

Now, though?

God help anyone who tries to take her away from me.

Her brothers included.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




“Interesting thing about sorrow?

It’s a privilege for those who can actually focus on it and grieve their loss.

Because when you have to survive?

All you can feel is the hollowness slowly eating at your soul.

Until you no longer recognize yourself.”

Levi

Levi, 6 years old

“This is a bad sign.” I sigh as an owl hoots in the distance and the wolf growls at me. “There are no berries in here,” I tell him, moving the bushes away and showing him empty leaves. “We should go somewhere else.” That’s when the owl hoots some more, and various howls fill the night, making me wince and glance at the full moon shining brightly in the sky and lighting up the entire forest.

The wolf pack will be hunting tonight, and that’s never a good sign for me. Quickly snatching a few leaves on the way, I head out toward the small cave peeking between the two trees, serving as a good cover from the hungry wolves who search for flesh to feast on.

I should know, I’ve hidden enough from them to know their routine and my wolf might be nice…but even he has his limits, and he’s no alpha.

He won’t protect me should they decide to rip me apart.

Wolf growls a little and then follows me, nudging me with his nose when another set of howls echoes, and I roll my eyes. “I’m going as fast as I can,” I whisper to him, mindful of my steps so the twigs don’t crack under my foot and alert any other predators around me to my presence.

I mean, humans, or rather monsters, who come here to hunt and kill while firing their guns with joy whenever they manage to catch an animal.

He invites them here all the time.

I’ve been living in this forest for the last couple of months, ever since escaping the basement, and the wolf became my only companion.

He showed me the lake where I drink water and bathe sometimes because Mommy taught me that I should do it every night. He helped me find this cave as well, and he’s the one who found all the food for me.

It’s mostly berries, mushrooms, and sometimes leaves. He brought me birds and rabbits a few times, but I could not imagine eating them while they are still breathing. Besides, all the blood made me sick.

At first, I thought he was huge. That was before I saw his pack and understood he must be a baby just like me. He doesn’t stay with me for long, just a few hours, and then goes back to the other wolves.

Every time he takes me out to explore more of the forest, I think he’s searching for a way out for me. It seems like an endless maze, with no escape.

I stay deep in it, though, and don’t wander any closer to the house where the monster still lives and hosts parties because he has a lot of guests.

Even though everything in me screams to go closer and maybe search for my little sister, I resist the urge.

If he catches me, he will kill me, and then he wins. I can’t disappoint my mom like this.

Despair envelops me, but I shake my head and focus back on the situation at hand.

Emotions, as Mama called them, are a weakness, and I can’t be weak.

Weak animals don’t survive in the wild. They’re hunted and killed.

I’ve learned so much about the outside world in all this time, exploring everything I could and remembering all the stories Mom told me.

The world is beautiful even if it’s so scary.

I scratch at my arm, sighing at the sight of new bruises that are also a constant in the wild. My only clothes are the ripped pants and a shirt that have become too small for me, and I wonder what I will do once more time passes.

I always pray at night.

Pray to the gods, Mom said, asking for help and mercy to get out, just like they sent the wolf to me.

I believe there will be a way for me to survive.

“You should go back,” I tell the wolf. “I’ll be fine.” I raise my hand and wait for him to nuzzle it before running my fingers through his fur, giving him a light pet. I always ask for his permission to touch him.

Despite everything, I’m so grateful to have him, and I hope every day he’s not just guarding and feeding me so I can grow and become a bigger treat for him.

Who knows?

Maybe young wolves also need to prove themselves to the pack by bringing the biggest prey.

I also watch him hunt, how he assesses the terrain, sniffs the scents, and follows them. His complete focus is admirable. “You aren’t going to eat me someday, are you?” He huffs, his teeth grazing my palm before he licks it, and I giggle. “I’m sorry, I just had to ask.”

We’re almost to the cave when the howling intensifies, and I freeze because it’s never been this close.

My wolf stops in his tracks, too, and after a second, pushes me again, but this time in the opposite direction. Something he has never done. “What’s going on?” I whisper, and he growls, which is his way of telling me to shut up.

He nudges me some more, so I speed up my pace as the howling becomes stronger and closer with each passing second.

No!

The pack found my cave?

Grabbing the heavy rock on the way, I start to run faster as the wolf joins me, and that’s when the howling sounds mix with the gunshots in the air, followed by the crows chirping.

What? No!

The hunters usually don’t come on a full moon, preferring to stay away from the wolves and always killing various ducks and rabbits. The forest becomes quiet when they enter, and the various deer, along with does, wander farther in to avoid them, protecting their young.

It’s the only time I’ve seen all the animals in the forest unite against one common enemy.

“The wolves are fucking here. I can’t believe it!” someone says, and it’s so strange to hear a human speak after all this time. “He was right. Robert was right. They are more active during a full moon.”

“Let’s hunt the fuckers. We’ve got rifles.” More gunshots, followed by the wolves howling, and my wolf hits me with his paw, so we dart to the right, onto the road we never wandered on. “He said if we kill the wolves, he’ll pay us a generous amount.”

“Because he wants the boy.”

My heart gallops in my chest at the implication, and I force myself to run fast, the wind slapping my cheeks as fear glides through my veins, and despite my lungs begging for oxygen, I do not stop.

Stopping would mean dying.

I have to survive, even though on most days I wonder why I made such a promise.

My feet burn, and the wolf continues to push at my back until I end up on the asphalt road, the voices still loud and too close.

My eyes widen at the sight.

It’s straight and spreads wide. I’ve never seen the ground so evenly laid out, and the open space is astonishing. There are no trees in sight but…mountains.

I gape at the open space so different from my usual habitat.

“What is this?” I wander and turn to the wolf who nuzzles my stomach, and I give it a long pat. “You brought me here? Thank you.”

Since more gunshots echo, he gives me one last nudge and then races back into the forest, tilting his head back and howling so loud I have to cover my ears. “Look at the gray wolf there!”

And just like that, he disappears from my view, the voices trailing after him along with the other wolves, it seems, since they answer his call.

He protected me once again.

I get on the road, looking around, not knowing what to do next. Do I wait it out, then go back into the forest?

It might be scary and cold at night, but at least it’s familiar. Here, I don’t understand anything.

The annoying sound of honking disturbs my senses just as bright light blinds everything around me, and I sit on the ground, wincing, completely disoriented.

Breathing through my nose, I blink and blink, adjusting my vision, waiting for the countless white dots to disappear, and gasp in horror when everything finally clears.

Because two men get out of a car—I think? It has four wheels where people can sit, that’s what Mom used to describe as a car—and smile wildly at me, reminding me so much of the monster.

They have the same cruelty in their gazes.

“Well, well, well. Would you look at that?” one of them says, playing with a small stick in his mouth. “Who do we have here?”

The other one nods. “Dirty and bruised up just like he described him.” They share a long laugh as I step back. “Underneath all this, though, he’s pretty. Too pretty.”

The way he says it sends more fear through me, and the familiar nausea that I used to feel in the monster’s presence shows itself again.

“Robert promised a good amount of money for him, John.”

John shrugs. “He doesn’t need to know we found him. He can keep his fucking money, we’ll get more for him than he offers. Besides, Robert is a psycho. He might kill us if we bring this kid to him.”

The other one doesn’t seem too convinced, judging by how he sighs. “Are you sure?”

“He will sell.” He takes a step, and I move back before throwing my rock at him, which earns me more laughter. “He’s a fighter, and the perverted fucks love to break spirits. He’s perfect.”

I turn around, but I don’t get far before strong arms wrap around me. “Got you.” I twist in his arms, trying to bite him and kick him, only to cry out when he hits me hard, throwing me inside the car and putting something sticky over my mouth. “Save the strength for later, pretty one. You’ll need it in hell.”

Since I continue to struggle, they hit me again with something heavy, and everything goes black.

And if I thought I’ve experienced hell on earth back then?

It was nothing compared to what awaited me next.

As human greed knows no bounds.

A fact I’ve learned from a very young age.

Lavender

“My brothers are going to kill me,” I mutter under my breath, and it earns me a chuckle from Gordon, who parks by the coffee shop.

“Don’t worry, miss. I’m sure they’ll understand.”

“Right.”

I hop out and rush toward their usual table located in the right corner, under the huge umbrella. The place is packed with servers running hectically between the tables.

Emmaline notices me first, waving at me as she sits in the chair with Rafael next to her, and this makes Aileen and Rush turn, who sit together on the opposite side of them. “Hi. I’m sorry for being late.”

I grab the empty chair at the head of the table, which gives me a clear view of everyone, and sit, reaching for the menu.

“You aren’t late. We just made our orders,” Aileen says. “You look very pretty.”

I chose to wear an emerald-green dress with silver flats, pulled my hair into a ponytail, and used all the foundation and concealer to cover up the hickeys. I was surprised how well it actually worked. “Thank you. It’s hot today.” Hence, I appreciate the various fans scattered all over the place.

Emma comes to our table with a tablet, and asks, “Welcome, Miss Wright. Happy to see you again. Do you want the usual?”

“Hi! Just green tea, please, and eggs. No dessert.” I’m not hungry at all, but it would be suspicious if I didn’t eat anything.

My brothers might act all relaxed, wrapped up in their wives, but I don’t miss their hawklike gazes scanning me from head to toe, or the silent communication between them, which I always found annoying.

Or maybe I’m just jealous I don’t have a twin with whom I can share such a connection.

The possibilities are endless when it comes to my fucked-up mind, so I prefer not to examine it.

Emma nods, picks up the menus, and dashes off inside the restaurant while I plaster a brighter smile on my face since my brothers continue to stare at me. “How was dinner on Saturday night?” I glance at Aileen. “I’m sorry I left in such a hurry. I shouldn’t have done that. I’ll make sure to call your parents and apologize.”

Aileen pats me on the hand. “Don’t stress over it. My parents understand. They’re always happy to talk to you, though.”

They have always been kind, although I’m not sure how kind they would be to me once they find out I slept with their twenty-year-old son.

“Are you all right?” Aileen asks, and presses the back of her hand to my cheek. “You look flushed.”

More like embarrassed and horrified, hoping Lachlan and Valencia never know the truth.

“Here is your tea.” Emma places the porcelain cup, along with a teapot, in front of me, the steaming, fresh scent tickling my nose.

“Thank you.”

“The eggs and avocado will be out shortly.” She pours the tea into my cup and walks off once again.

Lifting the mug to my mouth, I take a sip, welcoming the earthy taste and the warmth gliding down my parched throat, only to cough when Aileen exclaims, jumping from her seat, “Levi!” I look to the side and watch him walk toward us, his lean, muscular form covered in jeans and a shirt, while various young women glance his way and smile.

The man attracts attention wherever he goes, and the desire to stab something envelops me while I hate it with every fiber of my being.

I shouldn’t be jealous over him. It’s just a meaningless…well, whatever that is.

“Hi, princess,” he says as he joins us, and Aileen jumps into his arms. “I started to think all these wedding preparations took you hostage.”

She rolls her eyes. “You’re the one who bolted on Saturday. It’s not my fault.” Her brow furrows. “Where did you go, by the way? The staff said you arrived only to leave, like, ten minutes later.” She crosses her arms. “Also, it’s so unfair and sexist that you are allowed to live in a city alone while I had to stay at the family mansion before getting engaged.”

Aileen is a genius who finished school at fourteen. At nineteen, she already has her bachelor’s degree and has recently started her master’s.

Still, despite all that, Lachlan guarded his daughter like the rarest of diamonds and forbade her from moving out until she turned twenty-one.

She had a whole future ahead of her when my brother decided to kidnap her to our island, where she had to endure hell.

A certain darkness blankets Levi’s eyes for a second at the word engagement, but he keeps his smile intact while tapping on her nose. “We make no apologies for protecting you, princess.” He kisses her on the forehead and then moves his attention to Emmaline. “Hi, graceful girl.” There is a certain warmth in his greeting. Based on the stories the girls told me, Wyatt, Ian, and Levi have good relationships with each other’s sisters since they all grew up together. “Looking stunning as ever.” Emmaline laughs as he leans down to hug her.

“Lay off the compliments, Scott. The woman is married,” Rafael says as he extends his hand, and Levi shakes it. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh no. You aren’t happy to see me?” He turns to Rush, and they exchange a handshake as well, but I don’t miss how my brother’s grip on Levi’s hand tightens for a fraction of a second while a chill trickles down my back.

Does he suspect something?

Impossible.

If he knew, all hell would have broken loose.

“Lavender.” Our eyes meet, and goose bumps pop up all over my skin, reminding me of his deep voice whispering illicit things to me less than an hour ago. “It’s nice to see you again. How have you been?”

So is this how he wants to play it? Be extremely nice to me when he was anything but in the past?

“Splendid.”

Amusement crosses his face, and he grabs the chair opposite mine, sitting at the other end of the table. He addresses Rafael. “To answer your question, my sister invited me.” Emma brings him a steaming black coffee. To my knowledge, that’s his favorite drink. “Thank you.”

“Do you want anything else?”

“No.”

She places my plate in front of me, along with a fork and a knife. “Here.”

As she goes away to take other orders, Rush speaks up. “We’ve been inviting you for some time now, and you always refused. What changed?”

“Apparently, I’m in the wedding.”

Aileen huffs. “I’m not sure why it’s such a surprise to you. You’re my brother!”

“Yes, but I’m not Rush’s brother or his friend.”

“We didn’t want you to feel left out,” my brother says, drumming his fingers on the table. “Besides, blood doesn’t define family.”

Levi picks up his steaming mug and takes a large sip while a certain coldness emits from him that’s probably barely noticeable to anyone else. I’m used to studying his microexpressions, though. “Right. We’re all one big, happy family.”

I still don’t get it.

According to Aileen, her brother was the one to encourage her to accept her feelings for Rush and even helped them out when Lachlan almost caught them at their family mansion.

If he considered what my brother did such a crime, why did he never confront him about it?

The answer comes to me instantly when Levi winks at Aileen, who slides her plate to him, removing all the seeds from the bread since he hates them, and he takes a piece.

Aileen loves my brother, so he accepted it, but the need for revenge didn’t go away.

Not the kind of revenge that involves Rush being physically hurt or separated from Aileen. He wants my brother to experience the emotional pain he’d understand how much he hurt their family with his actions.

Am I the collateral damage in all this? Is he screwing me so he can one day hurt my brother with it by telling him about us?

“So what does my being in the wedding mean?”

I grab my fork and dig into my eggs, doing my best to act nonchalant while I’m drinking in every word. I’m usually super quiet during these breakfasts, so it shouldn’t be suspicious to anyone. “We have five bridesmaids and five groomsmen.” I put a bite of the eggs in my mouth, welcoming the delicious taste, while the future bride-to-be explains everything, and I’m still confused about why I need to be here for this. “It’s Pierre and Eve, Caroline and Dante, Emmaline and Rafael, who also happens to be the best man, and Orion with Diana.”

Our second cousin is also part of the wedding with his new wife? Color me surprised.

Orion rules his empire in Boston, and he also has a scar that scares everyone away. No one fucks with him, for his wrath would be devastating. Due to his father’s will—a man who is hopefully suffering in eternal hell, amen—he had to marry before turning thirty-six, and Diana wanted to save her family, so they entered a contract marriage.

At some point, it became a love union, as they looked smitten at Aileen and Rush’s engagement party.

“So that leaves Lavender and you,” Aileen finishes, and the eggs turn bitter in my mouth as I freeze at this and look at him as he listens to his sister. “I know you guys have your differences, but we thought you could put them aside for the wedding and walk together down the aisle.”

“I don’t mind.”

“Absolutely not!”

We both respond at the same time. Everyone’s heads turn in my direction, so I put my fork down and clear my throat. “I mean…wouldn’t it be strange for us to be paired up?”

“Why?” Emmaline asks, scooping some ice cream with her spoon. “What’s weird about that?”

This is a nightmare! I can’t walk down the aisle with this guy after everything! There will be videos, photos, and God knows what else.

This has disaster written all over it. I can’t say the truth, so I come up with something else that’s an issue as well.

“Our age.” Silence meets this statement, so I decide to elaborate, hoping they’d see my side of things. “I’m way older than him.”

“Rafael is fifteen years older than me,” Emmaline replies, munching on her ice cream. “And Dante is older than Caroline by a decade.”

“It’s different.”

“Different how?”

“You’re an actual couple. You need to be paired up together.” More like their possessive men wouldn’t allow anyone else to touch them. “Anyway…maybe you should find someone else? Someone who’d match perfectly with Levi. I don’t mind.”

What a lie.

I would love to participate in their wedding, and if I’m being super honest with myself, I wouldn’t want anyone else with Levi, because it would show me, once again, how wrong we are for each other.

Still, I can’t be selfish. I have to be rational.

“You’re my perfect match. Why would I want anyone else?”

Butterflies erupt at his softly spoken words as our eyes meet, his gaze akin to silk gliding down my skin and setting everything inside me aflame, my body still buzzing from the pleasure he gave me earlier.

We are a secret, though, a terrible and dirty secret that has to be hidden from the world, which would hurt me if it came to light.

So I glare at Levi, and he winks at me, taking another long sip, clearly enjoying my frustration. “Ah, aren’t you a sweet talker?” I play off his serious statement, noticing Aileen and Emmaline studying us as my brothers sit still. “Your wedding needs to be perfect, and people whispering behind your backs for choosing us to be paired up together creates all sorts of drama.”

They all look at me as if I’m insane for even suggesting that.

“Well, to tell you the truth, if I choose only age-appropriate couples, Pierre and Eve would have been the only ones who fit that criterion. Everyone else has decade-long age gaps.” Aileen rests her cheek on Rush’s shoulder, and he kisses her hair. “Us included.”

“In all these cases, men are older. It’s different.”

The media would be vicious to me, and I want to say I’m all brave and won’t care, but I can’t.

They would create more insecurities that my fragile psyche just can’t handle.

Since none of them seems to see my point, I decide to go for the kill and use the self-pity card that usually works well for me. “It’s not like we are a couple, but you know the press. They would still speculate why you paired us up and then probably discuss all this.” I point at my scars. “I don’t really want my scars to be the focus at your wedding.”

“Well—”

Levi interrupts whatever Aileen wants to say. “Fuck them all, then. Excuse me, ladies, for being so crude in your company, but there was just no other appropriate words for all the bullshit Lavender just said.” My brothers lift their mugs in agreement. Traitors. “We need to lead by example.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“We live by our own rules, and besides, all this is just in your head. No one cares about other people. It’s an illusion.”

“An illusion?”

“Yes. Everyone cares only about themselves. And the only time other people think about you is when they wonder what you think about them.”

The tension rises between us as we have a stare-off, and I clench my fork hard, resisting the urge to throw it at him to wipe the smug expression off his face.

Though what did I expect?

I never seem to win when it comes to this man.

“Okay. Not sure what this is—” Aileen wiggles her index finger between us. “—but I have to agree with Levi. Our family and friends won’t care, and we’ve invited only the approved press for a very limited time. If someone dares to smear us or you in any way, they’ll be dealt with.” She points at Rafael. “We have one of the best lawyers in the country here.”

“Right.” I dig my fork into the avocado, stuffing my mouth with it so I won’t shout at them all for dismissing my concerns once again. “As long as you’re okay with it.”

“I pity anyone stupid enough to bring up your scars.” Rush stares at me when he cups my cheek, rubbing his thumb over the most hideous part of me, according to me. “You’re beautiful just the way you are.”

My heart softens, and I lean into his hand, appreciating how he tries to always make me feel better about myself.

The cracking sounds echo through the space, followed by Aileen’s, “Oh no.” And I see Levi breaking his mug, hot brown liquid mixing with blood and sliding down his wrist. That must hurt and burn like hell. “Levi!” she exclaims, getting up and pressing the napkin to his wound and her cold drink. “I always tell you to control these muscles of yours.”

“Something cannot be controlled.” I sit up straight, moving back from Rush’s touch since Levi’s eyes linger on it, and panic washes over me, everything in me screaming to go inspect his wound. “Don’t worry about it. Just a scratch. It’ll heal before the wedding.”

“I don’t care about that!”

“Relax, princess. I got worse injuries while playing football.”

“It’s because you have no self-preservation.”

“Runs in the family, doesn’t it?”

“I guess.” They share a long look and laugh before Levi gets up, still holding the napkin. “Not that this wasn’t eventful or interesting, but I have places to be. I’ll see you around.” He zeroes his gaze in on me. “I’ll take you home.”

What? Is he crazy?

“Gordon is waiting for me, so there is no need.”

“I want to talk to you about the wedding, and since we rarely see each other, I thought it would be the perfect time. I told him to go home anyway.”

“How could you decide—” I exhale, noticing Rafael’s brow rising. “All right. Let’s go.” I can’t eat any more anyway. “I’ll see you both at the office,” I tell my brothers. “And I’ll be there for the next dress fittings.”

“We’ll hold you to that,” Emmaline says. Giving them one last wave, I go straight ahead as Levi trails behind me. “Don’t ever make any decisions for me again,” I throw over my shoulder as we go to the exit. The valet has already parked his car out front, waiting for us. “And why do we need to talk anyway?”

He goes to the passenger’s side and opens the door, motioning with his head for me to get in. “Lavender, unless you want me to fuck you against the nearest surface with no regard for anyone watching, get in the car.”

Too shocked by his words, I do as he says, afraid he would actually go through with the threat. I sit still, waiting for him to get inside the car and get onto the busy road, smoothly navigating between the cars.

I can’t stand it for long, though, especially with unfamiliar frustration and pressure building inside me that demands something to break this tension all around us. “Your hand must hurt.”

“It doesn’t.”

“How can it not?”

“I’ve experienced way worse injuries than that.” His clipped tone piques my curiosity, but before I can ask anything else, he says, “I don’t appreciate the fact that other men are allowed to touch your scars but I’m not.”

Hysterical laughter bubbles up inside my throat. “Other men? That’s my brother.” He sounds as if I were cheating right in front of his eyes.

Not that it would have been cheating anyway, since we are not together.

“My point still stands.”

“No, it doesn’t. You realize how insane you sound?” I just didn’t want him to touch the one on my cheek, too afraid it might take him out of the moment and make him finally see how ugly it is.

“Why should I care? Imagine if it were the other way around.” He takes a hard turn to the right, driving toward my building. “You wouldn’t be allowed to touch a certain part of my body, but some other woman would have such privilege?”

The idea of some random woman touching all his tattoo-covered muscles that…

Wait a minute.

“I don’t mind Aileen touching you. In fact, what a gross statement.”

“That’s because my body exists for your pleasure, moy cvetochek. If any part of it was forbidden for you, you’d be singing a different tune.”

He parks the car, and I quickly get out as he does the same and spin around to face him, rolling my shoulders back. “We’re having…a fling!” Can’t believe I’m naming this madness between us. Somehow, giving it a name makes it even more real, and I should be squashing the illusion, not indulging in it more. “A secret fling that implies this is very casual. An affair of sorts.”

I know I’m weak when it comes to him, and I won’t resist if he pushes for more, so I have to draw the boundaries that allow me to exist with this whole thing peacefully.

No one needs to know, and Levi will get bored at some point.

Besides, the world, or rather our families, will never accept it, so the only thing left for us is a casual fling.

The minute the words slip past my lips, I know I made a mistake, though, since his face darkens.

You can only poke a lion so many times before it finally roars.

Levi

Her eyes widen when I wrap my hand around her graceful and pretty throat, rubbing my thumb over her puckered skin that’s always going to be the most attractive thing about her to me.

It speaks about her strength.

Strength I recognize and admire, and in this, she is irreplaceable to me.

Dragging her closer to me, I catch her gasp with my mouth, our tongues entwining together, and she grips my shirt, probably wanting to push me away, but in a second, she fully melts into me. “Let’s make something very clear, moy cvetochek,” I whisper, tipping her chin up and skimming my lips over her neck, earning myself a moan. “You wish to experience what it is like to have a fling, I’ll indulge you in your little fantasies as long as you remember that you belong to me.” My other hand ends up on her hip, and I knead it hard, pressing my pelvis against her warmth, her gasp echoing between us. “You’re mine, secret affair or not. Don’t ever forget you belong to me.” I bite her shoulder, inhaling her scent into my lungs while flexing my wrist on her throat, slightly cutting off her oxygen supply, and she jerks in my arms.

Yes, my beautiful, innocent girl loves it, and I’ll explore all her desires with her.

A car honks in the distance, and her eyes widen as she pushes me away, stepping back. “What are you doing?” She rubs her throat. “Someone could see us.” She looks around the busy road where people move all around, no one paying us any attention. “We can’t do this in public.”

The possessive beast in me despises the idea of hiding my claim on her, but Lavender never had control over her life.

Someone always dictated it, so she needs the illusion that she’s controlling us, and I’ll give it to her.

Whatever she wants, she gets, as long as what she wants is not to get away from me, because I won’t ever allow it.

She’s mine—and mine she’ll stay no matter what.

“As you wish, moy cvetochek.”

She blinks, only to shake her head and straighten up while crossing her arms. “We can pick a place to meet up, somewhere no one could see us. Maybe a hotel in a super-secluded neighborhood?”

“No.”

Another hard blink. “No?”

“Last time I checked, neither of us works as a hooker to meet up in some shitty hotel.” Her cheeks heat, and she groans. I quite enjoy watching her frustration, because her green eyes sparkle like the rarest emeralds. “We won’t be having sex on a schedule either.”

“How else would this work?” She hooks the strands of her hair behind her ear, exposing her scarred cheek, and I resist the urge to lean in and kiss it. Moy cvetochek is already all worked up, and while I enjoy it, I know my limits. If I push her too far, she will flee. “A secret fling needs to have a schedule.”

“Secret means no one can know about it, but we still have full access to each other.”

I see her eyes flashing in annoyance before she takes a deep breath. “Well, since you’re such an expert on flings, I guess we should listen to you.” Her tone implies the last thing she’d do is listen to me.

That’s not what has my attention.

It’s the stabby notes in all her words, and I see her nails digging into her elbows while her pulse beats wildly.

It takes me a second to guess what emotion that is.

Moy cvetochek is jealous.

“I’m not an expert on flings.”

“I’m sure you had a fling or two along the way.” Her nails sink harder into her flesh, and at this point, she’s bruising her skin, which is unacceptable.

Only I have the right to leave marks on her.

“You talking about me having flings pisses me off.” She stills, and finally, her nails stop bruising her skin. “I’ve never had any flings or been in a relationship, so the idea of you being jealous because of that is both maddening and amusing at the same time.”

I was a single guy enjoying my youth and never made any promises or used anyone for my own gratification, so I don’t feel guilty about it, and yet I do.

If I had known she was out there, I wouldn’t have touched anyone in the first place.

That’s how fucked up she makes me, which is another thing that I need to learn to control.

Control is everything. Otherwise, my madness and insanity would consume her and soak her in my darkness.

“I’m not jealous!” she hisses, her hands turning into fists, and a gust of wind blows her blonde locks backward, making me want to lace my fingers through her silky strands and bring her closer to me. “Being jealous implies having feelings for someone.” A beat passes as if she’s searching for a suitable excuse. “I’m just curious about sex and wish to have some experience.”

Oh, she’ll get some experience and then some.

I have a few fantasies of my own that I want to try, only with her, for I’ve never had someone to call mine, and now I do.

Which means I won’t ever have to restrain myself again.

“It’s all right, moy cvetochek. You can use me all you want. I’m all yours and no one else’s.” I step toward her, and she tenses. I brush my knuckles over her cheek. “Get some rest. You had a very eventful twenty-four hours.” Before she can say anything, I walk to my car and get inside, giving her one last nod before driving away and watching her stare at me in the rearview mirror.

But I also feel another set of eyes on me, watching my every move and probably thinking they have finally found the gold mine with me.

You see, the thing about hunters?

Once they sense blood, they think they’ve trapped their prey and go after it without thinking about the consequences.

He’s hunting and thinks he’s finally found leverage, where the truth is simple.

I gave him the bait, and he’ll take it.

And when he does?

I’ll kill him.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




“Interesting thing about evilness?

It has different layers.

One is born in hideousness and deviant desires.

While the other is born in rage so strong, it consumes you.

Wishing to find the outlet for all the suffering it made you experience.”

Levi

Levi, 8 years old

The water dripping into the sink echoes through the small space as I rock back and forth, the sound driving me crazy and hurting my ears.

Although that is nothing compared to the festering bruises on my back pulsing from the whip, and my broken elbow throbbing with pain.

Tap, tap, tap.

“The piece of shit refused to comply once again,” John says into the phone, sitting on the chair and taking a huge sip from his whiskey glass. “He’s always been a problem, and I’m starting to get tired of it.”

I press my back against the cage’s bars, and it rattles, making the man throw an empty can at me, smirking.

One day, I’ll knock out all his teeth.

I shift, although there isn’t much space inside for that. The cage is tiny, and I can’t even sit straight in it. They call it my punishment for being difficult. All the other children are in a different room with spacious cages.

As if it changes anything, I always spit on their faces, which earns me a few more hits, but it’s worth it.

I will never be grateful for sitting in a cage!

“You brought him to me and said what? Clean up the fucker and sell him to the highest bidder, and that’s what I did. Except he bit the client, and it cost us a fortune instead!”

I stay unmovable even though revulsion rushes through me at the reminder of that time they dragged me into a red room to some old man, ready to do whatever to me.

The minute the door locked, he pounced on me, trying to touch me, but I managed to grab a nearby cane first and hit him with it, which he didn’t expect.

Since he was old, I got a few more hits before John and his men came, ripping me away from him while joy filled my bones at the sight of blood on the man.

They tried this trick a few more times, but I always managed to get away at the last minute even though the various cries from the children in the other rooms didn’t help.

My soul bleeds for them.

Finally, they gave up and started selling me for other purposes.

Turns out, some people would pay a lot to torture children, beat them up, and watch them being chased by some wild animals, setting up bets to see if the child will survive.

We exist for their hideous entertainment only.

So my face is blue-green on a permanent basis, blood always dripping from some wounds, and they break my bones.

Still, I fight them.

I fight as much as I can, and I think it sells well because John still keeps me alive.

“Also, the feds are on our asses, so I think we need to move the business. Besides this new gig, selling organs? Lots of money in that, and all these kids are awaiting their turn. I asked the doc to check the little fucker, and turns out his liver is a match to what one of the clients requested for his son. I’m telling you, let’s get rid of the problem and earn some money.”

Over the past years, they took us, me and other children, from place to place while starting various businesses that always included the children’s suffering.

Lately, they moved into this warehouse that reminds me of the mansion. They bring all these children from the streets, wash them up, keep them healthy and well-fed, compared to me, while the doctor runs tests on them.

They go somewhere never to be seen again. Then they bring another set of children. It’s always around twenty of us. We don’t talk, and I generally stay secluded in this cage.

“There is also Lachlan Scott. That fucker and his protégés have been destroying the trafficking rings all over the country, and soon, he’ll get to us. I’d rather be caught by the feds than him. He’s fucking crazy and would make us suffer in ways we can’t imagine.”

Lachlan Scott.

I’ve been hearing this name a lot lately. Usually, it’s the only one that makes them all tremble in fear, and whenever they mention him, I get curious, wanting to see him for myself.

A man who apparently makes it his mission to save the likes of us, the children and people who no one gives a shit about.

That’s what John called us anyway.

Lachlan’s also a murderer because whoever he deals with ends up dead in the most horrible way.

Good riddance, if you ask me.

“So I say let’s do the final surgery today, dispose of the body, then transfer everyone to a different state. Maybe we’ll cover our tracks.”

Drumming my fingers on my knees, I wonder what I could do to change their minds because I have to survive.

“As long as you breathe, you win.”

Scrunching my eyes at my mom’s voice in my head, I focus back on the present because the painful memories have no place in my agonizing present.

“Plus, I’m not sure how long he’ll survive being the punching bag.” A beat passes. “All right. It’s a deal.” He hangs up and grins. “Finally, I can get rid of you. You’ve been a fucking headache from the start. We should have given you to Robert.”

I tug on the chains and bang on the cage at hearing his name, the monster who killed my mother and who still has my sister. They keep on saying what a devoted father he is despite his sickness.

Whatever that means, his powerful family probably covers all his tracks. At least that’s why these men are afraid of him and always hide me whenever he comes around.

And he does, desperately searching for me.

Just his voice inspires so much rage and determination to kill them all that it fuels me for days to come to withstand whatever they throw my way.

“Dylan!” John shouts, and in a second, his man comes. “Help me pick up this damn cage, and let’s bring him to the main room with all the other kids. The doc will be performing surgeries tonight before we wrap up all this shit. Do you have the list of orders?” Over the years, I’ve heard and seen so many horrible things, I feel I’m immune to them. “Make sure to feed them well tonight.” He gets up and bangs on the top of my cage. “Except him. Running on day ten now, huh?” He laughs as my stomach rumbles, and still, my face stays blank.

Hunger is nothing new to me. They constantly withhold food or water from me or force me to drink it by sucking it off the dirty mop.

I don’t think in such moments, imagining being in the wide-open field and not allowing myself to understand just what they do to me.

“As long as you breathe, you win.”

Dylan joins him, and, huffing and puffing, they pick up the cage and walk toward the other room, where it’s squeaky clean, and everything is so white.

I enjoy the complete silence. They drop the cage in the right corner, and I bump my head while a shooting pain travels from my elbow to my arm once again. I roll my lips, though, refusing to give them any sound or words.

That’s been my only payback to them. No matter how much they try to bait me into showing them my suffering, I withhold my screams.

There are surgical tables, along with instruments and a beeping machine. That’s where he performs all his mysterious surgeries, which must make him the happiest man alive, as he always smiles.

A lot of their men are walking around, surveilling the room, and there are countless more outside.

I should know. I’ve tried running away ten times and failed because these evil men are very devoted to their cause.

The children must still be in another room. They are probably preparing them, and I study this new bright room, making my eyes hurt, searching for a way out because I can’t die.

Not today. Not until they are all alive.

The doors burst open, and John’s best friend Bill enters. “Looks good, boys.” John flips him off. “Just imagining all the money we’ll get tonight makes all this bullshit worth it.” He looks at me. “You ended up being a liability. A fucking pig we fed for years that gave us absolutely nothing.”

The doctor follows him, wearing his usual blue costume, and John motions with his head to me.

“Start with him, Doc. Also, don’t use any anesthesia. I want his screams and pain.” The doctor nods. “May you suffer as long as possible, little shit, while we methodically remove all your organs.”

The doctor prepares the table and puts on his white gloves while all the men grin. The panic finally settles in, and I push against the cage harder, thinking what I could do.

There is no way out for me. They are too strong, and none of them would change their minds. They plan to move to another state because of that Lachlan guy, so they won’t need me again.

Besides, the taller I become, the less entertaining I am to the men who like to beat me up. They have no reason to keep me.

So I will die tonight? Let him win?

The exhausted part of me whispers into my ear that I will see my mom again. She must be in heaven, as according to her, all religions preached about good people going there. I’d be able to smell her scent, hug her tight, and hopefully finally see her smile without any bruises.

I should wish to die to end it all, but I want their blood and their suffering instead. I don’t understand it as they treat me worse than dirt under their nails and still, I want to survive.

So I do something I haven’t done in a while because I didn’t want to bother him, but Mama said he’d always listen to those who truly need his protection.

Closing my eyes, I lock my hands together and pray to Thor. The mighty god of thunder. Mama said all these gods are forgotten now, but I believe in them.

I don’t know any other way.

Please help me, Thor. Please.

I chant it over and over again, freezing only when I hear John’s muttered, “What the hell?” I open my eyes to gasp in shock at the complete darkness greeting me. “Who the fuck turned off the lights?”

Screams echo in the dark along with painful groans and shocked yells, something heavy dropping all around me, and a weird smell floats in the air. I just blink and blink, hoping to adjust my vision to the dark to understand what’s going on.

Seconds trickle by as more screams fill the air, and then someone must have knocked the operating tables as well because the devices fall on the floor, a knife sliding right to my cage.

I quickly reach for it and twist the lock on my ankle chains, opening it up and freeing myself so I can practically glue my nose to the bar, trying to see despite the hurt rocking off me. Every movement is a chore.

More time passes, and the light finally brightens up the space around me again. I wince and blink as blood is everywhere.

On the floor, on the furniture, on the walls, and all around the dead bodies scattered over the perimeter, the men’s insides practically hanging out.

Some of them have their heads cut off, and I hold back my gagging reflex, too mesmerized by John and his men, all tied up, sitting right in the middle. The wounds on their bodies are oozing blood while the doctor is lying on the operating table, a silver sword piercing his stomach as he struggles for breath and cries out in pain.

“Please,” John begs, and his tortured voice brings joy all over my system. His arms lie at a weird angle, so they must be broken. “Please kill me,” he begs the man standing above him, and that’s when I finally study him.

An angel of death himself, I think.

He’s wearing a black turtleneck sweater, black jeans, and boots, with his dark hair falling slightly below his ears.

His mouth curves in a smile at this, and he flips the knife dripping blood through his glove-covered fingers and clicks his tongue. “Ah, no. Death would be too easy for the likes of you.” He kicks Dylan, who breathes through his broken nose. “I killed all your staff, which amounts to what? Around fifty to sixty men? They participated in all this shit willingly, but you…” He places the knife under John’s chin, tilting it up so he couldn’t look away from him. “You and these four created this fucked-up ring, and you have to suffer for years, and even that won’t be enough to atone for your sins.”

“Who are you? We can pay you—” Whatever he wants to suggest ends in an agonizing scream when the man stabs the knife into his cheek, dragging the blade across it and creating a scar that will never heal.

I should know, I have enough on my back to attest to the fact.

“I’ll let them all deal with you. You think you’re suffering now? You haven’t seen anything yet.”

I shift a little in the cage, and that gets his attention as he turns to me and zeroes his emerald-green eyes in on me.

He cocks his head to the side and slowly walks up to me while I just gape at him, because no matter who this man is…he just saved me from death.

He crouches down in front of the cage, and asks, “What’s your name, little one?” I stay silent. “All the kids are in a different room. Had I known you were here, I would have asked you to close your eyes.” I shake my head, because what? I so wish I had seen him doing all the bad things to them. Their suffering is my right! “Hang in there. They’ll be here in about ten minutes and help you. All this—” He swirls his finger in the air. “—is over. You’ll finally be free.” He gets up. “Oh, and if you can? Tell Lachlan that Rush said hi.” He leaves as swiftly as he came while the man who tortured me for the past two years struggles to breathe and moans in pain.

* * *


And true to his word, the powerful men come in exactly ten minutes.

They take the bad men away, free the children, and put them in some special cars, and promise to help me while trying to get me out of the cage, but I refuse.

I don’t trust them and expect them to hurt me. Instead, though, they accept my wish and keep me in the cage as they get me outside. All these men who used to hit me, withhold food from me, or keep me in a tight grip while the clients touched or beat me up lay on the grass with birds pecking at their dead flesh.

For the first time, my heart stirs with happiness so strong I barely resist the urge to laugh.

What a beautiful sight it is to watch all these dead bodies.

They put the cage in the van, taking me somewhere far away, and in this moment, I couldn’t care less because I survived.

Thank you, Thor, I whisper to the van’s ceiling.

All the while I think about the dark-haired man named Rush who came to the rescue.

What is it like to be…just like him?

Have all the skills, strength, and power to kill all these men?

And is there a way to make them suffer more…to prolong the torture…prolong the begging and cries?

* * *


They bring me to a fancy mansion and leave me in a huge room with sunlight, offering me water and food.

I refuse it.

They talk to me, reassure me they can help, and call in the nurse, which only increases my panic, because no!

Nurses and doctors usually looked me over to either give me painkillers or prepare me for the sick perverts.

Everything hurts, and I bite on my lip some more, resisting the urge to ask questions or ask for help, even if they seem better than John.

There are around seven of them, and from how they talk, I catch a few names or nicknames.

Arson, Callum, Madman, Micaden, Psychopath, Sociopath.

Such weird names, but somehow they fit. Compared to them, John’s men seem like clueless idiots.

I hear deep voices accompanied by heavy footsteps. They all left me around thirty minutes ago to do whatever. “Aileen won’t be a little girl forever, Lachlan,” a blue-and-orange-haired man everyone calls Arson mutters as he enters the room with a man wearing a perfectly tailored three-piece suit that fits him in a way John’s suits could never.

I swallow at the power radiating from him, showing me, in all its glory that I could never best him in anything, and while every other man made me curious…this one inspires confused emotions like awe and fear.

His cold blue eyes focus on me, and I pull at my torn clothes covering my dirty skin, despising to look so weak and broken in front of him for some reason. His blond hair glistens under the light, and his ruthless expression makes me sit up straight.

It almost pains me to be unworthy of his attention, as I know it’s inevitable that all men hate me for merely breathing, and he wouldn’t be the exception.

So this is the mighty Lachlan.

A man everyone fears.

He steps closer to me, so I scoot back, hitting the bars, blinking, and hoping I give nothing away.

My body still trembles, too exhausted and starved to play along with me, but I try my best to seem brave.

I freeze when he says, “Their death needs to be long, agonizing, and never-ending.” Satisfaction flashes in Arson’s gray eyes while something wicked crosses his face, and that inspires more curiosity in my confused mind.

Would he do something horrible to them like Rush did? Can I watch?

“They’ll wish they were never born.”

I always knew the cage is small. Next to Lachlan, it shrinks even more as it reaches his hips.

His nose twitches, and my cheeks heat. He probably must smell the urine, as John wouldn’t let me go to the bathroom anywhere else, and I couldn’t hold it in for more than twenty hours.

This cage is my safe space still despite everything, and if he takes me out of here…what would happen to me next?

“Hi,” he says to me, his voice deep yet gentle in a way no one else has ever used with me, and I blink, fisting my hands even more before hitting the bars again with my back, breathing heavily.

All this is too confusing. It must be a game.

“Maybe he can’t talk?” Arson places his hand on top of the cage. I look up and dig my teeth more into my abused lip. Will he shake it like Dylan until I barf all over the cage to force me to talk? “There must be a reason they found him defective and took their anger out on him.”

Oh. They think there was a reason they didn’t treat me like the other kids?

“Not defective enough to kill him. We need to get him to the hospital. These wounds might get infected. Plus, I don’t like how his elbow sticks out, and his hand has become red. They must have broken it.” Lachlan wants to help me? That’s so weird. I thought he’d hurt my arm some more so he could force me into doing whatever he wants. “Call the doc to meet me at the hospital so I won’t have to answer any questions. And work on his paperwork. Once the doctor assesses his age, we will have to create something.”

Doc? As in like John’s surgeon? No way!

“How are you planning to get him there in a cage?”

“Easily. You think all of you have been a picnic in the park?”

My brow furrows at this. Does this mean they were once like me, locked in a cage, and that Lachlan saved them too?

I don’t have time to dwell on it much as Lachlan opens the cage, hunches down, and presses his knees to the floor. He extends his hand to catch me.

Instant revulsion fills me, and a piercing scream rips from my throat.

No touching, no touching, no touching!

Since it doesn’t stop Lachlan, I scream again, kicking his hands away, but instead, he catches my ankle and drags me toward him as I thrash on the floor, trying to escape.

My skin burns from all the touches. It’s worse than my broken arm or any beating anyone could inflict on me.

I spit in his face, knowing how it used to work in the past because the men would drop me in frustration, then beat me some more, but they wouldn’t touch me.

Lachlan ignores it all, though, and marches toward the door, withstanding my kicking, screaming, and thrashing as we pass his men who watch us.

“Settle down,” he orders, so I spit at him again. “You won’t win this fight, little warrior,” he says as we get outside and I breathe in the fresh air around me while he walks to the black car. “Cowards don’t survive what you did. Stop screaming and be brave.”

I stare at him, and do as he says while trying to make sense of this all.

What would happen to me after the hospital, and would I be able to keep my word to my mom?

On that day, I prayed to Thor to protect me from John, and he listened to my prayers.

In more ways than I expected.

Because I found my family.

From the little nobody who everyone called a useless piece of shit, I became Levante Lachlan Scott, the son of Lachlan and Valencia Scott, who accepted me with open arms and surrounded me with so much love, I never thought it was possible.

They withstood my nightmares, my difficult character, and even my silence for almost a year as I refused to speak, no matter what.

They hired the best doctors, psychologists, and teachers, giving me everything I needed to thrive.

Above everything else, they also gave me the greatest gift of all.

My sister.

Aileen became my light in the dark and a true soulmate as she represented everything kind and pure in this world.

A part that was forever stolen from me, so I always wanted to protect her and keep her in this perfect bubble no one could burst.

Until the man who saved me once upon a time kidnapped her and smeared her in darkness, thus endangering her life as it brought the attention of the monster on us.

So I decided to take his sister instead, because Lavender represented the Wrights’ innocence. Except my plan backfired.

She became mine, and I will never allow anyone to harm her.

The monsters from my past included.

Lavender

I sit on the couch, gripping the cushion hard, and watch the hands on the watch move painfully slow while thousands of thoughts rush through my mind. “I’m so sorry,” I tell Phoenix, who sits in front of me. “I’ve been silent for the past thirty minutes.”

“Our sessions are your time, Lavender. You can spend them however you want, even by being silent for the entirety of it.”

“Right.” Since she always wears unreadable expressions during our sessions, which is not surprising for a professional of her caliber, I lean back on the couch and exhale heavily. “I know I missed a few of our sessions lately.”

More like most of them. I kept canceling on this woman, and she didn’t rat me out to my brothers. They made me promise again that I would continue seeing Phoenix, and I agreed.

“I’ve been…seeing someone for the past month.”

Although I’m not sure using the words "seeing someone" fits with whatever I have with Levi.

“It’s a complicated fling.” I cover my burning cheeks, needing to get this out because I have no one to discuss it with.

My online buddy Lev doesn’t count, and he wasn’t much help either. He just encouraged me to explore my sexuality and not think about the consequences before he disappeared, as he claimed he had to travel somewhere where there is no cellular connection. What kind of advice is this to an anxiety-ridden person like me?

“What’s complicated about it?”

“Everything.”

All our moments flash in my head, and no matter how much I beg myself to look away, I can’t.

Glancing down, I grip the cushion tighter and gather all the courage to speak because I need some clarity in my confused and exhausted mind. “We’ve been having this secret affair for the past month, and it was…great, actually.” A nervous laugh escapes me. “He’d come to see me every day, arrange amazing dates where no one could see us, or find all these antique things that matched my interests.”

I still can’t believe he found one of the first editions of the Norse mythology and gave it to me right before taking me to a botanical garden filled with lavender, orchids, and roses, along with butterflies, creating a magical atmosphere all around us.

He always came up with original ideas for our dates, and I never knew what to expect from him. He even took me on a weekend-long stay in Paris, showing me the city where he grew up, since Valencia used to teach ballet there as well. I’d never been to France or Europe, so I loved exploring it.

No matter how much I claimed we should keep it purely sexual, he wouldn’t listen even though all our encounters ended with me having an orgasm. I was learning something new about my body while indulging in all my deepest desires.

He seemed to exist in my starved-for-attention mind and pull out all my fantasies from it, building a cocoon around us where only sensual needs remained, ruling me while shutting up common sense and my heart screaming to escape this madness that would have catastrophic consequences for me.

“I feel like I want him all the damn time.” I raise my eyes to Dr. King, who writes something in her notepad. “And I can’t help it. I even researched online if you can be obsessed with sex.”

She smiles. “You’re a young, healthy woman who just started to discover her sexuality. It’s normal to want sex, especially with the man you’re attracted to and who seems to be very good to you.”

“That’s exactly the problem.”

I expect her to ask me another question, but she nods, finally saying the truth that I tried to run away from so hard. “Sex is not enough anymore.”

Was it ever really?

Sometimes I think I’ve fallen down the abyss from which there is no escape, and I’m falling, falling deeper into the unknown, where the only constant is Levi.

Levi, who makes me wish for things that are impossible for us.

“It’s selfish and wrong to want to be with him. For all I know, he’s like this with all his women.” Levi never gave me any indication that he looked elsewhere, and he was very clear from the start that, as long as our arrangement lasts…we are exclusive. “He’s a gentleman.”

A bit obsessive and possessive, all things considered, but still a gentleman who respects women, and maybe that’s why they all find him charming and adore him.

I can’t even blame them or him.

“Why is it selfish?”

Here it comes.

“I’m older than him.” I swallow and hold her gaze, wanting to see her expression when I drop this news on her. “He’s twenty. Almost twenty-one. I think.” Her expression remains neutral, and I quickly add, like the idiot that I am, “It’s not Wyatt or Ian.” I realize how dumb it sounds since they are younger than Levi anyway. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have brought them up. I just wanted you to know it’s not one of your sons.”

Amusement fills her eyes. “If it were one of my sons, you would have never spoken to me about it.” My cheeks flush harder because busted. “Besides, my sons are adults who can decide with whom they want to be. It would have been none of my business either way.”

“Really?”

“Yes. That’s part of good parenting. Knowing when to let go so they can make their own choices and mistakes.” She cocks her head to the side. “Let’s go back to you and this mysterious young man. Is his age the only issue?”

I shake my head. “No. He’s very smart and intelligent. We share so many interests. I never knew talking to someone could make me feel so…seen.” Which is part of the problem, as it intensifies my attraction. “He’s handsome, wealthy, and will likely achieve great things. He deserves the best of the best, and I’m not even sure why he’s attracted to me.” I tap my cheek. “He doesn’t seem to see the scars, but I do. We’re like Beauty and the Beast, but I’m the Beast in this scenario. When I’m with him, I can pretend I’m someone else. The reality always comes back, though, and shows me we are miles apart,” I finish lamely, looking out the window and sighing. “There is no future for us, and I got my heart involved in this. Sometimes I think I’m still a teenager on the verge of her first heartbreak, except I’m not.” A tear slides down my scarred cheek, and I wipe it away. “My life was stolen from me, and no matter how much I wish to get my wasted years back…I can’t. And it’s unfair.”

“Life rarely is.”

I snag the tissues from the box in front of me and wipe my nose. “He will grow tired of me and find someone else, so I should end it now before it destroys me. That’s why I wanted to keep it purely sexual, but he turned it into so much more. He even introduced me to all his friends despite my protests.”

He’d bring me to the club on weekends, where all kinds of mayhem happened, and the guys would be there, sharing some funny stories or acting wicked with women.

Well, everyone sans Wyatt. For all the reputation he has, I have yet to see him seduce or pay attention to anyone. He’s probably too busy trying to destroy Aurelia’s life because I have to watch her like a hawk at the library, where he regularly comes to drive her crazy with his demands and sharp remarks.

They both refuse to talk about the auction night as well, so it’s a strange situation all around.

All in all, his friends are cool with us, and Kane is hilarious once you get to know him better. They never made me feel as if whatever we have is weird.

And they are good at keeping their mouths shut.

I invited Scarlett to a few of our outings, but she couldn’t come to them because she had to go back to her hometown to deal with her past.

“He sounds like a man on a mission.”

“Yes, on a mission to break my heart.”

“Why can’t you just trust him and explore the attraction out in the open?”

How can I explain this next part without telling her who it is?

“We are in the same circles. If my brothers found out, it would be a disaster.”

And our relationship just started to heal, thanks to their women. We finished all the inheritance and trust fund paperwork, and I finally opened my very first bank account and even bought everyone gifts. It felt surreal to pay for something with my own card. I requested to open up an account that would pay for expensive plastic surgeries that people might need after accidents but can’t afford. Plus, I set up scholarships for people over thirty who want to finally pursue university degrees to make it easier for them.

I’d think about other things once I finish my degree and decide which direction I want to take my life.

My brothers also make more effort to meet up with me. They came up with a new family tradition: having dinner with just the three of us every Thursday. It felt weird and awkward at first, but it slowly got better. They even told me stories about our parents, sharing some pictures that Orion managed to save, and it was so good to at least know Mom and Dad through their eyes.

Our sibling relationship is evolving toward something beautiful, and the idea of ruining it kills me.

“Are your brothers happy?”

“Yes. Of course.”

“Do you think they deserve happiness?”

“Yes!”

After our fucked-up childhood, no one deserves it more than them. Our parents would have been proud of them.

Me, not so much, I think, considering how my life is a complete mess because I chose to be a coward once upon a time.

I should have spoken up the minute my brothers came for me. Maybe we would have punished Jade earlier, and I wouldn’t have lost so much time.

Then again, I was too traumatized to think rationally, and Rush was too blinded by revenge, so the outcome would have probably been the same anyhow.

“Then why do you deny the same happiness for yourself?”

I still at this, sighing. “Because my happiness might affect theirs, and there is no guarantee it would last.”

“No relationship in the world can give you guarantees.” She puts the notepad and pen away, leaning forward. “He’s young and educated, according to you. Way more sexually experienced, I assume?” At this point, my cheeks might just burn for eternity. “You didn’t seduce him to feel bad about his age. And he seems to know his own mind.”

“Well, that’s hardly an excuse on my part⁠—”

“Do you think Emmaline and Aileen don’t know their own mind?”

I blink at the swift change of subject. “No. They know what they want.”

My sisters-in-law are very kind and generous, but also stubborn and career-driven, which matches well with my brothers' temperaments and characters. Despite their age difference, they have a very well-balanced relationship, and I never felt like they didn’t fit.

That’s when the bulb lights up in my head.

“Oh.”

“Yes, oh.” Phoenix smiles, guessing my thoughts, and sometimes I wish I could be a psychiatrist or psychologist myself because this ability to read people so well is something I strive for. She glances at her wristwatch. “We need to finish for now. I’m really happy with all the progress, Lavender.”

I put the cushion back in its place and grab my purse. “Thank you for all your help.”

“These sessions are not about me. They are about you. Thank yourself for all the progress you’ve made.” We both get up, and she pats me on the shoulder. “And one more thing. Your brothers are great men. Being great, though, doesn’t mean you have to live your life the way you think they’d want. They’re capable of protecting themselves, and should your relationship cause chaos…everyone is old enough to handle their own emotions.”

“Okay.”

I give her a hug and get out of her office, passing through the hallway until I’m outside. I inhale the fresh air into my lungs, welcoming the warmth on my skin as honking sounds echo around me and people move quickly.

The world moves on no matter what happens.

Why can’t I?

Would it be so bad to let this thing with Levi flourish?

Not into the future, of course—a man like him will not choose a woman like me to spend his life with—but as no longer a dirty secret anymore?

I don’t want to be hidden in the shadows, even if it was my choice in the first place.

Gordon already has the door open for me, and giving him a small smile, I slide inside the car. The phone vibrates in my purse, and I snatch it out.

Do you like it, moy cvetochek?




My eyes widen at the sapphire bracelet, the stones so clear that one might see their reflections in them, along with small diamonds surrounding the larger stones.

However, this is not what has my attention.

It’s the name Thor, written in runes all around it, reminding me of the special talismans people used to wear to protect themselves and show their devotion to certain gods.

For whatever reason, Levi seems to have a soft spot for things like this.

It’s beautiful. Where did you get it?




I’d think it’s an antique piece except no one made jewelry like this back in the day.

Isabella designed it for me.




She’s amazing for such a young age.




I don’t care about Isabella.




His being this cold and rude whenever we talk about random things seemed strange to me at first. I got used to it over time.

Levi’s don’t care usually means I do not wish to talk about it, and that’s that.

That’s my gift to you.




I gasp just as Gordon gets into the car, and his brow furrows in the rearview mirror as he glances at me. “Everything all right?” he mouths, and I nod so he relaxes a bit. He’s probably waiting for my instructions, but I’m too preoccupied with the conversation to tell him anything.

I can’t accept that!




Expensive books and various antiques are one thing. I can always pass those as if I bought them myself.

I won’t ever be able to explain this piece of jewelry, and it would be a shame to hide it in my box.

It was made for you, and you will wear it.




While his dominant nature is hot as hell in bed, it annoys me to no end outside of it.

Is that so?




Yes. Besides, it’s my gift to celebrate our one-month anniversary. So it’s rude to refuse it, wouldn’t you say?




My heart flips inside my chest, warmth spreading into every cell in my body while butterflies erupt in my stomach at his words.

I’m so afraid and guarded when the man in question never did anything to hurt me sans that disastrous engagement party.

Would it be so bad to accept it for what it is and just take the leap?

We have a secret affair, remember?




And if you remember, I said you can call it whatever you wish as long as you understand that you’re mine.




You are never going to give up, are you?




Be still my heart. I think we’re finally making some progress.




Laughter spills from me, and pressing the phone to my chest, I come to two conclusions at once.

I have no idea what relationships are like as Levi is my first everything. So far, it’s pretty hot, fun, and lets me uncover new sides of myself.

Why should I hide away from the world?

Granted, I’d still prefer for my brothers to find out after Rush’s wedding to avoid any drama, but it’s just a month away.

Phoenix is right. No one can give me guarantees, and maybe chasing them is what brings me unhappiness, as I’m not truly living. Instead, I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop.

Thirty years of never-ending fear and suffering, and I deserve more.

I owe it to my young self, who sacrificed everything to save herself and survived to be happy and brave.

Teenage Lavender didn’t suffer so I could endure.

She suffered so I could thrive, and thrive I shall.

“Where to?”

“Levi’s home.”

Gordon smiles, starts the engine, and joins the cars on the road.

The perks of having staff who likes you are that your secrets are safe with them, and my driver proved his loyalty when he never said a word to my brothers.

Granted, I haven’t gone to Levi’s mansion since that first time, preferring to meet up in the city to avoid stumbling into his family. I know he’s there now, working on something.

At least that’s what he implied.

I never sought him out myself. He initiated all our encounters and planned everything.

So this is me making a bold move.

“You’re doing the right thing, Lavender.” Gordon stops at a traffic light and looks over his shoulder at me. “Levi is a good choice. He might be young, but there is wisdom in him that is hard to find.”

At this moment, I realize that while his approval is nice, I don’t need it, and it doesn’t matter what my brothers might think either.

Levi doesn’t have to be a good choice for anyone but me.

And if all this works for me, why should I care about anyone else?

* * *


Gordon passes by the security guard, who opens the gates for us, and it takes us less than a minute to park by the house.

“I’ll spend the night here.” Even if Levi is not home, I’ll wait for him. “Consider it your evening off.”

“I’m just one phone call away.” I pat him on the shoulder and grab my purse to get out. “Lavender.” I turn to my driver once again. “Not everything is what it seems.”

What the hell is that supposed to mean?

“All right. Have a nice evening.”

Closing the door, I rush toward the entrance and go up the stairs as the massive double doors open, and Gavin greets me, a deep wrinkle forming between his brows at the sight of me.

“Miss Wright. What a surprise.” His tone is so lifeless it’s hard to guess his true feelings on the matter. “Levi didn’t mention you were coming.”

“My visit is unannounced.”

“I see.”

Awkward silence stretches between us, interrupted only by the loud wooden clock somewhere in the distance. “Is he home?”

Another long pause and I see a slight worry flashing in his eyes before he finally replies, “No. You can wait for him upstairs.”

Well, it’s one thing to come to his home unannounced and quite another to go his room without him.

“I’m thirsty and hungry. I could wait for him in the living room.” I take a step toward it, and my brow rises when he stops me. “Gavin?”

“We didn’t expect any guests. We need a bit more time to prepare everything. Why don’t you rest upstairs for a little while, and I’ll call you once everything is ready?”

Okay.

Levi’s staff is truly strange because who sends a guest to the bedroom right away? They should offer me some refreshing drinks and lead me to the living room, so all this?

Is beyond bizarre.

“Gavin, is there a problem with me being here?”

“No, ma’am. I’ll call everyone right now.”

“They aren’t here?”

“They are in a separate house right now.” Well, that explains the silence, but once again, what the hell? Shouldn’t they be home? Maybe Levi has his own rules and doesn’t like strangers sharing his space. “Miss Wright. I hope you’re sure about your decision.” He walks to the exit, opens it, and gets outside. “I’ll be right back.” With this, he shuts the door behind him, leaving me standing alone in this house as thunder rocks the sky, and everything inside the castle falls into darkness.

A tremor rushes through me at this, and I go to the living room, my heels clicking soundly on the marble, only to halt my movements when I hear barely audible music.

Following the sound, I reach a wall and bite my lip, wondering how it could possibly make all that noise.

Putting my splayed palm on it, I gasp when it moves under my touch, and that’s when I realize it’s a secret door.

Dread fills my bones because it reminds me of the same thing Rush used to have on our private island, where he forbade me from entering.

The instant smell of chlorine fills my nostrils, and, pushing it wider, I notice the heavy steps leading to the basement, and even though my life taught me better…I still decide to walk down the steps as countless small light bulbs on the walls brighten up the way for me.

I’m like a moth trapped by the mesmerizing flame, trailing it, even if I suspect it will lead me to my doom.

Reaching the basement, I cover my mouth to still my sounds, because what opens up to my view is…horrible.

There is a single, huge cage in the right corner, with various chains spread across it, as if waiting to trap someone.

Tables with weapons, from knives to poisons to guns and even drills and…

Torture devices that I’ve only seen in historical books.

The more I walk around the basement, which is so huge it’s like another new dimension, the more anxiety and panic rush through me, my mind screaming at me to run away, yet I’m glued to the spot, my eyes capturing the horrors all around me.

Going farther, I notice a board with at least a hundred names, connected by arrows and a huge X, with small notes and photos attached.

Next to each photo is another of either ripped flesh or some other body parts.

Nausea hits me.

“Oh my God.”

Levi is a murderer.

No.

A serial killer who must enjoy what he does to have so many devices to prolong his crimes. And what are these photos? Trophies?

Looking under the board, I see a computer and flash drives with the names on them, which probably means he films all the atrocities committed by him as well.

“Oh my God,” I repeat, finally snapping out of my stupor and spinning around, ready to bolt, only to freeze once again when I notice nine huge screens farther to the right.

And each screen has my face on it.

Coming closer, I whisper, “Oh no.” Videos play one after another, all invading my privacy.

Videos from my apartment, university, family dinners, and my sessions with Dr. King.

I barely swallow past the bile forming in my throat, holding back the need to gag because the man I thought was a good guy…is an obsessive killer who stalked me all this time!

Another board hangs near it, and it has my whole family on it, Orion included, with similar notes and arrows, as if he designed some kind of plan.

And I’m the weapon to execute it.

The pain that envelops my heart shatters since he has probably been using me for his sick agenda, but I refuse to focus on it.

Instead, I reach for the survival mode that urges me to seek out and get help before something bad happens to me.

My brothers.

I need to go to my brothers and tell them about all this.

They’d know what to do.

How could I be so stupid? How could I have not seen this in him?

The madness that pollutes his kind cannot be missed, yet he deceived me. Now I’ve put everyone in danger.

I don’t even make two steps when an arm circles around my waist, lifting and turning me around, pressing me hard against the nearest wall. My scream reverberates through the space, and I come face-to-face with Levi.

“Caught you, moy cvetochek.”

“Let go of me,” I hiss, trying to get free, struggling in his grip, which is useless, and that’s when he wraps his hand around my throat, pressing with his thumb on my artery. “Let…go…”

“Shhhh, moy cvetochek. Save your strength for what’s to come.”

His grip on me intensifies. I expect pain, instead, my body becomes heavy, and slowly, the world around me goes black.


CHAPTER NINETEEN




“Family is everything and comes above anything else.

That’s something my father engraved into me from a very young age.

I never argued with him, for he built a strong brotherhood where loyalty ruled, and I knew no one would ever betray him.

But some families bring just destruction.

And their loyalty to that destruction crushes souls, forever destroying them.”

Levi

Levi, 16 years old

“I don’t understand,” the man whispers, licking away the blood dripping from his nose on his busted lips while he pulls at the collar keeping him glued to the wall. Tight cuffs wrap around his ankles as his bare feet curl into the glass, and he hisses, “I’ve never done anything wrong in my life.”

“Is that so?” I ask, sliding my fingers over the glistening knives and not liking any of them.

All these tools are boring, even if they are expensive.

Still, I settle on the largest one made out of the finest steel and lift it, enjoying its weight in my palm as the man continues to talk, his voice so gravelly I barely resist the urge to cut off his tongue and feed it to him.

“I’m a teacher at the local school. I have a wife and three daughters, I’m an active member of my community, and I have never committed any crimes.” A whimper escapes him, and I turn around to see him shift a little, the sharp glass digging into his heel at the action. “If you let me go, I’ll plead your case with the district attorney.”

My laughter is the only answer to his proposition.

“I’ll make sure he offers you a good deal if you help me.”

“Or he’ll offer me an even better one once he sees what I have on you.” I tap the tip of the knife. “You have secrets, Ken.” His breathing speeds up. “Secrets you like to hide in the basement where you have a camera and a bed, along with cuffs.” I move closer while anger zips through me, awakening the rage in my blood that ignites everything in its wake. “Do you think the district attorney would love that?”

“I never touched them! I didn’t do anything to them.”

My hand flexes on the knife, but still, I keep my voice even and smile intact despite wishing to snap his fucking neck.

Patience, patience, patience.

“No. You just kidnapped them and then got off on their fear, snapping countless photos of them in their despair before giving them to their rapists.”

Ken used to be a hit man in his youth before he discovered perverted men were willing to pay any amount of money to do the dirty work for them, which included kidnapping their victims.

He operated on the dark web and took any requests, as long as they were willing to pay the price.

Any age. Any gender. His victims didn’t matter to him, and they joined his collection in the photo album he kept hidden, so he could get off on his trophies while playing the perfect family man to the world.

If people only knew what kind of evil might live next door to them and act like the most perfect person in the world, they’d learn to be more wary.

“I stopped this a long time ago,” he whispers, pushing against the wall harder as I come closer to him, and the pulse in his neck beats wildly. “I met my wife and had our daughters, and I left that life behind.”

The anger only intensifies, and I resist the desire to stab him right in the heart and watch him bleed to death.

Patience, patience, patience.

“I found God.”

“Don’t try to use God to cover up your crimes. You lay low because you almost got caught. When your last client deceived you.” He blinks and stills when I put the knife to his collarbone. “He called himself Robert.”

After my family took me in and showered me with everything, I grew up with two goals in mind.

To always make them proud for loving me despite knowing shit about me, and the fact that I was incapable of feeling the same emotions back. I created a whole different personality for them, the one I could present to the world, and be sane enough.

The monster living in me was protective of them, and I would kill anyone who so much as hurt my family, but love…I have no fucking idea what that is. They mean everything to me, and I’d die protecting them, but is it love?

I have no clue.

The second goal was to find my mother’s rapist and punish him for everything he did. My little secret no one could know about because it was my revenge.

It’s my right to end him and find my little sister.

It became a fixation and obsession on its own, and for me to succeed, I needed to be intelligent, cunning, and the best at whatever I decided to do.

Only a clear head would have allowed me to learn. However, going to my father to let him teach me was out of the question.

Since I acted as if I didn’t remember shit about my past, they believed me and tried to hide their dark deeds from me. Aileen doesn’t know anything.

I do, though.

So when the urges to inflict pain on those who deserve it became too much, I went to the only person I knew would help me, even if it meant going against my father.

Uncle Arson.

My father’s most loyal friend uses fire as his favorite weapon, torturing his victims until he burns them alive, and he enjoys every second of it. Half the time, even his friends consider him crazy and prefer to stay away, and not everyone can watch him play in his dungeon.

I mean, his own wife was his captive once. He saved her from a cult, became obsessed, and the rest is history. It’s a good thing Aunt Callista loves him, or Dad would have had to kill him.

My father operates an underground brotherhood that explores their vices in the darkest ways, torturing those who deserve it the most and making no apologies for it. Dad found all my uncles on the streets at different stages of their lives, but they’d all already stepped onto the dark paths by then. He just channeled their desires in the right way so they wouldn’t kill an innocent.

However, he warned them that should they ever lose their heads, harm a woman or a child, or try to force themselves on anyone in a physical way…he would kill them.

Strangely, Uncle Arson recognized my tendencies and didn’t even act surprised when I came to him.

In fact, it seemed as if he expected me.

The only thing he warned me about before stepping on this path is that it’s for forever, and if I ever start killing innocent people for the fun of it…he’ll end my life.

For him, that was a generous offer, probably for my father’s sake, so he wouldn’t have to be the one to end me.

My father and his friends are a lot of things…however, merciful, they are not.

Two years ago, I expected him to start teaching me by explaining how to use the weapons. To my surprise, he made me work on my stamina instead.

Long laps in all kinds of weather, swimming endless miles, hiking, and learning how to fight till I wouldn’t be able to breathe. Combined with my football practice, I lived and breathed sports, which alarmed my mom, but it helped clear my head.

He taught me how to shoot well, how to differentiate different types of guns and knives, and what specific torture devices there were to kill someone in the most painful ways.

How to cover up my tracks and leave no fingerprints, and start designing my own dungeon, because I could never kill someone wherever.

As he said…what he did was an art form that required strategy and intelligence, and if I acted like a blood-hungry idiot, he’d feed me to the alligators.

Once again, I believed him.

I mean, one of his friends has a lion as a pet. You do not question Uncle Arson.

Finally, he allowed me my first hunt.

A man who used to rape women and got away with it all the time because he belonged to the elite.

Killing him became the highlight of my existence as it brought me a step closer to killing Robert.

“Robert.” The man speaks up, snapping me out of my thoughts and bringing me back to the present. Ken swallows hard and chokes on his blood a little when he does so, then spits on the floor. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he cries out when I press the knife hard against his collarbone until it breaks the skin and penetrates his flesh. “Okay, okay. I remember something. Please stop.”

He’s my only link to Robert as of now because no searches gave me a name. I even asked Uncle Arson for help, and he couldn’t find anything.

“He was an asshole. Cocky, confident, and so rich he expected everyone to dance to his tune.” He rests his head against the wall as rage slowly builds up in my veins again. “He got obsessed with this thirteen-year-old girl and wanted her.” The organ that pumps my blood contracts strangely at the mention of my mother, and I allow for this weird emotion to fuel the rage so it can grow and bring me strength. “At first, I refused. The job was too risky. She frequently went to a library in town, and it was always crowded. Plus, she wasn’t stupid or naive, but very wary.” He spits some more blood. “He was so obsessed, he offered triple the amount. I got the girl for him, and she fought me every step of the way.” Despite the situation, excitement blankets his gaze, and my hand clenches into a fist. “He didn’t appreciate that. He was a crazy fucker. Got all jealous and shit over me touching her and refused to pay. Instead, he sent the cops my way, so I had to flee.” He stills when I drag the knife down to his stomach, and quickly adds, “I don’t know anything else. He never gave me his full name, but I have the girl’s picture in one of my albums.”

He sighs in relief when I step back, happiness shining on his face because the idiot really thinks I’m going to let him go.

No one is more confident in getting away with crimes than a coward who lost humanity.

“You’ll let me go now, right?” He licks his chapped lips. “I gave you what you wanted. I’ll keep my mouth shut as if this never happened.”

“Of course you’ll keep your mouth shut.”

I grab the pliers from the table and go back to him as he starts thrashing in his restraints when I forcefully open his mouth and cut off his tongue. “You see, Ken. Your cooperation means nothing to me. You know why?” I lean toward his ear. “Because that thirteen-year-old girl? She was my mother.” He gasps and it transforms into a scream when I stab him several times, enjoying watching him bleed before I release the chains holding him together so he can fall to the floor.

Injuries that would affect his life forever but not take it.

Oh, no.

All these victims in his photo albums?

They deserve justice, and death is too quick of a punishment for the atrocities committed by him.

I want him to suffer and answer for every single soul he captured.

As he thrashes in agony, I grab the album and flip through it some more, searching for my mom’s picture, greedy to see her and dreading it at the same time because the picture would be a haunting reminder of what happened to her.

I don’t find anything, though. Robert must have taken it, which would fit with his jealous character. He couldn’t even stand her loving me.

The rage within me builds and builds, wishing to destroy everything around me, and it’s hard each day to control the urges.

I’m not any closer to finding him or my little sister, but I will.

If that’s the last thing I do.

In my quest for revenge, I forgot about one crucial thing.

Spoiled and cowardly men like Robert can’t forgive or forget those who took something from them.

And when my mother died, I became his single focus, just like he was mine.

We both wanted to catch the other.

The only difference?

I wished to kill him, and he needed to take away something from me I loved most to bring me as much pain as possible.

According to his warped logic, I had to pay for taking away Mom from him.

Once I figured that out, all I had to do was wait.

And when Lavender entered my life?

It was game on.

Lavender

Pain.

That’s the first thing registering in my head when I open my eyes, only to close them again as prickling sensations seem to envelop my whole scalp and squeeze it tight.

My body hurts all over, and since when is my mattress this rough underneath me?

Wincing and hissing, I raise my hand to touch my forehead, wondering if maybe I have a fever, but something heavy pulls my arm back. “What in the world?” I mutter, finally forcing myself to snap my eyes open again and sigh at the single light bulb flashing directly on my face and blurring my vision a little bit.

I must have slept with my lights on again, which explains why I feel this shitty.

Gathering all my strength, I sit up and freeze when the environment around me comes into focus as horror fills every bone in my body, replacing confusion with fear so strong I can almost taste it.

Because I’m sitting in the cage, the cuff wrapped around my ankle with a long chain attached and trailing to the bars. It’s long enough to let me move in the cage, but short enough not to escape. I have another one on my right wrist of similar length.

Oh my God.

Memories like the most horrific movie start to play in my head, one after another, as a deep and husky yet amused tone speaks up, coating the energy around us, proving to me this is not a nightmare.

It’s my reality.

“You’re finally awake, moy cvetochek.”

My eyes crash with Levi’s, who flips a lighter through his fingers, periodically lighting it up while he studies me.

The sound, along with water dripping from the sink several steps away, causes a different kind of flashback to pop in my head.

“You’ll learn to obey me.” Jade fists my head and drags it to the sink, my cry echoing in the space because it hurts my already burned skin. “How could you have done this to me?”

I push him away and rush back into the living room, searching for a phone to call for help while my entire being hurts so much I barely resist the urge to scream.

“Come back here. You’re almost eighteen. We should have dinner, and you can accept my proposal.” I cannot fathom his delusions, but should I be surprised?

He killed my parents and still thinks I’m my mom. She never loved him, and that was enough for him to sign her death warrant.

Obsessive men like this…they are a danger to society, and no sane woman should ever end up in their twisted web, for the outcome is always the same.

Inevitable death.

He lunges at me, and I dart toward the dining table, knocking a few things over in my rush, and that’s when several candles fall on the floor, scattering to the curtains and igniting them right away.

“What did you do?” he screams, advancing on me, and I step back, back, back until the fire touches me, and it’s a relief.

Maybe if it destroys me, it will free me from his obsession.

“Lavender.” Levi’s voice pulls me back from the past and into the awful present. That’s when I realize my labored breathing fills the air, and I’m gripping the chains hard. “Stop. Focus on me.”

Despite the situation, a hollow laugh escapes me when I sit up straight and plaster myself against the cage as if trying to put more distance between us.

I reach deep into my soul, to the part of me I thought I put behind when Jade died, and pull strength from it. If anyone can win against the obsessive madman…it’s the Lavender who rose to protect me twelve years ago. “It’s hard to focus on anyone else. Since I’m your prisoner.” Lifting my hand, I shake the chain while more anger glides through my veins, and I welcome it.

Anger is better than the feeling of absolute betrayal.

To my astonishment and annoyance, the man clicks his tongue and flips that damn lighter once again. “Let’s cut the dramatics, moy cvetochek. It doesn’t suit you, and I find it tiresome. It’s never original either.”

“You’re a serial killer who’s been stalking me.” I point at the boards that are visible from here. “You’ve been keeping tabs on my brothers as well. Is it because of Rush? You decided to punish him by getting me?” I hate how my voice shakes on the last part because, how could I have been so stupid?

Men like Levi don’t chase scarred old virgins unless they need something from them. I’m a classic case, vulnerable and easy prey for the likes of psychopaths like him.

Even my life experience was not enough to recognize the signs as I was blinded by my own desires.

He takes out a cigarette from his back pocket and lights it up before taking a pull from it and sending the smoke flying all around us. “The idea of your brother losing his shit once he finds out about us is amusing. I’ll enjoy his frustration and anger from the inability to do anything about it. It’s a rather poetic justice, wouldn’t you say?”

“You think you will live long enough to enjoy it?” I swallow past the bile in my throat as he smokes his cigarette and comes closer to the cage, and that’s when I notice a golden key in his hand. He inserts it into the lock, and trepidation rushes down my back, only increasing my nausea. “Rush, Rafael, and Orion will kill you once they know what you did to me.”

He laughs.

Freaking laughs!

“Rush kidnapped my sister and almost killed my father. Despite that, he’s still breathing. You really think they’re going to kill me over a little fight with their sister?”

“A little fight? We aren’t having a little fight. You’re a psychopath! A murderer! A stalker!”

“Anything else? Get it all out, moy cvetochek.”

“And don’t call me that either! I have a name, you can use it!”

The scarred and scared part of me urges me to shut up because it’s never good to antagonize such men. Right now, he holds all the cards, so I should act more compliant if I want to get away.

Somehow I can’t.

For the first time in my life, my patience is thin, I cannot control myself, and it’s a disaster!

He opens the cage and steps inside, slowly moving toward me, so I get up, ignoring the discomfort in my muscles at the movement and trying to walk to the farthest corner. “For a prisoner, you’re awfully mouthy.”

“You don’t get those a lot, I guess.”

Just shut up, Lavender!

The pep talk doesn’t work since he continues the conversation, only adding to my fear. “They’re too busy screaming from all the torture to mouth back at me. It’s an interesting change. And besides, I don’t take hostages or prisoners.” He grins, although his blue eyes stay cold. “You’re my first, moy cvetochek. Do you like that?”

“Oh, yes. I feel so special to be your first. Thank you for such an honor, Levi.” I move some more, the chains dragging after me and making my ankle ache. “What do you plan to do next?” The memories are blurred together inside my head, and the words spill from me before I can stop them or really think about them. “Are you a rapist, too? That’s why⁠—”

The energy around us drops by several degrees instantly, and he reaches me in one long stride, the air sticking in my lungs when he wraps his hand around my throat and pushes me against the cage bars that rattle soundly. For a second, he cuts my oxygen supply off while anger emits from him so strongly I can almost touch it. “I told you. I never take what’s not willingly offered.” His fingers flex on my throat some more, and I try to rip his hands away while he continues. “You can call me whatever the fuck you want, but what you will never call me, even when you’re angry and hysterical, is a rapist. Is that clear?”

I nod, too shocked to do anything else, and his grip on me loosens, allowing me to inhale air into my starved lungs. His thumb rubs my throat in a soft caress, and before I can tell him to stop, he takes several steps back, once again surprising me.

“I do apologize for hurting you right now, moy cvetochek. Some things will not be tolerated, though.”

I blink at his mood swings, which give me whiplash. Then again, I imagine being called a rapist is not something anyone would let slide. What was I supposed to think? “I won’t apologize for my words.” His brow rises at this, and he drops the cigarette on the ground, stepping on the bud and twisting his foot. “Sooner or later, my brothers will find me. They track my every movement.” I’ve never been more grateful for that fact until now.

“I removed their trackers from your phone and car a long time ago. The only person who can track you is me.” He taps on my arm. “Because I injected it right inside you.”

“What?”

That’s when I vaguely remember my doctor’s appointment right after the engagement party. I went to do a health checkup and they injected something into my arm. I assumed it was some sort of medication since I had headaches back then.

“You… You… How could you? Putting something inside me without my consent?” I hiss, rubbing my still sore throat. “You’re crazy.” But even these words don’t seem eloquent enough to describe how I feel right now.

What’s with all these men in my life who want to control me and never let me breathe without their permission?

“No, I’m protective. That evening, you became mine.” I still at the fire blazing in his eyes when he rests his forearm above my head, trapping me between the bars and his hard chest. “And that forever put a target on your head. I won’t apologize for protecting what’s mine.”

“Why would it put a target on my head?” I try to make sense of this reality and just can’t. How could my life turn into a nightmare once again?

A piercing headache hits me, and I sigh. “Do not answer that. No matter what you say, it won’t justify your actions. You’re still a killer and a stalker.” I swallow, facing him head-on, and resist the urge to plaster myself more against the bars to create some space between us. Somehow, I do not wish to show him my fear. “And I still have no idea what you want from my brothers and why they are on the board.”

According to my very limited psychological knowledge, psychopaths don’t feel any emotions and are excellent manipulators, using every situation to their advantage and acting like chameleons.

Still, he can’t fake his affection for his family, right? He might not give a shit about Rafael, but Aileen loves Rush.

Hurting him would hurt his sister, and he wouldn’t do that, would he?

“You have a perfect family, and you grew up to be a monster? What was the reason?” I know in some cases one is just born with such tendencies. However, more often than not, deviant desires are formed based on experiences as a child.

“It must be your curse, moy cvetochek, to have such a vivid imagination,” he murmurs, and leans closer, his familiar scent enveloping me and creating a haze around us. If it weren’t for his rigid muscles against me, I would have never noticed his barely controlled anger since his voice stays deep and even. “If I wanted to harm your brothers, they’d be on the other board.” My brow furrows, and I look at the boards again. The one with various bodies is one giant bloodbath, but the one with my brothers… My picture is right in the middle and all arrows lead to me. “This specific board is purple and is all about you.”

“All about me?”

“Yes. You’re my first and only obsession that rivals the one that’s been fueling my blood for years.”

A strange warmth flushes through me, which just speaks to how truly fucked in the head I am because, how does this earn such a reaction from me? “You’re a murderer, and you’re sick. These kinds of obsessions usually end badly for women.”

“So when your brothers stalk, blackmail, and kidnap women, that’s love, but when I do it…it’s sick?”

“My brothers and cousin aren’t murderers. They have very questionable methods in dealing with those who stand in their way, but it’s vastly different from killing people left and right just because you don’t like them.”

He chuckles at my speech and takes out a remote from his back pocket, pressing on the button. “Check it out.” I look at one of the TVs on the right, and my eyes grow wide as shock waves crash into me, seeing Rush and Orion torturing some men. “They kill them in the end. They have an interesting technique, wouldn’t you say?” All I can do is stare as my brother picks up a blade right before piercing it into his victim’s abdomen. “Rush is a bit messy. He likes to leave blood everywhere.” Nausea comes back at this point, and I tear my gaze away, refusing to focus on Orion at all. “Rafael believes in the law. Trust he will fuck up anyone who he deems worthy of his punishment, but at the end of the day…he’ll twist the law in his favor to achieve what he wants. I wouldn’t say he’s never killed anyone, but I would say he isn’t like us.”

The headache becomes unbearable, and I press my fingers into my temples while my voice trembles as the life I knew just crumbled. “You are… How could they… This is…”

He clicks his tongue and lifts my chin, rage glazing over his blue eyes as if my losing my shit over all this is unacceptable. “You’re a smart girl, Lavender. When your brother hunted my dad and brought Aileen to his island, did you think he was a saint or something?”

“Of course not.” I knew he was in the dark place, so to speak, but it’s one thing to suspect and quite another to watch it. Orion completely blindsided me, though! “My brother is not a saint, but he killed all those men because he was avenging our parents. And they deserved it. They made his life hell!” I’ve heard bits and pieces about his past, and my heart broke every single time. “So I’m not saying this is right. Still, my brothers had their reasons. You grew up in a perfect family with perfect parents and a sister in a world designed to cater to your every wish! What was the reason for all this?”

Something crosses his face, and he leans back, taking a few steps away from me. “Interesting how our views change depending on who is on the receiving end of our judgment, isn’t it?”

“Don’t call me a hypocrite. You know I’m right. You expect me to clap my hands and say yay after seeing all this?” I point at the screens. “You invaded my privacy. Manipulated me into doing what you wanted, and for what? Save this lie about protecting me. I’m about done hearing it from all the men in my life.”

The fury is back, and I sigh when he replies, possessiveness coating his every word, “I’m the only man in your life, moy cvetochek.”

Ignoring him, I continue. “You can keep me here, but I have a family, and they will be searching for me.”

“Like I said, you have a very vivid imagination, Lavender. You aren’t my prisoner.”

“So what do you call this?” I lift my ankle and wrist. “You’re a psychopath, Levi, and I can’t believe I let you touch me.”

“Well, you can always look at my marks on your body to remind yourself.” I wish glares could kill, so he’d drop dead. “I’ll come back later when you’re ready to listen.” He steps out, leaving the cage’s door open. I can’t fucking reach it anyway, and he knows it, so it’s him mocking my helplessness. “Oh, and while you’re thinking about what a monster I am… Didn’t you say people killing evil people is sometimes necessary because that’s the only justice some of the victims get?” he hisses. “Turns out, when it’s actually happening…you’re just like everyone else. Afraid and wanting to put people like me behind bars. Because a crime is a crime, Lavender. I tried to explain that to you once, but you didn’t understand.” He opens his arms wide. “Now you do.”

My wrist falls to my side while my heartbeat speeds up, and air becomes nonexistent.

Once during my conversation with Lev, I tried defending a woman who killed her uncle. He raped her for years, and she finally snapped on her eighteenth birthday. I couldn’t believe that she was sent to prison and society judged her for it, claiming that she could’ve just run away.

God gives life and takes it away. We can justify some murders, but it doesn’t change the fact that a murder has no gray color in it.

And as such, there could never be any justification for it.

That’s what Lev said. “No.”

“Yes,” he replies, and winks at me before turning around and going upstairs while I crunch down, holding my head as tears stream down my cheeks.

Because the best friend I thought I had?

Was Levi all along. Was it another one of his schemes to stalk me?

What have I done?

Levi

Closing the basement door, I press my splayed palm on it when I hear Lavender crying, my insides in knots at hearing her so upset.

Yet I have no other choice.

She couldn’t live in her bubble forever, and she needs to accept every part of me. There is no going back for either of us.

She’s mine, and I’m hers. The sooner she accepts this fact, the easier our lives will become.

I knew she’d come to me the minute I listened to her conversation with Aunt Phoenix, and the possessive part of me thrived in the knowledge that my woman finally chose me.

All this idiotic sneaking around started to piss me off. My woman spent years in the darkness, so she deserved to be shown around in the light. I wanted everyone to know that she owned me and that she belonged to me.

“I do not approve of this.” I look over my shoulder at Gavin, holding a tray with a glass of water and Lavender’s favorite cookies. “You do not put your future wife in the basement.” His brow furrows. “You are going to marry the girl, aren’t you?”

Usually, no one besides my parents dares to speak to me in that tone, but I let it slide because Gavin proved himself very loyal and has helped me out over the years.

He lost his daughter to a rapist, who I killed, and since the man was on the verge of suicide, I decided to hire him as a butler for this mansion even though I didn’t need one. It gave him enough purpose to live and help me out. “Someday.”

“As long as we are clear, you do not bring a girl home and have a fling with her.”

“Well, thank you, Gavin. I don’t know what I would have done without your permission.” I turn around to face him and tap on the tray. “She won’t eat it. Probably will throw it in your face and ask you how you could help me.”

“Still, I will try. Out of the way, boy.” He rolls his shoulders back and goes in, and I wait for a few seconds before smirking when I hear the tray clank against the floor, and after five seconds, he comes back, his suit wet from the water. “God knows you’re a match. You'd better fix this and fast, Levi. Gordon won’t wait forever for her, and if she doesn’t show her face tomorrow morning, he will notify the brothers. Do not start a family war for nothing.”

The clash is inevitable anyway.

My phone rings, and taking it out of my pocket, I see the security guard’s number flashing on the screen. “Yes?”

“Hey, boss. There is a drone in the sky. We’d have shot it, but you told us not to. It’s very small and tries to fly under the radar toward the property. My guess is it’s recording. Double-checking if we should still follow your previous order or if we need to get rid of it?”

The thing about vindictive cowards?

They always think they are smarter than you, and while I still can’t locate Robert or his family since all his followers are dead…I know he’s spying on me.

He needs to see for himself how much Lavender means to me, so he can try to take her.

Sometimes a good hunt is not about chasing your prey.

It’s taunting it with a bait so tempting, they can’t resist and come to the hunter themselves.

And while in the past such a notion was acceptable to me because I knew I could protect her…now it is not.

She’s mine.

He doesn’t get to watch her in our home and smear it with dirt that’s impossible to wash away.

“Shoot it, and should anything else come our way, get rid of it too.”

“Got it, boss.”

I’ll find another way to get Robert.

Lavender is precious and sacred to me, and as such, I won’t let him go near her.

Even if she doesn’t want to be with me after she learns the whole truth.


CHAPTER TWENTY




“We should stay away from our shadows.

Because there we hide our deepest desires.

And some of these desires?

Are deadly in their nature and demand our sacrifice.

A sacrifice that will inevitably destroy us.”

Lavender

Lavender

I move a little, the heavy chains locked around my wrist and ankle cutting into my skin, and I bite my lip, holding back a groan of frustration.

Showing a weakness in the devil’s den is not an option because he will use it against me one way or the other.

The delusional asshole probably has cameras all over this place. “I hate you, Levi,” I say, hoping he hears me.

I should have known better. I’m delusional too, and that’s why I ended up in this mess in the first place.

I’ve been stuck here for hours now, with Gavin periodically coming and going, bringing me food and offering blankets.

I told him to get out every single time, counting the time and hoping that my brothers would come and fix this.

In fact, I have no idea what Levi’s goal is here, anyway.

It’s not like he can force me to be with him or blackmail me into keeping my mouth shut, so isn’t this a waste of time?

Being trapped here also put in perspective a lot of things, and I came to the conclusion based on the comments he made that he probably kills all these people who deserve it. Maybe that’s why he liked our discussions because he could find justification for his actions, so I don’t really feel sorry for the victims.

He might not be some bloody murderer who snatches whoever, but it still doesn’t change anything between us.

He used me, lied to me, and pretended to be someone he was not while playing the role of a dashing prince.

What a joke.

When, in fact, he was the villain all along.

My life got ruined once again.

I freeze when heavy footsteps register in my mind, the energy around me changing swiftly, and my fists clench.

Levi, wearing all black, comes down the stairs, flashing me a grin that doesn’t reach his cold eyes, and it contrasts with his mesmerizing handsomeness, which has women falling all over themselves around him.

If only they knew the truth…

I shift back a little, wanting to put as much distance between us as possible, but that’s useless because in a second, my back hits the cage’s bars, reminding me of my dire situation.

For I’m a prisoner in this monster’s dungeon, a monster who hides himself behind a perfect and beautiful mask, fooling everyone around him about his true intentions and trapping innocent souls in this hell of his own creation.

Lay off the dramatics, Lavender.

“Moy cvetochek,” he says, his voice seductive yet threatening and hypnotizing. “Why are you shaking so much?” I pick up the water bottle lying nearby that Gavin left behind and throw it at him, rattling the cage’s bars. “Ah, I missed your temper. I started to think you lost it along the way. It would have been such a shame since that’s what attracted me to you in the first place.” Rolling my lips, I refuse to say a word and give him the satisfaction he so seeks.

He throws the golden key inside the cage. “I have a proposition for you.” A beat passes. “Unlock your chain.” Despite his voice sounding even, I do not miss the order lacing it, and although my hatred for the man right now is deep…following orders when it comes to kidnappers is something both of my brothers engraved in me from a young age.

“Remember one thing, Lavender. When in captivity, focus only on your freedom. No matter what you have to do…it won’t be your fault. Only have one goal in mind. To escape. Because compassion doesn’t exist in darkness.” Rush palms my cheek. “Do whatever is necessary to survive.”

I grab the key, unlock the cuffs, and rub the bruised flesh while watching him carefully. He finally decided to end this stupidity?

“Good girl,” he praises, and I bristle at the endearment, barely holding myself back from throwing the cuffs at him. How dare he call me that now? “Let’s play a little game, shall we?”

“I’m not interested in playing any games with you.”

“Even if it means gaining your freedom back?”

He opens the cage door wider, his gloved hand holding the bar tightly and bringing attention to his muscular physique that warns me he can crush my bones with just a little pressure. “Get up.”

I do as he says and wince at the pain shooting through my legs from being in the same position for such a long time. “Run, moy cvetochek. I’ll even give you a head start.” He cocks his head to the side while my brow furrows and fear stirs deep in my stomach because such generosity means nothing good. “If you reach the security guards before I catch you, you’ll have your freedom. I won’t ever come to you again.” Since I stay still, only my labored breathing fills the air as our gazes clash. The energy around us sizzles with tension and wickedness that sends shivers down my spine in waves, urging me to hide away in some corner from whatever he has planned for me.

I’ve seen firsthand what his cruelty is capable of. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to wipe away the images in my head, playing like a vivid horror movie.

Yet this is a different kind of anticipation and fear, as if participating in this game would change everything in ways that would ruin me.

Because then I’d have to face all my hidden demons that love his obsessive attention and want to discover what his darkness truly entails, and that’s a recipe for disaster.

I need healthy in my life, not fucked up.

“Lavender.” His harsh voice startles me as he opens the door wide and points toward the stairs. “Run.”

Monsters do not give you chances. They force you to play their games because they enjoy your soul slowly bleeding to death.

As your suffering is their only source of fuel.

Deciding to break my silence, I lick my chapped lips and push the question out through my dry throat since I refused to drink whatever Gavin brought me. “And if I fail?”

His eyes scan me from head to toe, the heat in them unsettling. “Then you’ll belong to me. Remember one thing, Lavender. It’s your last chance. If you fail…you’ll be mine forever. No one, including your family, will be able to take you away from me. All my previous crimes would seem like a warm-up.” So much heat laces his promise, and fisting my skirt, I move closer to the door as he steps back, and says, “Run, moy cvetochek. I’ll count to ten.” We stare at one another, and he mouths, “One.” With this, I rush outside, ignoring the pain shooting through my entire system. Taking two steps at a time, I get to the empty hallway, my bare feet slapping soundly against the perfectly polished marble as I race toward the exit.

An owl hoots in the distance when I push through the double doors and fly outside, ignoring the hot concrete bruising my skin.

A gasp slips past my lips at the sight of the enormous maze garden greeting me, spreading horizontally, lit by the moonlight shining brightly on the mesmerizing fauna, promising you hell on earth, for the creatures who live inside it are cursed and vicious, craving only one thing.

Your complete surrender.

Grabbing my skirt tighter, I speed up my pace and focus on one thing only.

To win this game, even if it seems impossible right now.

I have to believe in the impossible and use all my strength to find a way out.

Because a hunter chases me.

And he’ll stop at nothing to catch his prey.

This is my only chance because, despite everything, I believe he will keep his word to me.

My last chance at being normal and putting all my past behind. I might join the convent after this, though, since my taste in men is clearly shit, and I seem to be attracting the crazy.

I race through the garden with all my might, passing the magnificent flowers as thunder shakes the sky and rain starts to pour, darkening everything, while the lights make my eyes blur.

My dress and hair become instantly soaked, and my lungs burn for oxygen as I navigate through the confusing maze and cry out when I see Levi in the distance. I dart to the side, getting myself into another opening, and huff in frustration when I reach a dead end.

“Think, Lavender, think.”

I see a small alley leading somewhere and run quickly, sobbing with relief when I manage to get out of the maze and notice a light far away, which must be the security cubicle.

Despite my whole body throbbing in pain and my feet burning while every gasp of air becomes unbearable, I speed up, ready to reach the finish line and…

“No!” I scream when strong arms grab me from behind and lift me, my feet kicking the air as I thrash in his hold. “Let go of me!”

“No can do, moy cvetochek. I caught you, so you’re mine,” he whispers into my ear right before turning me around and throwing me over his shoulder. He marches back toward the mansion. “You put up a good fight. I’m really proud of you. You even managed to pass the maze. And it’s more confusing than the one at my childhood home.”

I hit his back with my fists, but freeze at these words, lifting myself from his shoulder a little, removing my wet hair from my face, and gasp. “It was you who found me?”

“You’re funny, Lavender. Nothing happens in your life without my knowledge and permission. I think we’ve established that. There was a reason Hardy watched you like a hawk.”

I bristle at this. “Permission? I don’t need your permission for anything, you obsessive psycho!” And I knew I was suspicious about Hardy for a reason. He doesn’t even look like a butler! Another traitor to avoid.

Or maybe I can get him fired. Call me vindictive, but fuck him too.

“Shhh, all this screaming will hurt your throat, and I have better plans for it tonight.”

The audacity!

“If you think I’m going to sleep with you again after⁠—”

“I don’t think. I know.”

I resume my blows on his back just as he reaches the doors and enters, goose bumps popping all over my skin at once as the cold AC air settles on me, and a shudder rushes through me. “Put me down.”

“A little patience, moy cvetochek.”

“Do not call me that! I’m no longer your anything.”

He ignores me, of course he does, and walks farther into the house, and for the first time, I have to really study it, although there isn’t much to study in the first place.

It looks almost like a replica of his parents' house, with the gold and beige dominating the color scheme, along with the glistening marble and expensive antiques spread throughout.

That’s about it, though, since the spacious hallway, living room, and dining room don’t have any furniture.

The terrace seems to be shut, so for now, the only route to escape is through the main doors, but he probably has cameras here. Still, I do my best to memorize everything so I can use it to my advantage once I get the chance.

We pass by several walls where I see various oil paintings, probably dating back to the nineteenth century, depicting images from Norse mythology. I recognize the various gods and goddesses.

Odin, Thor, Freya, Sif, Frig, Njord, Alva just to name a few, all majestic in their glory.

I pause at the Thor who is showcased holding his hammer Mjölnir with his two magical goats on either side of him as thunder cracks the sky and lights him up so gorgeously that power emits from him, even from the painting.

His painting is next to Odin, who sits on his throne, his wolves on either side of him, looking straight into your soul, as if warning you not to go against him because the consequences would be severe.

And still, his eyes hold so much wisdom, making you wish to come closer and wonder if looking at the painting might give you answers to all your internal conflicts.

It’s impossible to stay silent. “They are beautiful.”

“I agree. Took me a while to gather them all here, but my patience paid off.”

“Is this why you don’t have any furniture? You used up all your money to buy the paintings?”

He chuckles and starts going up the stairs to the second floor. “No. I don’t spend enough time here to focus on decorations. It worked for the best.”

“Why?”

Why are you even continuing this conversation?

To be fair, thrashing and screaming won’t help me right now, and I should act calm to find a way out. Maybe if I become less difficult, he’ll let down his guard, and I’ll manage to find his phone to call my brothers.

“Now you can decorate our house however you wish. Although I have a certain antique dining table in mind with Celtic engravings that’s nonnegotiable. I think you’ll like it.”

And just like that, the anger is back.

“You’re more delusional than I thought if you think I’m going to play house with you here. We are not in a relationship! You’re my stalker.”

“Try to sound less pleased when you say that.”

“It doesn’t please me!”

“Whatever you say, moy cvetochek.”

We move through an empty hallway with several doors until we reach the massive brown ones, and he kicks them open with his foot. The room has nothing but a king-sized bed right in the middle. He heads straight to the bathroom with several mirrors, a huge bathtub, a shower stall, and so many bright lights I instantly hate it. “What are you doing?” He places me on the counter near the sink, then turns on the shower, adjusting the water until I see hot steam fill the space.

“Get warm and relax your muscles, but I don’t want you taking a bath, or you might fall asleep hungry. You can either wear my robe or wear the clothes prepared for you. They are on the bed. You have thirty minutes, and then I want you to join me downstairs for dinner.”

“Is there anything else you want?”

I hope he hears in my tone what I think about his orders.

“So much, but you aren’t ready to hear about that. Don’t test my patience, moy cvetochek, it’s already running thin.” He taps on my nose, and I slap his hand away, hating how my stomach flutters at such a light touch.

He made my body addicted to him, and now he can use its weakness, but I won’t let him.

I won’t be a fool who is led by her hormones.

He walks off and shuts the door behind me while I ponder my options. I quickly remove the dress, hating the wet fabric on my skin, and step into the shower, welcoming the hot water.

My stomach rumbles, and I know it’s for the best that I will go down. Levi might be a psychopath. However, he won’t spike my drinks or take me by force.

I do not doubt this.

So, eating to regain my strength and hanging out with him to make a phone call is a good plan.

I just hope the said plan won’t bite me in the ass by the end of the night.

Levi

Gavin places the last dish on the kitchen island and sighs. “Let’s hope she eats this time. Call me if you need us. Otherwise, we’re heading out for the night.”

“I won’t be calling.”

“Well then, good luck.”

He leaves via the kitchen door leading to the garden, heading to his house, while I lean back in my chair, watching various foods he made, chuckling.

They are all Lavender’s favorites, since I made him memorize all her preferences.

It’s going to be her house and her staff someday, so they might as well get a head start.

My phone rings, and my brow furrows when I notice Ian’s name flashing on the screen.

Despite Wyatt becoming my best friend, our deep bond never transferred to Ian, meaning we were civil toward one another but never stayed in each other’s company longer than necessary.

I don’t even remember us talking without Wyatt present. It’s not that we don’t like each other. We just never clicked in any way, and I never understood his friendship with the Boston Bratva’s heir either.

So this call has trouble written all over it.

“What’s up?”

“I need your help.” I sway my whiskey glass, watching the ice melt inside it while waiting for him to elaborate. Compared to Wyatt, Ian chooses his words methodically and never rushes to make his point. He’s also way less hotheaded, preferring cunning calculations over anything else. “Daisy finishes school soon. Find a way to send her away for the entire summer.”

Of all the things I expected him to say, this was never on my fucking list.

“Daisy, as in Daisy Hale, your mother’s ex-husband’s daughter, who is fourteen and has the biggest crush on Wyatt?” The poor thing has stars whenever she looks at him, and he avoids her like the plague, hoping his dismissal of her will cure it. Not that I blame him. I’d do the same in his place. “Why would I do that?” I’ve seen the girl a total of three times in my life, and our families aren’t friends.

Sebastian Hale is a brilliant lawyer whose work I would have admired, except for their past with Dr. King, which makes me dislike the guy, and the twins hate him too.

“She’s turning fifteen this summer, and her friend came up with an idea of taking them on a week-long cruise. Where she plans to ruin her life.” My instincts go on high alert at this because I get the meaning at once. “Daisy is reckless and naive, which is a dangerous combination. And she’s way too trusting. She’ll find trouble, and I don’t want that. She might love her friends, she loves horses way more though.”

Right. Isn’t she an equestrian?

“I don’t get it, Ian. Why not call Wyatt to handle it?” And what does he expect me to do anyway? Kidnap a minor?

“Because he seems a bit too preoccupied with Aurelia.” Anger laces his tone, and I hear something crack on the other end of the line. Who knew a girl would break the twins’ unshakable bond? Tragic, if you ask me. “Besides, I’m in a hellhole right now and won’t be able to come up with the money to save her. So buy her an expensive horse and make her train him somewhere in Texas. I’ll deal with her friend in the meantime.”

My lips twitch at his commanding voice. You can take a person’s wealth, but never his birthright arrogance.

A King is always a King, even if he’s exiled from his kingdom.

“Why don’t you ask your Bratva friend to do that?”

“Because mentioning any female name to the Bratva is dangerous. She might become a liability.”

“All right. Consider it done.” Aileen is obsessed with riding and frequently visits her best friends, Eve and Caroline, who own several acres of land in Houston. Their father has an oil empire, and they also have ranches. They should be able to help me find a horse in need of love who would benefit from a summer program.

I heard Daisy has a soft spot for tortured souls.

“Don’t mention this conversation to Wyatt either.”

“Don’t push it, Ian. You've already given me two orders. Make sure there is no third one, or you can go fuck yourself.”

He laughs, and the carefree sound reminds me of the guy he used to be just a year ago, before everything went to hell. “Protect Daisy, Levi. I feel responsible for her in a way. It’s my fault she has this obsession with Wyatt.”

“Why?”

“She thinks he saved her from a snowstorm, but it was me who did. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Hopefully, he will crush her heart irrecoverably so she can move on, and I won’t have to watch over her anymore.”

Whenever he speaks about the girl, he uses the same tone he uses when he talks about Emmaline. He clearly considers her his little sister and has a soft spot for her. Just like Wyatt, despite the distance he put between them. But doesn’t this information imply that the girl actually has a crush on Ian, then?

If he’s not careful, this whole thing will blow up in his face and complicate the already complicated relationship between their families.

“Just do this for me, Levi, and I’ll owe you one.” The line goes dead before I can reply, and I put the phone away just as I hear soft footsteps padding toward the kitchen, and Lavender shows up.

My woman is ethereal in her long summer dress, though it seems she’s purposely chosen it to hide her curves from me.

I know and adore every inch of her, and as such, no matter what she wears, she’s desirable to me and the focus of all my attention.

Her long locks fall down her spine, the tips still slightly wet, so she must have blow-dried them in a hurry. Pride fills me at how she lifts her head, challenge along with determination flashing in her eyes.

My brave, brave cvetochek.

If only she knew I’m the only person she doesn’t need protection from, because her needs would always come above mine.

I do not wish to keep her in a cage. Rather, I wish to give her the freedom to finally be herself, and in this show off her beauty that belongs only to me.

“You look stunning.”

“Save the compliments for someone who cares,” she fires back, although it comes off weak when her stomach rumbles in hunger. “Where is your loyal butler?”

“He went to bed. It’s late for him.”

“So he’s okay with you kidnapping women?”

“I’ve never kidnapped a woman in my life. You came to me, remember?” Her lips purse. “Anyhow, kidnapping is your brother’s thing, not mine.”

“Would you stop that? He’s marrying her. You make it sound as if he’s a monster.”

“Well, he’s a murderer who stalked her to kidnap her and use her as a pawn against my father.” She drops on the chair opposite mine with a loud sigh, grabbing the water glass and taking a long sip. “I don’t like repeating the same shit over and over again, but if he’s not a monster…then I shouldn’t be one either, right?”

“Different situations. He wanted her despite who she was. You wanted to use me because of who I am.”

“No. I wanted you the minute my eyes landed on you. You became mine, and it just happens that I knew it would make Rush go ballistic. I think I deserve that justice, don’t you think?”

“Oh, do you, now?” She holds my gaze, picks up her fork and knife, and digs into her grilled chicken. She chews on her food, still studying me, and swallows, reaching for the water glass. “This is leading us nowhere.”

“I agree.”

“Let me go, and we can end our affair like reasonable adults.” She adds some marrow to her plate, polishing them in record time with the rest of her chicken, as if she’s trying to stuff as much food into her system as possible. “I won’t tell anyone about this, and we can go back to our respective lives like this never happened. I’ll stay away from the club, and your friends as well. In fact, I’ll move back to the island.” She nods, giving me a fake grin that widens her mouth, yet her nose twitches in disgust. “Perfect solution.”

“Running away again instead of facing your problems is not acting like a reasonable adult, moy cvetochek. You sound like a coward. And I’ll be honest…I have very little respect for those.”

She slams her splayed palms on the island, rattling the plates on it, and gets up, inhaling deep breaths and closing her eyes before snapping them open again. A beat passes and she sits back on her chair. “Why are you doing this?”

“Doing what?”

“Pushing for my emotions.”

“Because you’re allowed to have them. That’s part of being alive. Shocking, isn’t it?”

She watches me for several seconds while I sip my whiskey, then finally asks, “Are you a serial killer?”

“Yes.”

“Did you enjoy killing all those people?”

“Yes.”

“Do you regret it?”

“No.”

Her fingers curl on the island, and she huffs. If she wants more elaborate answers, she needs to ask better questions.

“Do you kill innocent people?”

Ah, we’re getting closer.

“No. Only those who deserve it.”

“And who deserves it, according to you?”

“Rapists, pedophiles, abusers, traffickers. Take your pick.”

She leans back, and a breath slips past her lips at this, her face gaining more color. “So you’re like a vigilante? You help those in need even if it goes against the law?”

“Would it be easier to accept me if I said I was?” I get up, grab the whiskey bottle, and pour more into my glass while opening the terrace door and allowing for the frigid air to get inside, bringing relief to the inferno burning within me, for I’ve never spoken about this with anyone else. “There is nothing noble, romantic, or heroic about what I do. No matter the reason, I kill people. I enjoy torturing them. When they suffer…I consider it poetic justice. Punishment should always fit the crime, and sometimes the biggest punishment is letting someone live. Still. There is no difference between me and those who kill innocent people.” I look at her, and she swallows. “We’re all monsters hungry for blood, and no justification changes that fact. Murder is murder, no matter the reason.”

I welcome the burning sensations in my throat when I take a long sip and turn around, resting my back against the kitchen counter.

“That’s why I respect people who never allow their darkness and traumatic experiences to grow into sadistic vices demanding to be fed. Once you taste it, you become addicted, and you can never go back. Instead, they became strong and freed themselves from their past, moving on. That’s what is truly heroic, and I guess the biggest fuck-you to their abuser. To lead a life where they simply have no power anymore.”

“I’m not justifying what you do. Although I’ll be honest, knowing that you kill all these hideous creatures helps to deal with all of it better. I just don’t understand the reason behind it.” Her brow furrows. “Your parents and family are perfect, Levi. What kind of darkness do you have that requires this kind of outlet?”

Ah, my confused cvetochek.

She never brought this up, and I never spoke about it myself because I assumed her brothers had told her.

Apparently, they kept her in the dark about my origins.

I step into the terrace, my bare feet slapping against the wet marble, and welcome the cold as it grounds me to the present despite my past playing in my head, painting vivid images that still hurt even though they shouldn’t.

We survivors do not have the privilege of crying over our past because we always have to outrun it. Otherwise, it will consume us.

“My mother was kidnapped when she was thirteen by a perverted man who kept her in his basement and raped her for eight years.” Her gasp echoes in the night, and I finish my drink in one gulp, hoping the whiskey could wash away the bitterness from my voice. “So you see, I did lie to you about something important. My biological father is a rapist.” The rain continues as the trees shake in the wind, while countless lights brighten the darkness around us. What a good allegory it is for what’s happening inside me now.

Lavender is the only bright light in my dark existence, and letting her go would be letting the chaos win.

She’s my one chance at salvation, and I won’t ever let her go, but for the first time in my life, I wonder…how fucking different is that from what Robert did to my mother?

I said murder is murder.

Wouldn’t it mean obsession is obsession regardless of the reason?

She might be trapped right now in a gilded cage, but it’s a cage from which she wishes to escape, and once she learns everything about my past?

She will be devastated.

If she asks me, truly asks me to let her, and after I understand that I killed any kinds of feelings she might have had for me…would I be able to let her go?

Lavender

I’m trying to process what Levi just said and get up when I notice that he froze, with his back facing me as he watches the rain.

If he steps any farther, he will get soaked from head to toe, but maybe he doesn’t care.

“Valencia…someone hurt Valencia?” My heart aches for the kind woman. I can’t imagine what it must have been like for her.

I refuse for a second to think that Lachlan had anything to do with it.

Wait.

The math isn’t adding up because Valencia was around twenty-four or twenty-five when she had Aileen.

Then it hits me.

“You’re adopted.”

He looks like the spitting image of his father, with his blond hair and blue eyes, and I never for a second doubted the family connection. No one ever hinted that they weren’t biologically related.

Although the lack of childhood photos or their confusing answers about his age should have been a clue for me.

“Yes. They found me when I was seven or eight years old. No one truly knows my real age.”

“So your family hides the fact that you’re adopted?”

“It’s not a secret. We’re very private. Everyone in the family knows, the Kings included. I don’t broadcast it anywhere, but I don’t hide it either.”

Yes, rarely does anyone know anything about them as it is.

I swallow the anger that I apparently wasn’t considered family up until now, but then again no one owes me an explanation.

Resting my shoulder against the doorframe, I see him squeeze his glass tighter when I ask, “Where is your biological mom now?”

I’ve heard stuff about Lachlan and his friends over the years.

They belong to some kind of brotherhood where they helped people like me who ended up in hell due to sadistic people. I assume Levi’s mom is one of the survivors whom they rescued.

Since I didn’t feel sorry for these assholes, I didn’t think much about Lachlan’s method, but now I wonder if they are just killers and murderers who also found an outlet to channel their cravings for the greater good. They helped to deal with Jade’s madness back on the island as well.

Once again, I wouldn’t care.

He and these men have my gratitude forever.

Apparently, coming to peace with a murderer is easier than accepting the fact that Levi was stalking me, or rather, that I liked it because it makes me feel special.

My head is such a mess, and that’s what makes me think maybe I shouldn’t be in a relationship.

“She died right in front of me in that fucking basement, giving birth to my little sister.”

I still at this, my heart contracting with hurt just imagining him having to go through that. “I’m so sorry, Levi.”

He doesn’t turn to me, as if looking at me right now brings him discomfort. Instead, he proceeds to tell me his horrific backstory, a story that destroys my soul.

One shouldn’t compare suffering. It’s not a competition, but as shitty as my childhood was…he had it way worse.

“It’s the first time I've ever told anyone about my past. Even Wyatt doesn’t know all the details.” He walks toward the banister, letting the rain, which has grown less heavy, fall on him, and he spins around, leaning back while our eyes meet. “Now you know everything. Why I do what I do. I would never apologize and never stop, because if me being a murderer means that fewer children will have to watch their mother die in cages while rapists go on to live their perverted lives, then that’s the price I’m willing to pay in this world.” A beat passes. “That’s my only way to atone for the fact that his blood runs through my veins.” He taps his index finger on his forearm. “I used to cut myself as a teen, wondering if my blood looked any different than anyone else’s because it’s polluted by his poison.” A humorless chuckle slips past his lips and it only intensifies my pain for him. “It doesn’t, not that it changes anything.”

“You’re your mom’s son. It’s her body that grew and nourished you, her love that raised you and made you strong enough to withstand hell. And it’s due to her intelligence that you managed to survive in the wild.” She must have been very smart and clever despite the hand life had dealt her. “And whatever Robert did, it’s not your fault, and you’re nothing like him.”

“Yet I was the source of her greatest pain, because I think she would have killed herself if it wasn’t for me. And I’ll be honest. I would have preferred to never be born over having my mom suffer with that piece of shit.”

So much self-loathing coats his tone. Everything in me wishes to come closer to him and soothe it, but I don’t dare.

Not now at least.

“You want to find him, and you think he’ll come after me? Is this why you agreed to keep our affair a secret?” Looking back now, his understanding of me wanting to keep our relationship under wraps makes no sense unless he needed it himself.

“Robert was delusional enough to believe they loved each other, and the only obstacle that stood in his way was me. So I knew he’d want payback, and once he finds me…he won’t just want to kill me. He’d want me to suffer the way he did, and for that, he needs you.”

I jerk when thunder booms in the sky, startling me, and whisper, “I don’t understand. How would he know you’re his son?”

He taps on the little scar in the shape of a star on his neck that his tattoo covers. Now that I think about it, it’s the one thing most visible on him in all his social media posts. “He gave it to me when he beat me up once. I knew he’d recognize it, so it was just a matter of time.”

“And you think he found you.”

“I don’t think. I know.”

“So he’s hunting me now?”

Levi showed an interest in me, and maybe Robert took it the wrong way, so he probably had no other choice but to continue pursuing me to catch his mother’s rapist?

I step outside myself, extending my splayed palm and watching the raindrops fall on it, wondering why this knowledge doesn’t soothe the fire spreading in my veins. It just intensifies the betrayal.

Levi hasn’t done anything wrong. Granted, he wasn’t honest with me, but I was a willing participant in all our sexual encounters. So what if he didn’t plan forever with me and just wanted to use me?

Didn’t I plan to use him myself, and was just stupid enough to fall for him?

I’m not sure if it’s love. I’ve never experienced it, but feelings are involved, and I have only myself to blame.

No one promised me forever.

“That’s why you put a tracking device in me and have all these cameras around. You’re not stalking me, you’re making sure you won’t miss him once he tries to take me under false pretenses.”

The glass in his hand crushes, and I gasp when he drops the pieces on the floor. They barely miss his bare feet as blood drips from his open wound, creating a red pool around him while anger laces his every word when he replies, “Moy cvetochek, get it through your pretty head that my obsession is what triggered his desire to get you. Not the other way around.” Warmth washes over me at this, and once again, I wonder if I’ll ever be normal. “The only reason I’m watching you so closely is because I want to protect you and cannot breathe without knowing what you’re doing and where. I’m afraid being mine includes me stalking your every move and making sure no one hurts what’s mine. Like that fucking guy who dared to insult you.”

My eyes widen. “What did you do to him?”

“Taught him a lesson and broke a few bones. He’s doing time in jail. Don’t worry about him.” It sounds like a command, and I barely hold back the hysterical laughter.

Oh my God!

My gaze falls to his bleeding hand, and I quickly rush to him, grabbing it and lifting it. The cut isn’t deep and won’t require any stitches. “We need to put something on it.”

“It’ll heal.” His breath fans my cheek, and my heartbeat speeds up when I realize our proximity. I swallow, moving back a little but still holding his hand. A zap of electricity passes between us. “I’ve had way worse.”

Yes. I’ve touched and kissed his body countless times, and now I have this deep urge to do that again.

To pay all his scars special attention, to try to soothe the pain just looking at them must bring him and show him how little they matter to me or whose blood runs through him.

Except I can’t do that, can I?

I’m his captive, and I refuse to sleep with my captor, no matter his reasons or the ways my body begs me otherwise.

Once upon a time, I promised myself to never settle for a man who’d try to clip my wings, and I intend to keep it.

Clearing my throat, I say, as owls hoot in the distance, creating a rather sinister energy around us, “I’ll help you catch him. Just tell me what to do, and I’ll bring him to you.” I bite on my lower lip. “I don’t understand what it is like to want to kill someone. I could never do it, even if I liked all these documentaries. I guess I got satisfaction knowing that all these pervs were dead, so people like us could get justice, you know? I never actually thought about what killing them entails.” I hook the strands of my hair behind my ears. It’s getting wet all over again in the rain. “However, I do understand wanting revenge and finding your sister.” Growing up with a madman like Jade, I’m terrified to think about this little girl having to be raised by that rapist. Hopefully, he hasn’t hurt her in any way. “I’ll help you and will never tell anyone about it. Your secret is safe with me.”

I don’t care if he killed those people, and I suspect everyone around me does it anyway, my brother included, so it’s not like I can choose a different family. Or want to, really.

If I ever find out they kill innocent people, though…I would report them all to the police myself.

He wraps his hand around mine, smearing me in blood, and pulls me close to him, our chests bumping against each other’s while his other hand laces through my hair, tilting my head back as he leans closer. “No. What part of being mine do you not get? Whatever I thought was possible just a month ago is not. I won’t allow him anywhere near you. Just the idea of him getting his hands on you drives me mad, wanting me to set everything on fire around me.” His thumb presses on my chin. “You’re essential to my very existence, Lavender, and that’s a curse and salvation at the same time for both you and me.”

He pushes me away and walks toward the garden, not bothering with the rain at all. I lift the skirt of my dress and follow him, hissing, “Where the hell are you going?”

“To my sanctuary.”

“In the middle of our conversation?”

“This conversation is over as far as I’m concerned.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I gulp for air since he moves so freaking fast, and in several more steps, we end up near the place where I lost my virginity.

Somehow, we’ve never come here again after that first time, and it’s completely different and magical at night.

The moonlight lights up everything around it, and the glass walls make the bed the center of attention, with a huge telescope pointed at the sky. It’s so dark that no stars shine there.

Heat travels through me the minute we enter, and silence falls on us, along with warmth and goose bumps covering my skin when he says, “I guess we have one thing in common with Robert. We’re obsessed with what and who we want to the point of insanity. The more I want you, the more he’d wish to hurt you because he knows how this works. He knows that, as long as you’re mine, you’re my greatest weakness and, in this, my reason to live. I won’t put you through that risk.” A hollow chuckle follows as he grabs a towel and throws it over my shoulders before picking one up for himself, drying his hair. “I won’t be like him. I won’t let my obsession put a woman in a cage and for her to end up hating me.”

My brow furrows. “You didn’t⁠—”

“Do not make excuses for me. You’re free to go. I’ll call Gordon so he can pick you up and take you home.”

I’m too stunned to say anything besides repeat after him. “Take me home.”

“Yes. Please understand something, Lavender. Doing that makes me go against my very nature, but I give you my word, I won’t bother you, and you’ll be free to live the life you want without me in it.”

What a lie.

He’d still watch over me and stalk my every move, so what he’ll give me is an illusion of freedom because that’s something I wish for, and he won’t have to feel like an asshole who hurt his mother.

Even though both of them have nothing in common.

He goes to the bedside table, and I notice he has a landline on it. He picks up the handset and presses the number, speaking after two seconds. “Gavin, call⁠—”

Before he can dish out his order, I rush to him and put the handset back, disconnecting the call as a bubble of laughter escapes me.

For the happiness surging through my veins and lighting up everything inside me finally breaks all the invisible chains that have held me hostage in my confused mind over the years, creating a shielding cocoon that prevented me from taking risks or believing in the impossible.

Levi gave me a choice, even if it meant going against his nature. He gave me a choice, and in this, he made himself my only choice.

I do not want freedom from him, but I want the freedom to choose my own life, and he just gave me that.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




“The right family is a powerful fortress that will protect you from all the evil this world has to offer.

My parents gave me everything.

From a starved child who had to survive, I became a prince loved and cherished by everyone.

Except…

I was born in evilness, and pain.

And as such, I could never grow up to be anything but a villain.”

Levi

Lavender

“What are you doing?” he grits through his teeth, sliding his hand out from underneath mine on the phone and stepping away from me as thunder shakes the sky.

The complete darkness outside creates an illusion of solitude, like we are the only ones left on this world and, for once, I welcome it.

Because maybe in this darkness we can uncover all our vices, secrets, and vulnerabilities without being afraid that the other will exploit it.

“I don’t want to go anywhere,” I say, and confusion fills his eyes that have the power to consume me with their gaze alone. Their depth is akin to the swirling ocean during a storm that everyone warns you to stay away from but it’s so beautiful you just can’t. “I want to stay.”

“You want to stay,” he repeats, crossing his arms while his voice turns cold and almost mocking, but it doesn’t scare me. Because beneath the mocking, I hear traces of disbelief. “You couldn’t wait to get away from me earlier.”

Lifting my chin, I reply and mimic his posture as another thunder booms. “I changed my mind.”

A sinister smile curves his mouth. It doesn’t reach his eyes and his face darkness. “Is that so? So what’s the plan, darling? You want to distract me with your good graces until you can call your brothers so they would beat the shit out of me?” He cocks his head to the side, the pitch of his tone laced with distain. “It can be arranged without you sacrificing your dignity.”

“I’m not your darling. Don’t call me that,” I reply sweetly, and his brow furrows as he watches me rub myself with the towel, sweeping his gaze over me, and the muscle on his cheek twitches.

While I’m annoyed the stubborn man chose to act like an asshole to me in order to chase me away, I understand all of this is just an act to protect himself from yet another disappointment in his life.

Just like a wild, caged animal that has been bruised and abused for years who lashes out and prefers to attack before anyone can get close and potentially destroy it.

“What are you to me then?”

Such a simple question and yet so difficult to answer because despite being attached at the hip for the past month, I never allowed him to put any label on us or ever agreed to him calling me his.

In fact, in the quest to shield myself from heartbreak, all I did was reject his claim on me even though he was exactly what I needed.

I could have never chosen some good guy living on the straight and narrow because the men in my family are vastly different.

Protection, possessiveness, obsessions, and absolute devotion go hand in hand for them all, so why did I expect anything else from Levi?

That’s what subconsciously attracted me to him—he isn’t a dashing prince who lived in a fairytale, oh no.

He’s a handsome villain who survived hell, and that experience makes him crave my tortured soul, for his is exactly the same.

From the very beginning I dished out obstacles after obstacles and he managed to demolish them all, although I still refused to see this as anything serious.

Because if I admitted it was serious then Levi had the power to hurt me, and I didn’t think I could withstand being hurt again.

I’m stronger than I think and this strength allows me to seep bravery from it and face his demons that now create obstacles in my path.

“I’d say I’m your girlfriend, but that sounds a bit odd to me. The term doesn’t fit our dynamic.” I throw the towel on the chair and flip my locks over my shoulder while the light wind from the AC billows my dress backward. “So I’m your woman and the only thing you can call me is either mine or moy cvetochek. Darling is too generic for my liking, that’s what you call everyone besides me.”

This shouldn’t surprise him since we both discovered I thrive in praise and attention, so feeling special is a part of that equation.

I notice a bowl of strawberries on the table and go to it, snatching one up and groaning at the sweet taste, his gaze turning brooding right away. “Delicious.”

“Lavender.”

“Yes, Levi?”

“Get out and go home. We’re done.”

Despite his harsh tone, he sounds disturbed himself for even uttering these words, and hiding my smile, I take another strawberry and eat it. “Why would I do that? It’ll just cause unnecessarily complications for you.” By his deepening frown I understand he’s confused as fuck with me right now. “You’ll still have to stalk me from afar, so why create this distance between us? You can stare at all this,” I sweep my hand up and down my form, “up close and without having to worry about that piece of shit.”

Warmth washes over me as an idea flashes in my head so quickly, I say it out loud before I can stop myself. “Do you think we can use your obsessive tendencies as foreplay? You can watch me from the screen getting off to the thought of you. Just like you taught me.” I sigh. “Although I think I’d miss you too much to enjoy it.” I wave my hand. “No, scratch that, and besides, I think I still should find this whole thing disturbing. So no more cameras in my bedroom or during my sessions with Dr. Phoenix.”

I know there is nothing normal about our relationship, and I would tell any other woman to run away from a man like that, but I don’t want to.

Levi would never hurt me, and after being left alone for such a long time…it’s comforting to know that I’m never really alone even when he’s not physically around.

I should probably discuss this at my next session with Dr. King. She knows a thing or two about having unconventional relationships after all.

Her husband used to be her worst enemy who once ruined her life.

Levi starts to walk toward me, so I meet him halfway, polishing off another strawberry as the juice trickles down my chin and his gaze instantly zeroes in on it. “So that’s what pity feels like.” I blink at this and gasp when he palms my cheeks and flicks his tongue over my chin. “Now that you know my life story and it moved you so much, your empathy and kindness couldn’t handle it. You feel like you should be the one to save me and show me that there is goodness in this world.”

He tips my chin upward, self-loathing coating his every word and stabbing invisible knives all over my heart that still bleeds for the little boy he used to be.

“Do not feel sorry for me, Lavender. My past will never excuse any of my actions in the present. Don’t try to find justification for them or convince yourself that you have to be stuck with me due to my vices that stalk your every move. There is nothing sane about me and I’m the kind of man everyone warns you about.”

He takes my hand and places it above his heart. “Do you feel this? It beats only to pump blood in my veins. I have no idea what it is like to love someone, and probably never will. All these fairytale stories about princes and princesses? You can forget about them. There is nothing magical about my feelings for you. They are violent and obsessive and if you let me, I might suffocate you with them. I’d never clip your wings and let you explore this world, but only if I’m by your side. There would be no escaping my madness, and I won’t rest until I own every inch of you.”

We stare at one another for a second and he wipes away the single tear trailing down my cheek with his thumb as his voice becomes softer, albeit still harsh. “The monster will not turn into a prince with the right kind of love. He’ll stay forever cursed.” He kisses me on my forehead and steps away. “Now go.”

Swallowing past the lump in my throat, I hold back the tears threatening to escape because I understand this is not what he needs right now from me.

Levi doesn’t want my tears, as to him they speak about unhappiness and sacrifices. He probably spent first six years of his life watching his mother suffer, and the idea of putting another woman through that makes him rebel.

“I’m not a princess.” I grab his belt buckle, halting his movements and putting my palm back on his chest. Despite the steady drumming, I feel his scarred flesh through the thin shirt and the moonlight mixing with dim lights changes the atmosphere all around us, charging it with heat and tension.

This handsome and complicated man reminds me of the warrior who survived countless battles. Except these battles convinced him he’s damaged and not deserving of any good feelings that are willingly offered once people learn his true nature.

He destroyed the boy he once was in order to become the man he is today, but his soul still weeps, desperately wishing to find unconditional acceptance so he’d finally feel like he has his rightful place.

The Scotts gave him everything, however, he probably believes that they might have been disappointed once they learn the whole truth about him.

I know they would love him no matter what but still, he won’t be able to share his nightmares with them because he wouldn’t want to hurt them.

That’s okay.

From now on, I’ll be his safe haven just like he is mine.

“I’m not a princess,” I repeat. “I think to be a princess you have to have a certain naivety and innocence about life.”

“You are one to me.”

His reply is the root of our problem.

My inexperience and past convinced him he corrupted my mind.

“We are nothing like Rush and Aileen.” He reels back, clearly not liking me bringing up our siblings in such a moment. “We both suffered and have scars that still hurt us to this day, but maybe we can connect our bruised pieces and put them together in a way that’ll make sense to us.” I slide my hand up to his nape and push even closer to him. “I have no illusions when it comes to you and I understand you won’t change. If you ever lose your head, though, and kill someone innocent or present a danger to anyone I love or me…I will report you to the police and leave you.” Cupping his cheek, I rise to my tiptoes and give him my final surrender, knowing there will be no going back from this. “I’m yours, Levi.”

Levi

Her warm lips touch mine, my body jolting at the connection because Lavender never initiated any intimacy herself. My innocent girl always waited for me to make the first move.

My hands fist, and I resist the urge to hug her and never let go, for this would mean trapping her in my hell forever, and while it was a goal of mine up until recently…

What if she regrets it down the road?

I will not have a woman who cries in the bathroom, holding her baby and trying to get away from the monster raging outside.

These images pause all my thoughts and I still when the strong rage washes over me, sparkling the all-too-familiar chaos in me anew.

Because I would never, never, allow anyone, let alone myself, to harm my child.

And somehow this shows me I could never be like Robert. I’m incapable of being cruel toward the innocent or those entrusted to me.

At once I wrap my arm around her waist, her surprised gasp rocking between us, and press her against my chest so her hands grasp the lapels of my shirt while I run my fingers through her hair. “Someday…you will regret it,” I whisper over her mouth, wanting to step away from her embrace but not being able to reject her.

I can never reject anything of hers, she’s engraved in my soul, so it would be like hurting myself.

Lavender is a part of me, the bright and innocent part, and I will cherish her till my last dying breath.

“I won’t.”

“Be very sure, Lavender. I will never be this generous again.”

Even offering her to go was going against my very nature, so doing that shit again?

I’m not that strong.

Determination along with adoration shine in her eyes when she replies, her voice giddy, which is such a contrast to her usual emotionless tones.

My exquisite woman, for the first time, doesn’t hide her emotions.

Instead of fleeing after my confession and less-than-stellar behavior tonight, she runs toward me, and the trust she puts in me is everything.

My stunning, brave woman who thinks a fucked-up person like me is worthy of her.

“I’m sure.” She pulls at my shirt. “Now kiss me, you stubborn man.”

The need slams into me, my body growing rock hard, and my voice turns to a hushed whisper when I say, “Your wish is my command, moy cvetochek.”

Our mouths meet, her tongue peeking shyly as she licks over the seam of my lips before sliding it in and tilting her head back, deepening the angle when we lock in a heated and slow kiss.

Each passionate and addicting stroke solidifies the inferno of burning emotions that make us groan into the kiss and her fingers yank at the shirt harder, bringing us impossibly close.

The monster within me soothes, for it is the first time that someone has seen beneath his terrifying exterior and instead looked within.

I always measured my future according to my revenge.

It’s what kept me going for years and forced me to make all kinds of plans.

However, the future is no longer about him, it’s about her as Lavender is essential to my existence.

My woman. My weakness. Mine.

She nudges at my chest, so I step back as our feverish kiss continues, the lust consuming me and sending it straight to my hardening erection pushing against the zipper of my jeans, creating discomfort as only one thing can sustain it.

Her.

I trap her whimper in my throat when my hands fall to her ass, pressing her against my thick length while goose bumps break across her skin as the the rain outside intensifies.

She pushes at me again and once again, I move back while her hands sneak between us and she palms me, earning a hiss as I tear my mouth away from her. We both gulp for air. “I think we have to resume our lessons,” she says breathily, and I harden against her palm even more while my hands dig into her hips, because our lessons?

They are the hottest thing I’ve ever experienced.

After our first time, Lavender asked me to give free rein to all her darkest fantasies and we explored her wicked mind, some of the stuff I’ve never done myself, and this made it even better. Watching her discover her pleasure in different ways while getting off on me?

Yes, that’s a sight I’ll never get used to.

The intimacy—true intimacy I’ve only learned with her. Where sex is not just a quick, detached hookup, but every breath, caress, moan, and touch matters.

“What do you have in mind?” I ask as she unhooks my belt buckle and unbuttons my pants. “You know I love your corrupted and wicked mind.”

Her melodic laughter brings much-needed lightness, casting us under its spell and wiping everything and everyone away. “Something we’ve never done before.”

I pretend to ponder on it and sigh. “Is there something we missed in that book of yours?” I chuckle when she pokes her finger into my stomach and groan as she lowers the zipper down before wrapping her hand around my length. It pulses in her soft grip that’s nothing compered to her tight, wet heat. “Get on the bed, moy cvetochek. We can play some other time.”

After tonight I wish to claim my woman and remind us both that we belong together.

My woman doesn’t listen to me, instead she leans forward and presses a kiss to the scarred flesh on my collarbone from when John dragged a knife through my flesh, enjoying my agonizing screams.

I’ve given her full control during our sexual encounters, meaning nothing happened without her consent as we fully focused on her.

My body existed to satisfy hers and that’s how I wanted it, because the idea of her taking her time with all my scars unsettled me.

I would always welcome her touch and never deny her, but her gentleness toward my ugliest parts rips something in my soul and threatens to open old wounds.

She pets my length one more time before letting go and her hands are back on my shirt as she starts to unbutton it as well. “Lavender.”

“Pleasing my man. That’s what I want to do.”

“You please me by breathing, moy cvetochek.”

She pushes me back, and that’s when I understand she’s guiding me toward the bed. “Flattery will get you everywhere.” She opens my shirt and removes it, letting it slide to the floor as her hot palms roam over me, hurting and healing me at the same time.

Within time she gave me permission to touch the scar on her cheek, losing all her doubts about her beauty in my eyes, but my scars…I always diverted her attention from them.

Now they seem to hold her sole focus as she she leaves soft kisses in her wake, tracing their shapes with her fingers, and I feel dampness on my chest, realizing she’s crying. “I’m so sorry.” She drifts her lips against the one near my heart from the hot poker that burned my skin so much, the scar still gives me phantom pains sometimes. “You must have been so scared and hopeless.” Her hands land on my abdomen, where knife scars are located. One day John enjoyed watching me bleed and my broken arm wasn’t enough of a punishment according to him.

I force these images away. They have no place between us right now because my past might have been hideous…I survived it and while you can never forget, it’s possible to get past it.

She delivers few more pecks before leaning back, still caressing them. “They hurt me because I know how painful they are, but they also make me proud. Thank you for surviving and holding on, Levi. Otherwise you wouldn’t be with me right now.”

Her kisses, words, touch, they serve as a shield from all the bad memories still poisoning my mind and replace it with something beautiful.

Unfamiliar sensations and emotions crush into me, demanding my whole nonexistent soul because a woman like Lavender deserves all of me.

I just wish there was more of me to give her.

“I will never let you go. You do understand that, don’t you?” I ask harshly, half expecting her to come to her senses and get the hell out of here.

Mischief dances in her emerald eyes and she shoves at my chest, making me stumble backward until my calves hit the edge of the bed, and I raise my brow. “Getting violent, are we?”

“Not really.” She reaches behind and drags the zipper down on her dress, the cloth sliding to her feet, and she steps out of it, curling her bare feet into the floor. She’s standing naked sans her lacy panties, her mesmerizing body on display to my greedy eyes that drink in every curve and dip while my hands are itching to grab her hips and let those mile-long legs wrap around me as I drive hard into her.

Patience, patience, patience.

My woman wants free rein and free rein she shall have.

She cups her full breasts, her dark brown nipples turning to hard peaks as she swipes her thumbs over them and gasps.

Desire glazes over in her stare, her long hair fallowing down her spine in waves, and the idea of any other man enjoying this sight awakens fury like a volcano erupting and burning everything around it. “You’re mine,” I tell her, watching more goose bumps pop across her flushed skin while her stomach dips and she squeezes her breasts tighter, caressing them. “Say it.”

“Yes, I’m yours.”

Satisfaction unlike anything rushes through my veins as she’s finally admitting it out loud and it calms my possessive and jealous side, the best in me wishing to reclaim her all over again.

Crooking my finger, I grunt as I take off my pants, and she whimpers once I’m completely naked. “Come to your man, Lavender. I bet your pussy is dripping, eager to be licked by me.” She gulps and shakes her head. “No? You prefer for my cock to fuck you hard until you feel every inch of me stretching that tight heat of yours?”

“You make me feel so hot.” Her needy voice almost makes me grab her and throw her on the bed, but I resist, watching her saunter toward me and wrapping her hands around my neck. “It’s like an addiction.”

“Well, I have the cure for it, moy cvetochek.”

She bites on my lower lip until she draws blood, and we both hiss when the taste hits us and she quickly soothes it with a lick. Before I can catch her her mouth in a kiss, she nudges me so hard, I fall on the bed. “Careful, baby. I’m starting to enjoy this violent streak of yours.” Rising to my elbows, I move right in the middle as she gets on the bed, her hand sneaking into her panties, her moan making my cock jerk. “Are you aching, baby?” She nods. “Then use your fingers. Prepare yourself for this.” I lay on my back and fist my length, stroking it and smearing the precum leaking from the tip as desire darkens her eyes. A chuckle escapes me. “Want a taste, baby, before you ride it?”

After giving me head a month ago for the first time, she indulged in that activity quite often and I always obliged her desires.

Whatever she wants, she gets, and I’ll get off on it.

Because it doesn’t matter what we are doing as long as I get her.

Besides, what man would refuse head from the woman he adores?

“It’s supposed to be a learning experience, Levi.” She crawls on the bed until she sits over my hips, her hands falling on my chest and her blonde silklike locks tickling my skin. “You’re a bad student.”

“But I’m an excellent teacher,” I growl when she slides back, her ass brushing against my cock when she kisses me hard, our tongues entwining and fighting for dominance that I win the battle of right away.

Her nails cut into my pecs while she rocks a little on my stomach, leaving wet imprints on me while her scent and whimpers urge me to just take what I want.

My hands land on her thighs but she retreats, gliding her mouth from my neck, showering my scars with more attention while blazing heat fuels my veins, burning me with each graze.

“You’re so handsome.” She scrapes her teeth over my six-pack, biting on it before licking the trail toward the V of my hips. “I can’t believe you’re mine.” Her nails sink into my hips so much, I wonder if she’s going to leave bruises just to stake her ownership. Any more pressure and she’s going to cut my skin.

I’ll wear all her marks proudly.

“You’re mine. Only mine.”

I resist a smile because in this moment she sounds as possessive and obsessive as me. Which just proves we are the perfect match. “No one else exists for me, Lavender.”

The idea of me noticing another woman is laughable, really. She’s been all I thought about since my eyes landed on her.

She shifts lower, her tight heat brushing over my hard-on, and the breath hitches in her throat, the tip connecting with her clit. Still, she moves farther back and settles on my knees. She traces her fingers over my length, her hair almost covering her from my view, so I thread my fingers through them. I feel her hot breath on me right before she traces the vein underneath with her tongue and sucks on the head, moaning around my length, and the vibration causes my hips to jerk. “Lavender.”

I’m too high-strung for this kind of stimulation tonight but if my woman wants to play, she will play even if it fucking kills me.

I tilt her head back a little when she draws me deeper into her blazing mouth, opening wider around cock, and groan when she slides farther, her hand wrapping around me and moving in sync with her movements.

Each lick and glide driving me further toward the edge and my hold on her intensifies. I deepen my strokes and she whines when more precum spills into her mouth but then she quickly pulls back, breathing in air. She kisses the tip, suckling on it before rolling her tongue out and swiping it over me and then trapping me in her warm heat once again.

Her splayed palm on my thigh flexes and I know what she wants, so angling her head some more, I press on her chin so she can open wider around me and breathe through her nose while I start to move deeper.

Slowly, we find the rhythm that allows me to push deeper into her throat. I groan when she starts playing with my balls, while continuing to suck me hard.

My body burns with need, her touches and mouth too tempting to withstand, and yet I do as she enjoys to drive me insane. She whimpers some more before dragging her mouth back, my cock slipping out with a loud pop, and she sits up, stroking my cock that’s wet from her saliva and my precum, mixing us together.

I see a reflection of my need on her face, her chest rising and falling, and she whimpers, “Levi.”

“You’re done, baby.”

Her laughter turns into a squeal that quickly transforms into a moan when I grab her hips and flip her onto her back, ripping her panties off and nudging her thighs apart as I breathe in her scent, rubbing my face in her wetness.

Sucking me off made her this hot?

She writhes underneath me, her hands fisting the sheets and her feet curling into the mattress when I place my open mouth on her, licking her from bottom to top before rolling my tongue around her clit and sucking on it. “Yes, please.” She lifts her hips up, only to groan in frustration when I put my forearm on her stomach, keeping her firmly in place as I feast on her and drift my lips over her folds, biting on the delectable flesh and earning myself a long moan.

The sounds she makes, how wet her pussy gets, her flushed skin against me…all these things increase the need and hunger consuming me, urging me to make her burn in the pleasure of my creation so she never thinks there is someone better for her.

She’s mine.

Just the thought of another man wanting moy cvetochek makes me murderous. Her beauty and gorgeous heart belong only to me, and God help anyone who decides to question that fact in the future.

“Let me move,” she begs, and I help her place her foot on my shoulder, allowing for her to grind on my tongue as I stiffen it and drive inside her, her thighs clamping around my head and she gasps, pushing her hips closer to my mouth. “More.”

I smile against her, pulling back and skimming my tongue over her folds, her wetness coating my chin, and I’m ready to devour her.

I want her so far gone for me she won’t think about anything or anyone else, where I’m her only anchor and focus.

I’m possessive even of her anxiety-ridden mind.

Spreading her thighs wider with my shoulders, I enter her again, her pussy sucking me in, the throaty sound she makes letting me know she’s close, and I crave it so fucking bad.

To let her come on my face and watch her lose herself in the pleasure only I can give her, then start my sweet torture all over again. “Oh, yes.” She twists in my grip, her pussy clamping around me, but I move as she sobs. “No, no, no. Come back here.” Her hands drift to her core and she glides her palm all over herself, her fingers gliding over her folds as she exposes herself to my view, her clit begging to be kissed. “I need to come, Levi.”

“Do you, moy cvetochek?” I deliver a kiss to her center. “Do you want to ride my tongue until you come?”

Our gazes clash and heat settles on her cheek as she nods. “Yes, yes, please.”

I sit up, gripping my rock-hard erection, and stroke it from base to tip while she sobs. “Or do you prefer for me to fuck you hard and deep until no thought in that pretty head of yours remains?”

“Oh God,” she whispers, fisting the bedsheets so much they crumples. Then she huffs in frustration. “Fuck me, Levi.”

My hands land on either side of her hips as I lean forward, kissing her navel and trailing my mouth upward until our lips are inches apart, and I settle between her spread thighs.

She’s a beauty, moy cvetochek, lying underneath me with her golden locks spread all over my black satin sheets, like a bright light standing out in my darkness, and in this warming me from the inside out, soothing the permanently furious nature demanding violence.

In her presence the monster longs for the acceptance in her gaze as she watches me with her glossy-from-desire-and-lust eyes. Her mouth is red and puffy. She bites on her lower lip and arches her back, placing her splayed palms on my chest and moving them to my neck. “Make me yours, Levi.”

Our mouths join, our tongues meeting with our combined taste, just as I thrust inside her hard, her pussy stretching around me and enveloping me in a tight grip.

Heat surrounds me and I grab her thighs, opening them wider while my fingers dig into her as I slide back only to drive into her again, moving her up the bed, but she doesn't seem to care.

Instead she wraps her legs around me, holding me so close, as if she never wishes to let me go and despises any distance between us, her fingers yanking at my hair every time I sink into her.

We separate for a second, and she presses her head against the pillow as I thrust into her rougher, making her moan. “Harder, please,” she begs, dragging me back down, and I smile against her mouth before locking us in yet another passionate kiss, but instead of speeding up my pace, my rhythm lowers, each stroke deeper than the previous one while her pussy clenches tighter and tighter around me.

She pulls at my hair and her feet presses into my ass as she starts to move her hips in rhythm with my movements, meeting me stroke for stroke.

All the while Mother Nature rages outside, thunder booming in the sky and rain tapping soundly on the roof, hiding us away from all prying eyes and leaving us alone in this moment that will be forever imprinted in my brain.

Because Lavender truly became mine and chose me out of her own free will. That’s a gift I’ll cherish for the rest of my life.

Her hands slide to my shoulders, her nails raking my skin as she arches into me, and familiar sensations slide down my spine, but I focus on my woman and her pleasure instead.

Gripping her hips hard, I press them into the mattress and start to drive into her harder and faster, swallowing her moans over and over again until she tears her mouth away and cries out, her pussy spasming around my cock.

“Levi,” she says, holding my gaze and hugging me close, our sweat-soaked bodies locked together while I’m still rock hard, thrusting into her, and my balls draw closer as she breathes into my neck. “Let go. Come inside me.”

Our scents mix together and the aching in my heart that cannot be described finally sends me over the edge, and I let go.

I spill inside her, the beast in the me roaring at finally claiming her fully while pleasure spreads all over me, the sensual heat enveloping me whole and racking a tremor through me unlike anything I’ve ever felt before.

Lavender is mine.

Darkness and all.

And in this moment, a man who thought he had no soul because he had to give it up in order to get justice for the wrongs done to him weeps.

For if I hadn’t had a soul…would someone like her want me?


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




“What happens to illusions?

They shatter in the most painful way.”

Levi

Lavender

“Lavender!” a woman exclaims, hugging me tight. “I can’t believe it’s you!” I muster up a smile, trying desperately to remember who she might be. “I’m sorry.” She steps back a little, her brown eyes shining in excitement as she grabs my elbow and starts dragging me toward the countless tables spread all over this spacious place. “I just didn’t expect to see you.”

“It was a last-minute decision,” I mutter, wondering what possessed me to open that damn invitation to our high school graduation ten-year reunion and accept it.

They had to postpone it for two years due to renovations at the school, so by divine intervention, I’m here to celebrate it all with them.

School was my haven, away from Jade and his sick mind, the only place where I could find peace and engage in the activities that brought me joy, since the perv didn’t allow any extracurricular activities.

As soon as I stepped into the luxurious gym, since this is a private school founded by the richest of the rich, I felt so…strange and questioned my decision.

“I’m so glad! I always wondered what happened to you after that fire. I wanted to visit you at the hospital, but your uncle wouldn’t let me.” She wiggles her nose in distaste. “Your uncle was a dick, no offense.”

My lips twitch because only one person used to be so blunt in our class, and as a result got into a lot of trouble.

The captain of the cheerleading team and the most popular girl in school, who also happened to be the kindest among us all.

In other words, she was perfect all around.

Valerie.

“None taken. Thankfully, he’s dead.”

She blinks then laughs. “Oh my God. That’s why I always liked you.” We reach one of the biggest tables, and my eyes widen at the fifteen people who used to attend my English literature class.

We used to be really close. Our mutual dislike for the subject, where our teacher assigned endless projects and essays, bonded us like nothing else.

Everyone is a bit older. Some have changed drastically, some not at all, but they all smile at me and wave. “Lavender is here!”

I choose this moment to adjust my hair, hooking the strands behind my ear and opening up my scarred cheek to their gazes.

Now on most days I forget I even have them, unless someone stares at them. The reminder lasts as long as it takes for Levi to kiss them and wipe all the bad memories away, leaving me wanted and desired by him, where nightmares don’t exist.

Warmth spreads through me at the thought of my handsome and protective man, who’s been my constant for the past two weeks, ever since I discovered his true self.

After accepting all our differences, I spent the weekend with him, where he told me once again that in no way would I act as bait to catch Robert, but that danger would follow us wherever we went.

So his protective instincts multiplied tenfold.

That’s why I don’t argue with his surveillance on me, and I have to make sure he knows where I am at all times. Some might find such control tiring. I’ve been looking for such protection my whole life, and I know everyone would say I probably have some issues from my childhood…I don’t care.

Plus, my brothers didn’t raise me to be stupid.

Despite us spending all our free time together, we still have this forbidden relationship because I refused to tell my brothers about us. While Levi showed me patience in this regard because he didn’t want to push me, I can feel him reaching his breaking point.

“Hi. It’s been a long time, Lavender.” The deep male voice snaps me out of my thoughts, my eyes connecting with kind gray ones, and I freeze.

The good-looking dark-haired man wearing a three-piece suit smiles at me and gets up, pushing out a free chair next to him at the head of the table for me.

Ronan.

My first real crush with whom I shared my first kiss after a victorious game, since he was the captain of our high school football team. “Hi.” I move toward him, and stop awkwardly before giving him a brief hug that lasts a second. I still don’t like being touched much, unless it’s Levi. “How are you?” I ask, and sit on the chair. He follows suit, and Valerie takes the seat to my right. So I’m stuck between them.

Ronan winks at me as he lifts his water glass and takes a sip. “Good as always.”

“Did you go pro?”

It was one of his biggest dreams, as it was his only opportunity to get away from his abusive father.

“No. Got a shoulder injury that put a stop to it.” Amusement laces his tone, and my brow furrows at this. I expected him to be a bit sadder over losing his dream. Then again. There was always this aura of dominance and edginess around Ronan that created tension wherever he went. It must have been the reason I was attracted to him back then. I sought protection, and he seemed like he could give it.

“I found having a business empire way more fulfilling.”

“Congratulations on your recent multibillion merger that’s now public knowledge. I was one of the lawyers on the opposing team.”

Maria.

She always wanted to be a lawyer and would argue with teachers until her face turned blue.

“You made me proud when I announced it on our Monday morning show,” someone else says, and five more of my classmates share their career paths.

Lawyers, producers, surgeons.

Our private school provided the kind of education and connections one can dream of, and their families' backgrounds helped them even more. So their success in their respective fields is not surprising, it’s a given.

Alicia speaks up next. “I’m so happy for you all. My career is a bit different but also full-fledged and demanding.” She takes out her phone and taps the screen, which shows a picture of three identical girls. “I had triplets right after high school, so being a mom is my full-time job.”

“Where is Rick?”

She married her high school sweetheart. Rick was the school’s president, and everyone adored him, although he had eyes only for Alicia. They were each other’s firsts too. Last I heard, he was on his way to becoming a senator.

“Home with the kids. Mommy needs a break.” Everyone shares a laugh at this, and my heart squeezes when several more classmates show their own families until everyone stares at me.

Maria asks, “And you, Lavender? What do you do?”

That was the reason I didn’t want to come to the reunion. It’s embarrassing and sad when people ask you what you’ve been up to all these years, and you have nothing of value by society’s standards to share.

It’s not like I have a great career or created an amazing family.

However, Dr. King pointed out to me during our last session that no matter how much I wish for it…I can’t change my past.

Constantly regretting it and refusing to move on only hurts me in the process, for I’m stuck in what could have been instead of what’s going on now.

“I’m not married and don’t have any kids.” Maria lifts her glass in my direction, so I pick up my water, and we clink them. “Nor do I have any career or academic achievements.” The confusion on their faces is almost comical. “I enrolled in university this year and hope to get a degree. And maybe learn landscape design someday.” Levi introduced me to Giselle, who is willing to teach me anything whenever I’m ready. I’m just not sure I want to do it on a professional level. I’m way more interested in using my inheritance to open up shelters and educational centers for victims of sexual abuse. A little stepping stone to help them build a new life. “I’m not sure what I want to do.”

They stare at me in silence, and that’s when complete acceptance of my fate comes to me, forcing me to finally see what I’ve been avoiding for such a long time. And there is a certain relief in this feeling, as if it frees me from all the invisible chains placed upon me that held me back from truly living.

“I’m a survivor, and that’s a reason to be proud. My uncle wanted to ruin me, but he didn’t get the chance to do that. It took me eleven years, but I’m finally free from him.” I drink my water, welcoming the cooling sensations in my throat. “I’m sorry if I ruined the mood.”

I’m not really. Granted, the reunion probably isn't the place to talk about my painful memories, but I need to see myself as valuable among all their successes.

My life is not a failure because I’m not where someone else is at my age, and that doesn’t mean it doesn’t have any value or beauty.

“So Jade is dead?” Ronan breaks the shocked silence, and I look at him as he raises his glass. “May he rot in hell then.”

Isn’t it ironic that my relationship with Ronan is what started the unfortunate chain of events that lead to my self-imposed imprisonment and now we can sit here together and wish the perv eternal agony?

He couldn’t stand me having a boyfriend.

Plus I remember him tattling on Ronan to his father so he ended up in the hospital. He thought his son should focus only on football without any distractions.

Oh my God.

Is this what caused his shoulder injury?

“Why can’t our group ever be normal? Look at them!” Alicia sighs, motioning with her head toward another table that’s laughing nonstop. “This is why we all skipped prom, too.”

“You skipped prom?”

She nods. “Yep. After we heard about the fire, it didn’t feel right to celebrate without you. Add Ronan’s hospital stay and Valerie’s broken leg, and it seemed like we were cursed, so we skipped it. There wasn’t much to celebrate with you all suffering.” A beat passes. “That was also when I discovered I was five months pregnant and got kicked out by my mom.” She grips the tablecloth, sadness flashing in her eyes, but she quickly covers it with a smile. “She still thinks I wasted my life for nothing, and she won’t see my kids.” She finishes on a little whisper, her hands trembling slightly, and my heart breaks for her.

We used to be on the same cheerleading team, so I know how it hurt her when her mom never showed up for any of our performances.

We were the only ones without anyone cheering for us.

“We need more drinks here, please.” Maria waves at the passing server, and says, “Champagne, whiskey, vodka. Bring whatever and keep them coming along with snacks.” He blinks and nods, dashing off to the bar, and she drums her fingers on the table. “If we’re being totally honest here then I hate my job. The only reason I became a lawyer was to please my father who could never be pleased because I wasn’t born a boy, and as such, I’m useless to him.”

“Is our table going to turn into a therapy session now? Because I came here to unwind and have no desire to listen to everyone’s problems, no offense,” Bridget says, sighing and flipping the cigarette through her fingers. “I’m having an emotional affair.” She shrugs when Alicia gasps and gapes at her. “What? I thought we were sharing traumas here!”

“How is cheating on your husband a trauma to you?”

“It’s an arranged marriage, remember? Our families wanted to merge the fortunes. We hate each other. Besides, he’s been cheating for years, so it’s not like I’m a bad person.”

“I’ve never been in a relationship,” Thomas speaks up from the end of the table, adjusting his thick glasses on his nose, and blushes when everyone’s brows rise at this. “But I’m not a virgin.”

“Thanks for the clarification, dude, because we would have wondered,” Evan mutters, and they share a laugh with Alvin, who sits next to him.

Amazing that they are still friends, considering they used to both have a crush on Bridget, and she kept dating them both without choosing anyone.

“Sex is boring. Feels like a chore.”

“Have you slept with more than one person?” Bridget asks, and Maria elbows her, making her huff. “What? It’s the truth. Can’t come to any conclusions without proper data and research.”

“Of course I did research! Who do you think you’re talking to, affair lover?” Bridget rolls her eyes at his passionate tone, which makes me smile. Thomas was all about science back in high school, so I’m not surprised he’s a famous geologist. “It feels all the same.”

“Okay, this is getting out of hand.” Valerie clears her throat and claps her hands. “It’s a reunion, not a trauma dump meeting. We came here to have a good time.”

“Reunion for what? You guys were all dicks to me in high school. So hearing you all got your karma is a good time for me,” Thomas reminds us all, and most of the table winces since they called him a nerd and frequently stole his homework.

“Besides, have you noticed how we have all the cheerleaders and football players at this table? It’s because everyone else either sat with someone else or refused to come.”

“Were we that bad?” Alvin wonders as the server returns, carrying a tray heavy with drinks, which he quickly puts on the table along with snacks, and then leaves. “We never bullied you.”

That’s true. Ronan wouldn’t have stood by it.

“No. But you were a tight-knit group of friends who never allowed anyone else into your circle, which affected the dynamics of the English class. And my father called me a loser for failing to make friends with you all.” Thomas grabs a vodka shot and drinks it in one gulp, wincing and reaching for a strawberry. “I hated you all.”

“Sorry about that,” Evan says, and everyone nods. “Not our proudest moments.” He leans back on his chair. “I have nothing to add to all this. I left my parents’ world behind, moved to a small town where I opened my own mechanic shop, and married the love of my life.” His voice turns soft, and my heart does a flip because it reminds me so much of Levi’s. “We have two kids together, and I love my wife. We live an ordinary life, and this manwhore here…” He bumps Alvin’s shoulder, who chuckles, popping nuts into his mouth. “Is their godfather who brings them expensive gifts.”

“I’m just their free babysitter. This one is crazy about his wife.”

Evan shrugs with a bemused smile.

“We have a certain program, and I would appreciate it if we stopped⁠—”

Maria interrupts Valerie. “Come on, girl. You can’t be this perfect. Share with the rest of the class.” She rests her chin on the back of her hand. “You’re a famous model, but there was a time you wanted to become a veterinarian. What happened to that dream?”

“My dad killed my mom, then committed suicide. And right before that, he signed all his wealth to his mistress, leaving my sister and me struggling to survive.” She snatches a champagne glass and gulps it. “Changed my plans right away.”

A deafening silence falls over the table after this, and I swallow hard, horrified and shocked. Her parents seemed so in love.

I guess we never truly know what goes on behind closed doors.

Thomas grabs a spoon and taps it on his champagne glass, bringing everyone’s attention to him, and speaks up. “Let’s just agree that adult life might suck sometimes, but at least we aren’t teenagers anymore, which sucks significantly more.”

“Hear, hear!” the majority exclaims, and I do the same just as the host gets onstage and practically yells into the mic.

“Who’s ready for a little reunion?”

“Oh, it’s going to be corny too,” Maria mutters, munching on blueberries, and she clinks her glass with Bridget. “I’m going to be drunk tonight.”

Alvin groans. “We don’t need a repetition of the previous get-together.”

My brow furrows. “What happened?”

“Evan and Maria got arrested, and then she decided to represent herself at the police station while blackout drunk. Fun times.”

I laugh. “Seriously?” I had no idea my class was so funny.

Like a vivid movie, memories start to play in my head, one after another, of our countless times during various classes, sports events, dates, and even shopping sprees.

Science projects at Valeria’s place as she cried about her crush, Maria forcing us to participate in a debate class, Bridget dragging us to her blind date so we could keep an eye on her, only for the guy to turn out to be Thomas, hence their decade-long feud.

And Ronan.

How gentle he was. Kind. And never pushed me for more besides a few kisses that made my teenage heart race.

During my isolation, I forgot I used to have a life, and while Jade always loomed over me, casting a shadow over all my happy moments, I still had them.

I didn’t live in a vacuum.

Once upon a time, these people were my friends, the only family that I had back then, and who listened to my problems. I still couldn’t share my family situation with them.

They were there when no one else was, and I was so afraid to come here because I felt inadequate compared to them.

When I shared my most traumatic experience, they didn’t freeze or ignore it. Instead, they confessed their own pain so I wouldn’t be alone with my vulnerabilities.

I have no idea who they are as adults, aside from a few glimpses they’ve given me so far, but as teenagers?

They were some awesome people, and I showed them zero respect by doubting this meeting.

“I hope you won’t regret coming here,” Valeria says into my ear, and pats my hand. “In our defense, when we get drunk, we take care of each other.”

Tonight, listening to them proved one thing to me.

Adult lives are full of regrets.

They are inevitable. The only difference between them? Is that some we can live with, and with others we are destroyed piece by piece.

I can live with what happened to me, accepting and moving on from my past.

I can’t live with the regret of losing Levi, though, and hiding this relationship when I should be shouting from the rooftops that an amazing man like him wants me.

A certain weight lifts from my chest, and I inhale air into my lungs, warmth and happiness spreading through me in spades as my mind finally settles.

“I won’t regret it. I’m happy to be here.”

In more ways than one.

Levi

I enter my family home, and one of the butlers greets me, beaming at me. “Mr. Scott, you’re home. Haven’t seen you in a while.”

“We’ve been at this for a while now, Theodore. Call me Levi.”

The older man wrinkles his nose, the groove between his brows deepening, and he scowls at me like I suggested the highest offense. I grew up with the guy, but his love for rules has him acting as if I’m an entitled, spoiled brat who makes older people cater to their every whim. “I could never.” He comes closer and lowers his voice. “Between the two of us, young man, your parents were very upset with your absence.” He taps on the bucket of roses in my hand. “That’s a good idea.”

I barely hold back my laughter because my parents were never upset with us. In fact, I’m not sure such a word exists in their vocabulary.

To be upset, you need to be disappointed, and that’s another word I can’t imagine my parents using when it comes to us.

Maybe because we grew up with certain things drilled into us from a very young age, so we always knew what specific lines could never be crossed.

My father is not a man you ever want to go against, even if you’re his child.

Above all else, though, they raised us with love. That love was hard to understand for me but it saved me from spiraling into madness and becoming a blood-hungry demon ready to take out his frustration on anyone as long as it fed into my sadistic desires. “Don’t worry about it. I have my ways.”

A clicking of heels echoes, followed by someone slamming into me from behind, and Aileen’s familiar scent envelops me as she wraps her arms around my waist and presses her cheek to my shoulder. “He’s trying to imply he’s their favorite,” she grumbles, and steals a cookie from the tray Theodor is holding. It must be afternoon teatime before the family dinner tonight.

“Imply? It’s a fact,” I tease her as we both know our parents don’t have favorites, and chuckle when she pinches me hard. “Don’t be jealous. It’s a sin.”

“I think the ship of me being a saint has sailed. And I’m not jealous!”

“Theodore, please bring the mirror. Someone is turning green.”

Among us all, Aileen has the biggest competitive streak, so it became a habit of mine to ruffle her feathers.

Helped her and her genius brain to loosen up too.

“By someone, do you mean you? I’m the firstborn, remember? That gives me a certain privilege over you, younger brother.”

“I’m older than you, princess.”

“Still doesn’t change my title,” she replies smugly, and snatches one more cookie that she polishes in record time. She’s addicted to those.

Back when she was still pursuing ballet professionally and before her injury that put a stop to her dream, I used to sneak cookies into rehearsals and give them to her so no one would know.

I’d do anything for my sister. All she has to do is ask.

“Theodore, where is the mirror?” She kicks me from behind, and I laugh. “Quick. Bring the chocolate. This will push the green monster back.”

The butler rolls his eyes at us, and then says sternly, “You two get yourself together and greet your parents properly instead of acting foolish. I’m going to bring them tea. They are in the living room.” With this, he dashes off, leaving us standing alone in the hallway, and Aileen moves around so she can stand in front of me.

She’s wearing a blue dress that matches her eyes, and I sigh dramatically. “Where is your beast, beauty?”

She’s so easy to tease and still blushes despite that fucker touching and claiming her left and right.

The reminder sours my mood.

My relationship with Rush is complicated. I helped them out back in the day because my sister loved him. I still held a grudge against that man for wanting to destroy my family, and at first, claiming Lavender as mine would have brought me satisfaction, letting me hurt him.

So he’d know how it feels when you lose your sister to a psychopath and can’t do anything about it.

But I guess it just makes us even now.

A sister for a sister, although my woman could never be fucking anything but mine.

At the thought of Lavender, possessiveness washes over me, and I resist the urge to check my phone to watch her on the cameras as she enjoys her reunion.

I can be reasonable if it makes her happy, but only on my terms.

She’s my most precious possession, and she must be protected at all costs.

“Must you always call him that? My fiancé has a name.” She pokes me in the stomach. “If you weren’t the one to insist that I forgive him, I’d think you didn’t like him or something.”

“Trust me, princess. No brother in the world truly likes his sister’s man, no matter how good he is.”

Because there is always a small possibility that the man can hurt her, and that thought is just unacceptable.

Brothers, true brothers, are protectors to their core, and as such, we should always keep our guards up.

Even if our sisters marry the men of their dreams.

“You sound so much like Rush that I can’t even take offense in that. He knows Lavender has someone. I told him to let her live a little and have her secrets. She deserves that.”

Ah, my naive Aileen.

Rush and Rafael did everything in their power to spy on my woman and find out who she’s dating. I managed to dodge all their attempts, though, and give them countless red herrings.

And thanks to that whole wedding thing, it wasn’t even strange that we spent so much time together, and Wyatt helped as well.

The thing about Kings?

They are your most loyal allies as long as they consider you a friend or family.

And your worst nightmare if you’re their enemy.

“I’m so happy you worked out your differences. I was worried for a while that you two wouldn’t get along. I wish she would trust us more, but I think we’ll get there in time. We’re family after all.” She puts her handbag on the table and adjusts the pins in her hair. “Emmaline and I always have to remind ourselves that they are all traumatized and still don’t know how to handle love. So we should proceed with caution.”

Moy cvetochek was surrounded by love her whole life. She just never had the chance to discover it, and now it’s my job to make sure she thrives in it.

“She’s stronger than you think.”

“Anyway, baby steps and all that. And by the way, Rush will join us later with Rafael, Emmaline, and Wyatt. Our parents invited them too. Uncle Zachary and Aunt Phoenix are traveling this weekend.”

Somehow, all the couples being there annoys me. Lavender still prefers for us to keep our relationship hidden.

I indulge her illusion of some control when it comes to her life, but not being able to claim my woman out in public is starting to piss me off. Her wearing my bracelet is not enough.

Everyone needs to know that my beautiful woman is mine.

“Rush allowed you to go without him?” I take her jacket from her and throw it on the banister on the way to the living room. “Shocking.”

She lifts her chin, and hisses, “Excuse me? Allow me? I make my own decisions.”

“Of course,” I agree, and she smiles only to slap me on the shoulder when I add, “under his watchful eye.”

“You take that back, Levi Scott!”

“I’ll take that back, and you can stop pretending that you aren’t into his stalker-like obsession with you.” I tap her nose. “You’re blushing.”

“No, I’m not!”

“Denial doesn’t look good on you, princess.”

“I can’t wait till you fall in love. You’ll be worse than Rush.”

I still at the word love.

While I grew up surrounded by it…I don’t really understand it on a deeper level.

Is my possessiveness, obsession, and need to own and protect considered love? Or rather, an unhealthy desire to possess the object of my fascination?

Every psychologist out there would call me a psychopath or put any other label on me for the crimes I commit.

My father and Rush aren’t very different, though, and they use the word love in their vocabulary. And while I’ll do anything for my woman…is it love?

We never spoke the word between us, and a strange need within me awakens, craving to hear her say it to me, even if I don’t believe in words.

They mean nothing; only actions matter.

Why is it so important to hear them now, then?

“Probably. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be a Scott, right?”

Her face softens, her blue eyes filling with warmth that’s so Aileen.

She surrounded me with it the minute our gazes met in that hospital room, and everything inside me calmed when she was near.

“That’s so sweet, Levi.” She hugs me tight, and I rock her in my arms, another thing I usually do just to make her and Mom happy. Hugs and embraces usually aren’t my thing either. They require a special connection that my aloofness wouldn't allow.

Hilarious, really, since my arms are the place I like Lavender most.

She’s my exception to every rule, creating cracks in my darkness brick by brick and letting the light in that’s blinding and intense in its nature.

“I know I’m getting married soon, and I’ve been preoccupied with other things, but I love you, baby brother. I hope you never forget that.”

Leaning back, I palm her cheeks, and ask, “Where is this coming from?”

“I don’t know. I guess I’m overly emotional lately with all the wedding stuff.” My brow rises. “The Wrights are so broken inside, it made me really grateful for growing up in our family. My heart hurts for them all.”

“Hearts can heal.”

Rush, Rafael, and Lavender aren’t alone anymore.

“That’s true.” She rises to her tiptoes and kisses me on the cheek. “Let’s go before they summon us for real.”

We share a quiet laugh, and in moments like this I wonder about my baby sister, who has lived in my mind for the past fourteen years.

No matter what I did, I could never find Robert and my sister.

I couldn’t even remember the property properly to search for it, and this kills me.

To think that I have a baby sister who grew up with a monster—a perverted monster.

So there is always a sense of guilt attached to my connection with Aileen.

I’ll find her, though, if it’s the last thing I do. He won’t be able to resist the need to hurt me because that’s how fuckers like him operate.

They search for a weakness and aim there, never being able to face anyone themselves.

I forcefully push the thoughts about Robert and my baby sister away, grounding myself in the present and schooling my features, never wanting to show my parents the true emotions fueling my blood.

The idea of disappointing them doesn’t sit well with me.

Dad would have probably understood, but Mom…she deserves more than having a serial killer for a son. She’d question my entire childhood and wonder if she could have done something different when the answer is simple.

There was nothing she could have done to prevent it because revenge was carved into my blood when my biological mom died.

We enter the living room and see them right away, sitting on the couch. Mom flipping through a magazine, her legs thrown over Dad's while he plays with her hair, watching her with an intensity that always made us avert our gazes.

It felt almost too intimate, but now it makes me wonder if that’s how I look at Lavender, and if it is…how come no one figured out my obsession with her then?

“My babies are here!” Mom exclaims, jumping up from the couch and putting the magazine away as Dad lazily follows suit. She opens her arms wide and hugs us both, her scent washing over me and calming the tornado raging within.

Mom’s hugs are filled with warmth, acceptance, and love, and I’ve always been addicted to her kind of sunshine, which brings light to the torn pieces of my soul.

“Hi, Mom,” we both say in unison.

“You look stunning,” I say, grinning. “And congratulations on your student winning the competition.”

“Thank you, darling. She worked hard for it.” She cups our cheeks, her voice turning stern. “I haven’t seen you both in this house for over a month. You both skipped weekly family dinners.”

Mom never restricted our freedom in any way or tried to control us. However, she had certain rules we always had to abide by.

Like having weekly dinners so we could all catch up, and making sure to call at least twice a week to show we’re both alive and well.

I guess Dad decided not to tell her he tracks our moves, pretending he goes along with her “no control” thing.

No one in this mansion breathes without his knowledge, and the only reason I got to do what I do in secret was thanks to Uncle Arson, who helped me cover it up.

“I was busy with the wedding and upcoming exams. Plus, we needed to travel to Rush’s island to do some renovations. I called.” Aileen nudges me with her elbow. “He has no excuses, though.”

I click my tongue. “So much for sibling loyalty.”

“We’re under fire. Everyone fends for themselves.”

Mom crosses her arms and looks expectantly at me. “I won’t skip dinners again.” The reason I skipped them in the first place was because I assumed Aileen was attending them.

And lying to my parents and hiding my relationship is one thing, but a whole other thing to do it in their face.

I respect them too much to do shit like that.

So after tonight, I’m claiming Lavender officially before the next dinner, and I’ll be damned if I listen to another excuse from her.

“You do that. Hi, princess. Glad to see you without your fiancé for once.” Dad pulls Aileen in his arms, giving her a kiss on the cheek. “A nice change of events.”

I share a grin with him as she groans and rolls her eyes. “You’re worse than Levi, Dad. Rush has been nothing but nice.”

“I appreciate his niceness more when he isn’t around. His absence is what makes his presence bearable.”

Mom shakes her head at us. “Don’t listen to them.” She grabs a magazine from the couch. “I saw some beautiful wedding decorations. Let’s look at them on the terrace before everyone else arrives.” She points at us. “Away from these two who just like teasing you.”

“That’s a great idea. At least someone in this family loves my man.” She links their arms as Theodore joins us. “Could you please bring me some green tea with mint and more cookies to the terrace?”

“Of course.”

“Thank you.”

They walk away, and it’s my turn to be pulled into Dad’s arms as he hugs me tight, a certain grounding stability instantly surrounding me at his presence.

Dad is the unshakable wall that served as an iron-clad fence around me, always watching over me and protecting me.

The bricks weren’t built with hate, though. They were built with love, and that’s why they never felt heavy.

He slaps me on my shoulder as we lean back. “How are you, son?”

“Great as always.”

“That’s good to hear because we need to talk.”

My brow furrows at his serious tone, and when he motions to the couch, I sit down as he goes to the bar and pours himself some whiskey.

Shit. This is going to be a serious talk.

“What do you want to talk about?”

He takes a small sip from his drink and leans against the fireplace, his face unreadable. “Lavender Wright.”

His tone and stare let me know everything. “You know.”

“Of course. You’re my son. Do you think anything goes on in this family without me knowing?”

I bite my tongue to not give any smart remarks to that.

“She’s mine.”

A ghost of a smile twitches his lips before the stern expression is back. “That might be so, but she’s a Wright. She’s a family member, and I’m particularly protective of her.”

Somehow, his staking this claim over Lavender rubs me the wrong way, which is fucking insane, because I can’t be a fool who’s possessive so much that even my father’s affection for her is jarring.

Still.

“I appreciate it, Dad.”

He chuckles, taking another sip. “No, you don’t. She’s all yours, Levi, as long as she wishes it. Cross some lines and make her unhappy, I’ll be the first one to help her end it.”

I can read between the lines well.

My father loves me and will die for me, but if I ever go against his moral code? All bets would be off, and he’ll kill me himself.

Lachlan Scott doesn’t bend the rules for anyone, even his own son, and I admire him for that.

“She’s mine,” I repeat, refusing to explain this chaos in my soul that has no explanation anyway. It grows stronger with each passing day. “And she’s willing. We hashed out our differences.”

Something flashes in his eyes, but it’s gone so fast I don’t have time to study it. Dad is the only person in the world who can confuse me, and it makes our bond even stronger.

He finds ways to challenge my mind.

My father was always a hero to me, who saved me from the desperate abyss. His darkness was far greater than mine could ever have been, and in this allowed me to become who I am today.

Without his silent guidance, who knew what my traumas might have produced? A damaged psyche is a danger to society that might manifest in the most heinous way.

I’m lucky I found the channel for my warped vices.

Dad is a man with a capital M, and no one, in my eyes, would ever live up to the high pedestal I have him on.

“Just make sure to marry the girl before you have a child.”

I get up, rolling back my shoulders and grinning at him, my voice even despite the turmoil within me. “You aren’t going to give me the talk, are you? It’s a bit late for that, Dad. No disrespect.”

Hilarious, coming from him, because when they got married, Aileen was already born, so he didn’t take his own advice.

He studies me for several beats. “You remind me so much of myself. Some things in life are inevitable, no matter what you do. That’s the tragedy and beauty of our existence, which points out how insignificant our desire to control is. What’s meant to be will happen.”

He pushes off the fireplace and puts his glass away before coming closer to me and gripping my chin, lifting it.

Dad always had this intensity about him that commanded me to act right in his presence, muting my rebellious nature.

“Two families can raise their children differently, but they might turn out all the same. You see, child of mine, certain qualities will grow in both hate and love, because a good environment and opportunities do not change anything if this has been broken.” He lets go of my chin and taps on my chest. “Once a certain part of our souls becomes hideous, there is no curing them, and that’s something hard to accept.”

We always had deep and meaningful conversations with him. However, never of this caliber, as if hiding my vices was a useless idea, because he knew about them anyway.

“Dad—”

He pats my cheek, and as he looks at me, it’s like he sees right through the little boy who still exists within me, who wishes to run away so he wouldn’t see that he’s damaged.

Hungry for the blood of those who wronged him despite everything my family has given me.

Statistically speaking, I shouldn’t do what I do because I have all these privileges.

“Never question your place in this family, Levi. You’re our son. Always remember that. And if Lavender is who you want, and you’re willing to go to war for this woman, we will accept her as our own. Before you subject a woman to be your bright light in the darkness though, you have to destroy all your demons. Otherwise, she won’t ever be truly safe from them.”

Fuck.

Does he know?

“Dad—”

“Think about my words. You never came to me for advice, but I’m giving it nevertheless. Also, if there's ever trouble that requires my help, tell me. I’m always here.” He pulls me into his embrace again, tapping my back while I grow rigid in this hug, thousands of chaotic thoughts flashing in my head, yet I can’t push myself to ask the question that would confirm or deny my suspicions.

I’m not ready for the truth.

Aileen peeks her head from the terrace. “Mom is asking if you want to join us for some tea.”

“Of course,” Dad replies.

“Sweet.”

“Thanks, Dad. I know,” I say, squeezing him hard before stepping back and trying to put a lid on my emotions with some humor. “Remember when you guys had this challenge with the uncles called the princess tea parties? You even wore a tutu to appease her.”

“It’s hard to forget. Your mom framed the picture from that day and hung it proudly in our room.” We start moving toward the terrace as warmth coats his voice, so different from his earlier words. “And now my princess is getting married.”

“She’s very happy.”

“Yes. Only because Rush put his demons to rest.” I don’t even have time to comment on it as we walk outside, where Mom and Aileen sit at the table. Theodore pours coffee into our cups because we dislike tea. “So, princess. Tell me all about your wedding before the groom arrives and you forget everything.”

Mom laughs as I enjoy this evening, seeping the familiar calm from my family and reminding myself that, biologically, I’m Robert’s son.

That fact always affected me in the most fucked-up way.

But in my heart and soul? In all the things that truly matter?

I’m theirs, and because I’m theirs, I’m going to do what my father said and not jeopardize my future.

I owe it to the little boy I once was. To my family and friends.

Most importantly, though…

I owe it to moy cvetochek.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




“All things, good and bad, come to an end.

Any happiness is temporary and fleeting.

Because time is ruthless.

Sooner or later, we will experience the loss.

And the choice we make after such losses?

They determine the trajectory of our lives.”

Levi

Lavender

“You really didn’t have to do that,” I tell Ronan as we reach the Scotts’ mansion gates and the guards greet us, one of them jogging toward us. “They don’t allow strangers. You have to be very special.”

I groan inwardly because I so do not want to walk all the way to the mansion in these heels that turned out to be super uncomfortable. I knew I should have called Gordon when Ronan offered me a ride, claiming that he couldn’t let me go without making sure I reached my destination.

I had three glasses of champagne, which isn’t much, and while my head is a bit dizzy and I’m super happy for no reason, it’s not like I’m drunk.

He rolls down the window, and I smile at the guard, who nods at me. “Ma’am, happy to see you.” He glances at Ronan and whistles. “Open! Nice to see you again, sir.”

He steps back as the iron gates slide open and Ronan drives through them, moving toward the house with a rapid speed. “You know the Scotts?”

“Enough to be allowed on their property.”

His vague response makes my hackles rise because that can mean only one thing, and I press my back tighter to the seat, wondering if it’s something about me that attracts murderers for real.

My brother is one.

My man is one.

And now my sort of ex, too!

“I’m not a murderer.” My eyes widen in surprise, and I look at him as he turns to the right and reaches the house. “My father used to be one. He murdered more than twenty people, and I was his next victim on the list when Lachlan helped me. The rest is history.”

Once upon a time, I would have asked more questions. Now, though?

I’ve discovered the less you know, the better. Besides, if Lachlan gave him a green pass, it means he’s solid, and that’s that.

Gripping my purse, I open the door. “Thank you, Ronan, for dropping me off. I had a nice evening with you all.”

After the confessions, everyone ate and drank as if there was no tomorrow, reminiscing about high school. We even had a few slow dance songs. I refused them all, and afterward, we agreed to meet up sometime next month when everyone’s schedules would align, which might as well be never.

Still, the girls took my number, and I wouldn’t mind rebuilding our friendships.

“We started dating a few weeks before prom.” He wants to discuss our past now? Talk about awkward. He never once spoke about us during the dinner, so I just assumed it was a topic none of us wanted to rehash. “You were sweet and innocent. I mean…we had this connection that only two kids who grew up in an abusive environment could form. We were each other’s safe space, and school was bearable when you were in it.”

“Ronan—”

“You hid our relationship from your uncle. You knew he would hate it and do something about it. You wanted to date in secret until graduation because you had been accepted to several universities on scholarships. And once you turned eighteen, you could run away from him.”

The pressure on my chest intensifies with his words, the invisible ropes tightening around my throat because I can’t bear to talk about the girl Lavender used to be.

A stolen future will hurt no matter how much you move on from it.

“I hated every minute of it. We argued a lot because I couldn’t take you anywhere, and school was the only place we could talk or see each other.”

“He had eyes everywhere,” I whisper, my heart racing as bile rises in my throat at these memories. I wish we could kill Jade all over again. “I was scared.”

“I asked you out to prom, and you couldn’t hide it anymore. Your world was abusive and fragile even back then, but bearable. Once he punished you for having a relationship, it turned into a prison of your own creation.”

I open the door farther, welcoming the wind touching my skin as I gulp for air. “I don’t need a psychological evaluation, Ronan. I have a psychiatrist for that.”

And what the hell anyway? Us dating for a brief time in high school doesn’t give him any right to…well, what is this, exactly?

“It’s not a psychological evaluation. I’m trying to show you why it’s so hard for you to come clean about your relationship with Levi to your brothers.”

“How do you even know? What… Okay.” I exhale heavily, disbelief gliding through my veins at this surreal situation. “Ronan, it’s none of your business. You’re a stranger, no offense, and I’m tired of listening to countless men thinking they know better about how I should live my life.”

“Your world will shatter when you tell the truth. But it will not end. Your brothers aren’t Jade, and Levi is not me. You really think a Scott who put a claim on you publicly will ever allow anything to happen to you?”

I get out of the car, huffing in frustration because I’ve already decided to come clean anyway, but his words scrape at old wounds.

Because I never thought about it this way, but that’s part of my trauma, isn’t it?

I had a crush in high school, got punished for it, and now I’m in love.

Seems like it brings only disaster to my life.

I halt my movements, the air sticking in my throat, and I swallow hard.

Oh my God.

I’m in love. The serious kind of love. The where-have-you-been-my-whole-life kind of love.

“Lavender.” I turn around. “Love is either our greatest reward or the biggest regret. And sadly, we are the only ones who have to live with the consequences of both.”

“I hated you for a long time for inviting me to that prom,” I tell him, and despite everything, a smile twitches my mouth. “Maybe that was a blessing in disguise though. Good luck with everything, Ronan.”

Shutting the door, I rush toward the entrance where Theodore already greets me. “Miss Wright. Everyone is having dessert in the living room. You missed dinner. If you want⁠—”

“I’m not hungry, thank you.”

I go straight to the living room, where I see my brothers and their women engaged in a hushed conversation with Levi’s parents as they enjoy cake. The table is filled with different types, so they are probably testing the best one to choose for the wedding cake.

My heartbeat speeds up when I find Levi leaning against the wall with Wyatt, watching their families broodily.

When our eyes meet, the entire world seems to stop, leaving us alone in it, and my fingers curl as I wish to go to him and hug him tight so he’d make all the chaos in my soul go away.

Levi would know what to do.

I can’t do that, though, right? Because it’s a family dinner, and I labeled us a dirty secret.

He sets his coffee down, pushing off the wall and walking to me. “Lavender. Are you all right?” I shake my head and wave absently at Wyatt, who lifts his chin at me. “What is it?”

A single tear slides down my cheek. “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

He opened up to me in ways I couldn’t dream of, and I couldn’t even be brave enough to face all my demons.

Ronan is right. My world will crash anyway, but that won’t be the end of it.

What if I hurt his feelings in the process?

Concern, along with rage, flashes on his features as he cups my cheeks, rubbing the tear away with his thumb. “What is it, moy cvetochek? Who hurt you?”

“I did. I hurt you. I’m sorry.”

His mouth curves into a smile as his blue eyes melt. I wish for him to look at me like this forever, so that it would drive out all the cold within me. “Nothing hurts me, moy cvetochek.” He kisses me on the forehead. “Don’t cry. I become murderous when I see your tears.”

A laugh tickles my throat. “I thought everything made you murderous.”

“That’s true. But when my woman cries, it’s a whole different level of rage.”

A gasp, followed by glass hitting the floor, echoes through the space, bursting my self-created bubble, and I swing my head toward the sound, seeing Aileen and Emmaline blink rapidly at us.

While my brothers stand behind them, the tension emanating from them polluting the air so much that I can almost touch their anger.

To my surprise, Lachlan and Valencia stay calm and unfazed as they continue to eat the cake.

“You and Lavender?” Aileen asks, wiggling her finger between us. “Oh my God. I should have known that. You acted so weird when it came to her.” The girls squeal in excitement and run to me, ripping me away from Levi’s arms and hugging me. “This is so exciting.”

“Why didn’t you tell us sooner?”

I barely listen to what they say, since my whole focus is on my brothers, who remain silent, so I free myself from the women. I clear my throat and find the bravery to do something I was unable to do at eighteen.

Claim my right to live a life and love whoever I choose.

“Levi and I are together. It’s serious, and I won’t change my mind.”

My brothers share a long look, probably once again communicating in their annoying twin way, and my heart plummets when Rush asks, “How long has this been going on?”

“For almost two months.”

“Two months,” Rafael repeats. “And in all this time, you hadn’t found a better way to break the news to us?”

Shame sinks into me, yet I refuse to give it any power. “I don’t remember you both breaking the news to me about your relationships. You just informed me about them.”

“That’s different.”

“Because I’m a crazy person?”

“We never once called you that, so stop. It’s disrespectful to you and us.” Rafael’s stern voice puts me in my place since he’s right. “Would you please leave us alone with Levi? We’d like to talk to him in private.”

Anger sweeps over me. “You have to be kidding me. It’s my life, and you want to discuss it with him?”

“Yes,” they reply in unison, and Rush continues, “It’s your life, but we have a right to speak to him.” Why does it sound like all they want to do is beat his ass for being with me?

My brothers would never take their anger out on me, but Levi is fair game.

I open my mouth to argue when Levi grabs my elbow and catches my chin, turning my head to him. “Let me talk to them. It was long overdue.” He presses his index finger to my lips. “It’s the right thing to do.”

“This makes me some kind of a trophy, then?”

“The best kind, moy cvetochek.” He kisses me on the nose. “Just wait for me outside. As soon as we’re done, I’ll take you home, and you can tell me all about your reunion night.” Another kiss, and he nudges me gently to the door, where the women join me, hot on my heels.

Before I know it, I’m in the hallway, and the living room door shuts behind us all as I’m still fuming, annoyed with Levi as well.

“Lavender.” I freeze at Valencia’s voice, and her vanilla scent fills my space when she grabs my shoulders. “Everything will be okay.”

My cheeks heat because this woman has been kind to us all despite the mayhem our family caused her, and we keep creating problems for her. One of my fears rears its head, so the question spills out before I can put a leash on it. “Are you mad? About Levi and me?” A nervous laughter escapes me. “You probably wished for someone else for him.”

“What nonsense. I wished for him to be happy with whoever he chooses. And since he chose you, it means you are the right person.” She lifts my chin and winks at me. “Loving Scott men is a whole journey, so welcome to the club.”

“It’s not like we are getting married,” I rush to say, because who knows how long this obsession might…

Valencia chuckles, and even the girls snicker. “The men in our family do not change their minds, darling. You’re locked in for as long as you want him.” She pats my back and tears form in my eyes from her words. Could everything be this easy? Shouldn’t there be more drama? “Now I have to go upstairs to check on one of my students, but I’ll give you a call sometime this week so we can go out and spend time together, if you don’t mind?”

“Of course not.”

She smiles and heads to the second floor while the girls gape at me. “I have so many questions,” Emmaline says.

“And you can ask them as long as they are not of a sexual nature.” Aileen shudders. “The woman is dating my brother.”

Thank God for that because I do not wish to hear anything about my brothers and them either. One of the reasons I asked Scarlett about sex and no one else.

Speaking of my lawyer.

“Where is Scarlett?” Since she has no family, the Scotts and Kings usually invited her to dinners as well. “She told me she’d be home by now.”

“She’s still in her hometown.”

“Wasn’t this a one-day trip? It’s been almost three weeks.”

“Yep, and if she won’t answer her phone soon, Rafael and I will go there ourselves to check on her. He’s concerned about that high school bully guy. Apparently, he’s the new mayor in that damn town.”

Well, this should be interesting.

“Let’s go to my room so we can give the men some privacy,” Aileen suggests, and I study her for a few seconds.

“You don’t seem concerned at all about them.”

She shrugs. “It’s something they need to do, and stressing about it won’t bring anything good anyway. I know they won’t kill each other, and that’s enough.”

Maybe I should learn from her optimism.

A headache starts to form, and tiredness hits me, my mind and body exhausted from it all. “I think I’ll go home. I want to sleep.”

“Are you sure? You can go to Levi’s room.”

“No, thank you.” I kiss them both on the cheek and muster up a smile. “I can’t stay here and not listen to them anyway, so it’s better for me overall.”

I texted Gordon earlier to wait for me here, so I quickly give him a missed call and, with a wave, get outside, where he’s already waiting for me. “Let’s go home. The penthouse.” He nods.

Once he hops into the car and starts driving, I rest my head against the window and slowly drift off, lulled by the light rain tapping on the roof.

Only to gasp when the car takes an abrupt turn to the right and then to the left, practically sliding on the road, and I shout, “What’s going on?”

“I’m not sure.” However, I hear something touching the car, as if someone is throwing a rock at it, and then it hits me.

Someone is shooting at us!

I don’t have time to dwell on this much as the car swings to the right again, and Gordon presses on the brakes, but it doesn’t help as we move rapidly toward a huge tree.

“Dear God.”

It’s the last thing I hear before we collide, my head hitting something, and everything goes dark around me.

Levi

Dad geta up from the couch and picks up his metallic cane. His voice booms across the room, commanding and powerful as if he’s the king himself issuing orders. “I would like to remind everyone that this is my house and you will act with respect toward my wife inside it. I will not tolerate anything less.” He taps the cane on my shoulder lightly as he passes me by on the way to the door. “Whatever you decide, I will support you.” He looks over his shoulder and addresses the Wright brothers. “One of you kidnapped my daughter, and the other blackmailed my friend’s daughter into marriage. So think carefully about your next actions that will determine the trajectory of our relationship.” He gives us a harsh stare before he exits the room as well.

“Too bad my dad is missing out on all this. He would have enjoyed it,” Wyatt says, and grabs a water bottle from the table, flicking it open. “Just for your information, I’m on Levi’s side as well. You both are in no position to question him or this relationship.” He takes a sip. “God knows you both didn’t give a fuck how we felt when you did what you did to our sisters.”

“Is that what this is about? Payback?” Rush asks, and anger sinks into every bone.

“Nothing about my relationship with Lavender is about payback.” I prefer to be honest, though. “I won’t lie and say it didn’t bring me satisfaction knowing how much you would hate it, so you know how it feels.”

The muscle on his cheek twitches, and he watches me broodily, crossing his arms while his face and eyes stay unreadable.

I’m impressed by how much he holds himself back in the current situation. I expected him to lunge at me the minute Lavender kissed me.

This proves how much he loves Aileen because he wouldn’t want to upset her, and as happy as I am for her, it sours the beast in me who wished for blood to fully stake my claim on what’s mine.

Rafael removes his suit jacket, throws it onto the chair, and starts rolling up his sleeves. Wyatt whistles. “So it’s a fistfight after all? Was I the only one who heard Uncle Lachlan telling us to be respectful?”

“We are not teenagers who act recklessly because we are driven by our tempers. I’m afraid that’s your prerogative,” Rafael replies, and goes to the bar to pour himself a whiskey before dropping several ice cubes in it. “What are your intentions toward our sister?” He swirls his drink. “She’s never been in any kind of relationship before, so she’s inexperienced when it comes to such things. Her heart is fragile.”

“There is nothing fragile about her.”

Like I already said, my flower bloomed in the most harsh conditions and continues to grace us all with her beauty, and I won’t allow anyone to take away from her strength.

She might be inexperienced when it comes to relationships, but it doesn’t make her a naive fool who doesn’t know what she wants.

“Fair enough.” Rafael taps on the top of his glass. “My question still remains unanswered.”

“It’s none of your business.”

A certain kind of tension charges the air around us. For the first time, I notice a simmering rage glazing Rafael’s gaze, allowing me to see true emotions on the matter.

Between the two, Rush has less control, but it seems Rafael has none where Lavender is concerned, either. “Your intentions toward my sister are none of my business?”

“The question is ridiculous in its entirety.”

“And why is that?”

“She’s a grown woman. My intentions toward her are something only she needs to know.”

“You don’t think that we, as her brothers—” He motions his head toward Rush, who stands still, probably assessing his prey since he’s a hunter like me. “—no, father figures and the only family she has had since our parents entrusted her to us…don’t deserve to know where all of this is headed? Something that has the power to destroy the bond between our two families?”

Resting my shoulder against the wall, I wonder, “So do you care about the families and a potential feud or about your sister’s feelings?”

He sips his drink as the clock ticks soundly, and Wyatt’s eyes ping-pong between us as if he’s watching an intense match. He even grabs nuts and pops them in his mouth, amusement etched on his features as he sits on the couch, kicking his legs up on the table.

Never mistake his calmness for anything but a strategy to assess his opponent and strike when he’s at his weakest, though.

Instead of Rafael, Rush answers, his voice harsh and heavy. “I love your sister with everything in me.” Our gazes clash, and his words cause chaos within me, for no matter what, he’s still family and a man who saved me once upon a time.

An angel of death, as I called him.

“Make no mistakes, Levi, though. If you hurt my sister, I will not hesitate to kill you.”

“Likewise, Rush.” His eyes narrow on this as if he expects some kind of trap. “Lavender is mine. It means that I would protect, cherish, and obsess over her till my last dying breath. Should I ever become a threat to her, you have my permission to kill me.”

A prolonged pause follows my declaration while both brothers drill their stares into me, and Rafael smirks. “You can say all that, but can’t say anything about your intentions?”

“When I propose to my woman, you’ll know.”

“But you aren’t going to ask for permission?”

“Of course not. That would imply you’ll have a say in my marriage, and you don’t.”

I can marry her tomorrow if she says yes, but it’s too soon for her.

Lavender missed out on all these experiences, so we will date for as long as she wants and then have a grandiose wedding so my woman would feel like the fucking princess she is.

I’ve already requested Isabella to design an engagement ring for her.

A sapphire, of course.

“Can you honestly tell me that your relationship has nothing to do with what I’ve done to your family?”

Since my brother-in-law wishes to be so fucking honest… “Truthfully, whenever I think about what you did and planned to do…a part of me urges me to kill you. Then I remind myself that my sister loves you, and you had your reasons.” A humorless chuckle rumbles from my throat. “I loved the idea of hurting you with Lavender. Our current relationship has nothing to do with it.”

Something akin to amusement flashes in his gaze. “Still, the idea brings you joy, doesn’t it?”

I grin. “Oh, yes.”

“Our sister is a grown woman who fought for her right to live her life as she wants. If you are what she wants, we have no say in it.” I look at Rafael, and he lifts his glass to me. “I would have preferred someone older and mature. Something tells me you’re all those things despite the numbers on your birth certificate though.”

“You can’t argue the age gap.” Wyatt points out, and Rush throws an apple at him. He catches it before it can smack him in the nose. “It’s the truth. The Wright siblings seem to have a thing for younger people.” He huffs when I shove him hard in the side. “The hell?”

“My woman doesn’t have a thing for anyone but me.”

“And we don’t have a thing for anyone but our women,” Rafael adds, pouring another glass and giving it to Rush. “Wrights are very loyal.”

“Possessive, are we?”

Well, since Wyatt wants to go there…

“I don’t know, you tell me. I’ve heard the object of your hate went on a date the other day.”

His relaxed demeanor changes at once, viciousness replacing it, and a certain coldness coats his voice as he says, “Interesting.”

You see, the thing about my friend?

He’s possessive of everything to do with Aurelia, and I sometimes wonder if the girl’s greatest sin was meeting Ian first.

And that’s what Wyatt cannot forgive her for.

“He’s her partner in some biology project. Nice guy.” His hold on the bottle tightens. If he puts any more pressure on it, he’s going to break the glass, and still I push. “Adored by women for being a perfect gentleman.”

“Well, he sounds like a saint.”

“I don’t care about whatever that is.” Rush interrupts our stare-off, and we turn our heads toward him. “Knowing my woman, she’s probably pacing outside, ridden with anxiety, about how this is playing out, and I despise anything that brings her discomfort.”

Rafael continues. “As long as we have an understanding, Levi, we will not interfere.”

I like how they word it as if it’s their choice, and for the first time tonight, I decide not to object.

I respect the men, so there is no need to enter into competitions of whose dicks are bigger.

“We do. If Lavender is unhappy, do whatever the fuck you want to me.”

Another long pause, and my brother-in-law finally extends his hand to me. I shake it, holding back a smile at his tight grip, which serves as a warning for the future but, for now, settles the brewing storm in their veins.

They love her. I can’t fault them for protecting her even if it’s no longer their job.

It’s solely mine.

“That’s it?” Wyatt clicks his tongue. “I have to admit all this is very anticlimactic. These two were sneaking around all over New York to keep this forbidden romance a secret, getting us all involved, and this is the reaction? Complete acceptance?” He sighs. “Disappointed doesn’t begin to cover it.”

Rafael finishes his drink. “What did you expect?”

“A fight. Few punches here and there, blood spilling, and some dramatic shouts from you both about how Levi should stay away from your little sister while your wives screamed in the background.”

Since he delivers all of this with a straight face and monotonous tone, it’s hard to gauge if he’s serious or not.

Both brothers regard him for several beats, and finally Rafael answers, but not before giving Wyatt the biggest side-eye. “Again, we are not teenagers. Lavender is with him out of her own free will. Why exactly would we go around punching Levi?”

“You aren’t supposed to be mature and logical when it comes to her.”

“Oh, is that so? I must have missed the part where you punched me when I married Emmaline.”

“That was different.”

“How so?”

“We liked you more than her ex-fiancé.”

Which is funny, since Anthony is an all-around great guy.

“Not sure if I’m supposed to be offended or flattered.”

“Both.”

“Are you sure he’s your friend?” Rush flips his lighter through his fingers, his eyes trained on Wyatt as if he’s trying to figure him out.

“The very best. I’m merely pointing out how this doesn’t meet my expectations.” Wyatt puts his bottle away and claps his hands. “Well, if I’m not needed, then I’m going to go. I have plans tonight that do not involve you all.”

Rafael’s brow rises. “Is ruining Aurelia's date one of these plans?”

“Contrary to what everyone seems to believe, I do have a life that doesn’t involve my little side quest revenge.”

“If only everyone paid as much attention to their side quests as you do, I think their focus would have improved significantly.”

My phone vibrates in my pocket, so I snatch it out and see Gordon’s name flashing on the screen. “Hello?”

“Levi,” he croaks, his voice barely audible. “There has been an accident. Someone took Lavender.” He coughs. “Fire everywhere. I don’t know where they went.”

Squeezing the phone, I disconnect the call while fear, anger, and fury spread through me, awakening the monster permanently living inside.

Because my woman was stolen from me, and I failed to protect her from him.

He has her.

“What is it, Levi?” Wyatt asks, and that’s when I notice the Wright brothers staring at me as well.

“He has Lavender.”

Just like he used to have my mother once upon a time, except this time I won’t let history repeat itself.

I was born in his darkness, but my woman?

She won’t die in it.

I won’t allow it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




“One must be careful as he or she embarks on the quest of revenge.

As sometimes we become the very thing we hate in the first place.

Except…

It means certain sacrifices as well to achieve what you want.

And they are impossible once you find the one thing that means more to you than any revenge ever could.”

Levi

Lavender

Something cold splashes on my face, and I move my head to the side only to cry out when a piercing pain envelops my whole scalp.

I raise my hands to touch my forehead, but they seem glued together, and that’s when the cold concrete or ground beneath me registers in my brain.

Another cold splash hits me, followed by ice-cold water soaking me from head to toe, and despite the pain, I open my eyes and gasp in shock at the sight in front of me.

I’m in a small, dark basement, it seems, with a rusty bed, a small table, and a kitchen sink from which water drips drop after drop, grating on my nerves.

One bulb flickers on in the ceiling, brightening the hideous place, and I cough at the rotten smell that makes my eyes water.

Judging by the small door that’s ajar, there is also a bathroom, but all in all, the basement reeks of desperation and death.

I notice my shoes are missing, and several cuts mar my skin, while a rope ties my wrists together, and my headache only intensifies.

That’s when the memory of the crash comes back. I must have hit something.

Is this one of my nightmares again?

I count to ten, hoping it will all disappear and I’ll wake up somewhere safe, only to freeze when someone speaks up. “You’re finally awake.”

I look at the man who wears a perfectly tailored suit that fits him like a second skin, his dark hair neatly cut, his brown eyes watching me with distaste. He’s tall and lean. Most women would probably find him handsome. However, the cruelty shining in his gaze speaks of his horrible nature. “You are very ugly.” He takes out a handkerchief from his pocket and throws it at me. “The bruise on your forehead is bleeding. Wipe it away. Imperfections make me nauseous.”

Still confused about who this man might be, but cautious enough to play his game, for I’m in his territory and, as such, need to stall for time, I pick up the handkerchief and press it to the wound, finding the source of my pain. The smell around me makes it almost impossible not to gag, though. Still, I study the man who huffs at me.

He presents such a contrast to this basement because he clearly grew up with wealth and has been spoiled, as his comment alone suggests.

I rack my brain, wondering why he seems so familiar, mentally running various media outlets through my mind, but coming up blank. “I do not understand.” His nose twitches in distaste. “You’re old and ugly. What does he see in you?” He huffs in annoyance and that’s when I notice several small knife scars on his palms and wrists as if he cuts himself open on a regular basis. “Then again, that little piece of shit always proved to me I should have killed him a long time ago.”

Terror washes over me as I realize the man standing in front of me is Levi’s biological mother’s rapist.

He found me after all.

“Robert?” I croak through my dry throat, and slide back a little, hitting the wall behind me and wincing as the pain ricochets all over my body. The accident must have really done a number on me.

His sadistic laughter echoes in the air. “My real name is Jonathan.”

Another truth hits me then.

That’s why he was so familiar.

He’s an heir to a billion-dollar company after his parents died in a plane crash almost ten years ago.

He’s considered one of the most eligible bachelors on the market, but no one wanted to marry him because of the rumors about his less-than-stellar temper and cruelty toward his staff.

The only reason I know of him is that he tried to hire Scarlett to represent him around a month ago, and she told him to take a hike after he yelled at her secretary. I witnessed the entire thing, so I remember how he almost got violent there and barely controlled himself.

“That’s why the little shit couldn’t find me all these years. He was searching in the wrong places, and it was so entertaining to watch him find clues that led nowhere.” He barks a laugh. “I thought he died, but then he made his first public appearance, and I knew. He was his mother’s spitting image, just in a male form. Plus that fucking scar.” So much sick affection coats his voice. I swallow past the bile in my throat as this perverted man kidnapped and raped a child. “I couldn’t hate anyone more.”

“Because his mother loved him and hated you.” Anger flashes on his face, and he reaches me in two strides, slapping me across the face so hard that my cheek burns, but I hold back the groan. I won’t give him the satisfaction of my pain, for to him my pain is Levi’s, and he had hurt Levi enough to last a lifetime.

“Shut up, you stupid bitch. My Nastenka loved me.” He grabs my hair, pulling at it so hard it’s a wonder he doesn’t rip it out. “She was just confused. She couldn’t accept our fate.”

“She wasn’t your Nastenka. She was your victim and captive.”

Another hard slap follows my words, and my mouth fills with blood since I bite on my lower lip to still my cries. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. We were destined to be together.” He lets me go and steps away, and that’s when I notice him taking out a rosebud from his suit jacket. “She was a ballerina dancing so beautifully at her rehearsals. I saw her through her school’s window, dancing all gracefully with her blonde locks and blue eyes that spoke to me on a level I didn’t understand.” He shrugs and rubs the bud while pacing back and forth. It’s becoming harder and harder to control my gag reflexes.

He’s just like Jade, who thinks his distorted reality is some love story.

“She’d smile at me and wave whenever I stopped by to take her dance teacher on a date. Hated her. Too old. My Nastenka was thirteen. The perfect age to my twenty.”

Oh my God.

Sick, sick man.

“She was a child, you sick pervert.”

He ignores me and keeps talking. “I’ve had other girls before who satisfied my needs, but my interests were fleeting. Plus, they’d cry and die, disappointing me. There was no substance to their character.”

My hands curl on my knees, and I count to ten again at the acid threatening to come up my throat as this man just admitted to raping and killing girls before Anastasia, although I shouldn’t be surprised.

Monsters like him always have many victims, and he’s the most dangerous kind.

For he wears a mask of pretense, having all the riches in the world at his disposal, and no one would think he does something this hideous behind closed doors.

And that’s why he was able to get away with it all for such a long time.

“My Nastenka was different. She came from a wealthy family that invested in her looks and intelligence. She was my perfect match who would give me a perfect little girl to spoil.”

I still at this, hoping he will spill more details about her past so once this nightmare is over, Levi can find his birth family.

No matter what, I just need to survive until Levi comes. I know he’ll find me.

“She wasn’t happy when I brought her to my land, away from all the prying eyes. I couldn’t introduce her to my family because they wouldn’t approve. I knew they’d change their tune once a granddaughter was involved. They always wanted a little girl and instead had me.”

“You expected a child to be happy you kidnapped her?”

I deliberately ruin his fantasy because pretending like she was his sets my blood on fire.

“She wouldn’t listen to me and tried to run away several times. I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to lock her up so she would learn her lesson.” He crunches the rosebud in his grip. “She was difficult and stubborn, and I hated it.” He seems to be in the zone, so I look around for any sharp object to untie the knots. I also wiggle my toes to check if I can move my legs. “And had a mental breakdown every single time begging for her father to find her.”

Father? I thought Levi mentioned an uncle?

“He couldn’t. You probably made sure of that.”

If their family is as powerful as he claims, he’d have to fake her death or something for them to stop looking. Besides, I still wonder if that was the case at all or just a fantasy Anastasia made up in her head to cope with her trauma.

She needed to believe someone would save her, and I understand that well.

“Of course. Nastenka wasn’t happy with him anyway. He had all these rules for her that she had to obey.” He huffs. “After two years, she got pregnant, and that one stuck. I made sure she wouldn't cause another intentional miscarriage.”

“Levi.”

“Yes. The minute I saw it was a boy, I wanted to get rid of him, but she begged me not to. Before that…she never begged me for anything and fought me on everything. Him, though…she loved instantly, and I hated him. It was a chore keeping him alive whenever he whined, and she’d rush to him.”

Yes, he couldn’t handle her loving Levi.

However, his psychotic nature saw this as an opportunity to finally control her spirit via the child, so he indulged in it for years.

Levi kept her alive.

“Afterward, she did everything I said as long as her stupid boy lived. She loved me though.”

“Nobody in this world loved you, including your parents.”

It’s a wild guess, judging by all the vague comments he made earlier. It hits the mark, though, as rage fills his eyes once again, and he takes a step toward me, but stops. “You’re testing the limits of my patience, Lavender. I wouldn’t do that.”

“Or what? You’re going to kill me just like you killed Anastasia?”

I suspect that’s his plan all along, to hurt Levi, so I’m not sure why he wishes to share all this information with me.

I notice a small, sharp object, like broken glass, to my right, and shift a little when he starts to pace, reaching for it and wrapping my hand around it.

I hide it between my knees when he screams at me, his face all red. “I didn’t kill her! She was pregnant with my baby girl, and there were complications. The doctor didn’t arrive on time.” He wipes away a tear. Does this pervert really think he lost the love of his life? Burning in hell for eternity wouldn’t be enough to pay for his crimes.

“She died because you made her give birth for years here in the basement alone. Her death was the consequence of your actions.”

“Shut up!” he yells, pulling at his hair, and his breathing becomes more prominent while I squeeze the glass and start to tear the rope. “It’s that bastard’s fault! He’s to blame for her death. Her fucking Lev, whom she adored so much.” A different kind of hatred laces his tone, and it stokes my anger.

“He was an innocent child! You’re the one who raped and killed his mother.”

For a second, I think I see confusion in his gaze, as if he were talking about another Lev altogether, but he shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter. He never found her. And her bastard ran away and didn’t die in the woods.” He goes to the table and puts the rosebud inside the small vase there. “I tried to kill him for years and then even sold him, and it didn’t work. I hoped he died a painful death, but instead, fucking Lachlan Scott had to adopt him.” I move the glass back and forth harder, calculating how fast I’d need to run to get upstairs and away from this hell.

Levi will come.

I just have to wait.

“The boy was stupid enough to show his face to me, and after that, it was game on.”

“Or maybe you were stupid enough to pick up the decoy.” I hold back a relieved groan when the knots loosen around my wrists. “What if the hunter is the prey? Have you ever considered that you’re the one playing Levi’s game and not the other way around?”

And what a brilliant strategy it was, despite the rather disturbing outcome.

Due to Jonathan’s influence, Levi couldn't find him on his own, and he knew him well enough to predict he’d go after something or someone important to him.

Men like Jonathan wouldn’t dare to go against Lachlan, so he never touched his family.

However, in his mind, Levi is his, which makes him and whoever he loves fair game. He thinks there would be no consequences.

“The boy is not smart enough. He looks like them, but he’s nothing like them. They are the family of cunning strategists. Not that it helped them much.” He laughs, and now I’m the one confused. Is he hinting at Anastasia’s family? “I will not kill you. Not tonight, at least.” He clicks his tongue. “No. I’ll keep you and torture you, sending him videos so he can suffer alone and slowly go insane because he can’t reach you.” He hits his chest with a fist. “He’ll finally pay for what he did to me.”

At this moment, I realize he has no idea who Levi is at all. If he knew he was a serial killer, he’d expect him to do something to protect what’s his, but this guy is just delusional.

No wonder their business empire is on the verge of crumbling.

“What he did to you? You killed his mother.”

“Stop saying that!” he yells. “I loved her! I never touched another after her.” His face twists. “I couldn’t.”

Something nags at the back of my mind that forms a disturbing conclusion. “Your father found out about you and kept you on a short leash. That’s why you got married.”

Disgust flashes in his gaze. “He married me off to that old hag and kept my inheritance over my head with all the security guards trailing my every move. Hated them all. He wanted an heir, but I couldn’t get it up for her.” His sadistic grin is back. “That’s why when they both died in the plane crash I could finally breathe again. Divorced that bitch right away and left her with nothing. No one speaks to my soul like Anastasia. We’re bonded. I’m very loyal.”

I thought I could never meet a more despicable person than Jade, but I was wrong.

“No, you aren’t. At least she has peace far away from you. Anastasia was not yours. She was a child who got kidnapped and you abused her for years before she finally died by your hand.”

The more I speak the truth, the more elevated his breathing becomes. His face grows red, and I expect him to do something so I can run away. “No! She’s with me. She didn’t go. Stop saying that!”

This makes all my senses halt as dread fills the pit of my stomach. I watch him go to the bed and remove the blanket, and the acid in my mouth is back when he picks up a skeleton covered in a white dress, hugging it close to him as he hums something under his breath. “Tell her, Nastenka. Tell her the truth.” He presses his cheek to the skeleton and pats the skull. “I could never bury her. She belongs here with me in our heaven. That’s how much I love her.”

“Oh my God,” I whisper, horrified to my bones, and swallow back the acid, barely. I cannot lose it right now. I need to stay focused. “You torture her even after her death.”

“No! She’s mine. They can never take her away from me. I couldn’t allow for the worms to eat her.” He kisses her, and I turn away, my insides crushing. “I lost our baby girl, and I guess this is my punishment.”

Oh no.

“She was so beautiful, our princess. The sweetest little girl who reminded me of her mother. I could hide her on my land in peace, and in the evenings, I’d be with my Nastenka.”

Nothing, not even life with Jade, could have prepared me for this kind of encounter.

How could this heinous demon be Levi’s biological father?

His son is nothing like him, and never will be.

For my man’s sake, I ask him, though, because I’d think Levi would want to know, “How did you lose her?”

“She’d eat something and get sick. No matter what I cooked, she’d feel bad, and her stomach would be upset. I brought the doctor in and had all the tests done, but aside from being slightly anemic, nothing was wrong. I had no choice. I took her to the hospital.” He sighs and pats Anastasia’s cheek. “She had some internal bleeding, and they rushed her to the operating room, but the surgery didn’t help. My baby girl died. I couldn't even say goodbye to her.” He wipes away the tear and kisses Anastasia’s skull. “I lost both of them while that bastard lived. It’s an unforgivable sin.”

Levi’s only sin was being loved by his mother, and that’s something Jonathan could never forgive him for.

Gathering all my courage, I push this reality far away, for focusing on it would destroy me right now, and instead press my bare feet on the ground while Jonathan’s attention is still on Anastasia.

“My biggest mistake was keeping him alive.”

Focus, Lavender, focus.

With this thought in mind, I sprint up and, ignoring the pain ricocheting all over me, dart to the stairs while he yells behind me, “Come back here, bitch!”

Running up the stairs, I end up in a spacious hallway in a glass house and dart outside where the moonlight shines brightly. I hear howls in the distance, chilling my blood while endless acres of land leading to the forest greets me.

I notice guards as well, who spot me right away and start chasing me as devastation rushes through me at the complete hopelessness I feel.

Where are you, Levi?

Fisting the skirt of my dress, I rush toward the forest, my feet burning against the grass while the wind billows my hair backward, the air sticking in my lungs from the effort, and I can still hear Jonathan yelling behind me.

Is this how Levi felt all those years ago?

“Just shoot at her, you idiots!” Jonathan yells, and a gunshot follows his command, making me jump to the side to avoid it and run in a zigzagging pattern to confuse them.

Ignoring the hurtful sensations racking through my body from every corner and the dizziness that makes me want to throw up all around me, I finally get inside the forest, hoping to hide among the countless trees.

Only to stumble forward, instant pain stabbing into my calf and ankle. A scream tears from my throat, and my fingers sink into the soil, an exhausted sigh slipping past my lips because it’s almost impossible to get up.

Heavy footsteps trail behind me, and I hear male voices before four men emerge from the forest, pointing their guns at me. One of them speaks into the headphone on his ear. “Tell the boss we found her.” A beat passes. “He told us to bring her and not be gentle about it.”

The men chuckle as I scoot back, trying my best to ignore the pain, and get up, even if it means running with a broken ankle.

“You made the boss angry, which means he’ll drive us crazy. You need to be punished.” One of them swings the metallic chain in his hands back and forth before wrapping it around his fist. “I think he won’t mind if we add a scar or two to your face.”

He takes a step toward me, and I press my splayed palms on the ground, lifting myself up, only to hold back my scream when he hits me with the chain right on my wrist with the Thor bracelet Levi gifted me.

Thunder echoes in the sky, the sound so loud it almost silences everything around me, as the atmosphere grows dark around us.

That’s when I hear barely audible movement behind me, and the men still, swallowing hard, so I look over my shoulder. My eyes widen at the sight of the gray wolf stepping from the shadows.

He seems massive and, frankly, very old. Do they even live this long in the wild?

His eyes, though…his eyes seem to hold so much wisdom it is astonishing.

He comes closer, and my heartbeat speeds up for a different reason entirely when he nuzzles into my neck, as if he's smelling me, and I wonder if this is my destiny.

To be eaten by a wolf.

I guess it’s better than to be killed by these men.

“Shoot the damn thing,” one of them shouts. “We need the bitch alive.”

The wolf throws his head back and howls into the night, combined with thunder and lightning, it almost scares me.

Then he taps my shoulder with his paw and stands in front of me, hunching down as if to protect me from the men, who all draw their guns, though their hands tremble when the wolf growls. “Just shoot!” the one with the chain yells again, and it turns into a scream when the wolf jumps on him, going right for his throat, and blood pours from him.

The other three men start to retreat, but he jumps on them as well, biting off someone’s hand, and if it weren’t for my aching ankle, I’d think I’m in some kind of fucked-up dream, because what the hell is going on here?

I turn away from all the bloody gore, though I don’t feel sorry for these men, and once again try to get up because Jonathan knows about my whereabouts. I have to move.

The adrenaline rush must be doing its job because I finally manage to get up and resume my run, ignoring the broken ankle and looking around, choosing to go farther into the forest.

Survival, that’s all that matters.

Any pain is bearable as long as it means I survive and the monsters die.

“No!” one of the men yells, and I focus only on my breathing, moving as fast as I can through the forest and groaning when the wind intensifies and a drizzle starts.

Gunshots and wolves’ howls follow me the deeper into the forest I get, and complete darkness seems to surround me, growing my desperation and exhaustion because it seems there is no escape from here.

“You can’t give up,” I whisper to myself, and continue to race blind and cry out when a brawny arm wraps around my waist, lifting me. “Let go of me.” I hit the hard chest until familiar scents penetrate my lungs, and a sob slips past my lips. “Levi.” I clung to him for dear life, strength leaving me all at once when I hug him.

He found me. I knew he would.

“I’m here, Lavender,” he says, and leans back, cupping my cheeks. “I’m here.”

“He’s… Robert… He’s Jonathan.”

His body grows cold, and he nods. “I know. I’ll handle it, Lavender. Are you hurt?”

“Yes. Levi, he has these men and…” He kisses me hard, swallowing all my protests, but quickly ends it. “It’s too dangerous.”

“Everything is going to be okay. Don’t worry.” He steps back, and calls over his shoulder, “Take her to the hospital. Now.”

“No, Levi! Don’t go alone.” I shout as he disappears into the forest as more howls ring in the air. I try to dart after him, but freeze when someone grabs me from behind. “Let go.” I struggle in the strong grip, fear enveloping me whole at the prospect of losing Levi to this madman. “Let go!”

“He has to do it on his own, Lavender.” I recognize Wyatt’s voice just as a sudden sharp pain pierces my scalp as if something has burst inside it, and the world slowly starts to get dizzy around me until it becomes black.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




“As long as you breathe, moy lvenochek, you win.”

Anastasia

Levi

Through the years, I’ve tried my best to remember this damned forest that became my own prison.

I knew finding it would mean finally locating him.

No matter how much I forced myself to do it, though, I couldn’t, and I hated myself for it.

Until the tracker I inserted inside Lavender led me here, a place located three fucking hours away from my home. The idea of him being so close to me all these years sends me into a different spiral of madness.

He got his hands on my woman.

He hurt my woman.

He scared my woman.

None of these things should have happened.

I wish to see him choke on his blood, and for that, I have to control the anger polluting my mind, urging me to snap his neck whenever I find him.

Finally, I get out of the forest, seeing the one-level glass house opening up to my view that burns brightly while around twenty men race around it, trying to save themselves as they’re shot like flies with arrows. Several more explosions can be heard in the distance.

Von and Kane must be here. Their style is to bring maximum pain to their victims.

They wouldn’t have missed the fun. Wyatt must have called them, because ever since that phone call, everything has been a blur.

I barely managed to say anything as I hopped into the car with my friend and drove off to the location.

I think I vaguely remember Rush and Rafael yelling in my ear and following us, but I’m not sure.

All my thoughts halt when I locate my target, noticing the rapist as he holds something dearly to his chest and rushes toward the gates, probably to get the fuck away.

I dart after him, uncaring about the spreading fire—let the fucking place burn to the ground as long as they protect the forest.

I take out the knife from my pocket and throw it at him, aiming at his calf. He cries out, spinning around, and points his gun at me. “You little fucker.” He cradles the weight on his arms, and that’s when I notice what it is. Instant acid fills my mouth. “I almost dropped your mother.”

He didn’t bury her. He kept her.

Tormented her even after her death.

He presses the tip of the gun to her cheek as he smirks. “You try to come close, boy, and I will kill her.” He has lost his mind so much that he doesn’t understand she’s already dead. “You should have been dead by now. I did everything in my power. Do you know that I used to pay them extra so they would torture you more? John thought he was so smart, but I knew he had you.”

Despite the rage consuming me from him still touching my mother, I clasp my hands on my back and put a lid on all my emotions, leaving my mind blank and focusing only on the task.

To eliminate the danger once and for all.

My hand wraps around the knife hanging on my pants pocket while he continues to spew more bullshit. “You deserved it.” He spits on the floor. “You should have suffered for taking them away from me. I lost my princess! My daughter.” An invisible arrow pierces my heart because I didn’t save her either. “She died of illness at five!”

As hideous as it sounds, I’m glad she didn’t grow up with him, because monsters like him?

They will hurt their own, and if she grew up to look like our mother…God knows what he would have done to her or what sick fantasy he would have decided to play, thinking it was his do-over. I sometimes think that was the whole reason he wanted a girl.

To have a more perfect version of my mother.

“Mother protected me all these years. I think she’d want me to finally punish you for hurting her and her children all this time.”

He roars, “I never hurt her. I loved her! She was mine! We were soulmates destined to grow old with our princess, but we kept you. You ruined her! She was difficult and stubborn because of you.” He removes the safety on the gun, his pupils dilating while sweat slides down his cheeks along with rain. “You will know my pain. Your Lavender? As good as dead. My men found her.” I take a step toward him, watching his hold on the skeleton tighten, and he shouts, “Stay back!”

“There is nowhere to go, Jonathan. It’s game over.”

I’ve imagined countless times how I would face my childhood’s demon, and what I would do to him, and now that the time has come…it brings me emptiness.

I do not wish to prolong it.

I wish to end it so no one suffers at his hand anymore.

My mom has been suffering for almost twenty-five years. She deserves a rest from him.

“It’s going to be over when you lose her as I lost my love. Then you will know my suffering!”

“Lavender is safe. She shares one quality with Mom. They are both warriors who survive no matter what.” I step forward and watch the gun in his hand while calculating the distance to make sure my knife hits the exact target. “You know why she died? She knew I could finally survive without her.” Anger crosses his face. “Mom didn’t give up. She delivered her final revenge to you because no matter what you did to her before, or after her death…she was never yours. And she took her daughter with her so you wouldn’t tarnish her soul.”

“No! She loved me! Me! You killed her!”

“She raised me long enough to teach me to never be a piece of shit like you because no one would ever love a man like you. You deserve to rot in hell, and even that would not be enough.”

He fires his gun, but I dodge to the side and throw my knife into his hand, making him cry out in pain as the gun falls on the ground. I lunge for him, swiftly taking Mom from him and moving her away before kicking him in the knees.

He falls, and memories play in my mind, one after another.

“Stop!” Mom begs as he drags her by the hair and then hits her in the face. “Not in front of him!”

I fist his hair, pulling my arm back and delivering a hard blow right on his face. A cracking sound fills the air.

Mom chokes on the blood in her mouth while he removse his belt and rushes toward me, pushing me to the bathroom and mustering up a smile before locking the door. “Cover your ears, moy lvenochek.” I don’t do it, though, and hear my mom whimper in pain when he starts beating her with a belt.

Removing my own belt, I wrap it around his throat and drag him farther away from her while he struggles in my grip, the coward that he is.

A man who never truly has any strength, and when he’s met with a more powerful force, he folds.

“All your power is a facade to hide a man who is afraid of his own shadow,” I say, loosening my grip as he gulps for breath, and then start to deliver blow by blow to his back with the belt. “You are a piece of shit who killed my mother!”

He tries to get away from me, but I kick him in the back before throwing away the belt and starting to hit him hard, all the while hearing my mom’s screams and seeing her bloody face in front of me.

Finally, I step back when another clap of thunder shakes the sky, and the rain becoming so intense that it soaks us all.

I grab his gun and point it at him as he lies on his back, breathing heavily, and watches me with so much hate filling his eyes.

One shot and I will end it all.

Mommy finishes telling me a story about the brave knight who saved a kingdom. “One day, Mama, I will save us,” I tell her and cup her face, rubbing my thumb over the bruises on her chin. “I will slay the monster with my sword.” I’m not sure where I’ll find it, but all these magical stories she tells me always have some kind of magical solution. “He won’t hurt you anymore.”

She smiles before wincing at her busted lip and hugs me close, kissing me on the top of my head. “Net moy lvenochek.” She rocks me in her arms. “You won’t do it. If you kill him…he wins. His dirt will be forever attached to you. He doesn’t get to have your soul.” I don’t understand her words. “Moy lvenochek will win because it’s not your job to kill him. It’s mine.” Another kiss. “I’m the parent. Parents protect their children.”

My mom protected me as much as she could, but she isn’t here now.

It is my duty to protect her.

I aim the gun at him as the seconds trickle by, and still her voice outshines the rage and hatred in my heart. He smirks from the ground and erupts in full-on laughter. “You can’t do it. You’re weak.”

Before I can reply to his idiotic remark, I feel a presence behind me, and a hand lands above mine on the gun. I look at the man who became everything a father should be to me. I assume my uncles aren’t far off either. “I’m here, Levi,” he tells me, and slowly takes the gun away from me. “I’m here.”

The two desires fight within me: one wishes to keep my promise to my mom, and the other to exact his rightful revenge.

“Lavender needs you right now.”

My beautiful, brave woman who stood with me in my darkness and willingly stayed with me, knowing this fucking asshole would try to kidnap her to hurt me.

The warmth, obsession, and need following me whenever I think about her finally make sense.

I love her. She’s mine, and my love for her is far greater than any revenge could ever be. It tips the scale to the right direction, as only this can give me peace.

Life is meant to be lived in the present. Otherwise, the shadows of our past will kill us, and my mom didn’t suffer so much for her son to waste his life.

My greatest revenge will be to love and be loved by my woman.

“I want him to suffer.”

“And suffer he will. He hurt my son.”

And for my dad, it might as well be a vow he gives me.

I do not wish to know what will happen to him. In fact, I don’t want to hear about him at all from now on.

For if we talk about him, he has importance and presence in our lives, and he doesn’t get to have that.

I nod, my throat clogged, and, without sparing Jonathan a glance, I walk toward my mom and remove my jacket, throwing it over her before picking her up and going toward the entrance.

While Jonathan bellows, “No! Anastasia is mine! Where are you taking her? Get back here, you bastard!”

I do not turn back, I don’t acknowledge his words, I do not give him any satisfaction.

Instead, I finally free us from his torment.

Forever.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




“Torture is an art form I’ve learned through the years, mastered for decades, and explored in different variations with anyone who I found fit.

Most people will say I’m a monster or a psycho.

However, in life, nothing is ever that simple, as evil and goodness are in the eye of the beholder.”

Lachlan

Lachlan

Classical music echoes when I enter my dungeon, carefully designed to bring the most pain to my victims, where they would suffer greatly before going to hell.

These walls heard so many cries of despair, they might as well reek of them.

It even holds the bite and scratch marks of those who begged to be saved, and that inspires only laughter in me, for who could ever respect them after that?

Granted, I've built such a strong brotherhood over the years that I haven’t participated in torture much lately, but a wolf is always a wolf.

Even if he falls in love and builds a family, hunting instincts don’t go anywhere.

Especially when his cub suffers at the hands of someone like Jonathan.

A whimper interrupts the music, and I look at the man, his hands and feet stuck together and nailed to the wall as he’s naked. Blood dripping from his various wounds mixes with the sweat and tears, while his eyes are filled with so much hurt it's a wonder they don’t bulge.

He has no idea what true pain entails, but he will learn.

My child. My baby boy—our little warrior.

He thought he could hide the cracks in his soul from me, fooling me into believing he forgot about his past, but I recognized his agony because I shared a similar one of my own.

I knew his dark desires would need an outlet, but he’d never come to me. That’s why I asked Arson to guide him and teach him even though I’ve been overseeing every lesson.

Watched him build his dungeon and knew about all the things he participated in while searching for that fucker.

Sometimes our children’s greatest misconception is that their parents do not know or understand them, but if you love your child, you see right through them.

However, he wouldn’t talk about the rapist, and without any information, it was hard to run my own investigation.

Besides, it was Levi’s right.

Jonathan whimpers again and then cries out when he pulls at his hands, but they stay unmovable. “Just kill me,” he begs, licking his chapped lips and wincing. “I deserve death.”

Swaying my metallic cane from side to side, I come closer to him, and ask, “Where would be the fun in that, Jonathan? Your victims suffered for years, and you want a quick death?”

Once upon a time, I preferred to kill them all once I caught them because, to me, letting them live was an insult in itself.

I became more lenient over the years, as long as their prolonged time on Earth entailed their eternal suffering where even hell seemed like salvation.

Their victims never got any reprieves. Why should they?

“I hurt your son so much. Do you know once I paid for him to be starved and beaten for twenty-four hours straight?” He laughs. “The boy was puking all over the floor while they kicked him over and over again.”

The thing about men like Jonathan?

They have no self-control over their hideous vices, so they think everyone is like them when we are very different.

Our rage is controlled and manifests itself in the artistic torture that’s a divine intervention.

I put the metallic tip of the cane against his neck, then press the button. The tip changes to a sharp knife and pierces his collarbone as his scream almost mutes the music. I drag it until blood drips down his stomach, and smile. “Every single day you will suffer unimaginable pain only to be patched up again and for it to start all over the next day. We won’t kill, but you will wish for it for the remainder of your miserable life.”

He shakes his head in denial, and I snap my fingers so the wall opposite him turns into a glass where he can see my most trusted men and friends sitting there, watching him as they sip their whiskey. “You know who they are?” I drag the cane upward until it reaches his chin, pressing the sharp tip in, and he stops to breathe, his eyes widening as tears fill them. What a pathetic sight. “They are my son’s uncles. And each one of them will take their turn to show you their talents. Buckle up, Jonathan. Your punishment is about to start.” I step back and go to my weapon table, running my fingers over the knives and settling on the drill instead.

Ah, what fun it will be.

“No,” he begs, and pulls at his arms and legs again, groaning when it only tears his skin. “Just kill me. I don’t want this.”

“Nobody asked you. In case you haven’t noticed.” I open my arms wide. “This is my domain. It’s payback time, Jonathan.” A beat passes, and I grin, curving my mouth when I turn on the drill, and the trrrr sound fills the space. “Oh, and Jonathan, one more thing before we begin? Consider it a final fuck-you from Anastasia.”

His brow furrows only for a tortured scream to erupt from his throat when I tell him the truth that’s been hidden from him.

And with that, I proceed to hurt him, not that it would ever atone for his sins.

After all, life is cruel.

Thankfully, so are we.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




“Love is our greatest reward and biggest regret.

Or so people say.

For the first time ever, though.

I wish to collect all rewards and not think about regrets.

I’ve had enough of them to last me a lifetime.”

Lavender

Lavender

The annoying beeping sound disturbs my sleep, and I whimper, wanting to roll to the side, but something heavy presses on my leg, keeping me from lifting a muscle. “What in the world?” I mutter, my throat so dry I cough and finally snap my eyes open, only to gasp in shock at my brothers standing over my bed. One on either side, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think I hallucinated them or something. “What’s going on?” I lift my hand to touch my throbbing head, but an IV drip is stuck to it, and that’s when I realize I’m in the hospital.

The sunshine streaming through the huge window brightens the white-as-snow room, which features the latest equipment, TV, table, and even a couch.

“Shhh, careful with your throat,” Rush says, picking up ice chips from the table and bringing them to my mouth. I crunch them, welcoming the cold liquid that brings instant relief. “You screamed so much it must be really sore.”

The previous night’s events flash in my mind, and I whisper, “Levi?”

Rafael answers, “He’s fine. He was glued to your side. We had to kick him out so he could take a shower and change. He should be back any minute now.” I sigh at this and then try to sit up a little, groaning when my right leg feels absolutely numb while every muscle in my body aches so much, as if I participated in a marathon.

In a way, I probably had.

“Careful.” Rush helps adjust the pillow behind me, and I rest my back against it as they both sit on either side of me. “You broke your ankle in two places, so you needed an operation to fix that.”

I should probably be more freaked out about the fact that I’m in the hospital, but after the nightmare…this doesn’t even faze me or cause any panic inside me.

Rush adds, “According to the surgeon, you’ll have to wear a cast for about two months, but besides that, you don’t have any serious injuries. They tended to the cuts on your feet, and while you have a slight bump on the head, it’s not serious.”

“I fell when he was chasing me.” They grip my blanket hard, and I quickly reassure them. “I’m okay. He didn’t do anything to me.”

“If it wasn't Levi's right, I’d kill the fucker myself.” Rush’s tone implies he would have tortured him as well, and…good.

People like Jonathan deserve it, and if it makes me a sinner who supports such vices, so be it.

“You made us worried, princess.” Rush touches my cheek, running his fingers over it, and exhales heavily. “We love you. You’re essential to our family.”

My throat grows tight for a different reason, and Rafael cups my scarred cheek on the other side. “You don’t have to hide anymore. We loved you from the moment Mom showed you to us the day you were born. A pretty little thing who trusted us instantly as you wrapped your fingers around ours. That was the day we promised to protect you.”

My eyes fill with tears. “You’re going to make me cry.” They lean forward and envelop me gently, mindful of all the wires and drips attached to me, and in their embrace, the pressure to be this perfect sibling who never shows or speaks about her emotions to preserve the peace goes away.

The world won’t shatter or become a prison if I speak my mind and live the way I want.

I laugh through the tears when they lean back, and Rafael taps on nose, turning his voice stern. “Doesn’t mean we will let Levi off the hook.”

“He got points for being willing to die for you, but we still expect him to make an honest woman out of you.”

“I think I prefer to live in sin for a little longer,” I deadpan, and they chuckle. “I love him.”

“We know. Once the press hears about it, you can expect various media outlets calling us all names.”

Rush rolls his eyes. “Rafael, always the lawyer.”

“Trust me, the headlines would be brutal.”

“Especially to me,” I say, oddly enough, I don’t care. “I hope my leg heals before the wedding.”

“It will. Don’t worry about it.”

There is so much love in their gazes that I used to interpret as their duty, or obligation, toward me for the past.

Truth is, though…

We lost our parents very young and stayed as each other’s only family.

We all got separated, and each lived in a nightmare of their own, but we are still here.

Alive. Happy. In love.

Scarred too, but I’d like to think our parents, wherever they are right now…are proud of us and can rest in peace knowing their children found theirs and Jade didn’t win.

He perished for good.

“I love you both. Thank you for being my big brothers.” I sigh. “I know it will take time for us to build a connection like the King or Scott siblings have, but…we’ll get there.”

Their gazes soften. “We’re already there, Lavender. It will only get better,” Rafael says, and they both kiss me on the cheek, getting up as the door opens and Levi enters. “We’ll go grab a coffee and let the girls know you’re awake. They’ve been here all this time.”

I barely hear what he says as I look at Levi, his blue eyes reminding me of the flames in the fire, leaving invisible imprints all over me, and my heartbeat speeds up. “Hi,” I whisper just as my brothers leave, noticing the dark circles under his eyes. “I missed you.”

He throws his jacket on the floor and reaches me in five short strides, sits on the bed, and wraps his hand around my throat, his grip gentle yet firm. “I love you.” He swallows my mouth with a deep kiss, his tongue entwining with mine as he stakes ownership all over me again. Heat travels down my spine at our touch, and I grip his shirt, hating that all the wires prevent me from hugging him close. Space seems like an offense between us, especially since the memories of that man are so fresh in my mind.

Levi rips his mouth away and rests his forehead against mine, his thumb brushing over my pulse point as he whispers against my lips, “My whole life, I thought I was incapable of loving anyone because such love and obsession made me vulnerable. And vulnerabilities are always exploited. To be weak again…I could not allow it.” My heart squeezes at the pain still ringing in his tone, and I can’t blame him. To see where he used to live with his biological mom would damage anyone, and I would break just thinking about what could have happened to him if the Scotts hadn’t adopted him. “Moy cvetochek, even the greatest resolve was powerless against the beauty that’s you. You challenge my mind and calm the chaos constantly raging within me in ways no one or nothing else can. My love is not pure. In fact, I think it might be a curse because I won’t ever let you go. You’re mine and mine you’ll stay because without this darkness of mine, there's no light. And your light is the one thing that keeps me sane in this world.”

A raspy breath escapes me, and I grip his shirt tighter, basking in this moment and wondering if all the suffering I endured led me to this.

Complete happiness.

“I love you too.”

Once upon a time, two lonely and scared kids prayed to a mighty god many people had forgotten.

And he listened.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




“Mother.

One single word that has such a deep meaning.

For some, it’s associated with happiness, acceptance, love.

For others, it’s pain, suffering, isolation.

No matter our feelings, though…when we lose them, we grieve them all the same.

And that’s the kind of wound that doesn’t heal with time.

Instead, it becomes something you learn to live with.”

Levi

Levi

I park by the gates, exhaling heavily and leaning in my seat while gazing into the distance, when a soft hand touches mine on the steering wheel. “Are you okay?” Lavender asks, her sweet scent calming the inferno awakening in my heart and threading my fingers in her hair, I drag her closer to me. “I can go with you.”

Pressing my lips against her forehead, I murmur, “I’m good. Don’t worry.” I cup her cheek, rubbing my thumb over her skin and hating seeing the stupid cast on her leg. I despise any reminder of him hurting my woman. “Stay here. I won’t be long.” Giving her a soft kiss on the mouth, I open the door and get out, allowing for the light breeze to wash over me as the sun shines brightly on me.

I walk toward the gate and enter the cemetery. Countless headstones greet me, covered in flowers, creating a beautiful and depressing picture. A sense of loss and grief fills the air, casting shadows all around me.

I head toward a farther corner, closer to the massive oak tree where my mother’s headstone lies, covered with orchids and lilies.

They used to be her favorite flowers.

Her stone is gated with a small bench in front of it.

Dad promised to bury her right, and he did, giving her the grave she deserved and somewhere I could always visit. Uncle Arson practically ripped her away from me and told me to go to Lavender and they’d handle it.

To them, no matter what I do, I’ll always be a child they swore to protect.

“Zdrastvui, Mama,” I say hello to her, coming closer and dusting off the stone. “Ya prishel.” I tell her that I came to her and stand still, pondering on the words while an onslaught of emotions hit me from every corner, not letting me focus on any of them or rest. The utter chaos within me for the first time cannot be controlled, and I struggle for breath. “I’m sorry it took me so long to find you. I miss you, Mama. I missed you so much every day.” I swallow and sit on the bench, resting my elbows on my knees while staring at her grave.

Just a name.

Anastasia.

“I escaped that hell, Mama. I survived for both of us and tried my best to become a man you’d be proud of. A man who would have saved you. I did everything I could to live up to the name and your sacrifice.” Another gust of wind caresses my skin, like the softest of touches, and increases the pressure on my chest. Why is this so difficult?

I withstood some horrendous things in life, yet facing my mom’s grave transforms me once again into a six-year-old who watched her die.

As if her soul is really here and could listen to me.

“I have family who loves me, a woman who adores me, and everything this life has to offer is within my reach. Because you protected me from him and taught me all the things that mattered in our short time together.” My fists clench, and I take deep breaths to control my rapidly beating heart. “I couldn’t find your brother Lev. I think he was a mirage, someone you wanted to believe would come and save us both.”

If a powerful mafia man had lost his sister, I would have known him, but there was no one with that name.

I spoke with Aunt Phoenix about it yesterday, and she explained that sometimes, when people are put into unbearable situations, the psyche tries to protect its sanity and creates another reality.

The delusion helps to cope with their horrible circumstances and keeps them going, and I think that’s what Lev was.

Mama waited for a savior, needing to believe there was at least some hope, but instead she birthed a man who would be such a savior to others.

If only I could save my mom, though.

My heart contracts even more. Placing my hand on my heart, I whisper, “Spasibo, Mama.” My mother was ripped away from the life she knew, whatever that might be, only to end up in hell.

She didn’t have to love or accept me, but she did.

My mother did everything she could to give me the best chance, and she filled my heart with love, curiosity, and knowledge as much as she could so I’d never be like him.

His blood might run through my veins, but I’ll always dedicate my life to extinguishing men like him, and if that makes me a monster in the eyes of the world, so be it.

“Ya lublyu tebya,” I whisper and try to put a lid on the emotions threatening to open all the old wounds that shouldn’t have a presence in my life. “I’m sorry you didn’t live long enough to see justice, but it was served in your name. You can rest in peace now.”

That’s when I feel another presence, and I freeze when I see my mom, the one who raised me, sit next to me, and her scent envelops me, the one I always associated with acceptance and safety.

A woman who welcomed me into her family with open arms right away. Who withstood my nightmares, silent treatments, and my hysterics.

A woman who never made me feel unwanted, only deeply loved.

A woman who became my mom.

“Mom,” I say, an odd sense of guilt filling me that maybe she might take it the wrong way. I’m not sure how to explain my emotions to her, but I don’t want her to think I love her any less. One of the reasons I asked Dad not to tell her anything about it. I should have known better, though. They don’t have secrets from each other. “I⁠—”

“I thought I’d come here to thank your mom for raising such a strong boy who survived long enough for us to find him.” I swallow. The pressure inside me builds, and fuck, it’s so hard to put that lid on all these feelings advancing on me like an inevitable tsunami. “Who filled his heart with love and kindness. A strong woman, and she gave that strength to her son.” She looks at the stone. “Thank you, Anastasia. I hope you know your son is deeply loved, and he wouldn’t be here without you.” She looks at me again and cups my cheek, the softness in her gaze breaking all my walls, and my eyes fill with tears for the first time in forever. “No matter what happens, Levi. You’re your mother’s son and ours. Nothing else matters. I would never want another son, and it’s an honor to share such privilege with your mama.”

At this moment, I understand that Dad told her everything, and she accepts even the darkest parts of me. I was afraid she wouldn’t.

I couldn’t fathom losing another mom.

I wrap my arms around her. “I love you, Mom.”

She hugs me tighter, threading her fingers through my hair, and whispers like she did in my childhood, “Let go, Levi. Let go.”

And I allow myself something I haven’t ever done before.

I let the six-year-old boy in me finally cry for a mother he had in the arms of a mother who raised him.

As tragic as it is, there is also beauty in it.

Because I was so lucky to have two mothers who loved me when some don’t even get one.

So I let myself grieve in their presence and heal the broken parts of me.

For a second, I think I hear Mama’s voice in my ear, whispering, “Bud schastliv, moy lvenochek.”

Be happy, my little lion.

And that’s what I intend to do.

Lev

I stand on the hill and watch Levi and Valencia near Anastasia’s grave when my phone rings.

I raise it to my ear. “Is he my grandson?” the Pakhan asks right away, his voice harsh and demanding.

He’s been searching for him ever since Jonathan sent us photos of Levi and Anastasia, gloating in his letters about how he stole the mafia princess and we will never find her.

The Pakhan destroyed countless organizations, enemies, and searched the world for his only daughter and still failed to find her. And since Jonathan never showed his face, we couldn’t figure out who took her.

My hold on the phone tightens just thinking about the fucker, and I wish I could get my hands on him and kill him.

But that’s not my right. That’s Levi’s right, and he made his decision that I have to respect.

“No.”

Pakhan coughs, letting me know the illness he tries to hide from everyone has been progressing way too fast. “Where the fuck is my grandson, then?”

“I’ve been telling you for years. The boy is dead.” The lies slip easily from me, my voice monotone and detached so he won’t hear even a hint of hesitation.

Because the truth would set our world on fire.

The Boston Bratva is powerful, wealthy, and ruthless. And while we are strong enough to go against Lachlan, we would never win this war, and we’d end up just weakening one another.

He won’t ever let anyone take his son away.

I won’t ever allow anyone to jeopardize the Bratva’s future.

The dying Pakhan included.

So we have a silent understanding with Lachlan. As long as we stay away from one another, we keep each other’s secrets.

Although he wasn’t so keen on keeping one particular secret from his son, I explained why we have to wait a few more years.

Patience is the greatest weapon one might have in this world.

“I do not have time.”

Yes. Each day, he becomes weaker, so he has to pass the torch before the vultures sense his weakness and try to challenge him for leadership. And according to the rules, it needs to be the male heir, and he has none.

Not for his lack of trying over the years.

If we are not careful enough, his half-brother would take the reins, and then we’ll be fucked.

“I have no other answer for you, Pakhan. Tvoy vnuk mertv.” I repeat once again that his grandson is dead, and for a second, he stops breathing.

He’s one of the cruelest and coldest men I know, but the idea of his blood suffering and dying pains him.

If Pakhan has one good quality, it is protecting those who are entrusted to him. Otherwise, I would have killed him a long time ago.

Because he might be the head of the Bratva, but I’m its neck, and the head moves where the neck fucking wants.

He’s the facade while I’m the true power.

“Then there is no other choice. I’ll name you my heir. You know what that means. Make sure she understands it too.”

He hangs up as I walk to my car, where Oleg already holds it open for me, and he glances at Levi, murmuring, “He would’ve been a great Pakhan.”

“Yes. Except he’d kill us all.”

Oleg laughs. “True.”

Once inside, I open my laptop, log in with my password, then press the live video. I see a blonde girl with the bluest eyes, wearing a black ballet leotard with jeans. While her ballet teacher smokes nervously near her.

She’s standing barefoot in the middle of the wide garden, quickly gathering her hair into a ponytail, an action that reminds me so much of her mother.

Anastasia adored ballet, and I was the only friend she was allowed to have in her life.

Because I was three years younger than her. It was she who named me Lev after her older brother was brutally killed. She could never accept the loss and created this new reality in her head where her brother lived while her parents died.

No one called me this name besides her, and that’s why Levi could never find me.

He was chasing a ghost.

“Miss Zencova, please. We need to rehearse for our show next week.”

Instead of listening to her teacher, she goes to the butler, who is holding a tray, and grabs a gun from it, making the teacher jump. “Miss Zencova!”

“Irina, we both know I suck at ballet, and the only reason I’m part of the show is because Dedushka insisted. I hate this shit.”

She points her gun at the target far away and shoots, reaching the bull’s-eye right away, and her butler claps.

“Fuck,” the teacher mutters, and accepts the wine from the butler, finishing it in one gulp.

The girl picks up a rifle next, and checks it out before moving to another target and shooting once again, a smile stretching her mouth when the target falls to the ground.

“Miss Zencova, please think about me,” Irina pleads. “I don’t need trouble with the Bratva.”

“Aren’t you my grandpa’s latest mistress? He doesn’t kill his fuck buddies.” She grabs one more gun and quickly loads it with bullets before firing it at the next target. Sadly, it misses the mark, and she huffs.

“Miss Zencova!”

Zoya grabs her cell from the tray, and in a second, my own phone rings. “Yes?”

“Since I’m sure you’re watching me right now, can you get rid of her? Her annoying whining makes me miss my targets. I don’t like it.”

Once upon a time, by sheer accident, I saved the girl from Jonathan and convinced the fucker she died.

She might look like her mother, but her character…that, she clearly got from her older brother.

A devil in disguise who wears a mask of an angel, that’s who she is.

“It can be arranged.”

“Splendid.”

“As long as you remember that it will put an end to our lessons.”

I’ve taught her how to fight and use all kinds of weapons. I've convinced Pakhan to send her to the best private school abroad so she can learn and hopefully join a good university.

In exchange, she keeps her perfect image, continues to dance ballet, and stays out of trouble, never showing her knowledge to anyone. Her classmates included since a lot of them belong to our world.

Pakhan is convinced she’d be the ideal wife to someone one day and form great alliances for the Bratva, because that’s what women do, according to him. Marry and bear offspring to make the Bratva prosper.

I have no fucking intention of marrying her off to the highest bidder.

“Fine. I’ll do the stupid show. Can’t wait for this to be over. Will you be back in Boston before I need to go?”

“Yes.”

“Great. See you then.”

Ending the call and closing the laptop, I meet Oleg’s gaze in the rearview mirror, and a similar rage flashes in his eyes that probably matches mine. “I will find a solution.”

Zoya won’t be collateral damage in this world of ours.

And if worse comes to worst and they try to force my hand?

I can always call her older brother.

I’m sure he’d be happy to discover his sister is alive and well.

For now, though?

It’s my duty to protect her, and I will do that till my last breath.

I owe it to Anastasia.

Her daughter will never suffer at the hands of any man, myself included.

That’s a word I intend to keep.


EPILOGUE




“Once upon a time, there was a villain who decided to steal the princess from the ivory castle of her own creation.

She was beautiful, stubborn, and irresistible.

And he was ready to burn the world for her.

Because this princess was the only light in his dark soul.

So without her, there could never be him anymore.

For some, it’s a curse, and for others, it’s fate.

For me?

It’s destiny and a reward for all the suffering I had to endure.”

Levi

Seven years later

New York, New York

Levi

My mouth curves into a smile as I step out of the car and hear an annoyed voice echo through our garden. “You need to sit still, Gavin.”

“I am.”

“You’re waving your hand! It will make the camera shaky.”

“It’s hot. Have mercy on the elderly.”

“Didn’t you say it’s rude to call you old the other day?”

“Correct. That’s why I used the word elderly instead of old.”

“Isn’t it the same?”

“No.”

The sun shines brightly above us on this summer day, and the nature around us blooms with colorful flowers, while the rich trees surrounding us create a certain kind of magic in our garden that’s lost during winter.

Nodding at the passing maid who holds a heavy tray filled with tea, chocolate chip cookies, and strawberries, I march straight ahead toward the spacious alcove where the bickering duo give each other a high five. “Are you ready, Gavin?”

“Yes. Do your best, kiddo.”

Still, despite the grumping, he holds the camera up and leans forward a bit so he can film my precious five-year-old daughter wearing her skin-tone tights, purple leotard, and matching ballet slippers, twirling in place and performing a pirouette that’s complicated for her age.

She dances toward her camera and shakes her head. “The music is wrong.” The familiar classical tune plays, mixing with the birds' chirping above us as the soft wind whooshes over us, billowing her dark hair backward. “Perfect!” she exclaims and rises to her toes, twirling around several times right before lifting her leg backward and stilling, stretching her entire body. “Did you see? It was a perfect twirl!” She claps and jumps up. “I haven’t lost my balance once!”

“That’s my girl.” Gavin puts the camera away just before wiping his forehead with a handkerchief. “Thank God,” he mutters when the maid brings the tray to them and puts it on the table. “I need a break, darling.” He grabs the cold water bottle and flicks it open, drinking it while the five-year-old rolls her eyes. “Why do you need so many videos anyway? We’ve been filming nonstop for the past hour.” She snatches a cookie from the plate and munches on it, polishing it off in record time. “Do you have a competition soon?”

“Yes! Grandma always repeats practice makes perfect, so I want to see where I make mistakes. Or Patricia would win,” she grumbles, grabbing a strawberry next and biting on it. “She’s very good and doesn’t have a weak left leg like me. It’s my biggest weakness. That’s what Grandma and Aunt Emmaline said.”

Except that’s not what they said.

According to them, she shows early signs of great talent when it comes to ballet because she has the combination of skill, resilience, stubbornness, and artistic nature. So when my daughter made her love of ballet known and asked us to enroll her in a school, my mother took her under her wing right away.

I wasn’t thrilled with that decision for several reasons.

For one, I didn’t want my daughter to live a strict, regimented life where someone could break her spirit, because any sport requires training hard, and you experience more failures than victories through life.

Second, and most importantly, I didn’t want it to affect my daughter’s relationship with her grandparents, as she adores them. She constantly talks to them on the phone, spends all her weekends at their place, they take her on trips to Europe, and my dad even goes to the movies with her. Something he has never done. He just buys out the entire theater for the day so no one will disturb them.

The women in the family convinced me to let her do what she wants, though, and that they would stop if she ever decides to quit, but I know my kid.

She isn’t going to quit until she achieves everything she wants. I’m afraid she inherited that particular character trait from both families.

“Who’s Patricia?” Gavin asks, reaching for a cookie himself, and my daughter sighs.

“She’s a very talented girl. One of the best in school. We can’t be friends.” Gavin’s lips twitch. He must find the idea of two competitive five-year-olds hilarious, except it’s ballet. It’s that serious out there. “We can’t both be a prima in the future.”

She adjusts the pin on her head, and that’s when she notices me, her emerald-green eyes brightening up instantly as she exclaims, “Daddy!”

My heart squeezes hard whenever she calls me that, and I know the word “dad” is associated with so much happiness for her.

She won’t ever know what it’s like to live in the darkness.

Crouching, I open my arms wide, and she races toward me, reaching me in fifteen short strides, jumping into my embrace. Wrapping my arms tight around her, I get up, making her giggle. “You’re home!” She pats my cheeks. “Did you see? Did you see? I made a perfect twirl!”

“Sure did, princessa.”

“I’m the best of the best, Daddy?”

“The best of the best, even if you fail.” I tap her on the nose. “You need to take a break. You’ve been practicing the whole day.” I touch her ankle, and she winces a little. “Don’t hurt your feet.”

“Ballet requires sacrifices.” She puffs her little chest out. “Or so they say.” She sighs. “I have blisters that really hurt.”

“If you ever want to quit ballet, just tell me so, okay?” I remind her about it every single time, making sure my kid knows I’m always on her side. No matter what she faces in life, she will always know she can count on her family. “And don’t overdo it.”

She hugs me, resting her cheek against mine. “I love you too, Daddy.” Somehow, my kid knows how to read between the lines well.

I married my beautiful woman a year after the events that shook us, and we lived in this happy bubble, where she accepted the darkest parts of me, and with her, I never had to hide who I was.

She just asked me not to bring the darkness into our home because she wanted no part of it, and I gave her my word to keep her safe so nothing would ever affect our family or relationship.

Life was a bliss, or so I thought before Lavender came to my club, scared and out of her mind with a positive pregnancy test. She was terrified of becoming a mother yet wanted it so much, and despite having my own reservations about children, or rather my ability to be a good father, I made it my mission to wipe all her worries away.

I still remember the complete hopelessness when they placed Dahlia in my arms for the first time, and she looked at me with her beautiful eyes. I could not believe something so pure and precious could come from someone like me.

She owned my heart right away, just like her mother.

She leans back. “We’re going tonight to visit Uncle Rush and Aunt Aileen on their island, right?”

“That’s correct. We are celebrating your cousin’s birthday.”

Their daughter, Grace, is the same age as Dahlia and Rafael’s twins. So there are a lot of kids on the island ready to play together.

Our parents often say they would be trouble in the future, and I couldn’t be prouder. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be ours, and my daughter had better cause all the mayhem she wants.

We have a family reputation to uphold.

“Will Uncle Wyatt be there? If yes, I’ll bring my chessboard.”

To our utter surprise, among all the uncles at her disposal, my daughter picked Wyatt as her favorite, and as a result, he buys her the most strange gifts and teaches her all kinds of sports.

He’s also her godfather, a title he wears proudly, and he has already promised her an additional trust fund.

Not going to happen.

I will provide for my kid, and that’s that.

So they constantly participate in various activities together, from snowboarding and skiing to now chess. Which is hilarious since my father, Aileen, and I play way better than he ever could.

Wyatt still jokes that my kid is his spitting image, and for that, he regularly gets punched in the stomach, because fuck that.

My kid is mine, and nobody is going to claim ownership over my family, my best friend included.

“He’ll be there, princessa.”

“And Aunt Aurelia?”

“I doubt it.”

In fact, I’m surprised Lavender, Aileen, and Emmaline continue to try to make this whole friendship with her a thing. She made it very clear she wanted nothing to do with any of us when she moved to Houston.

Dahlia is her only exception since she’s her godmother. I still question my wife’s decision on that one, but despite making my kid happy, she never shows up for the family functions we host.

None of us could blame her after what Wyatt did. He truly outdid himself that day.

I thought Uncle Zachary took the word “hate” to another level. It turns out Wyatt gave it a whole new meaning.

“Is it because she’s a super-famous chef with her own show? She’s busy now.”

She started posting cooking content back in college, and it blew up so much that she ended up with brand deals and TV shows while still finishing her biology degree.

All in all, she’s had an amazing career, and to this day, it surprises me that Wyatt allowed her to thrive in all her successes. Which makes me think she isn’t that much attached to it in the first place, or he’d find a way to ruin it.

Ian forming his own underground brotherhood and showing up once a year to meet his entire family only adds fuel to Wyatt’s rage. Not to mention Daisy got herself involved somehow into the whole Ian, Wyatt, and Aurelia mess as well by becoming Aurelia's best friend.

Truth be told, I’m not sure what the outcome of this all will be.

“Yes. We’re going to Houston next month, so you’ll see her there.” She beams at me, then wiggles her legs, so I put her back on the ground, and that’s when my phone rings.

Dahlia crouches down to fix her ballet slippers as I take it out from my back pocket and see Wyatt’s name flashing on the screen. “What?”

He clicks his tongue, his amused tone making me roll my eyes as I watch Dahlia struggle with the ribbons. “Is this how you greet your best friend?”

“My best friend knows not to call me while I’m with my family.” Fresh after the hunt. I keep that tidbit to myself because five-year-olds tend to hear everything.

“Well, forgive me, Levi, but I just got accused of murder. And the prosecutor assigned to my case hates me, so this complicates things for me.”

Fucking hell.

If it’s who I think it is, then he’s in deep shit. That guy has an unhealthy obsession with us all and vowed to put at least one of us in prison even though he has zero evidence.

“Where are you? I’ll call Rafael and Scarlett right away.”

“I already did. Who do you think got me out?”

“So what⁠—”

“They have one witness to the crime, and they want to force her to testify.” A beat passes. “It’s Aurelia.”

Well, if that isn’t divine justice for all the suffering the woman endured at his hand, I don’t know what is.

“Wyatt, according to the law, she will have to testify. How much does she know?”

“She saw the whole thing, so everything.”

“I’ll try to talk⁠—”

“No need. She won’t testify.”

“She’s legally obliged to do so.”

“Not anymore.”

Realization hits me. “No.”

“Oh yes. Married her. How did I not think about it sooner? Nothing destroys a woman’s life more than a shitty marriage. And it will keep Ian away from her. He deserves better.” I ignore this comment because Ian’s interests lay elsewhere. Wyatt is just too blinded by his hate to see it. “Anyway, I thought you should know your best friend is a married man now. I won’t be coming to the party, so please apologize to Rush and Aileen on my behalf. And tell Dahlia her godparents will come to see her soon.”

He hangs up while I’m standing speechless, not even sure what to make of this news.

One thing is for sure, though.

This marriage, or whatever the fuck it is, will bring trouble to us all, and Wyatt will lose the little control and logic he had left when it comes to Aurelia.

Dahlia finishes tying her ribbons and raises her fists up in victory. “All done!” She’s been learning this for a while now, so I clap for her.

“Are you all packed?”

“No. Too many dresses, Daddy!”

Both of my girls share a love of shopping and dresses, so they have large wardrobes, and it’s almost impossible for Dahlia to pack just one suitcase.

We balance it all out with her attending charities and shelters with her mom, so she wouldn’t grow up to be a spoiled brat.

“You need only five.” She frowns but nods and then claps her hands, and shouts, “Mommy!”

Deep possessiveness and satisfaction rush through my veins at the sight of my gorgeous wife walking toward us wearing a long summer dress that hugs her body in all the right places and shows her delicate and bitable curves that my hands are itching to touch.

Her long hair falls down her back, and she smiles when Dahlia reaches her and kisses her on the bump before patting it gently. “How is my baby brother, Mama?”

Yes, she’s pregnant again, and how I love that fact, as it’s another way to show everyone she belongs to me and it’s me who made her this radiant and beautiful.

My sense of ownership and possessiveness only grew within the years, transforming me into a man who is completely obsessed with his wife, and thankfully, she doesn’t mind it.

Lavender runs her fingers through our daughter’s hair and winks at her. “Very good.” She gasps and then laughs. “He’s kicking, so he’s saying hi to you, baby.”

Dahlia grins and presses her hand against the pointy feet. “Hi, baby.” She blows Lavender a kiss. “I’m going to pack. Daddy said only five dresses, Mama!” She sounds almost scandalized at the proposition. “And I’ll practice some more after that.”

“Right after lunch, baby.”

“Okay.” She blows her one more kiss and presses herself against her leg as Lavender hugs her for a few beats, and then Dahlia dances off toward the house with Gavin hot on her heels.

The old man, with stoic expressions and few words, adores her to pieces and had somehow found a new strength ever since she was born.

His life is about to get way more interesting because Dahlia has been begging us for a puppy, and I can’t refuse anything she asks for.

And I wouldn’t have it any other way.

Once they are farther away, I address my wife. “You’re absolutely stunning, moy cvetochek.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere, husband.” I open my arms, and she walks right into them, wrapping her arms around my neck while I hold her close, sighing at her scent that always manages to calm down the chaos still consuming me. “You’re home.”

I press my forehead against hers. “Yes.”

“Was it…bad?”

To the world, I took over my father’s empire and made it prosper while finishing my law degree. A brilliant businessman in his own right.

But I’m also still a murderer, for I cannot rest thinking about all these monsters roaming the world and thinking they can destroy lives without any consequences.

I thought Lavender would never ask any questions about it, and she doesn’t want any details, but whenever I come back from these “hunting expeditions”, as she calls them, she makes sure to ask me how I am.

And it’s just another reason she’s my salvation.

“Yes. We got them all so no one would suffer at their hand anymore.” She exhales heavily and leans back a little, our eyes meeting. “I’m safe.”

Mischief flashes in her eyes, washing away the worry, and she says, “I was hoping you could help me out with something.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. This dress has tiny buttons on the back.” She presses tighter against me, and I feel our son move inside her.

It still astonishes me that something so pure can come from me, and even though I’m still afraid to screw them up somehow, as my dad said, the most important thing about raising kids is loving them and holding them accountable for their actions.

“Do you think you can help me take it off?” She nips on my chin, her fingers threading through my hair, and she laughs when I gently pick her up bridal style, mindful of her condition. “Ah, Mr. Scott. What would people say?”

I rub my nose against hers and catch her lips in a deep kiss, claiming her mouth all over again and earning myself a moan from her. “That I’m completely and irrevocably in love with my wife.”

Her eyes soften. “I love you too. Even though you are a total stalker.” We share a laugh as I walk toward our room, where I’ll have the honor of undressing my wife.

A woman who saw beneath the darkness and found goodness that allowed us to build happiness in this chaotic world that used to be so cruel to us.

And maybe that’s why we’ll always cherish the little piece of heaven we’ve been granted on this Earth.

Because in this particular fairy tale and myth of ours?

Villains get happy endings.

And for that, I’ll forever be grateful.

The End

Coming Next: A Love/Hate Sonnet To You.

(Wyatt and Aurelia)

Pre-Order.

Once upon a time a villain corrupted a princess.

If you are curious about the Wright family…

Turn the page to read an excerpt from Beauty and the Villain.


BEAUTY AND THE VILLAIN EXCERPT




Rush

If angels descended from heaven and graced earth with their majestic presence, their human form would look like her.

Because everything about her reminds me of art that should be displayed in museums, allowing everyone to admire but never touch so no one would taint her magnificent beauty.

Dropping on the bench several feet away, hidden by the large oak tree dangling its branches so low they touch the ground inside the park, I intently watch every move of this creature, too absorbed in her dance to notice anyone or anything else.

Her bare feet soundlessly brush the grass while she performs various ballet pirouettes so gracefully one might be eternally mesmerized by her.

Putting a cigarette in my mouth, I flick the lighter open, shifting my focus briefly on the flaring flame awakening voices inside my head that scream into my ear about agonizing pain, bringing despicable flashbacks one after another.

Each one of them poking the beast living inside me that craves nothing but vengeance and blood for the injustice done to him.

She falls on the grass, yelping in surprise, and pulls my attention back to her, snapping me from the darkness calling my name every second, and after a brief moment, she gets up again, assuming the position and resuming her practice.

A light breeze envelops her form, plastering her skirt over her long legs, as dark clouds gather above us and a rumble of thunder shakes the sky. The lightning flashes while the birds around us fly away as if to find a place to escape the coming storm.

She stays unfazed by nature’s display of power. Instead, a smile curves her lips as she sways to the side, showcasing her beauty under the sunshine streaming through the clouds, making her dark, wavy hair falling down her lower spine glisten.

She jumps high in the air, one leg bent behind her while the other is stretched out, her enticing breasts pushing forward when she arches her back, and then she lands back on her feet, spinning around several times before stopping with her arms up in a finishing pose. Finally, she opens her eyes outlined by thick, long lashes.

They are blue, just like the ocean during a storm; their depth so mesmerizing that if she possessed enough skill, she could hypnotize anyone into doing what she wanted while still keeping all her secrets intact.

A siren gazing at the horizon and waiting for a fisherman in order to deceive him with her beauty.

Her vivid orbs are a big contrast to her skin, which so easily shows the wild beating of her pulse when something upsets or scares her, giving her enemy easy access to her emotions.

Because nobody taught her how to hide from hideous monsters ready to sink their claws into her tempting flesh. Instead, she lives in an illusion of her family’s creation, treating the world as something extraordinary and safe, where love can cure all.

Naïve. Too young. Vulnerable.

A temptation every sane man must resist—otherwise, he will forever be consumed by this beauty.

Thankfully, there’s nothing sane about me.

Aileen Scott.

Even tasting her name on my tongue feels so wrong and forbidden; however, it also stirs pleasure rushing through my veins from the anticipation that’s more than a decade in the making.

My pawn on the chessboard that will bring me the king I so crave to destroy.

Because nothing would kill him more than the knowledge of me, a man twice her age and his worst enemy, putting my hands on the princess of the dark castle.

She will be mine.

After all, children always pay for the sins of their father, or so they say.

And her father committed so many sins that his daughter might forever be locked in my cursed castle, paying his dues.

Click here for Beauty and the Villain.
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