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        “There is a method to every madness.

        But is there a cure for it?”

        Madman

      

      

      

      Cassandra

      A push from the back sends me flying onto the floor, my knees hitting the hard marble soundly. My cry of pain echoes around the room, mixing with the organ sounds, sending shivers down my spine.

      Each note of Bach’s masterpiece accompanies his harsh footsteps as he walks around me, snapping his fingers in time with the music. The combination twists me from the inside out, as it sends me into a spiral of madness and a haze that blurs my vision.

      For where people hear notes, I hear one terror-filled scream after another that nothing can stop.

      And agony so strong I might not be able to survive it.

      Church is a sanctuary for those who seek redemption, but it becomes a prison for those who want vengeance.

      Digging my nails into my palms to the point of drawing blood, I shake my head and place my fists on the cold marble, breathing heavily as droplets of blood slide from my forehead to my cheek.

      Pain comes from so many places on my body, from the various wounds inflicted on me, I don’t bother to concentrate on any of it.

      Perfectly shiny black shoes come into view as he finally stands in front of me, and that’s when another sound fills the room.

      The loud whoosh and slap of his belt as he takes it out of his pants and hits it against his knees, the leather bouncing quickly, indicates the amount of torture it can bring.

      Willing all the self-control and strength that still fuel my exhausted body to stay strong, I shift to the side, wanting to crawl away from him, but he fists my hair, stilling my movements. I swallow back the groan of protest demanding escape. Prickles of pain travel through my entire body, so severe that for a second I forget how to breathe. “Little sinner,” he murmurs, pulling at my hair so harshly that my eyes water, and then he angles my head so I can meet his cold stare head on. “Leaving so soon?”

      I bite my lip, swallowing the scream threatening to tear from my throat, and instead I stay silent, lifting my chin high.

      Even in this situation, he won’t know the satisfaction of my surrender.

      It’s not like I have anything to lose anyway.

      But I’ll be damned if I give him what he seeks in this night of terror he designed around us.

      “You can end this anytime, Cassandra,” he says so casually, yet his hold on me tightens when he speaks my name with hate so prominent I’m surprised I’m not dead yet. “Just submit.”

      I barely contain the laughter wanting to erupt, because he truly believes I’m that naïve.

      Most people might not know his nature hiding behind the mask of male perfection and dream-come-true looks, but I do.

      It’s nothing but rotten, and whoever comes in contact with it gets coated in it too, so much there is never an escape from the dirt he smears on people.

      He is like a disease that has no mercy on the body, swallowing all the cells at once and infecting the blood to the point of the person vanishing from this planet.

      All while languishing in agony that has no relief or escape, where hope dies bit by bit every single day while the world practically mocks you for believing in good things.

      Nothing else is good enough for the likes of him.

      I discovered monsters existed in this world a long time ago, so rarely anything surprises me.

      But he took the word monster and twisted it to the point of me not even knowing how to label him for the hideous things he is capable of.

      If others are monsters lurking in the night for fresh flesh to feed on… he is the devil who burns everything in his wake and then forever strips people of their sanity when he traps them in his hell, where the only way out is death.

      A devil who doesn’t even burn in the church, but instead makes it his hunting ground.

      “Go to hell,” I reply hoarsely, coughing on the blood in my mouth and shifting to the side, twisting in his hold, ready to run away from him at any moment.

      Although he might be the devil, unafraid of the church, I’m the sinner who will use whatever way necessary if it means crawling out of hell.

      Even if the doors of heaven are forever locked to me.

      Chuckling, he fists my hair harder and drags me to the Jesus statue that shines brightly under the moonlight streaming through the stained glass, cascading down in a magical yet sinister way where, despite the holy place, demons still have a place to live.

      I plaster my palms on the marble, but my strength is nothing against his, and my skin continues to slide on the floor as he moves us closer and closer to the steps leading to the altar, smearing my blood all over it.

      Bumping my knees against it, I stifle a groan. Before I can catch a breath, I’m flung aside, causing me to land on my side, my skin already bruised from his harsh treatment earlier.

      Although, he considers it nothing but a gentle caress.

      “Come on, darling, apologize,” he orders, his deep and husky voice washing over me like cement, freezing my every emotion. “With Jesus as your witness.” He laughs again, the coldness of it sinking into me with each chuckle.

      He takes out a cigarette and lights it up, inhaling deeply, and I hear him groan in pleasure.

      Apologize?

      “I have nothing to apologize for.” And even if I did, I wouldn’t have been sorry enough to do it.

      “Cassandra.” There is a warning, barely audible, but since I’m so attuned to him, I catch it in his voice. It’s able to transform fire into ice, but I ignore it. “Apologize for the kiss.”

      The minute the words slip past his lips, the memory of the kiss flashes in my mind, bringing back the chaos and emotions so profound I wonder how we didn’t burn with it.

      On that day, a sinner kissed a saint, and oddly enough no thunder or lightning came from the sky. Maybe that was the day God and the devil took a break and didn’t notice how two mere mortals committed one of the greatest sins.

      For a fraction of a second, I allow myself to bask in the beautiful memory of how the softest of lips touched mine, how he pressed me against his chest, and how for the first time in what seemed like forever, the outside world ceased to exist for me.

      Even the nightmares that have permanent residence in my brain.

      However, the smell of rain and masculine scent vanish from my mind when I feel him coming closer to me. The smoke from his cigarette envelops us and my eyes snap open. “Stubbornness will become your undoing.”

      No, my stubbornness allowed me to survive in the darkness.

      His obsession will be my undoing.

      Before I can blink though, he wraps his leather belt loosely around my throat, as if hanging the most expensive necklace on me, and leans forward, lightly caressing the skin of my neck. Goose bumps of disgust rush through me. “Apologize, Cassandra,” he orders again, and this time I shake my head, almost disappointed I can’t see the fury on his face from my refusal.

      In this situation, that’s my only pleasure—for I denied the greatest of monsters his satisfaction.

      The leather slowly tightens on me, but when I hear another voice—the voice that has the ability to erase the greatest of nightmares when he wants to—the movement around my throat stops.

      The voice that hurt me too, but at least it gives me hope of escaping this hell.

      “No!” he shouts, probably wanting to stop the madman, and for the first time in my life, I have no clue how it will end.

      There are no rules in this twisted game of theirs.

      But there is only one winner who will claim the sinner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Confessions have the power to bring peace to the mind.”

        The local pastor in our church always said that whenever I had a problem.

        He believed sharing our burdens could soothe the soul and leave only love inside.

        My confession is not about peace or love though.

        It’s for saints and holy people.

        I’m a sinner.

        My confession is about revenge a decade in the making.

      

      

      

      Small town on the edge of an island, United States

      Seven weeks earlier

      

      Cassandra

      “So this is the house,” Laura, the realtor, announces right before turning the key in the lock and pushing the door, motioning with her hand for me to proceed. “It has the best view in the entire town.” She leans a bit toward me, whispering, “The view of Magic Lake.”

      “I see,” I reply, stepping inside. Instantly, the bitter smell of dust and rust assaults my senses, while the sound of our heels clicking echoes off the walls.

      “This house actually has a rich history, you know. It was built during the Civil War.” Laura picks up the remote and turns on the AC, the buzzing filling the space. “The legend says that a Northern soldier fell in love with a Southern woman and created a home for them here. He was tragically killed and she was left to raise their child.” She sighs heavily, an unreadable expression crossing her face, and my brows furrow. Why is she sad from a story that happened hundreds of years ago? “Multiple generations lived here, cherishing their history.” A tinge of jealousy coats her voice, but I pay no attention to that.

      I don’t much care for her family dynamics.

      Instead, I sweep my gaze over the house, the spacious hall that has several alcoves leading to different rooms, a living room with a huge dining table, and a kitchen at the back.

      I notice a terrace that showcases the view of the lake in the distance while several swans swim in it, basking in the sunset.

      The broken stairs lead up to three more rooms and an attic perfect for summertime or kids—at least that’s what Laura claimed with the various pictures she showed me on the way here.

      All in all, even though the house was built with love, there is nothing left of the magnificent beauty it once possessed. “They don’t anymore?” I shift my focus back to our conversation, and that’s when Laura’s face pales a little.

      She looks to the side, straightening her perfectly ironed jacket, and then clears her throat. “No.” A bit passes before she adds, “They wanted different things.”

      That’s one way to put it; I’ll give her that.

      “Sad.” That’s all I say before I move away and go into the dining room, exploring the house as I trace my fingers along the cracked walls and well-worn furniture. Nothing will be able to clean the stained carpets. An endless supply of dust is everywhere, so much so that our shoes leave footprints and send it floating in the air, irritating my nose.

      Laura follows me, continuing to sing praises to the place. “And what’s more important, it’s in the perfect location. Only twenty minutes away from the center of town, so while you have your privacy, you still don’t have a long drive to reach civilization. Plus, a local store delivers food here, so you won’t have to ever worry about groceries.” Her voice is filled with such joy and anticipation I barely hold back the chuckle threatening to slip past my lips.

      She truly wants to sell this house.

      I reach the kitchen and freeze, noticing the small handwriting in red marker on the doorjamb with different numbers and a picture of a happy puppet who has his hands up next to each milestone.

      For a fraction of a second, a breath stills in my chest, freezing everything around me, bringing back voices that pound inside my head and send me into a spiral of madness.

      Where nothing but the fury remains, sinking its claws into me and demanding justice.

      “All this can be easily removed and…” Laura’s voice is a blur in my ears as various images slam into me, one after another.

      My hands fist so hard my knuckles become white, but the turmoil rushing through me stays hidden from the woman next to me, as nothing but a hint of a grin is displayed on my face.

      “I’ll take it.” My tone is so calm I think Arson would have applauded me if he’d seen me in this moment.

      Laura freezes with her mouth open and then closes it quickly, blinking rapidly. “Oh my God,” she squeals and jumps a little, her blonde ponytail bouncing. “I’ve never sold a house before!” She presses her palms to her lips as joy crosses her face, lighting up her eyes that sparkle with such happiness it almost feels tangible. “It’s like a dream come true,” she mutters, and I expect her to go rush through the paperwork.

      However, Laura sighs in defeat and shakes her head, all traces of joy gone from her when she whispers, “I can’t do this.”

      My brow rises and I cock my head to the side, wanting her to elaborate. “I’m very excited, but—” She fidgets with her fingers and then meets my stare, her green eyes reminding me so much of her brother’s.

      After all, they’ve haunted me in my nightmares my whole life. “But?” I probe, wondering if there is some decent blood in the Campbells after all.

      My curiosity is satisfied almost instantly, because after a second, she babbles so fast, as if she is afraid someone might hear or she’ll lose the courage to tell me. “Almost ten years ago, something happened in this house.” She licks her lips before continuing. “That’s why it’s for sale and no one wants it. Even though it’s a dream come true.” A flash of a blonde girl bouncing around the field pops in my head, reminding me how much she loved to come here on summer nights.

      Leaning on the kitchen counter, I place my bag on it and cross my arms. “What happened?” Someone really should applaud me for my interested tone.

      “A murder and a suicide.”

      Ah, she is a Campbell after all.

      I’m surprised at the weird disappointment flashing through my system and roll my eyes at the naivety left in me.

      Of course she is; she grew up in this town.

      Hard not to be one of them when everyone worships the ground you walk on because you have the power to destroy anyone you see fit with the lift of your finger.

      She mentions only half of the events that happened within the walls of this house that was built with such love but then burned in the ashes of one man’s greed and jealousy.

      It has seen so many sorrows the land under it probably weeps from the grief.

      Laura clears her throat and says, “No one wants to live in a house where—”

      “I don’t care,” I say, and she blinks in surprise as I take off my sunglasses so she’ll have a clear view of me. “The past doesn’t matter to me. I like this house and I’m willing to pay whatever the seller wants.”

      “What?” she whispers faintly before asking, “Are you sure?” If the situation were different, I would have found the realtor who tries to convince me not to buy a house hilarious.

      But in the current situation, it brings up nothing but annoyance in me, because I’m wasting too much time on the easiest of things. “Yes, and, Laura, a bit of advice for the future? When a client says yes, grab him and get the damned contract.” Although my voice stays sweet and sugary, just like this town likes, she must read my face, because she nods and runs to the hallway.

      “I’ll get it from the car. Be right back!” she shouts over her shoulder at the same time my phone rings in my bag. I take it out.

      A grin curves my mouth when I see the name on the display and quickly pick it up. “Calling me to wish me luck? A text would have done.”

      The person on the other end of the line is not very impressed with my teasing though. “Are you all settled?”

      I hop up on the counter and reply, “Not yet, but with one signature it’ll be all done.”

      “Cassan—”

      “Let it go.” He stays silent for a moment, and I can imagine the thunder in his hazel eyes, yet strangely he doesn’t try to convince me to let go of this.

      How can he?

      Even though fate brought us together at Lachlan’s house all those years ago, we do not interfere in each other’s life.

      This is an absolute law among us all.

      “Very well. I hope you are ready for the consequences of your actions.”

      Oh, I am ready.

      I repeat inwardly the verse that has been my mantra for the last decade as if reading it again from my tattered notebook, my only source of comfort in that hospital bed covered in the smell of antiseptics, which still twitches my nose.

      
        
        Five Names

        Their initials burn my skin with my every breath.

        Four lies.

        They destroyed my life.

        Three Secrets.

        They have the power to ignite an inferno in this quiet town.

        Two Events

        They forever stripped me of my sanity.

        One vengeance.

        Only then will I find peace.

      

      

      

      Madman

      The night sky booms with thunder, lightning striking in the middle of it, and I can see the ocean getting restless, the waves swaying back and forth signaling the brewing storm coming soon.

      A harsh wind swooshes over me, hitting me in the front, cooling my heated skin and bringing much needed relief.

      I open my arms wide, a bottle of whiskey in one while the other holds a cigarette. My black shirt is unbuttoned, flaring behind me as my bare feet step on the rough concrete of my balcony.

      My hair blows back and a smile pulls at my lips when I hear another boom of thunder and the heavy rain starts to pour, soaking me instantly, but I pay no attention.

      The cool water from the sky cleans the blood smeared all over my body from my latest play in my dungeon, and it seems like the devil himself celebrates my latest hunt with me.

      Gulping the rest of my drink greedily, I throw the bottle on the floor where it shatters, sending glass flying in different directions. It will be impossible to find it all until morning.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket, and despite the rain, I take it out and press it to my ear. “What?”

      There is silence at the other end of the line for a moment, and without looking at the display, I know who it is.

      Only he likes to create such anticipation in his opponents, friends, and victims alike. “She’ll be back soon.” Callum’s voice is void of any emotion, so it’s hard to get what he means although those four simple words light up an inferno building inside me. “It’s on, Madman.” With that, he hangs up on me, not even waiting for a reply, not that I would have given him one.

      Thousands of emotions, one darker than the last, slam into me while deep rage strains every vein in my body.

      He didn’t give me a name or any other information—the fucker is secretive like that—but I don’t need him to tell me who he means. I already know.

      It’s a wonder I’ve let them all live this long after they’ve kept her hidden away from me for a decade.

      Gulping breath into my lungs so the red haze in front of my eyes will go away, I walk inside the house, the glass crunching under my feet and digging into my skin, probably scarring me in the process.

      I have so many scars marking my body that several new ones won’t make a difference.

      Strolling through the space to my office, I turn on the light, giving me a perfect view of three different blackboards on the otherwise bare white walls.

      On the right side, I have all the serial killers involved in my case—the ones who took what’s mine a long time ago when I trusted them to take care of it.

      They deceived me.

      On the left side are the people involved in Arianna’s death—those who burned her to ashes on this land we all call home.

      And right in the middle is a blackboard that has only three pictures on it with different lines connecting them.

      One woman who has no face and two men by her side, wanting opposite things from her.

      I’ve waited patiently for her revenge for a decade, not touching those attached to us, and used my skills on other people. No one will know the patience it has required from a monster like me, the amount of rage I had to rein in just so she could have her fun first.

      She might think she has come here for revenge, that she is the mastermind of her fate and complicated trap, but the reality is very different.

      All this is a twisted web of my creation, and everyone involved are merely pawns who have been sitting for a decade on my chessboard, which is located on the table right beneath all the boards.

      Walking closer to it, I pick up a black pawn and move it forward, anticipating their next move.

      Their loss is inevitable as I won’t rest until each piece on the chessboard is destroyed, leaving only the king and queen at my mercy, so we can settle the score once and for all.

      Once upon a time, a sinner, a priest, and a madman played a dangerous game.

      Where all of them burned in the ashes of their passion and betrayal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “In your faith you will find an answer to all the pain inside you.”

        The words of my teacher, Pastor George, echo in my ears every single day of my life.

        But oddly enough, atonement doesn’t come and faith has no light in this darkness that I’m living in.

        I’m a priest.

        Whose sin of the past haunts me wherever I go.

      

      

      

      Eachann

      The time ticks loudly on the wooden clock behind me, signaling it’s close to evening prayer, and I decide to finish one last thing before calling it a day and grabbing my clerical clothing.

      After all, I’m the priest in this church of ours, and this town is nothing but anal about their church masses.

      The pen scratches against the paper in the silent room as I continue to write yearly reports, my brows furrowing at the amount spent by Gloria on the rice.

      Jotting one last thing down, I close the journal with a loud thud and place it to the side on the big pile of finished reports.

      Swirling on my chair, I’m about to get up when five knocks rattle my door. “Come in,” I call out, and Laura bursts inside, almost falling to the ground. “Laura, what a beautiful surprise.”

      She jumps in the middle of the room and starts dancing, shaking her arms and legs wildly while chanting, “Guess who sold a house today? Guess who sold a house today?”

      A grin spreads on my mouth and I wink. “Laura Campbell.”

      She points two fingers at me and does the firing a gun motion. “The one and only. No one will be able to tell me now I’m wasting my time.”

      I hold back the desire to tell her that one single sale will hardly count for anything with the family. She is so happy it’d be a crime to ruin her mood.

      “Which house?” I ask and the smile slips from her lips, while worry crosses her expression.

      Interesting.

      She usually reserves this look for family gatherings. And since my connection to them, I have to be front and center to witness it. During those moments, I always want to reach out to her and reassure her that she doesn’t need their acceptance for anything, but it’s easier said than done.

      Some childhood habits are hard to ignore. I should know.

      She drops on the chair in front of me, rests her elbows on her knees, and raises her eyes, as if trying to glue her stare on me. “Laura?” I probe, finding it oddly unsettling, because she never keeps her mouth shut in my presence.

      Come to think of it, her mouth is never zipped in anyone’s presence, and there isn’t a person in this town who doesn’t know about her life. That’s how much of a sharer the girl is.

      She exhales heavily, her locks flying a little up on her forehead before she speaks and with it turns my world on its axis. “The Griffins’ house.”

      Nothing but dead silence follows her words, interrupted only by the clock ticking loudly.  Memories crash into me like one powerful wave after another and I sway a little, tightening my hold on the top of the chair while I struggle to breathe.

      Memories, as I discovered through the years, sentence you to life in prison with no option of parole. Maybe so we can remember our sins over and over again and beg for forgiveness that will never come.

      “I’m sorry, Eachann.” Laura gets up and comes closer, placing her hand on my shoulder, but I shake it off, emotions sinking deep inside me, too raw for her comfort. “But she really loved it and wanted the biggest house available in the town.”

      The Griffins’ house is not about the size though, and we both know it.

      No, it’s about prestige and the magnificent view it gives.

      Despite them not belonging to the elite in town, they possessed the house that was passed down to them, generation to generation. And oddly enough, no one from the elite tried to take it away from them before or after their deaths.

      Probably no one wanted to be haunted by the ghosts that for sure would have choked them all.

      “She?” I manage to rasp through my dry throat, and Laura nods, biting her lip while she worriedly sweeps her gaze over me.

      “Her name is Cassandra Scott.”

      Cassandra.

      Tasting her name on my lips sends a weird feeling spreading through me that no priest vowing to commit to the church should experience. “Did you tell her the truth?” A small hope still shines inside my chest that maybe once she knows the full tragedy that happened in that house, Cassandra will run away or choose something else.

      Then she wouldn’t be taking away the only place where I can atone for my sins.

      Through the years, I never worried about losing it, because who would want to live there? The walls of the house almost reek with despair and devastation.

      Besides, Griffin was one surname no one ever wanted to utter in this town, for everyone feared their own skeletons in the closet.

      Laura hesitates before replying, but her hesitation is an answer in itself. “Yeah, and she doesn’t mind. I’m sorry; I really am, but…” She pauses and then mutters, spilling the words quickly, “But maybe now you can move on.”

      Move on.

      A humorless chuckle escapes me.

      Only innocent souls can believe that.

      For there is no moving on from what I’ve done.

      I’m forever smeared in the blood and darkness that belong to me like a second skin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Those who wear masks of deceit cannot be trusted. People should be afraid of them, as you never know when the steel of their sword will pierce your heart.”

        Pastor Joseph used to repeat this phrase all the time during his endless lectures to me on the rare occasions I bothered to visit this fucked-up town.

        I never gave a shit about it.

        I’m not people.

        I’m a madman.

        Who seeks the flesh of those who fall for the mask of deceit marking my face every single day of my life.

      

      

      

      Madman

      The classical music blaring through the space grates on my nerves and once again reminds me why I never allow anyone to use my dungeon.

      They fuck with the settings and adjust my torture room to their sick desires, and no fucking way does it fly with me.

      Picking up the remote from the table, I switch the music to thumping rock and pump my hand in the air, allowing the sensation to wash over me and fuel my blood with much-needed anticipation.

      As I discovered through the years, sometimes anticipation can be a bigger aphrodisiac than the act itself.

      The way it nips your skin, awakens the beast inside you, feeds into the desires ruling your life from which there is no escape.

      Yes, anticipation is an art in itself.

      Rock music was designed by gods; what else can explain its beauty and the constant beat that drives you further and further on edge? Feeding the little voice in your head that tells you, you are invincible.

      Oddly enough, only one of my acquaintances, Arson, agrees with me on this one. The rest of them prefer classical music, which makes my ears bleed, for it seems depressing as fuck.

      Why they use depressing music on such a joyful occasion like killing is beyond my understanding.

      “If it’s about the bank loan…,” the voice mumbles in the back, snapping me away from my thoughts as I’m reminded of his presence. “I will give it all back, I promise. I just need a little bit of time.” A chuckle slips past my lips at this, and it transforms into full-blown laughter as it rocks off the walls of my dungeon, mixing with the especially high note of the electric guitar.

      Ignoring him, I put on my black leather gloves, enjoying how firmly they press against the skin, unlike the fucking latex ones that have the tendency to break in the most fun moments.

      Squeezing my fingers a few times, I stretch my hands in front of me before wiggling my index finger in the air as if making a count on who to pick. “I can sell the house if you need the debt paid now.” The man speaks again, panic slowly creeping into his voice since I continue to stay silent.

      Through the years and countless victims, I’ve noticed that while they fear you, they prefer for you to talk. They believe that if you can reason with a serial killer, he will spare you and let you go.

      Which is hilarious really, because if a serial killer bothered to hunt you, you can fucking bet no amount of money or anything else in the world will make him let you go.

      Nothing short of blood, torture, and death will be satisfying enough.

      “You can tell Bill—”

      My raised hand over my shoulder shuts him up, and I pick up the serrated-edged kitchen knife that is coated in snake’s venom. This particular one has the power to sink into the body and spread through it slowly, killing from the inside before a person even has a chance to find out about it.

      First, it blurs the mind, then paralyzes you, and then—and this is my personal favorite—it burns a person from inside out until nothing but agonizing pain is left.

      Ah, what a beautiful venom that sadly I can’t find on the market anymore, because Lachlan fucking buys out everyone.

      I have my reasons to hate the underground king of New York, and this just adds to the never-ending pile of his sins in my eyes.

      “Please,” he croaks again, and I’ve had about enough of this dramatic victim.

      Turning swiftly, I throw the knife right into his gut, and his powerful scream echoes through the space, filled with so much agony a grin spreads across my mouth.

      Ah, now it’s more like my dungeon where victims suffer instead of a man bitching about his state.

      Once again, I give Mike a closer look, cocking my head to the side as my gaze sweeps over him.

      The man is wearing nothing but jeans that hang low on his waist, and he is wrapped tightly with metal chains to the pole standing in the middle of a smaller circle that almost seems like an altar.

      His forehead has a big-ass wound right in the middle from the baseball bat I used on him earlier, and his nose drips blood, probably from my fist, because I couldn’t listen to his moans after the hit with the bat.

      He hangs his head low, tears streaming down his face as he watches the knife sticking out of him and blood leaking onto the floor by his bare feet. “Please,” he repeats again from his dry throat, and I clack my tongue.

      “No.” This one single word has the power for him to snap momentarily out of his state, and he blinks in surprise.

      “No?” he asks, and I shake my head and snatch the mini chainsaw from the table.

      “No.” Lighting up my cigarette on the way, I exhale smoke around us and continue to talk as my leather boots thump with each step, probably antagonizing every cell in his body. “Do you like to play the piano, Mike?” I fire a question of my own, and he stills; the breath sticks in his lungs and his face pales. “You know, all those private lessons you give to amazing protégés who will someday become great musicians,” I muse, puffing smoke into his face this time, making him cough a little. “They are your pride and joy.” Leaning forward, I murmur in his ear while he trembles all over, shaking his head in denial to every word, even though we both know I’m right. “The high, the power, the passion you feel for your piano lessons.” I tap under his chin, bringing his gaze back to me so he will see the madness in me clearly and have no hope left. “That’s what I feel when you are here.”

      “I didn’t mean to,” he says, and I nod in agreement, patting his shoulder in reassurance.

      “Of course not, Mike. You just wanted them to learn. To appreciate you.” The fucker sighs at this like he is relieved I understand him.

      For a second, deep rage clouds my eyes, bringing back the memories that wash over me like a silent movie, showcasing black-and-white images that have the power to destroy my sanity if I don’t hold on to it.

      The smells, the screams, the laughter, but also their words.

      I didn’t mean to.

      No matter what happened, they fucking never meant to.

      Why then, if they don’t mean to, do they leave scars and pain and agony behind?

      “You know what the difference is between me and you, Mike?” I ask, not really caring for his reply as I turn on the mini chainsaw and the familiar trrrrrr sound erupts, his eyes darting toward it while he swallows hard. “I mean every fucking thing I do and don’t feel remorseful about it.” Wrapping my hand around his wrist, I cut off the first finger, and blood spurts over us. His familiar scream rings in my ears and he thrashes on the pole, but no matter how much he tries, he can’t get his hand back.

      I move to his next finger and then next and the next, until all his fingers are lying by his toes while the blood around us grows and grows. He’s unable to say anything about it though, his throat is probably torn from all the useless screams he emitted earlier.

      Stepping on his cut-off flesh, I grin when it crunches under my assault, and then I fist his hair, angling his head to face me. His hooded eyes make it clear to me the venom has slowly started to work on him, along with the pain. “Music will be the answer to all your prayers.” Disbelief colors his face before he mumbles something incoherent, but I don’t give a shit about that. “There is a special place reserved for us all in hell, Mike. Pray you won’t end up next to me, because I’ll hunt you there too.” Even though I can work on him more, I’m fucking bored at this point.

      Fishing for a remote in my back pocket, I press a button and slowly the floor lights up, bringing attention to its glassed design that showcases what’s underneath it.

      We are above the water, as I had specifically built it for this purpose, where various sharks and fish swim around, waiting for fresh flesh to feast on.

      “Dear God,” Mike exclaims, using the last of his strength to wiggle in the chains, and I just sigh in resignation.

      Victims will always be dumb as fuck. It’s a wonder I have so much patience with them.

      I press the remote one more time so that the circled altar opens and the pole starts to lower, all while his raspy, barely audible shouts continue. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Please help me.” Once he is fully down, the altar closes and I see him in the water with the sharks circling him right before attacking his flesh, their teeth sinking into him while he doesn’t move, probably because the venom is paralyzing him.

      Blood fills the water, blurring the scene for me, but after a few minutes, the sharks swim away, leaving almost nothing behind but the chains with traces of skin on them.

      Sorry.

      What a funny word.

      Because forgiveness is a privilege not everyone earns in this world.

      Especially not those who crossed the madman.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Forgiveness is our greatest strength.”

        Pastor George preached it during his Sunday masses all the time, among other things.

        Forgiveness though is the privilege of those who never had to claw their way back from hell.

      

      

      

      From the memories of Arianna Griffin…

      My pen scratches against the notebook as I quickly write down the poem my teacher Mary is writing with a marker on the board all while saying, “Have this ready by the next class. I want everyone to present the poem and then tell me your thoughts about it.” Groaning internally, I make a mental note to come back to it tonight after my ice-skating practice and shut the notebook right in time with the bell ringing.

      “Saved by the bell,” Patricia sings in my ear, and a grin spreads on my mouth while she winks at me. “I swear to God, Ms. Mary decided to be extra strict before homecoming.”

      “I heard that,” she says, adjusting her glasses and pointing a finger at my friend. “Watch it.”

      Patricia shrugs and blows a kiss to her, and I put everything in my bag before she snatches my elbow, dragging me outside while our other classmates push through the door, chatting loudly.

      I wince at all the sounds.

      I prefer sweet, instrumental music that wraps me in its web while I perform on the ice, becoming one with it and skating my heart out.

      We push through all the bodies toward the lockers, I need to grab my music notebook from there, and dump all these books feel freaking heavy on my shoulder. I can’t strain myself, as my body is everything on the ice.

      “Let’s meet Sara for ice cream after this class, since it’s our last one. We need to discuss homecoming!” She squeezes my arm harder. “Have you picked the guy you’ll go with?” Clearly, me explaining to her that it works the other way around didn’t help much.

      My brows furrow at the odd tone in her voice, but I shake my head, spinning the combination on my lock and opening the door. “Of course not. I might not even be able to come if the championship falls on the same day. I told you that.” I’m a bit tired of repeating the same phrase over and over again, ever since the senior year started.

      I love Patricia to pieces, because we’ve been friends since forever. Our moms used to say we met in the delivery room, as we were born on the same day just hours apart. But she has this weird tendency of forgetting whatever I say if it doesn’t fit her needs or it inconveniences her plans.

      She huffs in annoyance, leaning on her locker and removing the strands of hair from her forehead. “Please, it’s just a little contest between schools. It’s not like you’re fighting for gold medal.”

      My heart pangs painfully at this, and I press my fist to my chest, breathing through it although her words almost slice me in two. Because, had it not been for the injury I got two years ago, I’d be competing for gold right now along with other people representing our country.

      The trauma to my knee that I got by slipping on the ice when my skate broke cost me two years. But I’ve trained religiously and will get that gold in the next championships even if it kills me. “This contest is important for my portfolio. Not to mention a scholarship.” Again, I’ve said it many times.

      I’ve studied like a lunatic to qualify for a good college and don’t want to settle for anything else. My parents sacrificed so much for my ice-skating dream; they deserve a rest without having to worry about my tuitions.

      “Ugh, spare me the speech about college. I have enough of those at my grandpa’s house,” she whines, tapping her heels on the floor before rolling her eyes at me.

      Sometimes I wonder if Patricia just doesn’t care about it because she’s a Flores, so all the opportunities will be given to her anyway.

      And everyone in this town near the edge of the island knows one of five founding families.

      Their rule here is absolute, after all.

      Shaking my head from the grim thoughts, I try again. “Think about it differently. If I don’t get a scholarship, we won’t be able to study together. You’ll have to live without me.” I sigh dramatically, placing the back of my hand to my forehead. “With Dorothy by your side.”

      She gasps and slaps my arm. “Not funny.”

      I chuckle at her outrage, but then again, no one hates Dorothy more than Patricia. After all, Dorothy is the goody-two-shoes who tattles on everyone as long as the gossip is hot. One of the reasons everyone stays a mile away from her, and the only people who have stuck around are the daughters and sons of the people who work for her father.

      I wouldn’t be surprised to know she blackmails them somehow to stay by her side.

      Before I can reply to her jab, a red envelope falls from my top shelf and drops on the ground as I reach for my music book. “What the hell?” Patricia murmurs. Furrowing my brows, I kneel to pick it up, flipping it from side to side.

      It has no name on it other than mine, and my nose twitches because of the familiar lavender scent from the garden behind the school where most seniors and juniors chill.

      “Arianna got a love letter,” Cole jokes when he passes us by, saluting me on the way, and I blink at that, waving at him like an idiot and only snapping from the stupor once he disappears into the crowd.

      “Since when are you friends with Cole Calvin?” Patricia asks, displeasure lacing her tone as she follows my gaze. “He is nothing but a freak.” To be fair, everyone who doesn’t fit the society mold of perfect and proper or rich falls into this category for my friend, but in this case some of her words have merit. This guy is so weird and random I’m not gonna even examine it.

      That’s why it confuses the hell out of me that he always makes sure to greet me whenever he sees me and then laughs for several minutes, finding it hilarious it seems.

      But then who the hell knows what goes on inside artists’ heads? Other times I see him, Cole has his nose glued in his sketchbook, oblivious to the outside world.

      “We had a class together last fall.” The lie slips easily from my tongue, because I know Patricia doesn’t remember my schedule. It’s easier than the truth that confuses even me.

      I turn my attention back to the envelope and open it up, sliding out the letter where written on white paper with purple ink, my favorite color, I read the words.

      
        
        Will you go to homecoming with me?

        E

      

      

      “Oh my God,” Patricia exclaims, shaking my arms a little as her nails sink into my skin. “Ethan White invited you to homecoming!” she screams so loudly the people around us quiet down as their eyes widen in surprise.

      “Patricia, I don’t think—” I want to stop her from making stupid assumptions, especially in the company of those who will spread the news with lightning speed throughout the school, but the words stick in my throat when I see Ethan walking toward us, with a bunch of lavender in his hand and a box of chocolates in the other.

      Oh.

      He comes closer to us and announces for everyone to hear, “Arianna Griffin, will you go to homecoming with me and be my date?” He falls onto one knee to my freaking shock while the school hollers, everyone’s attention on us, and some girls sigh dreamily, watching Ethan.

      “Well, I—” I start to say, but then the crowd chants, just like they do when he runs around the field with the football ready to make a touchdown.

      “Say yes, say yes, say yes.” Thousands of hectic emotions rush thorough me, and I want to run away from here and all the focus on me, not understanding his sudden interest.

      Ethan White is one of the most popular guys in this school. Girls literally fall over their feet for his attention. But he has never so much as looked in my direction.

      Patricia nudges my side, whispering, “Do something.” There is an odd note in her voice once again, but I’m too distracted with the present situation to dwell on it much, and so many thoughts slam into me at once I’m lost at what to do.

      So I say the first thing that comes to my mind that will end this charade once and for all. “Yes.”

      “Score!” he shouts, and everyone whistles when he wraps his hands around me, picks me up, and twirls me before I can even blink to their continuing cheers.

      He smells like the richest of masculine colognes along with grass, probably from his football practice, and when he grins at me, he is the most handsome boy I’ve ever seen.

      I don’t have the heart to tell him no in front of the whole school, and besides, it doesn’t matter anyway, because I won’t go.

      But part of my heart bleeds inside my chest from the disappointment of this reality.

      Because for a fraction of a second when I saw the letter E, I hoped for another boy to invite me to homecoming.

      And for him, I would have moved heaven and earth to make it.

      Unfortunately for both of us, he never got the courage to ask me first.

      And it put a beginning to the chain of events that forever changed us.

      

      Cassandra

      A loud thump echoes through the walls right before I hear glass shatter and a man mutter, “Fuck me.”

      Sighing, I hop down from the kitchen counter and stroll to the front door to see one of the mover guys hovering over my cat statue, or rather what’s left of it.

      He raises his eyes to me. “I’m sorry, miss.” Although he meets my gaze, he steps back as if afraid of what I might do to him.

      Which is hilarious in itself, considering he is six feet tall and twice as big as me.

      I open my mouth to reassure him when the voice behind him barks, “Damn it, Derek! I told you to be careful.” And in seconds, the owner of said deep-yet-husky voice comes into view in all his handsome glory.

      He has shoulder-length blond hair that frames his tanned skin and crystal-clear blue eyes that widen when they land on me. He wears shorts and a T-shirt that don’t hide he must go to the gym, since he is muscled in all the right places. His high cheekbones speak about his heritage while the slight five-o’clock shadow only adds to his allure.

      “Well, hello there,” he says and then winces when he notices the shattered glass on the floor. “I apologize for that. I’ll refund everything.” He scans me from head to toe before shaking his head and then barking at the guy. “That’s the second time in one week, Derek!”

      The guy, probably barely out of his teens, scrunches his shoulders and shifts a little to the side under the scrutiny.

      “That’s my fault actually,” I pitch in, dropping my voice a little to a husky tone, and both heads swing to me as if in a trance. “I screamed loudly upstairs when I stubbed my toe on the bed.” I run my finger over my shirt, and the blond’s attention immediately goes there. “So I’m afraid poor Derek had no choice but to react.” I notice how Derek exhales lightly, sending me a thankful glance.

      He really shouldn’t; it’s not like I’m doing it out of the goodness of my heart.

      Every word I speak and every action I make has a purpose.

      The blond rubs his chin, his gaze darting between us both while he inspects the damages with his shoe and finally speaks up. “I’m sorry, man. Stuff like this happens on the job.” He pats Derek on the shoulder, but I don’t miss the wince on the guy’s face when the blond’s hand fists it. “Derek will clean it up now, and you will agree to a cup of coffee from me along with donuts to settle it.” He waits a beat before adding, “For the stubbed toe and all.” He sends me a mischievous grin like I’m supposed to find it cute, and I swirl around, ignoring his statement and giving him an amazing view of my back.

      Marching toward the kitchen, I call over my shoulder. “I don’t drink coffee. Let me show you the dustpan, Derek.” By his heavy footsteps thumping on the floor, I know he’s following me.

      Once we’re inside the spacious kitchen, I turn on the kettle while he fumbles with his fingers before whispering, “Thank you so much.”

      I wave my hand at him and point at the sink. “No worries. I hated the statue anyway,” I say teasingly and he blushes, quickly darting to the sink and taking out a brand new dustpan and brush.

      I pour myself a glass of water but pause with it midway to my mouth when the blond enters, whistling loudly. “Wow, you’ve done some quick work in here.” He turns around, studying the environment in sheer disbelief and… wonder?

      After all, the inside of the house no longer resembles the horror movies filled with dust and gore.

      Instead, shiny appliances replace the old ones, and the expensive brown oak shines brightly under the sunlight streaming through the windows.

      Various china dishes along with the newest kitchen equipment sit on the counters, almost recreating an image from a catalogue.

      He peeks his head outside of the kitchen, casting his glance toward the living room that no longer has those horrible carpets and table. Instead, a marble floor glistens under the chandelier and the terrace door is wide open, allowing in the light breeze and the sound of the swans on the lake.

      All the cracks and smells are gone after the renovation team got rid of all the trashy furniture and took a month to put everything together, including the upstairs.

      In other words, the house is magnificent and deserves nothing but appreciation.

      Money, after all, can buy a lot of stuff and fast; with a little nudge, they’ve managed to finish two weeks early.

      Probably helped that, despite the internal state of the house, the pipes and pumps were well-kept, as if someone was looking after the property.

      Although I immediately dismiss the thought, because who’d be so good in this town of cruel and fucked-up people?

      The answer is no one.

      So I have only the past owners to thank for it.

      “That explains the shopping,” the blond jokes, pointing with his thumb toward the boxes. “My name is Ethan White by the way.” Ah, the owner of the company. “Since you don’t drink coffee, maybe I can offer you something else with donuts?”

      Derek chooses this moment to mutter something under his breath and rushes out of the kitchen.

      But then Ethan shakes his head, covers his face with his palm, and laughs a little self-mockingly, the sound sending prickles down my spine. “That came out wrong. Any minute now you’ll think I’m a creep or something.” I grin at that, and he must take it as encouragement, because he continues. “I just know it’s hard to be new in town.”

      “Oh? You moved here too?” I ask curiously, leaning on the counter, and he nods, hooking his thumbs in his pockets. “Yep, I mean I was seventeen and all. But this town has its own ways, so I could have used a friend back then.”

      What a lie. Based on my research, he is always using this line on clueless women who fall for it easily. But I intend to live here, so my presence must unsettle him.

      He extends his hand toward me. “Nice to meet you.”

      She is bleeding. She is fucking bleeding! What the fuck have we done?

      Blinking away the panicked voice in my head, I shake his hand. His breath stills in his lungs, and I wait a second before snatching my hand back and placing it on my hip. “Nice to meet you, Ethan. And if I ever want a tea with donuts, you’ll be the first guy I call.” His brow furrows as he studies his hand, but he nods again while I grin, although at this point I can barely keep my expression intact.

      The phone in his pocket rings and he fishes it out, giving me an apologetic glance. “Sorry, I have to take it. But be sure to call me, Cassandra.” With that, he walks off into the hallway while barking orders at men entering the house and bringing in my furniture.

      Sipping my water, I allow the liquid to spread through me and extinguish the inferno burning hotly in my blood, barely controlling the desire to throw the glass on the floor so it will shatter, the sound of it silencing the screams inside my brain.

      Ethan White.

      Name number one of the five who will pay for what was done to me all those years ago.

      And for him, revenge will taste like the slowest of agonies, killing him bit by bit.

      Just like he did me when I begged him over and over again to help me while his friends destroyed me one after another.

      

      Madman

      Wiping clean the last device on my weapon table, I arrange it neatly before pressing the button that takes everything down. A lid covers it up, creating a wide rectangular box by the wall.

      Glancing back, I see that my dungeon reflects nothing of the hell it was just a few hours ago when I brought Mike here, instead looking like a regular room with a wide-screen TV and a couch, designed for a little time alone.

      Perfect disguise.

      Even if this small shack is located on the edge of the city, away from prying eyes.

      Should any cop enter this place, he won’t find so much as a trace of DNA, let alone anything else.

      I took extreme measures to make sure everything was protected at all costs, so no one could disturb my peace here; nothing’s more annoying than setting up another domain with my specific likes. Building this place took nearly three years, and I still have some things to work on, like an electric chair.

      Certain serial killers don’t think in advance, preferring to assume that cops won’t find them, but I live by different rules.

      Never underestimate your enemy, especially those who in the eyes of people hold all the power.

      I’m on my way outside to lock this place and head to a much-needed rest when my phone vibrates, and I see Laura’s name flashing on the display.

      “Eudard,” she shouts, and I pull the phone away from my ear. Kicking the door open wide, I inhale the fresh ocean breeze into my lungs.

      Nothing better in this world than walking out to this magnificent weather and view of the sunset practically kissing the ocean after taking a life.

      “I’m not deaf, Laura,” I tell her, but it only earns me another screech and I wonder how people survive around her on a daily basis.

      Her voice is so fucking annoying it’s a miracle I didn’t seal her mouth with tape a long time ago. “Oh really? Why haven’t you bothered to pick up your phone until now then?”

      “To avoid your voice,” I reply honestly, and she falls silent for a few seconds, which allows me to shut the door in peace before moving toward my bike parked on the side of the road.

      “You are such an asshole, Eudard.” Even though she sounds mad, there is no heat in her words, and I grin.

      “You still love me though, huh?”

      “I kind of have to.” She waits a bit before adding, “You are my brother, after all. Comes with the territory.”

      “Yeah, what an inconvenience,” I mutter, and she huffs in exasperation.

      “I can’t believe you.” She laughs for a moment before all traces of humor leave her and seriousness comes back to her tone. “Where were you?”

      “I can’t remember it.”

      “Remember what?” she asks in confusion, and I fish for a cigarette, lighting it, and groan inwardly at the first taste of nicotine hitting my mouth.

      Heaven for this devil.

      “A time where I gave you the impression you could question me.”

      “Oh my God, you are such an—”

      At this point, I’ve had about enough of this shit, so I cut her off. “Laura, either get to the point or I’m gonna hang up. And a warning? I’m holding on by a very thin thread.” I have better things to do than listen to her dramatic entreaties.

      That’s Eachann’s job.

      A simmering rage zips through me like a flash of light and I grit my teeth, breathing deeply to wipe it away.

      The priest is talented like that; just the thought of his name alone has the power to raise such deep hatred within me I’m surprised the ground is not shaking with it.

      “I sold a house six weeks ago. That’s why I called.” Exhaling a puff of smoke, I hop on the bike and start it up, listening to the loud roar as it vibrates between my thighs.

      Ah, nothing like owning a fucking motorcycle.

      “Congratulations.” I’m not sure why she wanted to contact me for this news, considering I told her to quit that shit and do something useful around town, as rarely anyone new comes to live in this hole.

      Instead, she’s wasting her talents selling nonexistent houses just to prove to our father she doesn’t need the family business.

      What an idiotic way of thinking. When someone gives you power, you do not decline but grab it with both hands. And then use it however you see fit, scaring those who gave it to you in the first place.

      That’s how true fear is born, but my naïve little sister lives in her makeshift reality. “Is there anything else?” I ask, finishing the cigarette, throwing it down at my feet, and stepping on it.

      “It’s about the house.”

      She waits a bit again, so I bark, “Laura, get on with it.” I have to get home before sunset or Micaden is going to pitch a fit about me mingling in his town without permission.

      I could always argue that my dungeon stands right in the middle of our two borders and technically anyone can claim the territory, but the fucker has a temper a mile wide and I’m in no mood to argue with him today.

      Or measure whose dick is bigger for that matter.

      “I sold the Griffins’ house.”

      I freeze, the whole world going still around me, where even the squawking of the birds above in the sky comes in slow motion as if from far away.

      The smoke I was about to exhale sticks in my throat, creating a boundless fire inside me, all while different emotions spin in me like a vivid carousel.

      But among them all, the most prominent are fury and desire.

      “Her name is Cassandra Scott,” Laura rushes to say at my silence, and I hear something drop on the other end of the line, like she’s shuffling through papers. “She is a famous contemporary dancer.”

      I still say nothing, digesting the information and tasting her name on my tongue that doesn’t roll off it as it should. Maybe because it reeks of deceit and fakeness from the web of lies she has dusted herself in.

      “I’ll be back soon.”

      “Eudard—” I hang up on Laura before she can say anything else, because it’s going to be useless anyway.

      She is back, and she can try to fool everyone, even the saintly priest.

      But she can never fool me.

      I’ve waited ten years for her, and finally the prey has come back to her hunter, to become my ultimate prize in this war a decade in the making.

      But first she has to finish her business. Familiar euphoria runs over my skin, awakening the sinister madman inside me who is already hungry for the pain and blood she’ll inflict.

      And then I’ll finish it for her in the vilest of ways possible.

      Only then can I capture my phoenix who rose from the ashes.

      Grabbing the handlebars tightly, I roar the machine to life once again and ride off in the direction of my apartment before I go back to my hometown.

      After all, it belongs to me; it’s my duty to greet the newcomers.

      They don’t call me a madman for nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Love is the greatest gift a person can give to another.”

        I wish Pastor Joseph wouldn’t have said those words to me all these years ago.

        Because my love became nothing but a curse that cost so many lives I’m sure there is a personal space reserved for me in hell despite the clerical clothing I’m wearing.

      

      

      

      From the memories of Arianna Griffin…

      Rushing into the classroom, I exhale in relief, because Ms. Ava is still preparing her music instruments and pays no attention to the class.

      Otherwise, she’d kick me out of the room, claiming I was late by one minute. She is a sweetheart through and through, but come late just once, and you’ll end up on her shit list.

      Dropping onto a chair at the back of the class, I put my violin on the desk and smile shyly at the boy next to me. He is reading a thick book and still has his headphones on.

      It’s a wonder the music is not blaring through them, as he prefers to have the volume high, probably to shut us all out of his head.

      He must have felt my gaze on him, because he catches my stare, and I connect with the greenest eyes I’ve ever seen. They remind me of the ice during wintertime when the moonlight shines brightly on it and illuminates everything else.

      Even the heavy black-rimmed glasses can’t cover up their beauty. Hi, I mouth to him, and he nods, hooking the headphones over his neck while he continues to stare at me without saying anything.

      Whenever he does this, my heart flutters and butterflies erupt in my stomach, creating something warm as if I’m basking in the sunlight on a summer day.

      Eachann “Saint” Campbell has had this effect on me for as long as I can remember.

      His mouth opens to say something, but that’s when Samantha, who sits in front of me, spins around and winks. “Heard Ethan White asked you to homecoming.” I blink at her words, completely forgetting about the incident in the presence of my crush, and my cheeks heat up. “So are you guys a thing or something now?” she asks curiously with genuine interest, and I’m not sure what to make of it.

      Even though she mingles with Dorothy, Samantha is mostly nice to me and even attends the extra music class with us, which is considered a nerd zone.

      But even counting all that, her interest in the topic is odd to say the least. “No, we are just going together.” Until I cancel the whole thing. Out of respect to Ethan, I will act like I’m going.

      “Oh cool. Because we kissed last night, and I just wanted to make sure I’m not stepping on anyone’s territory.”

      Blinking once again at that, I reassure her, “No territory, no worries.”

      She gives me a thumbs up and spins back to face Ms. Ava, who still fumbles with her piano, but then I feel like my right cheek is burning and look at Eachann again.

      His green pools drill into me with thousands of questions in them, but he voices none of them. Instead, he pulls his gaze away from me and puts his headphones back on as if our earlier exchange didn’t happen.

      And for some unexplainable reason, anger zips through me, along with annoyance that demands an outlet.

      On impulse, I snatch his headphones from his ears, bringing his focus back to me when surprise flashes on his face. I hiss quietly, so no one will hear us, “If you don’t like Ethan taking me to homecoming, maybe you need to say something. Like invite me to it yourself.” Only when the words spill from my mouth do they register in my mind, and I gasp, covering it with my hand.

      Oh my God, what have I done?

      Having a crush on a boy is one thing, but just because he always smiles at you and talks to you while he ignores everyone else is not an indication he crushes on you back.

      Even though I’ve hoped and hoped he’d ask me out or do something all these years. He always remembers my birthdays and competitions, giving me presents or good luck charms. He’s also never dated anyone else, so I’ve waited for him, like a fool in love who sees no one but the object of her infatuation.

      I even joined this class for him, despite being so exhausted and busy from all the ice-skating I did on top of studying hard.

      Patricia calls me an idiot and advises me to stay open to other options, but I’m not having any of that.

      Maybe I should though.

      In the middle of the most humiliating moment of my life, in which I wish for the floor to open up and swallow me whole quickly, Ms. Ava taps the notebook on the piano, snagging everyone’s attention. “I’m happy to see you all here.” She claps her hands and then sits by the piano. “I’m going to introduce a new song today. Open the books to page fifteen and we’ll start from the second verse.” Her mouth spreads in a smile when she zeroes her gaze on Eachann. “Except you. You will come and play here once we try it a couple times.” He is the only one allowed to come near the instrument, as she claims everyone else has no talent for it.

      No one argues, since when Eachann plays, it’s like music of God, so powerful and magical the outside world ceases to exist for me. Plus, playing the organ in church during Sunday masses pretty much makes him the best.

      And in this town, no one fights with the best, because you’ll end up beaten on the floor.

      Founding families are treated like royalty for a reason.

      Flipping to page fifteen, I take out my violin and place it on my shoulder, praying for my hands to stop trembling so much from the earlier exchange. The last thing I want is for the teacher to shame me for not practicing at home and dig my hole of humiliation even deeper.

      Taking a deep breath, I concentrate on nothing but the violin while I place the bow on the strings, happy that she chose a sad melody.

      Depressing music seems fitting for my current mood. Putting my chin on the rest, I play the melody, letting the notes wash over me, creating a protective cocoon, where the boys who don’t love me don’t exist and only the heartache that consumes me stays.

      Closing my eyes, I give it my all, imagining what beautiful things I can perform with such a melody on the ice, my mind swirling with the art that surrounds me wherever I go.

      I continue to play and play, but then the loud clearing of a throat stills my movements, and my eyes snap open to see everyone staring at me, frowning.

      The teacher blinks a few times and then smiles gently. “Ah, it was great, Arianna. If only you played like that every time.” Of course, no praise comes from her without critique. “One more time before Eachann takes his position.”

      I’m about to resume, when he speaks for the first time. “Would you have said yes?”

      Looking back at this now, I wish he had never asked me that question.

      Maybe then my life wouldn’t have turned into a nightmare with no way of escape.

      Maybe then my life wouldn’t have been tainted in the darkness.

      Maybe then my life wouldn’t have become so tragic.

      

      Eachann

      Parking the car on the edge of the road, I turn the engine off while studying the environment around me.

      The place that has had the power to bring chaos within me almost instantly, oddly enough right now has nothing but peace to offer me.

      Getting out of the vehicle, I shut the door soundly while breathing the early fall air into my lungs. The smell of lavender and roses mix together and create something akin to a bittersweet scent that fills this place.

      Eachann, come here.

      Scrunching my eyes and trying to block out the voice that enters my dreams almost every night, I shake my head and concentrate on nature.

      The grass is perfectly cut along with the various rose bushes that spread through the space hidden under the huge tree, it’s branches waving under the light breeze.

      A narrow path leads to a two-story Victorian-style house, with an attic that’s every kid’s dream, that shines brightly under the sunlight, the freshly painted boards especially vivid, like the bluest of skies.

      Several comfortable-looking chairs are placed around the porch along with a swing, creating a homey feeling, yet not detracting from its previous glory.

      And somehow, even though everything is finely polished and new and fashionable, the place seems to be trapped under it rather than flourishing in it.

      Because the true beauty of it got lost under all the luxuries.

      Familiar squawking erupts around the place, and I walk closer to the lake glistening like thousands of diamonds where I see swans swimming. They cackle and then circle each other before diving under, probably to fish for their food.

      “Eachann, do you want to feed the swans?”

      Even though I see her mouth moving, I don’t hear a thing she says, because I can only stand still, in awe of her beauty.

      From her red locks that almost become one with the sun to her gentle, rare violet eyes and the softest of skin that just begs for me to bring her closer.

      Arianna is an angel in human disguise. What else can explain her beauty and my pull toward her when I promised myself to devote my life to God?

      “Stop.” I order myself to wash away the memory of that day, at least for the time being. It has all the time in the world to haunt me later when I’m incapable of blocking it.

      But then I’m almost knocked on my ass when I notice the silhouette of a woman near the shore, her head thrown back and arms raised high, and my heart pangs in a way a priest’s shouldn’t.

      That’s when, on the field where all my hopes once died, one is reborn and I quicken my steps, practically running, grateful I chose jeans and a clerical shirt for this trip.

      What if… what if… what if…

      My heart beats wildly in my chest to the point of me feeling the pulse in my neck, and dizziness sways me a little. I finally wrap my hand around her arm, pulling her into the shade, anticipating seeing familiar violet diamonds.

      But the ones greeting me are deep chocolate brown and that budding hope is extinguished once again, just like the fire that took her from me all those years ago.

      A hollow chuckle threatens to escape me, because how can one person be so stupid?

      I spread her ashes in this very lake myself, while on my knees begging the sky for forgiveness.

      What if simply can’t exist in my vocabulary.

      Nevertheless, the sight of this woman stops everything, and my breath hitches in my lungs as an unfamiliar emotion slams into me, rooting me to the spot and making me squeeze her arms harder, all while I drink in her features.

      Her rich, dark locks cascade down her back, her pale face flushes a little, and she wiggles out of my hold, stepping back while her dark summer dress swirls around her legs when the wind hits us.

      In the eyes of normal men, she’d probably be considered beautiful, but the intense pull I felt toward her just minutes ago vanishes, leaving only shame behind.

      What have I done?

      Did I just grab a woman at her home, practically assaulting her?

      Please, Eachann. Help me.

      My hands fist by my sides, nails digging into my palms to keep me in the present moment with the woman and place that bring nothing but chaos to my already painful existence. “I apologize,” I finally say, my voice unusually raspy. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      She rubs her arms and then crosses them, her perfectly arched brow rising. “What did you mean when you grabbed me, then? Or is it a way of greeting in this town that I’m not aware of?” The hostility in her tone doesn’t surprise me, but the effect her husky and low voice has on me does.

      What in God’s name is going on with me?

      “I’m sorry again. I thought you were someone else.”

      An unreadable expression crosses her face before she kneels down to pick up the bread, which must have fallen from her hands when I grabbed her, and tears a piece from it. “My house is twenty minutes away from the church, Father. Who did you expect to see here exactly?” She throws the pieces to the two swans who swim quickly to munch on it and then dusts her hands, turning her attention back to me. “Isn’t it why you came here?”

      “What?” I ask in confusion, momentarily stunned with her brown pools that seem to host thousands of secrets.

      Why do they look so familiar? Why is this insanity and feeling of overpowering doom not going away?

      “To welcome me to this town and convince me to come to church every Sunday?” she probes, and then it dawns on me that my presence has no other logical explanation for her.

      Clearing my throat, I nod. “Yes. My name is Father Eachann Campbell.” I extend my hand to her. “I wanted to officially welcome you to town.” Since my hand still hangs between us with her not moving an inch, I elaborate. “This house used to belong to people I once knew. For a moment, I thought maybe one of them came back.” It physically hurts to keep the agony out of my words; I almost sound like I miss some old friends despite the horrific things that has happened here.

      But then again, Cassandra Scott doesn’t know the whole story, so this lie is believable enough.

      The irony of this situation is not lost on me, but I’ve long accepted that I’m going straight to hell one day and not heaven.

      Not all priests are good guys destined to guide others and have peace above.

      Some of us are like fallen angels, destined to forever atone for our sins among mortals who, despite all our efforts, still end up in hell.

      Finally, she takes my hand in hers, squeezing it lightly, and I’m momentarily stunned by the powerful force traveling through my entire system, awakening even more old memories that pounce on me wherever I go.

      Look here, Eachann.

      Dropping her hand as if it burns me, I hook my thumb in my pockets while she continues to stare at me warily.

      My God, she probably thinks the local priest is a weird psycho. “Laura told me about the story of this house. I’m sorry for your loss.” A beat passes before she asks, “Was it someone special?”

      Special.

      What a small word for what Arianna Griffin had been for me.

      What she still is for me.

      A mesmerizing ghost that haunts me every single day of my life, reminding me of the crimes I’ve committed.

      “Everyone is special for me.”

      She huffs in amusement but somehow it comes as mocking. I don’t have time to focus on it though, because she spins in the direction of the house and announces, “Nice to meet you, Father. But I have a thing I need to do, so….” She trails off but the hint is clear.

      She wants the weirdo priest off her property.

      “We have mass tomorrow.” She glances at me over her shoulder. “You should come. Everyone will be there.” If she wants to live here—God knows why, since it’s in the middle of nowhere—she has to come.

      To survive in this town, you have to have friends among the founding five; otherwise, you’ll be the lowest of low.

      And for now, she is interesting enough for them, but if she refuses to come to church…

      She’ll become an enemy, and as odd as it sounds, I don’t want this newcomer to feel hostility from those I grew up with.

      Even if she took away the only salvation I have left in this hell.

      She waves her hands at me, hooking the strands of her hair behind her ear. “Oh no worries about that. I’ll be there.” Then she grins, almost blinding me with the beauty of it, yet something seems off about it. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      “Good” is all I say and then nod at her again, pointing at my vehicle. “I’m going to go now. I’m sorry for earlier. It won’t happen again.” Because I won’t be coming back here.

      This house makes me act like a lunatic, awakening something dark and intense within me… and it has no place behind my careful façade the world sees.

      “Have a nice day, Father.”

      My brows furrow at the displeasure it brings, because I want to hear my name on her lips, but those thoughts are so out of line and sinful for a priest I don’t even dare examine them.

      Turning away from her as she watches me, I go as fast as possible and hop into the car, starting it quickly.

      Coming here was a mistake.

      And somehow, after meeting this newcomer, I feel even more of a sinner than before.

      Maybe because for the first time since Arianna Griffin, my heart beats so wildly I’m afraid it’ll break my ribs.

      All because of a woman with hollow brown eyes.

      

      Cassandra

      When I hear the engine running and the car driving off into the distance, I sink to my knees, hitting the grass-covered earth painfully, and gulp for breath.

      But no matter how much air I try to get into my lungs, it’s not enough to breathe freely through the spasm clenching my chest so firmly I’m afraid I will suffocate to death.

      My hands tremble when I wipe them, hating his touch as it burns my skin and stakes claims that should never be there. Forever coating me in his scent that no soap can erase and staining me with his darkness.

      Perspiration coats my skin, and the breeze swirling around me brings no relief, but instead the emotions clawing inside me demand an outlet and I palm my head, the throbbing there so profound I’m afraid to move.

      Part of me detests myself for this weakness—I can still be affected by his presence after all these years—but the other part welcomes it, as the vulnerability gives space for even greater revenge.

      Because no matter what I dish at him, it will never be enough.

      Could never be enough.

      Father Eachann.

      Back when I knew him though, he was just Eachann, the sweetest boy in town.

      The sweetest boy who fed me to the wolves and betrayed my trust.

      

      Madman

      Pouring myself a glass of whiskey, I lean back on the balcony and turn on the recording of the surveillance camera at Cassandra’s house.

      The things you can hide in those endless bushes without the owner knowing.

      Chuckling, I take a greedy sip and watch how Eachann rushes forward as if he saw a ghost.

      In a way, he probably did, but ah, pleasure spreads through me when I see the disappointment marring his face. But when a conflicted emotion is reflected from him, I snarl in distaste and sip my whiskey, which tastes bitter in my mouth.

      A saint, a priest, the person everyone respects… having such inappropriate thoughts about a woman. Where are his sermons now? The judgment for dark desires? The self-righteous belief in greater things that rule our lives?

      Where are his fucking miracles that he likes to speak of so much during his Sunday masses?

      But more importantly, where is God when he needs him so much?

      First love has the power to rule us even if it once destroyed us.

      Humans are such weird creatures. They come back to those who hurt them just to experience one more time that feeling of happiness or atonement.

      But in this world, happiness and atonement don’t exist; they are a myth created by God to make us believe and stay good.

      Truth?

      Your soul becomes rotten regardless, once you step on the dangerous path or betray a trust. No amount of praying will erase your sins that cling to you like a second skin, forever enveloping you in their twisted web.

      Sins all three of us committed.

      Sins that forever connect us with a bond no one and nothing will ever break.

      Cassandra came here to destroy the seven people who, on that rainy night ten years ago, ended Arianna’s life.

      She came for vengeance; of that, I have no doubt.

      And I know who is on top of that list, and unfortunately for her… she will lose in her revenge.

      Because as much as I hate the priest, I can never allow her to kill him.

      The time has come to meet Cassandra.

      Grabbing my jacket and keys, I march to the door, ready to follow the tracker in her car, which indicates she is going to the studio on the outskirts of the city.

      May the dangerous game begin.

      The first one to fall will be the first one to lose.
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        “Pain gives us the ability to grow stronger from experience and allows the world to see our vulnerability. For we are human and shouldn’t hide from getting hurt, if it’s inevitable.”

        Pastor George’s advice sometimes pops in my head, usually when I think back on the things that have happened in this town.

        But if my pain was inevitable… so will be theirs.

      

      

      

      From the memories of Arianna Griffin…

      Guys suck.

      At least that’s the only thought on my mind when I emerge from class, students breathing down my back while I try to catch sight of Eachann, who practically disappears into thin air.

      How can he move so fast? He only had the advantage of a few steps! Especially after the question he had asked me! Isn’t he curious about my answer?

      Guys suck.

      But somehow repeating this phrase in my head doesn’t help me one bit and I’m even more obsessed with catching him.

      “Hey, Griffin!” a familiar voice shouts, but I don’t stop, continuing to push through various bodies, seeing the top of Eachann’s head in the distance, almost by the main door, but I can’t reach him since it was the last class of the day and the reason why it’s so busy in the hallway.

      Everyone is desperate to go out or home, or just enjoy this beautiful summer day.

      Everyone but me, because a different kind of desperation clouds my brain and fuels my determination.

      “Griffin!” the annoying voice repeats.

      I snap over my shoulder, “I have a name, you know.” Then I speed up my pace, fully intending to catch my crush, even if it sounds stalkery and insane.

      He owes me an answer, damn him!

      If he wanted to invite me to homecoming or still does, I’ll go with him in a heartbeat. Ethan’s face comes to mind, along with guilt, but it quickly vanishes when I remember he kissed Samantha last night.

      He won’t be heartbroken and will find a replacement quickly. I still don’t get why he asked me out in the first place.

      We’ve literary had zero contact since middle school when we were assigned to a project together and he didn’t do shit the entire time, because our teacher Mrs. Lora’s husband worked for his father in the factory.

      We all got As though, so I can’t complain too much.

      “Okay, Arianna!” Cole finally catches up with me, almost running next to me and breathing heavily as he adjusts his backpack. “Geez, girl, is your ass on fire?” he asks and then slaps my arms, laughing loudly. Is life so hilarious to this guy? “So, Arianna, since we are friends and all.” The hell? “I’m inviting you to my birthday tonight, my place.”

      “Umm… thanks,” I reply, because quite frankly I’m not sure what else to say.

      What freaking friends?

      Waving off that thought, I wiggle between two jocks who block the entrance and almost shout a “Hallelujah” when my hand wraps around the handle, but then I’m snatched back by my elbow with Cole spinning me to face him.

      “So you’ll be there, right?” he asks again while I twist my arm, trying to get it free, but he has a surprisingly strong grip. “Arianna?”

      Huffing in annoyance, I see that Eachann is out of my vision now, so finding him will be impossible.

      Because once he enters the gates of his mansion or favorite church, he is unreachable. Especially for the likes of me, who have no access to the founding five’s lands even if my parents work for the Campbells.

      “Let go of me,” I bark, taking my arm from him, and he frowns, glancing at his hand. His cheeks heat up and he smiles sheepishly.

      “Sorry about that. I just wanted to make sure you’ll come.”

      “I have practice today, so it’s a no.” I could have probably swung by his place after it, but I don’t feel particularly good about him now.

      Mom would have told me to be gracious and kind to those who seek us out, but kindness has brought me nowhere so far, so why the hell not try being rude?

      Besides, it’s fishy as hell to go to his house when I don’t normally hang out with the guy, even if the population of this town is so small everyone knows everyone one way or the other.

      He pouts, batting his eyelashes at me, and begs, “Pretty please? We’ll have fun!”

      “Cole, we aren’t even friends,” I remind him, and it earns me a frown as he rubs his chin.

      “Yes, we are.”

      Exhaling heavily, I kick the door in front of me, emerging outside and inhaling the fresh air. It’s such a relief after all the sweat-coated air inside the building, left there by the football team who always gets dibs on racing from their classes.

      Glancing from side to side, I search for Patricia, who is my ride today because my car broke down this the morning, but Cole doesn’t let the subject go. “I always say hi to you and we’ve always gone to the same schools. Not to mention that our moms go to the same gardening club.”

      Is he serious right now?

      “Cole, look around.” I twirl my finger in a circle. “Everyone here goes to the same schools.”

      He wiggles his brows at me. “But not everyone’s moms go to the same club, huh?” He nudges my arm, and I open my mouth to reply to this idiotic statement when roaring fills the air, penetrating through all the other noises. Everyone’s head swings to the motorcycle rolling into the school parking lot, the black machine glistening brightly in the sun.

      The rider parks and removes the helmet then shakes his hair free and gathers it up into a messy bun, leaving a few strands loose.

      Throwing his leg over the side, he hops off in all his handsome, darkish glory, and I hear a few girls sigh in admiration as they trail their gazes over his muscled physique wrapped in stonewashed jeans and a white T-shirt, which emphasize his tanned skin and dark hair.

      Both his arms are covered in full-sleeve tattoos that end just slightly above his wrists. He hangs his leather jacket on the handlebars before he walks in the direction of the doors, his heavy leather boots thumping on the sidewalk as everyone watches him in awe.

      Not giving a shit about anyone, he puts a cigarette in his mouth, flicks the silver lighter with his thumb, and lights it up, exhaling the smoke through his nose.

      The bad boy of the town has arrived.

      Eudard “Madman” Campbell.

      An heir to the Campbell fortune and Eachann’s twin, although they couldn’t have been more different if they tried, despite their identical features.

      Where one is an angel sent by God to bring goodness to this earth… the other one is the demon sent by the devil himself to bring chaos and destruction to whomever he sees fit.

      Their mom clearly had a thing for old Gaelic names when she picked theirs, because I used to almost break my tongue trying to pronounce them as a kid.

      “He’s back,” Cole murmurs, sighing heavily, and then salutes me. “Nice knowing you, kid.” Then he leans forward, whispering into my ear. “Come to the party. Eachann will be there.”

      “What?” But he is already rushing to his car, away from the oncoming fury that the older twin represents as everyone spreads out, giving him enough space.

      Everyone knows what happens if one crosses him, and it’s not pretty.

      Cole is one of the people who can confirm it, since Eudard taught him a lesson he’ll never forget.

      I shudder from the memory, but in the exact moment he passes by me, his shoulder pushes mine and I stumble back a little, my books falling to the ground with loud thuds in an otherwise silent space.

      While on most days I would’ve let it slide and let him be, because my peace of mind is more important than a confrontation with a guy who listens to no one, in this moment, anger still fuels my blood, so the word is out of my mouth before I can think about it or stop it.

      “Careful,” I grit through my teeth.

      One of the girls gasps, and I see a guy from my biology class hanging his jaw open, shocked at my audacity.

      Eudard stops a few feet away from me—at least that’s what his shadow indicates—and he freezes while everyone freaking watches, probably awaiting his verdict.

      After all, no one tells him what to do, but screw that.

      I don’t feel like keeping my mouth shut. Why I choose this day to go against him is beyond me, but maybe I’m fed up with the Campbell boys and their mood swings.

      Or founding five privileges as a whole.

      “What did you say?” he asks, his deep and husky voice sliding over me like a leather belt ready to strike me. The hair on the back of my neck stands, but I make no move to step away.

      Licking my dry lips, I fist my hands and repeat, “Careful.” Then, willing all the courage my body possesses, I add, “If you push someone, you need to apologize.”

      I can almost imagine a sinister smile pulling at his mouth with his green eyes staying cold and indifferent. “Do I?” He steps closer, his breath now fanning my cheek when he shifts a little, but I still have my back to him. “Since when does a Griffin tell a Campbell what to do?”

      I half turn to him, meeting his stare head-on and raising my chin high. “Since a Campbell acts like an ass.” For a second, surprise and something akin to… amusement?… flashes in his eyes, but it’s quickly replaced with familiar coldness.

      Even if they are twins, his green pools don’t remind me of my beloved ice, oh no. They remind me more of a snake’s eyes that watch its prey carefully before the reptile strikes to inject venom into its helpless victim.

      And his presence creates a suffocating reality around me where it seems like clouds gather above me, pouring heavy rain on my skin that washes me away and smears me in his darkness.

      “Oh my God, she called him an ass,” someone whispers, but in the silence around us, it might as well have been a scream.

      Eudard raises his hand and, before I can even blink, traps my chin between his thumb and index finger, digging them in harshly.

      I jerk my head to the side, but his hold doesn’t allow me to move. Leaning closer, so much that the smoke of his cigarette envelops us in a haze, he murmurs, “I’m sorry.” A tremor rushes through me, and I hate him for it, because this kind of emotion has no logical explanation.

      Why does a boy who is cruel to everyone evoke weird sensations in my body that makes me want to slap him and…

      And what?

      That second part of “what” is always hard for me to understand because the thoughts that come to mind seem too shameful to admit.

      But then he laughs, the mockery of it not lost on me, and he leans closer so that our lips are almost touching, and asks, with sarcasm lacing his tone, “Is this what you expected? Hate to disappoint you, love. I’m not your saintly crush. I don’t apologize for shit.”

      And here comes the all-too-familiar fury that always attaches to him no matter how old he is. It’s always there in my presence, suffocating me to death.

      Ever since we turned six and went to first grade, Eudard used opportunities to throw his bitterness on people but especially me.

      Maybe because Eachann preferred to spend time with my family at my house more than him; I don’t know. But Eudard has always been a dick of epic promotions, and I was on the receiving end of his cruelty.

      Even if a long time ago he used to be my best friend and protector.

      “It surprises me how you two can be related, let alone be twins.” I immediately know I crossed a line when his eyes flash with rage, his fingers digging deeper, and the cigarette falls by his feet.

      Fear penetrates me, and I mentally groan at my stupid tongue, since I’ve never seen him this angry before. I was never afraid that he’d physically hurt me, but who the hell knows with a guy like him?

      I should have known better than to question his bond with his twin, which is legendary, even if everything else about him is evil.

      “Let go of her,” comes a voice from next to us, and both of us simultaneously swing our heads in the direction of the command.

      Eachann stands a few feet away from us, headphones hooked around his neck and a backpack hanging on his shoulder. His posture is absolutely calm, as if he is simply telling us to stop bickering.

      But then he always stays unfazed during our intense moments.

      “Let go of her,” he says softly again, addressing his brother, and for a moment flicks his gaze to me, scanning me from head to toe before shifting his focus to Eudard. “Let go, brother.”

      The twins silently communicate for what seems like forever, and then finally the grip on me loosens, so I quickly step back, stumbling on my dropped books.

      Eachann comes closer, kneels to pick them up, and then gives them to me while I stand stunned along with the crowd, because he has never spoken up before.

      He either sits silently in class or sings in the church’s choir. Otherwise, he never engages with anyone or anything socially or school related. Except today in class.

      And probably in another town, he’d be considered a nerd who everyone could pick on, but his brother and family name give him the kind of protection that some people could only dream of.

      “I’m sorry for this” is all he says before he places his hand on Eudard’s shoulder. “We need to go. Everyone is waiting for us.” He motions his head to the car with their driver, holding a door wide open for them.

      Instead of listening though, he snatches his arm back, giving me one last once-over before turning around and entering the school with a loud kick, the door slamming shut after him.

      God only knows what he wants there anyway. It’s not like he bothers showing up to classes, not after a fight on the football field with the visiting team almost a month ago.

      Even his father’s power couldn’t help him then. I’m not sure how he plans to enroll in college with such an attitude.

      Eachann sighs but trails after him, and everyone gapes at him until he too disappears behind the doors.

      Patricia jumps on me from behind, fanning herself. “Did the Campbell twins just fight over you?” I say nothing and shake my head, dragging her to her car, ignoring the curious looks. With Pat at my side, no one will come any closer and question me about the encounter.

      In moments like this, I appreciate the hierarchy our town has, even though on most days I hate it.

      This day is so bizarre, from Ethan’s proposition to Eudard showing up here out of the blue even though he has strict orders not to.

      Patricia is wrong though.

      They didn’t fight over me.

      The last incident is not weird at all with the other freaked-out shit happening today.

      Because Eudard always wants to hurt me, and Eachann is always there to protect me from his fury.

      Evil and goodness wrapped up in one face, two sides of the coin.

      Back then, I had no clue my bond with the twins would be my undoing.

      Back then, I didn’t know true evilness hid behind a good façade and intentions.

      Back then, I didn’t know loving someone could cost you your life.

      

      Cassandra

      Cracking my neck from side to side, I raise one foot up and place it on the bar, stretching my spine, moaning when the muscles in my back relax a bit as the tension eases.

      Holding the position for five minutes, I switch legs, wincing a little, because my knee has been acting up in this humidity for a couple days now.

      I’ve never believed in all the crap about weather and injuries, but my knee has proved me freaking wrong through the years, reacting to even the slightest of changes.

      Done with stretching, I switch on the stereo and classical music slowly fills the room bringing the familiar calmness that sinks into me from every corner and soothes me after the earlier encounter with the priest.

      A humorless chuckle escapes me when I think that.

      Figures that the saintly Eachann would pick a path where no one could question his authority.

      The music speeds up a little, so I shift to the middle of the studio and take up the position ready to pirouette. I push off with my back foot, bringing it to my knee as I spin, then spin again before stretching it back.

      All while allowing for every note to move through me, playing with my hands imagining all the pain and heartache the composer must have felt while creating the masterpiece.

      With each spin on my toes, I let go of all the anger and chaos clouding my inner thoughts while Lachlan’s words echo in my ears.

      If your heart rules your head, you are set for failure. The path of revenge should be devoid of any emotion, even the angry ones. When there is emotion, people can control you. Don’t give that kind of power to anyone. You will lose, even if it seems like you won.

      Step, step, step, and jump.

      Spin, spin, spin, and jump.

      I focus my eyes on the wall as a focal point and decide to do several spins again, going back in time where I performed such things on ice, gliding while the frigid air stuck in my lungs and the sound of scratching filled my ears.

      All while I jumped in the air and spun so many times I felt like I was flying above this town in a faraway land where nothing existed but the beauty of the sport that had been mine since I was three years old.

      Until it wasn’t.

      The agony of the last thought hits me so hard that for a second I can’t breathe, and I lose my balance in the spin, falling backward, but strong arms catch me several inches above the floor.

      A masculine scent penetrates my nostrils and my eyes snap open to see a stranger looming above me, his arms wrapped tightly around my middle, his face in a shadow by the light streaming behind him.

      Instantly, my skin itches wildly as if thousands of ants nip on it, and I fist his shirt, pulling myself up and getting away from him while trying to keep my composure.

      The touch of any male is not welcomed.

      Resting my hands on the back of my neck, I spin around and muster a smile. “I’m sorry for that.” The last thing I need is for townsfolk to think I’m suspicious or weird.

      My reputation should be squeaky clean for what I have planned next.

      My brows furrow though when something else dawns on me. “What are you doing here?” This studio is located on the outskirts of the city, near my home. I bought it a few weeks ago specifically for that reason.

      I needed a place to unwind but also a studio to use as a cover story to feed the people, allowing them to trust me enough to sink my claws into them and inject the venom that’s been building up inside me for years.

      A venom that will kill them in the end, but not before each one of them suffers the greatest of agonies.

      “You falling into my arms was not how I imagined our reunion.” The deep and husky voice has the same effect on me as a bucket full of ice water.

      I freeze on the spot, barely breathing when he shifts closer, his dangerous presence filling my sanctuary.

      A boy who used to torment me, because he couldn’t handle my love for his twin.

      But ironically, he is the only one who didn’t hurt me that night, not with actions at least.

      He is still handsome as sin with his hair falling freely, ending by his ears, while various tattoos on his chest peek out from the V of his shirt. He’s become more muscular but also has developed a darkish allure that wasn’t present before. Jeans, black shirt, and leather jacket showcase his bad boy persona, and you wouldn’t have guessed that one of the most sought-out billionaires in the States stood in front of you.

      He fists my hair, angling my head, and I have no choice but to arch, giving him access to my neck as he skims his lips over it, gliding his tongue on my heated skin.

      My hands lock behind his neck, pressing closer to him as desire I’ve never known before spreads through me, heating my blood and needing things I’m not familiar with.

      He travels up, nipping my chin before he bites on my lower lip, tugging it, and I gasp at the sting of pain shooting through me, but it’s instantly replaced with pleasure when he soothes it with his tongue. His mouth captures mine and our tongues tangle in a toe-curling kiss that stakes an invisible claim on me.

      His hands slide to my waist and he hikes me up, my legs wrapping around him while he takes us farther and farther away from the road and prying eyes where I don’t feel anything but him.

      Even if I hate him the most in this world, my body belongs to him while my heart belongs to his twin.

      I go to the window, snapping it open and breathing in the fresh air while it cools me from the flashback popping into my head.

      How can a man have this kind of effect on me after ten years?

      But then his words register in my mind, and I become even colder, although I keep my face blank. “Reunion?” I ask curiously, frowning for good measure. “I think you have mistaken me for someone else. I’ve just moved to town.” I extend my hand to him, smiling warmly even though I want to run away or snarl in disgust, just like when we were kids. “My name is Cassandra Scott. Nice to meet you.”

      His brow rises as amusement flashes on his face before he nods. “I must have indeed. This studio used to be Allison’s.” He mentions a twenty-year-old girl who sold it to me so she could run away to California with the hope of becoming a famous actress. The last thing she wanted was to take care of the business her grandmother, who recently passed away, established. “Eudard Campbell,” he closes his palms over mine, his skin sending electricity through me while memories slam into me one after another, but they are a different kind from Ethan and Eachann.

      Eudard’s touch has always been like that, even on that night.

      Mentally slapping away the images, I grin wider and shake it before removing it and crossing my arms. “So you are Father Eachann’s twin,” I say in a friendly tone and walk toward the bottle of the water in the corner to take a sip. “And Laura’s brother, right?”

      His gaze slides to my throat, and a sensation that disturbs my mind rushes through me, but once again I ignore it, watching him curiously as if interested in his answer. “That’s correct. Some people say I have to thank you.” He leans closer and his scent tickles my nose, along with the tobacco smell that always accompanies it. “You’ve created quite a sensation around this town already by moving here.”

      Or more like gave them something new to gossip about while the founding five plan ways to control me. Newcomers tend to scare them, because no one wants an uprising in their carefully planned town.

      “For what?” I’ve never had a more idiotic but at the same time breezy conversation in my life, and more importantly it’s not one I’ve imagined with Eudard of all people.

      Not after what his family has done to me.

      Not after what his brother has done to me.

      Not after what he ignored.

      Familiar rage swirls in the pit of my stomach along with the smell of gasoline and organ music that are permanently glued to my memory, never giving me a reprieve.

      “You are her first client. Thanks to you, she sold a house.” He passes the helmet from hand to hand while his green eyes continue to drill into me as if drinking in my features. “She is on cloud nine, believing her career will soar.”

      Putting the water down, I shuffle through the music while waving in a don’t-mention-it gesture to him, avoiding his gaze. “Oh, no need to thank me. The house is gorgeous. The pleasure was all mine.” Clapping my hands together, I announce, “If that’s all, I’d like to get back to rehearsing. I have to plan a program before I open up, so—”

      His cold tone interrupts me, not giving a shit about my plans. “I’m not thanking you.” I spin around to face him when he utters these words, casually strolling around the studio and studying the freshly painted walls. “You only made it worse.”

      “Oh? How come?” Some things in life never change, like Campbell’s complete lack of acceptance of Laura’s differences.

      Even as a little girl, she preferred to cook with my mom for hours, laughing about the different taste of pastries on the days she was allowed to come to our house. But her father forbade her mingling with his employees and enrolled her, at the age of eleven, in a class to prepare her for a career in business administration.

      I rarely saw that girl smile after that.

      Clearly her brother shared their father’s view on things. “Now she believes she has a shot at the whole realtor thing.” He traces his fingers over the wall and goose bumps rise on my skin, reminding me of how it felt to be at the receiving end of his total focus.

      A man who could be so cruel during the day, was surprisingly gentle during the night, like in it, his colors truly showed for the world to see.

      Oh, God. How come my body didn’t give a shit about this for ten years, and in his presence all those memories are suddenly awakened?

      “And that’s a bad thing? Now she has more reasons to go forward.”

      A humorless chuckle echoes in the space when he shifts back to look at me, twirling the helmet on his finger as if it were a basketball. “No, now she has more illusions that she can make a career out of it.” If it was anyone else, I’d probably agree with his statement. But in the current situation, I have to be on Laura’s side, even if I don’t understand her choices either.

      “That’s a harsh thing to say, since you’re her brother.”

      He shrugs, inspecting the floor with the tip of his boots. “I don’t sugarcoat her dreams. You are the first newcomer in fifteen years. How many more houses do you think she’ll sell?” he wonders but doesn’t wait for my reply, since he answers it himself. “One or two if the odds are in her favor. She is wasting her natural talents just so she can stick it to our dad.”

      “She wants to follow her own path.” I don’t question her desire to stick it to Ridge Campbell of all people, but I’m surprised with all the money she has, why hasn’t she moved away from here?

      A young girl like her has no ties in this town besides her family, and clearly she doesn’t get along with them. What could possibly hold a woman in one place as dull as this one?

      “No, she is stubborn and this will ruin her life. I almost convinced her to work in the company. Until you showed up.” His voice drops a few octaves and I shiver under it, but I don’t shrink from his anger.

      He can go and shove it down his throat though; I’m no longer the hopeless girl who was afraid to say anything to the mighty Campbells. “That’s one way to greet me” is all I say before pointing at the door and gritting my teeth. “Now get the hell out of my studio and don’t let the door hit you in the ass on your way out.”  I’ve had enough interaction with the Campbell twins for today, and my emotional state attests to that.

      I wasn’t prepared to meet them today at all and it messed with my responses, but next time, everything will be different.

      I can’t allow them to crack my secrets, at least not till the moment I’m ready to do it myself.

      An unreadable expression crosses his face, and he steps in my direction, stopping inches away from me. I stand still, straightening my back and not giving him any power in this exchange. He leans forward, and familiar tension rocks between us when he speaks. Each word is calm yet laced with venom that spreads in my blood, awakening old wounds. “If I were you, I wouldn’t kick the mayor of this town out.” My eyes lock with his when awareness flashes in them and a smile curves his lips, sinister in its nature. “I have the power to take away everything.”

      “Is that blackmail?” I ask with boredom, even though heat spreads through me and I can barely stop myself from shaking.

      He tsks. “Of course not, Cassandra. Just a warning. I’m not all that civilized like the men you are probably used to.” This time, danger lurks on the edges of his tone along with a possessiveness that surprises even me. The thought of other men in the life of a woman he just met displeases him this much?

      What a freaking whore!

      I blink at the rage that rocks my system at the idea of him interested so much in a woman, like I should care or have any claim on the man. Besides, didn’t I come here to use my beauty as a weapon? Why then does the idea of him falling for it create chaos inside me and awaken the green-eyed monster I didn’t know even existed within me?

      I need a break from this and all the preparation, because I seem to be acting insane.

      Or maybe because Eudard is the only one semi-innocent in this entire story, even though his indifference brought greater pain than that dished out by the other founding five.

      “And if I don’t listen to the threat?” I finally find my voice, and he chuckles, leaning back and taking his warmth and fury with him as he goes to the door, not bothering to even glance over his shoulder.

      “Then be ready for the consequences. But a word of advice?” He pauses in the doorway, allowing the harsh wind to slip inside, lifting my skirt up over my dancing tights. “I always get what I want. So think about the things you can lose before going against me.” With this final verbal punch, the door shuts after him and sadly doesn’t hit him in the freaking ass.

      Since I know the huge window opens up on the driveway where he can see my every movement, I go back to the stereo and allow the music to fill the space still coated in his energy and resume my dancing while the hair on the back of my neck stands the entire time.

      Because I know he is watching.

      He can watch all he wants, but this time around everything is different.

      This time around, I’m not a victim. I’m a hunter.

      And I will win no matter the cost.

      Even if I have to eliminate him.

      

      Madman

      Cassandra Scott is exquisite in her beauty.

      From her dark locks to her graceful spine as she arches to the sound of the music, swaying in the studio, to her soft porcelain skin that has a mesmerizing glow to it.

      Her dancing attire, from the little black skirt to her leggings with high knee socks, give a full view of her lean yet curvy body that highlights her breasts and tight ass that my hands are itching to squeeze.

      Each of her movements are graceful, correct, in time with the music where she almost becomes one with it, creating an eternal feeling between the artist and the art, but the real magic happens when the two mix together in a duet.

      She twists her hand up and down, each move carefully planned while she jumps to the side, and flashbacks snap in my head, reminding me of another girl who used to perform as beautifully.

      Only her ground was ice that seemed to love her as much as she did it, because she never fell on it, no. She was so steady on it that one might have wondered if she didn’t possess special powers.

      The pride of this fucked-up town.

      Arianna Griffin.

      Ice queen beauty that belonged on the stage of the championships but instead became the queen of ashes.

      After all, fire melts ice, because it has no mercy for those it comes in contact with.

      Squeezing the handlebars of my bike harshly, I breathe through the desire slowly rising inside me, sending the signal straight to my dick and the beast that demands I barge back into the studio and take her right there.

      But oh no.

      No matter how gorgeous Cassandra is, I want to drag her to my dungeon and dump her in water where she would stay until the dark hair color washes off, leaving her true red locks on display.

      Where the stupid brown contacts would slip from her eyes, showing me the true rare violet ones that always sparkled with mischief and happiness.

      Then I can lace my hand in her hair and claim her as mine, once and for all.

      She can act all clueless and friendly, but I know her insides scream at her to run away from me.

      She might be the hunter now, but she was my prey first. And prey know when their end is near, when the hunter is so close he has the ability to snap their neck, and only then do they start to run with all their might, embarking on the chase of their life.

      However, everything in life is inevitable, especially the rules of the jungle.

      The hunter will jump on the prey, tearing her flesh apart bit by bit until nothing is left of it.

      She can call herself Cassandra Scott or Arianna Griffin; I don’t give a fuck.

      With either of the names, this woman has always been mine—mine and no one else’s.

      Every part of her belongs to me.

      And I’ll be fucking damned if I allow her fucking priest to take her from me this time around.

      Madman’s bride, I can just imagine her face once she learns about my true identity and how everything she ever believed in is a lie.

      Her vengeance and my obsession are like two swords in our hands, where they clank against each other from the first strike with the steel glistening in the moonlight, everyone waiting to see who will win.

      And somewhere between us, there is Eachann, who could never take a weapon to kill a person, yet he is the reason we are in this war to begin with.

      A priest who was too weak to stop the destruction that touched us all.
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        “Revenge never brings joy; it only takes it away from our life. If someone hurts you, let go and never look back. God will punish them for their deeds.”

        Pastor Joseph said it once during his visit to school when we were discussing one of the poems.

        The hero sought justice for the wrongs done to him but in the end lost, because during his quest for revenge, his beloved woman got killed.

        Pastor Joseph was wrong though.

        Revenge brings joy when everyone you loved died because of the greed of selfish people.

        Sinners like me simply have nothing to lose.

      

      

      From the memories of Arianna Griffin…

      Resting my head on the car seat, I roll down the window and lift my face to the wind slapping my cheeks, hoping for the breeze to cool my heated-from-embarrassment face.

      Ever since we left school twenty minutes ago, our phones have beeped all the freaking time with different pictures of me and the twins with so many hashtags I can’t even examine them.

      Especially the one that said love triangle in the making.

      The last thing I imagined happening to me during my senior year was the stupid assumption I was trying to be with two brothers.

      Laughable really, since I can’t even get the attention of one while the other bothers with me only when he wants to hurt me.

      “It’ll die down by tomorrow.” Pat tries to reassure me, placing her hand on my thigh and squeezing it a little. “Everyone only cares about homecoming anyway,” she says excitedly, and I bite my tongue so I won’t snort at that.

      No one cares about it, but Pat, for some reason, is obsessed with it. Does she have some kind of plans that I’m not aware of?

      “Let’s hope,” I mumble, rearranging my head on the window while the scenery of green fields and the ocean flash past it.

      As much as I hate how this town operates, the nature around here is worth the suffering.

      It’s located on the edge of the island, near the neighbor town that survives mostly on fishing and tourism. Life there is peaceful.

      In our town though? Not so much. Besides the fact that we have several factories and companies, our nature is very different due to the politics of the founding five surrounding it.

      We have endless fields filled with oak trees with large leaves, roses, lavender, orchids, you name it. Emerald green grass is everywhere while the ocean is just an hour away with a beach that has the warmest sand where you can curl your toes while basking in the sunlight.

      And then we have forests where it’s so easy to get lost among the tress, and the best hills to have a campfire when your parents take you camping and tell scary stories, where you can’t help but wrap up tightly in your sleeping bag.

      Yes, I love my town and I hope to make it proud with a gold medal one day. Even if the founding five will use it as their achievement and flaunt it around.

      Patricia takes a hard turn, swinging the car around a left-hand bend, and I almost bump into her. “Careful,” I tell her, adjusting myself, and she chuckles.

      “I couldn’t resist. This baby deserves reckless driving,” she says, gliding her palms up and down the steering wheel. “Daddy outdid himself.”

      Yeah, he bought her a red sports car that was noticed wherever she went. “Anyway, Cole has a birthday party today.”

      I blink at the information, because how does she know? “Yeah, he does,” I reply, waiting for her to continue her train of thought, but she stays silent, just glances at the rearview mirror and takes another hard turn, but this time I’m ready.

      I hold on to the handle, firmly pressing myself to the car door. “And I heard he invited you.”

      “Yep, he did.” Then it dawns on me what’s going on, and I wave my hand in a dismissive gesture. “He thinks we’re friends, so if you want to grill me about it, I’m really not in the—”

      “I think we should go,” she interrupts me quickly, and again I blink in surprise at this. So I say the only thing that comes to my mind.

      “We? He invited you too?” Based on what did he decide they are friends? I wish I’d been there to see that conversation.

      She shrugs, speeding up a little so now my hair blows in different directions while she keeps her focus on the road. I have no way of knowing what’s inside that head of hers. “No, but it’s common knowledge if you throw a party, people can bring someone with them.”

      “You kicked Dorothy out of your party last year, because she brought a cousin.”

      She rolls her eyes, passing by the border of the town as she drives in the direction of the ice-skating rink that’s located several miles from here.

      Instantly the endless fields are gone and we have only road ahead of us with forest surrounding us.

      We all call this area no-man’s-land, because it doesn’t belong to us nor the smaller town, making it a fair game for anyone who sees fit.

      Driving here always makes me uneasy; that’s why I prefer to travel with someone by my side. Just the idea of being here alone where no laws apply makes me crazy worried, although Pat laughs at my fears.

      That’s why on most days she volunteers to drive me here when my parents can’t. She says it adds to her adrenaline edge, whatever that means.

      “Dorothy’s cousin had a crush on me a long time ago. I couldn’t handle him around with those puppy dog eyes. He was so pathetic.”

      Moments like this make me wonder why I’ve stayed friends with Pat in the first place.

      But then she has moments where she wraps her arms around me while I cry about my ice-skating dream being gone when I injured my knee. She was there when some girl destroyed my dollhouse in kindergarten and managed to bring me a new one. And she is always there whenever anyone wants to start shit, protecting me with her surname.

      So while she is not perfect, she can be a true friend; one just has to see through the endless layers of selfishness.

      “I already told you I’m busy.” I decide to return to the conversation at hand, because hashing out the past brings us nowhere. “And besides, why do you want to go? You called him a weirdo just hours ago.”

      “I asked why you are friends with that weirdo. I never said a bad thing about him.” She quickly glances in my direction, and my brows furrow.

      I’m trying to wrack my mind for all the times we spoke about Cole but can’t pinpoint a moment where she insulted him. Called him a weirdo yes, but flat out saying shit like she likes to do about Dorothy or other people?

      Never.

      “It still doesn’t answer my question though. Why do you wanna go?” She can bullshit all she wants, but I know Pat. She never does anything without a hidden agenda, especially grace a party with her presence unless it serves a purpose to her popularity.

      She stops at a red right, checking her lipstick in the mirror, and finally looks at me, tapping on the steering wheel with her finger. “Ralph will be there.”

      The captain of football team?

      My mouth drops open and Pat gently closes it with her finger, lifting my chin up. “They’ve been friends since forever, one of the reasons no one picks on Cole. Sort of like me and you.” The light changes to green and the tires screech when she accelerates, flying along the road like our asses are on fire. “I’ve been trying to get him to attend one of my parties, but he always refuses. Just like the Campbell twins.” Annoyance and anger lace her words, probably because she always invites them but they never show up.

      A lot of people mock her behind her back for that, claiming the elite boys want nothing to do with her.

      Needless to say, Patricia hates them, especially in the light of her crush on Ralph Brown.

      They both belong to the founding five families, and I think she plans to create a dynasty between two families.

      If only Ralph was willing.

      “Look, I don’t think we should go to the party just to see Ralph. We don’t know anyone there,” I tell her, but even to my ears the excuse is weak.

      We might not be friends with them all, but it’s impossible not to know everyone. We have the kind of town where one person sneezes and within hours everyone knows you have a cold.

      Or assumes you have a cold.

      “Homecoming is in two weeks and Ralph still hasn’t invited me yet.”

      I groan inwardly at this. I should have known she’d expect him to do that. Mister and Miss Popular.

      “But Frank Whitley did. He even sent you a hundred roses.” The only difference between Frank and Ralph is the status as captain and leader of their gang. Frank also belongs to the founding five, and unlike his captain, he showed interest in Pat through the years and bothered to show up for the parties.

      Unfortunately for him, she had no plans of forming a dynasty with Whitley.

      “I want Ralph,” she snarls and then turns on the music, an indication she is in no mood to talk.

      Exhaling heavily, I shift my attention back to the scenery, contemplating her words, and decide to look at it from a different perspective. I always thought her ego hurt from Ralph’s indifference toward her and that’s why she wanted to get him.

      However, what if I was wrong?

      Maybe she has had a huge crush on Ralph all these years, just like I do with Eachann, and just tries to create an opportunity for them?

      The minute the thoughts of the green-eyed boy enter my mind, his question comes back to echo in my ears while the desire to find out more about him rules me.

      Cole also said he’d be there, as if knowing about my crush, not that I care. According to everyone, I already have a love affair with the Campbell twins, so whatever.

      What if the universe is giving Patricia and me a chance to finally have our dreams come true? I once heard that the universe knows what it’s doing, but I have to create opportunities for it.

      Cole’s party is a good enough opportunity for that without the entire school inspecting our every move like bugs under a microscope.

      “Let’s do it.” I break the silence and Pam grins widely, blowing me a kiss but keeps the music on because it’s our favorite song.

      The tight knot in my chest from earlier leaves me, and instead hope and excitement fill it, lighting up my body at the prospect of fixing everything tonight.

      Looking back at it now, I can see how naïve I’d been.

      Instead of playing different scenarios in my head of how the meeting with Eachann would have gone, I should’ve paid better attention to everything else.

      How Ethan asked me to homecoming, yet his eyes stayed absolutely cold.

      How Cole invited me to the party, nervously jerking his ear the entire time he spoke to me.

      How the Campbell twins created a scene with me.

      Most importantly though, I should have seen a sinister smile on my best friend’s face when I agreed to go to the party and how she was barely holding back a laugh, and her eyes glistened in excitement.

      But I didn’t, and in this, I led myself to my downfall.

      

      Cassandra

      Removing my sunglasses, I pause in front of the church door while my eyes scan the massive building from every direction.

      The Gothic-style church has three arcs, each with two pointed spires while the third above them has a cross on it.

      The endless stained-glass windows display different scenes from the Bible, while the rusted red color of it mixes with the gray. The combination creates uneasiness in a person, as the building is massive, and it feels like it presses in on you with its power.

      The grass surrounding it is bright green with rose bushes scattered around the place and benches lining different narrow paths leading behind it to the cemetery where everyone who has ever lived here is buried.

      The church was built during the Civil War. People wanted to create a sanctuary for those who sought protection in their faith, and the church was considered a peaceful place.

      It has various secret chambers inside it, and basements linked to tunnels leading to the other end of the town that provided a way for those who wanted to run away from the war.

      I hear the shuffling of feet on the floor and the booming voice coming from the inside, because the mass started ten minutes ago, but I don’t go in.

      All in good time.

      Smoothing my white pencil dress that lifts my breasts and ass along with emphasizing my long legs, I count mentally to fifteen while waiting for the perfect moment to make an entrance.

      Carefully laid plans require preparations, and nothing in the process can be rushed. Even the slightest of details going wrong might ruin the house of cards that I’m building.

      A little girl bounces up next to me, her pink sandals sending rocks flying around her feet, and she gives me a toothless smile, her ponytails wiggling. “Did you come for the Sunday mass?”

      I nod, smiling back at her, and she cocks her head to the side. “I don’t know you.”

      “I’m new in town.”

      Her mouth forms an O and she claps her hands, excitement brightening her face. “The dancing lady.” Oh my, it took one time of me dancing in the studio for the news to spread around.

      Ah, the advantages of a small town. You don’t even need social media.

      And this cute little person is exactly who I’ve been waiting for.

      “Mira!” barks a voice from behind her, rushing toward her and huffing in annoyance. “I told you not to run away from me.”

      She bats her eyelashes at him and pouts her lips, so the man sighs, ruffling her hair. “You little sneaky vixen. Your mom is gonna kill me if anything happens to you.” Then he shifts his focus to me, and I’m gazing into the eyes of the boy who used to confuse me a lot.

      Until he showed me his true colors.

      “Oh, hi.” He extends his hand to me. “Cole Calvin. You are the newcomer.”

      Glancing at his paint-smeared palm, I wiggle my white-gloved hand. “Sorry, I think this will stain.” He jerks back, surprised at my abrupt decline, but instead, I hook my arm with his, coming closer to him. “Would this work? My name is Cassandra Scott and I’m afraid to walk in there.” I smile shyly, my cheeks blushing for good measure while throwing my hair over my shoulder, and in doing this make Cole admire the rich, dark locks that hold the combination of his two favorite colors. Black and dark brown. “Can I come in and sit with you?” I add a little tremble on the last words, worriedly watching the church as if monsters will come out of it.

      While this kind of behavior is scandalous in most places and warrants a close relationship with the person in other parts of the world, in this small town, it’s normal.

      I’m a new, unmarried female in need of male assistance, and Cole Calvin is a sucker to everything new and shiny. “Of course!” He clears his throat and clasps his hand with Mira’s, his niece, and motions with his head toward the church. “Let’s rock your first ever Sunday mass in this town.”

      I laugh nervously, fanning myself. “I hope it goes well.” I sigh again.

      His gaze softens, and he winks at me. “Don’t worry. People here are like angels.”

      If by angels he means the fallen kind like the devil himself, then sure. Cole Calvin has always been an anomaly among us, but I’ve never thought he’d grow up a naïve fool.

      But oh well, at least it plays perfectly into my plans.

      He pushes the heavy door open right in the middle of Eachann’s sermon. “That’s why God—” The scraping of the latch and loud click of my heels make him pause and he raises his gaze from the Bible, his sole focus on us.

      He is so far away from me that I can’t make out his reaction to our interruption, nor do I care. He was the one who invited me here, so he can deal with it.

      “Sorry,” Cole mumbles to the congregation, quickly striding to his seat, which should be second row on the left side. But while he rushes over, I intentionally drop my purse on the floor, the rattling sound echoing through the walls and bringing even more, if it’s possible, attention to us.

      “Oh,” I whisper and then shoo away Cole, who wants to help me, pointing at Mira who is already at her seat trying to wiggle past two ladies. “I’ll be right there.” Reluctantly, he nods and jogs to his seat, all while I kneel, pick up my purse, and place my hair over one shoulder.

      Then raising my chin high, I walk slowly, agonizingly slowly, to the seat while Eachann stays silent, but so does the rest of the congregation.

      Everyone’s eyes are on me, after all, exactly like I want it.

      I add extra sway to my hips, each move graceful and calculated to bring the most focus to me, and from the corner of my eye, I notice how several heads—the heads I need to hang in one of the guys’ dungeons—swing in my direction while the women frown.

      Men are so predictable.

      Dangle a beautiful treat in front of them, and they become fools ready to do anything.

      Oh, but I intend to use this power with full force, slowly dragging them to their downfall, stripping them of their sanity.

      Finally reaching the second row, I send Father Eachann an apologetic look, but his face is indifferent, like he doesn’t quite know what to make of me.

      He is a priest who vowed to serve God, yet he can’t help but have emotions toward me. The saintly man who promised not to be tempted by the flesh.

      But then it wouldn’t be the first time this priest lied about something, covering truth with his holy façade.

      A façade this sinner will crack to dig out his true, rotten nature for the world to see.

      I genuflect before entering the pew and slide past those two ladies who happen to be Cole’s mother and sister and who huff in exasperation, hiding it behind their fans when I sit carefully on the bench, taking out a bulletin I picked up earlier. “I think everyone is staring,” I whisper to Cole, who waves my worry off.

      “Don’t pay any attention. They always stare.” He waits a minute before adding, “Besides, you are worthy of every glance.”

      I mentally chuckle, checking the time on my diamond watch.

      Five minutes into our meeting and Cole Calvin is already a goner. However, I have different plans for him unlike the founding five, although his agony will be just as painful.

      “Since you’re late, Cole, I’d appreciate you not interrupting me now. You can have a rendezvous after the mass.”

      Slight chuckles rumble through the crowd while Cole mutters under his breath, “Jerk.”

      My, oh my. Did he just call one of the Campbells a name?

      I lean back, plastering my spine to the wood while I catch the gaze of Frank Whitley across from me, who quickly turns his head away to face Eachann.

      Of course, long legs are his weakness. He told me so himself, after all.

      Hike that fucking dress higher. Show me those legs of hers that she always teases me with when she skates on her stupid ice.

      Half an hour later, Eachann clears his throat and asks, “Since we’re done with mass, I’d like to raise the subject of the annual camping trip for the kids.”

      A collective grumble echoes in the space and I smirk, because nothing has changed.

      Despite our town being small, it has an understanding with the neighbor island town that once a year we’ll gather all the kids together and take them on a camping trip. Hiking, kayaking in the lake, two nights in the forest with a campfire and other crap kids love.

      However, the town’s citizens lost love for it after one of the foster kids, Brochan, got into a fight with Ralph back when they were kids. No one knew what the reason was, but I think it was over a boat, because Ralph was hogging it.

      Since then, everyone is wary of letting their kids go there and mingle with those kids, because they’re afraid of the conflicts that might arise from it. My parents used to laugh at this assumption and send me there every summer; the trip was always awesome.

      My heart pangs painfully at the memory of my parents and I squeeze my fists, hiding them away from prying eyes. They have no place in my vengeance, so thinking about them brings nothing but shame.

      “I don’t want my daughter to go there,” a female voice speaks out, and I peek over the crowd to see who it belongs to. Ah, Miranda, one of Dorothy’s old minions. I heard she married a doctor and elevated her status in town. “I don’t trust them.” A few people make faces behind Miranda’s back while her daughter’s cheeks go pink from embarrassment. She must not share her mother’s sentiment on the subject. “I don’t want some outside kid to think he has a right to put his hands on her.” Considering her kid is eight years old, what kind of worry is this?

      Before Eachann can reply, I recognize Samantha as she snorts and gets up, placing her hands on her hips. “Are you implying that kids from the nearby town are perverted creeps? Then the same can apply to our kids. Why are you not mentioning that?”

      Miranda’s lips thin as she looks over her shoulder, raising her nose in distaste. “They wouldn’t do it.”

      It’s my turn to chuckle at her conviction that her daughter is safe from her hometown boys, and Cole’s sister sends me a dirty look.

      What the fuck ever, and oh my, I swore in church.

      People continue to argue over the subject for a few minutes, but they shut up when Eachann slams his palm on the podium and everyone’s attention returns to him. “I will not have arguments in the church.” My brows raise at the authority lacing his tone, such a contrast with his usually calm demeanor. “The camping trip is happening in three weeks. We need food, sleeping bags, and the usual supplies.” He scans the crowd. “I hope everyone can put away their differences and agree on everything. Also, I want everyone to be friendly.” He proceeds to talk about safety, and Cole chooses this moment to whisper in my ear.

      “This trip is so happening.”

      I half turn to him. “You think so?” I whisper back, eyeing the priest skeptically and playing my role to perfection. “People don’t look very enthusiastic about it.”

      “Well, they aren’t, but no one wants to piss off Eudard.” Ah, so he still holds the same power ten years later. It doesn’t really surprise me, because the report said as much, but still. “The mayor?”

      Cole nods, locking his fingers over his knee as his leg jerks. “Yep, who knows how he might react to it.”

      “Because the priest is his twin?”

      That statement earns me a snort, and my brows furrow. “Yeah, no. The Campbell twins used to be close, but no more. Because Eudard supports foster kids and always attends the camping trips instead of Eachann.”

      My mind is reeling from the information he just dumped on me for two reasons.

      First, how come the twins are not close anymore, and second, why does the mayor go out on the trip and not the priest? It was always the members of the church who accompanied us. “So they’re enemies?” I conclude, shocked as hell at this information.

      Cole shrugs, biting on his lip. “I’m not sure.” He pauses before swallowing harshly. “They don’t mention each other’s names and don’t interact at all.” He leans closer, since a few people from the front shush us while the argument continues. “They used to present such a strong front together, but no one knows what happened between them. Eudard doesn’t even show up for family gatherings if Eachann is there.” Cole is worse than the local gossip, Tracy. She at least never spills the beans to strangers or new people, but Cole has no filter.

      But all this unsettles me, since those details weren’t in my report. I just assumed they interacted even though Eachann travelled the world to pilgrimage in Spain and holy places Eudard mostly spent his time abroad.

      That’s why I was surprised when he took the position of mayor one year ago and settled down in this town.

      What affected their relationship to the point that neither of them were able to stay in the same room anymore?

      Finally, Eachann clears his throat once again and announces, “That’s it for today. I hope to see you all in three weeks for the camping trip.” He flips the book closed and everyone rises, the humming noises bouncing off the walls.

      Several people rush toward Eachann, but I smile at Cole who motions toward the exit. “How about a coffee?” he suggests, lifting his elbow at me, awaiting an answer. Apparently in this town every guy who is interested in you offers you coffee.

      I wonder if it stands for sex somehow.

      Before I can reply, an authoritative yet soft voice speaks from next to me. “Not so fast, Cole.” But no matter how the person who this voice belongs to wants to conceal her true nature with that softness, my ears hear the natural predator ready to strike its next victim. “You can’t whisk away our newcomer just yet. You gotta introduce her to us.” There is a bite to her last sentence, and I blush again—thank God for the acting teacher who taught me how to do that—and turn, coming face-to-face with one of the most beautiful women I’ve seen.

      Her eyes sparkle, framed by the blonde locks that have been arranged neatly on her head. With her floral dress and ballerinas, she reminds me of those perfect housewives in the fifties.

      A designer bag dangles on her wrist while she scans me from head to toe, as if assessing an enemy, and annoyance flickers across her face, clearly shelving me as one.

      With my looks, I represent the competition she doesn’t want.

      “Hello, I believe we haven’t been introduced yet. My name is Patricia Brown.” She leans closer, to give me a butterfly kiss on both of my cheeks, and her perfume washes over me, making me want to gag from the sweetness of it. “I’m the head of the town committee here.” Which basically means she controls any social activities around town, and no one can do shit without her permission.

      If Patricia Brown doesn’t want you to have a playground in your yard? You won’t have one; it’s as simple as that. And if you decide to throw a party, even a kid’s birthday, without inviting her out of respect? You better believe it’s the last party you ever host because no one will show up for the next one.

      She would have probably been considered First Lady of the town if only her last name had been Campbell.

      “Honey, come here!” she calls out to a redheaded man who spins around at the sound of her call. He is wearing a perfectly tailored suit that showcases his tall and beefy physique. He oozes class, and there is no doubt he had been into sports in his youth. “That’s my husband, Ralph Brown,” she says proudly, but her eyes narrow on him when he focuses his stare on me.

      I see appreciation when he glides his blue pools over me, liking what he sees, but he masks it with a friendly smile and wraps his arm around his wife’s shoulders. “Nice to meet you and welcome to our town. In case you get in trouble, let me know.” Right, his father used to be the head of police before he died of the heart attack.

      And last I heard, Ralph is expected to be the new sheriff.

      I hit his chest, trying to get out of his grip, but his strong hands dig into me and push me on the ground, where I land painfully. Before I can get up, he is on me, pinning me down while his hands roam all over my body, his lips on my neck while I cry out in protest. “No!” I slap him again, but he is like an unmovable brick wall.

      Revulsion rushes through me and I raise my knee to hit him, but he stops me and lifts up only to slap me on the cheek, my head snapping to the side. “Stupid bitch, you asked for it.” His friends laugh around me while Cole continues to read as if nothing is happening, even though I scream his name for help.

      “You’ll be the first one I call,” I assure him, his gaze heating at my sultry voice, and I look back at his wife. “I’ve been meaning to call you actually. I’ve heard so many good things about the queen of the town.” Pleasure crosses her face, and she straightens a little under my praise, relaxing in her husband’s embrace.

      Still a selfish creature who believes the world revolves around her.

      “What did you want to talk about?” Before I can say, she wiggles her fingers at me. “No, no. This hasty talk and quick conversation is not our way.” She grabs my elbow and pulls me toward the door. “We have a tradition here, a Sunday lunch at our house.” She squeezes my elbow harder while I do the O with my mouth, acting surprised as hell.

      Even though it has been on my agenda all along.

      “You are officially invited.” Her Sunday lunches gather the elite of the elite of this and nearby towns, where they wine and dine while discussing the latest things happening.

      No doubt they planned to discuss me, but I beat them to it. And Patricia wants my whole attention when everyone else wants me.

      While I’m leaving with all these people, one thought plays in mind.

      Which of the Campbell twins will be there?

      

      Madman

      “It was a mistake. One-time mistake,” the voice rumbles, coughing a little, probably from the blood in his mouth after I plucked his teeth from it with pliers. “I’m sorry.”

      “Ah, you are sorry,” I say, tapping with my leather-gloved finger on my chin and sighing. “Sorry changes everything.” Hope flashes in his eyes, but before he can utter another word, I snap his mouth wide open until the corners of his lips tear, which makes him groan, and clamp the pliers around his tongue before cutting it swiftly.

      He moans, tears streaming down his face along with blood filling his mouth, but I keep his head thrown back so he has no choice but to swallow it.

      Throwing his tongue onto the circle close to his bare feet, I walk back to the weapon table while he spits on the floor, coughing once again and mumbling incoherent words to me. “I don’t really care, so don’t try.” He continues to mumble though, and I shake my head from the stupidity of some people.

      Oh yeah, I cut your tongue and all, but hey, if you mumble, I might spare your life.

      Chuckling, I grab the mug of coffee from the table and take greedy gulps, enjoying the burning liquid traveling through my system and fueling it with pleasure.

      A black coffee in hand and a tortured victim with his blood everywhere behind me, what could be better in the morning?

      A smile curves my lips when a certain beauty comes to mind.

      Only Cassandra by my side watching me do all these horrific things while the vein on her neck beats wildly and fear mars her expression.

      Because then she wouldn’t have illusions about monsters anymore. She won’t fear them, because she belongs to the devil himself and no one in this world will hurt her ever again as long as I’m breathing.

      Another mumble, this one more prominent, since he breathes through his nose harshly, and I turn around, taking another sip.

      He opens his mouth, saying something, and although his jaw is sore and filled with blood and torn skin, he manages to croak words. It’s all a mumbled mess, but I can read lips.

      A skill one acquires when he or she grows up in hell.

      “I didn’t mean to.” I read on them and laugh loudly, the sound rocking off the walls and dying with the higher note of heavy metal music.

      Rock music is for special victims; the ones who are just an amusement to me get the heavy metal as it serves to annoy them more.

      And the effect it has on some victims is indescribable.

      “I didn’t mean to. It just happened.”

      Oh, my devil.

      How can the thing he had done just happen? You need to think a serial killer is an idiot to believe that.

      Lifting the poker from the table, I pour a generous amount of whiskey on it before lighting it so fire flashes along it, the blue and orange licks enveloping the tip.

      He shakes his head, his gaze darting between me and the weapon, while I finish the bottle and throw it at his feet where it shatters. The glass must cut into his flesh, because he cries out in pain.

      “Those violin and piano classes.” I shake my head, stepping toward him while headbanging in time to the music. “They just fucking happen without your control. All those students who don’t listen, right?”

      He nods yet trembles all over, presses his back firm to the pole while shaking in the ropes, but they don’t budge.

      They never do, no matter if they are made of metal or rope; after all, I’m the master of wrapping them.

      “It happens, because you can’t control this.” I point at my heart and sigh dramatically. “They act out; you just want them to stop.”

      “They never do. I warn them,” he mumbles, and I clack my tongue, clicking my fingers to the especially high note, and his gaze shifts at the sound. “And then when they don’t, all those desires rise up to teach them a lesson, right?” I come closer, stepping on his teeth and tongue and then bring the burning poker to his face. “The monster inside you demands blood for their disobedience, for their disrespect.” His eyes widen and something akin to relief enters it, and he nods in acknowledgment, almost relieved it seems that someone understands him. “Too bad that even when they stop acting up, the monster still wants to punish them.” I lean closer, whispering in his ear. “Funny thing about monsters though? They can never be cured.” With that, I stab the poker in his groin, and his shout reverberates through the space along with the smell of burned flesh that fills my lungs.

      Taking it out, I stab his toes one by one while his cries block out even the music, and I can almost get off on the sound of it, enjoying every minute of his agony. “They are not sorry. They always mean what they do, and they don’t apologize for it,” I say and then stab him in his side, burning everything on my way while his protests die down as his strength leaves him, but his eyes are still clear enough to understand what I’m saying. “Isn’t that right, Julian?” He breathes heavily, while blood drips around us, smearing my pants and shoes.

      Stepping back, I deliver the last blow to his head, and it snaps to the side with him whining like the little bitch that he is. I go back to my table just as the doors to my dungeon open, bringing bright sunlight that blinds me for a second.

      Annoyance zips through me at anyone who dares to interrupt my time.

      A blue-haired guy flashes me a smile, and his silver eyes fill with boredom when he scans my victim from side to side before he heads down the stairs, his leather shoes slapping against the concrete.

      The victim lifts his head with difficulty and mumbles words to him that I don’t give a shit to understand, but he shuts up really quick when the man speaks. “May I offer a suggestion before you send him to your kingdom, Poseidon?” He chuckles, and I flip a finger at him, fed up with this joke.

      Arson can stay all high and mighty, but he is no Zeus in their kingdom in New York.

      We both know who rules that city.

      “Be my guest,” I reply, pouring myself more coffee when Arson grabs the gasoline from the table and fetches a lighter out of his pocket, flipping it between his fingers while he cocks his head to the side, assessing the victim. “Who burns flesh like that?” he asks in distaste, but I shrug, not caring much.

      He is the one obsessed with fire and the pain it can bring; the amount of torture this guy can dish out with burns alone is an art form.

      Too bad for him I don’t give two shits about it, because water has more appeal to me.

      Besides, the dude is insane. I mean, I’m no better, but even I have certain limits. Arson though? He has none, and I pity anyone standing in his way.

      Sighing heavily in disappointment, he splashes the gasoline all over the victim’s body and then lights the fuel, and the guy cries out yet again when the fire circles him and consumes his body, burning the flesh right in front of our eyes. The smell reminds me of a barbecue.

      That’ll be fucking hard to wash off but whatever.

      Pressing on the remote, I allow the remains to be taken down to the pool under us, as this house has two places of torture. When I’m in the mood for sharks to have their go at them, the bodies go to the ocean. When I decided to burn them and smear them in all the shit that might hurt the precious sharks, they go to the pool.

      Finally, when the lid closes, the silence envelops us since the music has stopped. Arson turns to me, clicking his fingers. “This sucked big time.”

      “Well, if you want amusement, go back to New York. I don’t remember inviting you.”

      He comes to me and leans on the table next to me, while I continue to sip my drink. “It’s Micaden’s land.”

      “It’s no-man’s-land, because it borders with mine. He has no more say in it than I do. If you want Micaden’s land, I suggest you drive a few more hours to the other side of the island.”

      Why the fuck is he here anyway?

      It’s not like I mingle with their social circle of serial killers that they have created.

      Especially not with Lachlan, as our relationship can be called difficult at best for what he has done to me.

      Fucked-up at worst.

      Needless to say, Arson’s presence—who happens to be his right hand—doesn’t please me one bit. “What do you want?” I ask, cutting straight to the chase, because both of us can do this for hours.

      I have no time for this shit.

      I have to handle one sinner who is about to inflict her first dose of venom, and a clueless idiot priest who notices women when he shouldn’t.

      “You can’t touch her” comes instead, and I freeze but then gulp my coffee.

      “Is that an order?”

      “It’s a fucking suggestion. She is untouchable and you know it. She is like a sister to all of us.” He emphasizes each word as if it’s supposed to mean something for me.

      He could go and fuck himself with his suggestion. “You don’t tell me what to do.” My voice drops a few octaves so he is not mistaken where I stand. “Cassandra is mine.”

      Arson chuckles, but it lacks any humor. “Remember the deal, Madman,” he tells me, and anger travels through me at the reminder of the deal I struck with Lachlan all those years ago.

      But even back then, I never vowed to stay away from her. They told me they would take care of her, and instead they claimed her as their sister and cut me out of her life completely, not so much as mentioning her new name.

      And then they hid her from me for ten long years, and I couldn’t even demand revenge, because they were the only ones who knew where she was.

      As far as I’m concerned, the deal was off a long time ago. “All of you broke it first.” A betrayal that still stings, because I never imagined they would turn their backs on me without an explanation.

      Arson huffs in exasperation, pushes off the table, and hooks his thumbs on his pants. “I’m here to warn you. You will start a war. Do you want a war with us?”

      I tsk my tongue. “How quickly a suggestion turns into a threat.”

      “Everyone will be on our side. You can’t fight with us all. It’s a miracle Lachlan didn’t kill you after you went rogue.” He takes out a lighter, flipping it through his fingers and then opening and closing it again. “Don’t push your luck.” With that, he walks to the stairs, but my cold laughter stops him in his tracks, and he glances over his shoulder.

      “I have people on my side. And that’s what scares you, Arson.” He half turns to me and his face darkens, so I know I touched a sore spot. “After all, they don’t much like Lachlan’s veto either.” All things aside, I admire Lachlan for what he has done for the likes of us and the deep loyalty everyone feels toward him. He might be the darkest and meanest fucker I’ve ever known, but he rules with an iron fist.

      Those under his protection know no sorrows—well, not after meeting him.

      I did too.

      But no one tells me what to do, especially warning me off my mission of a lifetime. “I’m trying to stop a war, Madman. Let her do her thing. Do not interfere.” He waits a bit before adding, “Then and only then, can you do whatever else you want.” Throwing these last words at me, he quickly goes upstairs, shutting the door behind him and leaving me with his fucking suggestion.

      What none of them knows though is that I can’t let her do it.

      Because her revenge means death for my twin, and I can never allow it.

      Let them have a war.

      Even I’m interested to see who will win it.
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        “The mistakes of our past don’t rule our lives. They let us learn that every mistake has a meaning, because they make us into stronger people.”

        Ms. Ava used to say that to me a lot during our piano practices, claiming that with my talent I should be traveling the world and going to the best schools.

        It usually happened when I told her that all those notes are shit and I had no desire to learn something that I truly sucked at.

        But the funny thing about that speech?

        It’s not true.

        Some mistakes have the power to rule our lives as they haunt us and remind us that our mistakes have the ability to hurt innocent people who least expect it.

      

      

      

      From the memories of Arianna Griffin…

      “We are here, sweetie,” Mom says, dipping her head to glance through the windshield at Cole’s house, the whole place covered in various lights, and her brows furrow. “Why does their house have so many lights on?”

      I’m hectically searching for a believable enough excuse, because I have no freaking clue either. But I’m not sure Mom will appreciate the fact that I don’t know Cole very well.

      I should have taken up Patricia on her offer to pick me up from my ice-skating practice and get ready at her house, but I didn’t feel like making her wait. Mom was on her way to get me anyway, since she had to discuss my upcoming championship with the coach. And besides, if Eachann was there, I wanted to look pretty.

      Although she was surprised with such a late invitation for the party, we swung by the mall to buy a gift for Cole, and then I quickly got ready at home, picking a pink summer dress that ended just slightly below my knees and sneakers, finishing the look with my hair falling loose down my back.

      I might be desperate, but I didn’t want anyone else to think so.

      “He is an artist, so I think all the flashing lights inspire him.” The lie rolls off easily, because I suspect that’s the case. Cole always explains everything with his art, and based on how colorful or darkish his attire gets depending on his mood, I think his parents go along with whatever he wants.

      No wonder Cole never feels the pressure to be anyone but himself.

      Mom’s mouth twitches a little and a small smile appears on it. “I hope you have a good time. You deserve it after all this hard work.” Her hand gently pats my head, and on instinct, I lean forward to wrap my arms around her, breathing in her scent.

      Lying to my mama sucks big time, because she is my best friend in the whole wide world, and she understands me like no other. I can’t remember a time when I couldn’t go to her with my problems. She wouldn’t shame me for it or scold me; she would always listen and offer me a solution or tell me where I was wrong.

      Just like my dad. They are a tight unit of two and both work at the mayor’s office. Mom once said they loved each so much they couldn’t imagine being apart for too long.

      And they always support my love for the sport, so much that they allowed me to get back on the ice after my knee injury, even though the doctors claimed that if I had one more injury, I could lose my leg.

      All the riches the founding five families have will never top my parents and their love that always wraps me in a tight cocoon. I’m not sure why I need her arms squeezing me tightly right now, but I do. “I love you, Mom,” I whisper.

      “I love you too, sweetie.” She leans back and cups my cheek, worry etching her face. “Is everything all right? Not that I don’t appreciate your hugs, but if you don’t want to go to the party, don’t.” I wish I could tell her to drive us back home where I can wear my pajamas and watch some movies to wallow in my misery, but I can’t.

      I can’t be a coward anymore, and I’ve promised Patricia to come here and help her with her crush anyway, and being a shitty friend is not on my list of things to add to this disastrous day.

      Not to mention Cole expects me to be here; Patricia made me text him in the car and his only reply was a thumbs-up.

      “I do. Just felt like it.” I wink at her and open the door, picking up the gift for Cole from the backseat. “I’ll come home with Pat.” I saw her car on the side of the road, and she pinky swore not to drink.

      I still shudder at the memories of her barfing down the side of my car when we celebrated her seventeenth birthday two weeks ago. She is not a fun drunk.

      “Remember to be careful.”

      “Yep, I’ll be home by twelve.” With that, I get out, closing the door and waving at her as she drives off into the distance until she is out of sight. I turn to the house, studying the Christmas decorations.

      The old house has two levels, each one of them sporting around five windows, and oddly enough all have their lights on despite it being bright outside.

      The brick color is silver, and it has this weird structure about it that the various statues of beasts scattered all over the place add to, each one of them shaped into the mythical creatures I’ve seen in art books.

      Their grass is neatly cut, but they have no flowers or bushes around. It’s merely there it seems because Campbell ordered everyone to have one.

      A narrow concrete path leads to the porch with several steps leading up to the massive oak doors.

      “They sure have a depressing house,” I mutter, walking to the door and frowning at the red drops all over the grass.

      Was Cole painting outside? But there are no canvases around.

      When my sneakers slap on the first stair, I feel the vibration under them, and it takes me a second to understand it’s the heavy metal song blasting through the speakers inside. The music resonates through the inside of the house, along with laughter, shouting, and a scream of, “One more time!” Even though it’s a female voice, I don’t recognize it.

      Dear God, what am I doing here?

      Wiping my sweaty hands over my dress, I finally reach the door and press on the bell, wondering if they’ll even hear it over all the chaos.

      Surprisingly, it opens swiftly, Cole greeting me with a grin, his eyes sparkling in excitement. “Arianna!” he cries out, wrapping his arms around me and squeezing me so tight I gulp for breath. I push him away and he lets go. “You came.” His gaze shifts to my hands and he snatches the present from me, holding it to his ear. “What is it?” Then he slaps his forehead with his palm and drags me inside, shutting the door behind me. “Where are my manners. Come on in and have fun. I have margaritas to make!” he exclaims and darts off and disappears down a dark narrow hallway.

      The inside of the house is even gloomier than the outside, with walls colored in black and brown with several paintings displaying scenes of torture.

      Weird as hell.

      Following the sound of the music, I swing to the right and enter the living room, and instantly the scenery changes. Here the party is in full swing. My eyes widen at seeing around thirty people, from popular jocks to science nerds, and each of them engages in a different activity.

      Some occupy couches and chairs, making out on them. A bunch of others are dancing in the middle of the room and drinking from their plastic cups, probably beer, since there is a keg in the right corner.

      The artists stand in a circle, discussing something with their hands doing weird movements, and the science students bang their heads to the beat of the music but mostly stay silent.

      All in all, it’s like a normal party around here, except that I have come to expect anything but normal from Cole.

      An arm wraps around my waist, and I jerk to the side, but the person doesn’t let me go. Instead, he presses firmer against me, and I look up to see Ethan’s smiling face. “Hey, pretty girl. I wondered when you’d get here.”

      “Um, hi,” I reply and wiggle free of his hold.

      He sips his drink and then motions with his head toward the keg. “Want some?”

      “No, thanks. I don’t drink.” Not that any of us are supposed to, but hey, rules don’t seem to exist in here. I know Ralph always finds a way to sneak alcohol in just like Pat does.

      He whistles to Stan, who is standing by the table and munching on chips. “Can you throw me a soda?” he shouts, and Stan picks up a purple can and throws it across the room. Ethan easily catches it—he isn’t a wide receiver for nothing—and flicks the ring pull up before giving it to me. “Does this work?”

      “Sure.” Dumbfounded, I take it but then shake my head as if in a trance, finally snapping out of my shock at what this party represents with all the jocks here, because hello, Cole? And finally Ethan’s weird attitude. “What’s going on?”

      He frowns, his cup pausing midway as he shoots me a curious look. “What do you mean?”

      “Well… this.” I point my finger between us. “You invited me to homecoming and now getting me a drink.”

      Relief crosses his face for some odd reason, and he shrugs, grinning once again. “You are the prettiest girl in town. Why not?”

      Give me a break.

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I lift my brow. “Sam told me you kissed her last night. Was I the prettiest girl then too?”

      He coughs in his drink. “Well, we’re not exclusive, so…” I just tap my foot and continue to drill my stare into him, so he sighs in resignation. “Okay, we had a bet.”

      I blink at this and clear my throat. “A bet?”

      “The football team didn’t want to go to homecoming. It’s for chicks. No offense.”

      “None taken.”

      Encouraged by my nonchalant tone, he elaborates. “So anyway, then Stan came up with a game that we would throw names of all the hot chicks in school in a hat and take out one. I took out your name, so here we are.” Oh my God, they are all bunch of immature assholes.

      But even though I should be annoyed with this, I’m more relieved than anything. The last thing I wanted was to deal with a guy who thought he had a crush on me, especially one who’s part of the football team. “I see. I don’t want to go.”

      He frowns and groans. “Oh, come on, Arianna. We’ll have a good time. You are hot and I am too. Together, we can be….” He shifts closer, fanning my cheek with his breath, and wiggles his brows, so it’s not hard to guess where he went with his thoughts.

      Too bad for him I don’t give two shits about it. “Nope. I’m sorry I said yes, but I have different plans for it.” Something crosses his face, but it passes so quickly that I can’t identify it.

      Then he swallows his beer and shrugs, the carefree grin back on his face. “Let me know if you change your mind. All the hot ones are taken, so I will be flying solo.” He waves at Samantha, who just entered the house, and moves to go to her, but I fist his shirt, stopping his movements. “Hey, changed your mind so soon?”

      I chuckle at his joke, because it’s impossible to stay stern with Ethan; no wonder he is called the jokester of the team. “No. I want to know who picked Patricia.”

      He rubs his chin with his cup, thinking on it, but by his blunt expression, I know the answer before he speaks. “No one. She is a fucking bitch when it comes to social gatherings. No guy wants his balls cut off for forgetting something during the dance.”

      No, no.

      No, no, no.

      If she ever finds out about it, there is going to be hell to pay. “Who is Ralph taking?” I ask quickly, searching for the captain among the jocks, but he is nowhere in sight.

      Where is he?

      Sam joins us, jumping on Ethan and wrapping her legs around him while giving him a deep kiss, and I roll my eyes, waiting for them to finish.

      And this guy asked me to the homecoming dance?

      Since they are going at it like crazy, I tap Sam’s shoulder, and she leans back, her hooded gaze on me. “Just one second, girl, please.” She nods, skimming her lips to his neck while I click my fingers in Ethan’s face. “Where is Ralph?”

      “He went upstairs with Meghan. He is going with her. She might be in the nerd segment, but fuck she is hot.” That’s all he manages to say before Sam attacks his mouth again.

      Oh my God, as in Meghan Varo, one of Patricia’s biggest nemeses?

      I spin around to search for my friend, thoughts of Eachann momentarily forgotten until I spot him by the piano, drumming his fingers on it, a beautiful melody emerging that tugs on the strings of my soul.

      He is so angelically handsome with his elbow on the lid, his knees spread, and his other hand playing. His eyes are closed, giving himself fully to the art, and it seems like he manages to block the world away.

      “Eachann,” I whisper, my entire being brightening at seeing him again, and the familiar love rushes through me like huge waves on the beach.

      It’s like he hears me, because his eyes snap open and his pools are on me, so much agony in them it shakes me to the core.

      I step in his direction, wanting to soothe whatever is going on inside him, when I notice Patricia from the corner of my eyes with Stan who is telling her something.

      Disbelief flashes in her gaze and her hands fist before she sends me a death glare.

      She found out about the hat, and since my name was there… I just became an enemy she needs to hurt.

      The next thing she does plays out in slow motion with her going to Eachann, dropping onto his lap, and wrapping her hands around his neck, fusing their mouths together.

      My heart stops beating for a moment, and the air sticks in my lungs while I shake my head, wanting to erase this image, but it doesn’t go away.

      But the pain comes when his graceful arms circle her waist, pressing her to him, and he answers her kiss as people whistle and catcall in their direction.

      Eachann, the boy I’ve had crush on for forever, and my best friend kissing for the world to see while I’m left to stand and bleed from the invisible knife they stabbed in me.

      My whole body trembles. It feels like someone has hit me in the chest so hard I can’t move, but I find enough strength to run away from there before I fall to my knees and cry my eyes out.

      Tears are streaming down my face when I get outside, grabbing the porch railing and sobbing, the image seared into my brain, shattering me.

      How could they have done it to me?

      Even if she was angry, how could she kiss him when she knows I’ve dreamed about him my whole life?

      I saved all my firsts for him, and he kissed my best friend instead.

      Through all my sobs, the music still blasts from the speakers, shaking the walls. The sound of a lighter flicking open and someone inhaling a cigarette penetrates my ears, and I turn to the guy leaning on the wall; his leg is hiked back, and he holds the cigarette between his teeth, a smirk on his face. “What is it, ice princess? Your saint turned out to be just a mortal man?”

      Of course I should have expected that.

      The devil is here to enjoy my misery.

      If back then I knew the truth, I would have run away as fast as I could from Cole’s house.

      I would have called my mom and asked her to save me from the forthcoming doom.

      I would have never crossed paths with Eudard who had the words sin and deceit written all over him.

      But I stayed, forever locking myself in their mantrap.

      Cruel founding kids who have no mercy for anyone else.

      

      Cassandra

      “Oh my,” I murmur, shifting a little in Cole’s car. He graciously offered to bring me here as I walked out of the church while Patricia explained how to get to her house, beating Ethan to it.

      Rolling the window down, I press my palm to my mouth as my gaze stays glued to the huge mansion opening up to our view as we ride through the massive gates.

      The four-story stately home is made of gray granite and spreads horizontally, right in the middle of the Browns’ acreage. A fountain sits in the middle of the circular driveway, and statues showcase different forms of art near the front door.

      Gasping, I point at one of them. “Oh my God, they are so beautiful. The artist is a genius.” I lean forward, as if wanting to drink in every feature carved on the creamy marble that glistens brightly. “It’s like it’s alive and waves at me.” I think it showcases Venus greeting newcomers with a small wave while her dress ripples around her legs; it’s a hard thing to do with marble’s texture. A crown of flowers is on top of her head while her hair cascades down her back.

      The statues complement the huge garden surrounding the mansion; different kinds of flowers from roses to orchids, while several benches and alcoves can be seen in the distance, add to the mysterious atmosphere. It could be used on magazine covers, and people would flock to the place, wanting to know more about it. I think I’ve never seen such green grass, almost like the clearest of emeralds.

      Not that it surprises me much, considering the Browns have one of the best estates in this town, and their garden is legendary for the annual hunting games, since it opens onto the forest leading to no-man’s-land.

      The most prestigious place in town, aside from the Campbells’ mansion.

      After all, no one can have a better anything than the reigning family of this town.

      Cole clears his throat, snapping my attention back to him, and I see his cheeks heat up. “I’m the artist.” He puffs his chest up, pride lacing every word. “Took me about three months for each statue.” He waits a bit before adding, “That’s fast for a sculptor.”

      I almost laugh at this, because during my studies in dancing school I’ve known artists who could make it in a month without sweating, but Cole has always lived in his head and his vanity has only increased in recent years.

      And besides, that’s exactly the reaction I wanted, since I couldn’t care less about Ralph’s house. “Truly?” I shift on my seat to my left to have a better look at him and then bat my eyelashes. “You’re an artist?” Then I slap my forehead and groan loudly. “Of course. The paint on your fingers. I’m so stupid.”

      He is still blushing under my praise. “Yeah, I paint and sculpt, but I mostly prefer sculpting. There is something about carving those emotions on everyone’s faces. It’s like when I touch marble I’m the god in my own kingdom and create whatever I want.” He stares ahead of us as we pull up by the main door, yet he seems miles away, zoning out of this conversation. His hands squeeze the steering wheel harder, which indicates to me he is in one of his zones.

      Years of research has skilled me in knowing their moods and behaviors, likes and dislikes. Anything that will allow me to manipulate the situation in my favor.

      Clicking my fingers in front of his nose snaps him out of his stupor, and he jerks on the seat, stopping the car abruptly right at the door where the butler is waiting for us already. “Sorry,” Cole mumbles and gets out of the vehicle while I do the same, smiling at James, who must be in his seventies now.

      The Browns would never give retirement to their best workers. Last I heard, they threatened to take away the land he’d earned if he quit. “Thank you.” He nods at me and points at the door. “Please come in, and welcome to the town.” His voice holds nothing but friendliness, but I hear how tired he is and note how his shoulders sag a little.

      Before I can stop myself, I pat his arm and murmur, “We are the last car to arrive. You can rest for a bit.” His blinks in surprise, and then his eyes narrow as if he’s searching for something on my face, but I’m already stepping back, cursing myself inwardly for speaking when I shouldn’t have.

      He’d been like a grandpa to Arianna, always helping her whenever she had math problems and spoiling her with candy when he came to her parents for legal advice. But he knows nothing about Cassandra.

      And I don’t have any feelings to give him, because he needs to be far away from my revenge.

      He whispers, “Thank you,” though. And that’s when Cole appears next to me, once again lifting his elbow and motioning with his head. “Let’s go.”

      My heels click on the stairs, and I control every instinct to not barf from Cole’s scent penetrating my nostrils. Along with his voice that hurts my ears with each word.

      I wish I had red paint to splash all over her. That would have been epic.

      “So, I heard you are a dancing lady,” he says, probably wondering how his niece knew something about me that he doesn’t. She must have seen me yesterday, because I remember seeing ponytails bobbing in the distance when I finished my practice and drove home.

      What a great opportunity to throw my twisted web on them now; if I tell Cole something, the whole founding five will know within twenty-four hours.

      Patricia won’t allow more attention on me during this lunch; I can guarantee that. So this is the best next thing.

      “Yes, I’m a professional contemporary dancer but had to stop due to an injury.”

      He frowns and then squeezes my palm on his elbow, remorse in his tone. “I’m so sorry about that. It must have been hard.” He shakes his head. “I can’t imagine losing the ability to do my art.”

      I just said I had an injury, and Cole is acting as if I told him I can’t dance all together.

      What an idiot.

      But when you want an enemy even more mesmerized with you, you act like you can relate to his every feeling, and in doing this, attach him to you even more.

      Glancing down, I sigh sadly. “Yes, some days I felt like I couldn’t breathe.”

      When we reach the huge oak door, Cole pushes it a little, allowing me to step inside first. The scent of roses fills my nose, mingling with the aroma of delicious food that floats on the air, luring newcomers to the dining room that is several feet away, leading to the terrace door that opens up on the garden.

      “Cassandra,” Patricia calls my name, emerging from the arched doorway and smiling brightly, wiggling her fingers at me. “Everyone is waiting for you.” Her tone loses all traces of friendliness and becomes stone-cold when she addresses Cole. “You’re late.”

      He shrugs, not giving a shit. “So? It’s not like we’ve missed anything special. I bet right now everyone is strolling around the terrace, discussing the high school’s latest football team’s accomplishment, with the founding five wondering about their stocks.”

      I snort at this, because in this moment, despite my feelings toward Cole, it’s hilarious, especially so with Patricia’s face turning red from anger.

      She barks at him, “Watch it, Cole.” Then she takes a deep breath, plasters this fake smile of hers on once again, and tells me, “Let’s go.”

      She ushers us into the dining room, and I blink at the latest changes. They’ve obviously been done by her, because they weren’t present last time I visited this place.

      The spacious room is decorated in red and gold with a crystal chandelier hanging above, which probably lights up the room brighter than freaking Christmas lights.

      Golden-shaded marble is polished so well I can see our reflections in it, and finally, all the expensive furniture is made out of oak, only adding to the luxurious decor.

      The staff are putting china dishes on the table, each filled with food that steams and smells like I’m at the most outstanding restaurant in town.

      Patricia really took her job as Brown’s daughter-in-law seriously and turned it into her kingdom.

      I’m glad she became a queen. It will be more fun to take her crown and plant her face down in the dirt.

      “Patricia, if the rest of the house is like outside and this room, then yours is officially the most beautiful one I’ve seen.” Sincerity laces my tone, and I see pleasure filling her gaze because I chose the moment when all the guests stepped back inside from the terrace, so my words echo around the place.

      She puts her hands on my shoulders and introduces me to everyone. “Ladies and gentlemen, this is our new guest, Cassandra Scott. She recently moved here. She used to live in…” She pauses, awaiting my reply.

      “New York.”

      “In New York.” One of the guests opens her mouth to say something, but Patricia claps her hands and announces, “Lunch is here, so please sit, everyone. We don’t want the food to get cold.” Everyone obeys her while murmuring to each other about the latest stock market reports, just like Cole said.

      In another time, when I used to be friends with her, I’d have probably been happy with how much she got everything she wanted. They almost managed to acquire as much power as the Campbells have.

      She is respected, lives in the world of luxury, and judging by my reports, managed to combine two families into one empire.

      All her dreams came true, and what more could I have wished for my best friend?

      But what she did to me on that night forever slashed a knife between us, and no amount of atonement could erase that.

      Now only her downfall will bring me happiness.

      

      Madman

      Parking the car near the main door, I get out of it quickly, the harsh wind slapping me in the face and blowing my suit jacket back. The fucking weather can’t make up its mind; it either gives heat or this.

      Leaving the vehicle running, I dash toward the door as James is coming down the stairs, breathing heavily. “Mr. Campbell, your keys. I apologize for not waiting. They didn't inform me to expect you.”

      Waving his concern off, I grab him by the shoulder and halt his movements, each word coated in authority that instantly makes him straighten his back. “Stop, James. I will be out soon, so no need to take care of my car. And besides, I’m Eudard and not Mr. Campbell.”

      He huffs in exasperation and then places his hands on his hips. “You made me run like crazy here, boy. You never show up for Sunday lunches in this hell.”

      I chuckle, because he finally reminds me of the man who used to chase me around this place and then pull my ears when I wouldn’t listen to him.

      He was also the one to treat my wounds when—

      Shaking my head, for the past that has no place in the present for now, I wink at him and resume my walk. “I’m mysterious like that.”

      “I don’t think anyone expects you,” he shouts.

      Without turning my back to him, I reply, “Where would the fun be if they did?”

      And besides, I don’t give a fuck what Ralph and Patricia think about me. They can never kick me off their lands, not if they want to live peacefully.

      Peace is a fickle thing though, and I’m about to flip a coin on their lives, just waiting for Cassandra to make her choice who to destroy first.

      I’m here for my phoenix, who is about to bring chaos to the residents of this mansion. I’ve already seen her strolling in the church all seductive, as if she is free for the taking.

      Like a black widow luring her victim to her web right before she cuts their head off, then dancing off in the moonlight.

      My fists clench while the beast inside me roars, because Cassandra is mistaken about one thing.

      I’m not going to allow her to flaunt her body for everyone to see, so she can dangle it in their faces.

      They can look, but they can’t even hope to touch or taste, imagining her moans of desire.

      She belongs to me.

      She is mine and no one else’s.

      And I’m about to stake my claim.

      

      Cassandra

      The china is clattering loudly as everyone digs into the food, praising Patricia for her cooking skills as if she is the one spending time in front of the oven.

      If I remember it right, she never so much as stepped into the kitchen, let alone cooked a decent meal.

      However, appearances are always about deceit, because our true selves are hidden behind beautiful masks that can rarely be cracked.

      “Cassandra, what were you doing in New York?” one of the guests asks, looking at me curiously, and everyone shifts their attention to me, momentarily stopping their conversation.

      Washing down the potatoes in my mouth with water, I reply, “Contemporary dance. I performed on stages for years before my injury.”

      Her brows furrow, and then she smiles so wide I wonder if she’ll tear her mouth. “Oh right! Cassandra Scott! You are one of the best contemporary dancers of your generation. I’ve seen you perform countless times in online videos.” She addresses the man sitting next to her, probably her husband. “She has a channel where she explains different dance moves.”

      “Oh!” he exclaims, blinking in interest and resting his elbow on the table. “Any money in that?” His wife nudges him in the side and he shrugs.

      I snort into the glass, shaking my head. “No, they are free and something I did for kids who can’t afford to attend classes. But I no longer do that.”

      “So strange that you moved here of all places after such a career.” Frank speaks up from his place opposite me, drilling me with his stare and sipping his wine while an unreadable expression crosses his face.

      “I couldn’t stay home after what happened. So I thought a change of scenery would do me good. I took a map out, blindly pointed, and ended up here.”

      The woman squeals in excitement. “I can’t imagine doing something so adventurous. My name is Karen, by the way. I’m the owner of the bakery downtown.” My brows shoot up at this, because if she is just a bakery owner, why does Patricia allow her presence here?

      But when I subtly study her husband who has a golden watch gracing his wrist and a designer suit, I see the power oozing that is only attached to a man who has a higher position in a company, if not the owner of it. “My husband, Rey, works with Ralph in his company. He is the vice president.” There is so much love and pride in her voice when she gazes at her husband that I pause… studying her as I feel a weird clench in my heart and… regret?

      Because I’ll never know what it’s like to live a normal life with a man I love.

      That dream is forever lost to me.

      “That’s nice.”

      “Wait.” Ralph leans forward on the table, rubbing his palms together. “Are you the one who bought the dance studio from Allison?”

      Grinning shyly, I cock my head to the side. “Guilty.”

      Karen’s jaw drops open. “Oh my God, that’s so nice. I’ve always dreamed about—”

      “I wanted to buy that place,” Patricia interrupts Karen, who shuts up quickly, fear flashing in her eyes when tension settles over the table. “But Allison sold it so quickly, claiming she got an offer she couldn’t refuse.” The kid was so eager to hightail out of this town she didn’t care about upsetting the queen, so of course she gave it to me.

      I offered triple the price she wanted.

      “I didn’t plan on acquiring a studio here, but when I saw a flyer with the for-sale sign, I felt like the universe was giving me a hint that I chose right.”

      “We don’t dance here. I think a gym would have been good for that particular spot. It’s right in the middle of town and doesn’t require a long drive from offices or schools.” Even though her voice stays sugary sweet, I don’t miss how she bites at me with each word.

      Nor do the people who shift uncomfortably, sharing looks between them, as probably no one likes putting Patricia in a sour mood.

      Ah, yes, a gym. Her big plans that I’ve crushed.

      One of many to come. “Doesn’t someone already own a gym in town? I think her name is Meghan Varo?” I tap on my chin, frowning. “I’m not sure. So having another gym would have been like creating competition for her.” That’s the way of small towns; usually there is only one business in town that is transferred from generation to generation. The loyalty of townsfolk is so strong the new business is set for failure.

      Patricia shoots a glare at Ralph who coughs into his fist; clearly she still hasn’t forgotten who he invited to homecoming. “That’s right, but her equipment is outdated. Plus, her place requires renovations and the walls reek of sweat. Any day now, it will crumble.” Well that might have been true and fueled Patricia’s desire to finally crush Meghan after all the debts her ex left in the wake of their divorce, but no such luck.

      People will have to go to her gym still while I build my school. “Well, I think this town needs a dance studio. For the kids to learn the beauty of it and maybe to seek a professional career and for adults who just want to unwind.” I pause and then add, “That’s actually what I wanted to talk with you about. Since you are on the town committee, could you maybe arrange for everyone to know it’s opening soon?”

      My cheerfulness is not met warmly. Patricia grabs her knife and fork, scratching it loudly on her china when she slices her chicken, ignoring my request. Everyone follows suit, returning to their food with laughter and conversations slowly picking up again, while I count in my head how long it will take her to retaliate for me having the last word on the matter.

      I’ve just become an enemy she desperately wants to destroy, so her reign will be absolute.

      Three, two, one.

      “What a strange name you have.” Patricia’s voice slices through the laughter around the table, like a sharp needle bursting a bubble. “Cassandra.” She drags out my name as if tasting it, but it sounds more like she chews on it then spits it out. “It’s Greek, isn’t it?”

      Several heads swing toward me as my fork pauses midway to my mouth and I plaster a smile on my face, half turning to her, feeling everyone’s gazes on me as I rest my chin on the back of my hand. “That’s correct, although the original Greek version was spelled with a K.” Her lips curl a little before she hides it with another fake grin, showcasing all thirty-two white teeth, and I smirk inwardly.

      If there is one thing Patricia hates… it’s being told she is wrong about something. I call it A-student syndrome.

      Or she is simply a bitch, and in her case it’s probably both.

      “Still, is there a story why your parents chose this name for you?” she probes again, and her husband pales a little, placing his hand on hers and squeezing hard, if her sudden wince is anything to go by.

      “Honey, that’s highly inappropriate.” Yeah, God forbid people know Ralph’s wife questions someone on their name. The founding five might be powerful, but the future sheriff doesn’t need any scrutiny.

      He sends me an apologetic look. “You have a beautiful name, and it suits you.”

      Patricia snatches her hand from under his, almost shaking with anger while I ignore the statement.

      Ralph Brown is all about the chase, so giving in easily to his protection that he only showcased to earn points with me is not an option.

      I open my mouth to reply, but a deep and husky voice behind me freezes me on the spot, washing over me like a snake gliding up around the throat of its prey. “The meaning of the name is connected with an old myth,” Eudard says, stepping into the dining room. His dominant energy charges the air, acting like an invisible chain around us all.

      Ten years and nothing has changed about it, which confuses me to no end, because if every other male is dead to me… why does he stay the exception?

      Several women around the table gasp as they run their appreciative gazes over his masculine beauty that his suit, sitting perfectly on his wide shoulders, only emphasizes.

      Men start to stand up to greet him, but he points at them to stay seated.

      “Kassandra was the daughter of Priam and Hecuba. He was the king of Troy,” Eudard says. One of the staff pulls out a chair for him at the other end of the table where he drops casually, picking up a napkin and waving the man off. “Apollo wanted her for himself, but he wasn’t like all the other gods. He tried to woo her.” He takes a large sip from his water glass, swallowing loudly, and for some freaking reason I focus on his Adam’s apple bobbing. “He wanted her willing, so she would enjoy his advances.”

      “How fascinating,” Karen says enthusiastically, and my brow rises.

      Too enthusiastically.

      But then I imagine no one ever wants to be on the receiving end of Eudard’s attention when his intentions are not clear.

      I know he usually doesn’t dine with the founding five, which pisses off Patricia immensely.

      Everyone’s heads jump between us, back and forth, anticipating my reaction to this. “That’s correct. She was the princess of Troy, so to speak.”

      Eudard chuckles, tracing the rim of the glass. “They treated her like shit though.”

      “Why? A little more details wouldn’t hurt you,” Cole whines, wiping his mouth with the napkin. “Wait. Kassandra.” He clicks his fingers a few times as if trying to remember something and then points at me. “Right! Apollo gifted her the ability to see the future, and she promised him that she’d be his.”

      “But she lied, and once she got her gift, she refused to be his,” Frank says, adjusting the glasses on his nose. “I think we studied it when our history teacher was obsessed with the whole Troy thing.” Frank might have been a jock in high school with no regard to rules, but he sure studied well. Besides football, which he joined only because his best friends did, he was also in the science club, loving to host experiments in the chemistry lab. He never abused his power.

      Not in his studies at least.

      “What the fuck ever. It’s not like she is gonna talk about it. And besides, who cares?” Frank asks, lighting up another joint and chuckling. “It’s the best night of my life, I’m telling you.”

      “It’s called Iliad by Homer, Frank.” Patricia grits her teeth and then focuses back on me. “So you were named after a woman who deceived one of the Greek gods?”

      Eudard tsks, flipping the knife between his fingers. “Oh, no. You see, Apollo wanted to take his gift back, but it was impossible. So instead, he cursed her. She would see the future, but no one would believe her prophecies.” His intense green eyes drill into me as he continues, all while my heart beats wildly in my chest, but I keep the polite smile intact, not allowing anyone to see my turmoil. Least of all the devil himself. “She warned about Paris destroying Troy by choosing Helen as his woman. The Trojan horse deceit. Even that it would take Odysseus ten years to get back home. But as we all know the story, no one listened to the princess and the town got burned down with the Greeks winning the ten-year war.”

      “So to answer your question,” I address Patricia, “I was named after a woman who tried to warn of awful things to come, but no one believed her. Thankfully, it rarely happens in real life.” This time, the silence that follows my words is almost deafening.

      Ralph pales a little, his eyes darting toward Patricia who shifts uncomfortably, and for a second, the controlled mask slips from her face and there is confusion and… guilt?

      Ah, it’s too late for that.

      An outcast.

      Popular girl.

      Football jocks.

      Science guy.

      An artist.

      A saint.

      Each one of them will pay the price earned for their actions by the time I’m done with them.

      My gaze comes back to Eudard, who toasts his glass to me, and I nod at him, taking another bite of chicken.

      Even if I have to fight the bad boy of the town to accomplish it.

      

      Madman

      Her face is like a porcelain mask of calmness and serenity as her beauty shines among all the people here.

      Each gesture she makes, every breath she takes is like a work of art I can gaze at for hours and not get bored.

      As she eats lunch, she licks her plump, full lips, and I resist the urge to fist her hair, drag her to me, and feast on her mouth until she has no doubt who she belongs to.

      But then she lifts her chin at me, and even though she still has that fucked-up smile that doesn’t reach her eyes and makes me want to bite her lips so she’ll lose it, she is announcing to me that she intends to win this war.

      My little confused phoenix who thinks she is invincible just because she came back.

      She doesn’t know the lengths I went to in order to ensure her safety and ability to live her life.

      Game on.

      She just has to pick the first victim.
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        “Our bodies are like temples. Don’t allow anyone you don’t want inside your temple or they will ruin everything you believe in.”

        Grandmother’s advice always heated up my cheeks, especially during my teenage years when I had no such thoughts.

        But she was right.

        My body was a temple that I cherished very much and shared with one person.

        But it got ruined when unwanted guests came to it, smashed my temple to the ground, and destroyed it all while watching in amusement as it burned to ash.

      

      

      From the memories of Arianna Griffin…

      Wiping my tears with the back of my hand, I reply quietly to his jab with all the self-respect I can muster in the current situation. “I’m not in the mood for your cruel words, Eudard.” I hate how my voice trembles while sobs still shake my body, but quietly this time and I don’t allow them to spill.

      It’s enough one of the twins hurt me; I don’t want to give satisfaction to the other.

      He shrugs, tapping his foot against the wall before he pushes forward, the ash of his cigarette peppering the porch and leaving a gray smear behind. Not that he cares about it, judging by how he steps over it. “It’s a valid observation in light of your crush.” Does everyone know about my crush on his brother? Was I so obvious all this time?

      He chuckles, puffing smoke around us while he comes closer, and I realize I’ve asked the question out loud. “I don’t know about everyone. But it’s pretty clear to me, considering you’ve been trailing after us all your childhood and then some.” He stops by the opening of the porch where it leads to the stairs, almost next to me as I’m still glued to the railing. “Pathetic if you ask me, because he will dedicate his life to God.”

      What?

      I blink in surprise, momentarily stopping my sobs, trying to digest this information.

      It all makes sense given how much time he always spends at church either helping Pastor Joseph with the foster kids, singing in choir, or hanging out with people there. Plus lately, whenever anyone asks him about his plans for the future, he stays quiet and never fills out any student applications, according to Pat, who has eyes on all the students, wanting to know who plans to go where.

      Just making sure she will go to a better university than them, of course.

      How come I never connected all the dots before?

      Does he want to be a pastor or a… priest?

      Eudard looks over his shoulder. “Well, that was the plan, but”—oh God, I’ve asked it out loud again—“not sure what to make of that kiss. Maybe he wants to taste the pleasures of the flesh before giving his spirit away.” His tone stays even, but there seems to be so much hidden meaning in every word that’s coated in hatred and distaste.

      Whatever his twin’s decision is, shouldn’t he be supportive? “He is your twin. The least you can do is accept his choices.” The words spill from my mouth before I can stop them, and his eyes widen in disbelief before his lips thin and he jumps to the bottom stair.

      “Unbelievable. You are still protecting him even though he just kissed your best friend.” He clucks. “Careful, baby. Someone might call you a doormat.” With that, he walks off to his bike parked almost at the end of the driveway, his boots thumping loudly on the concrete path.

      His dismissal along with his brother’s rejection stinks, because we grew up together. From first steps to first day at school, we were all joined at the hip until both of them stopped behaving normally.

      I lost two of my best friends at once and accepted the friendship Patricia offered me, since she knew the twins had me under their wings of protection.

      Eachann withdrew into himself, blocking out everyone with those stupid headphones of his and the church, while Eudard sneered in my direction, hating everyone and everything. He was considered difficult at best, and everyone counted the days for him to graduate.

      Until that fight on the football field.

      My brows furrow when I think back; the timing matches with their mom suddenly disappearing on them, and after that, Ridge Campbell only showed his face with Eachann, who dutifully accompanied him to all important functions, leaving Eudard behind.

      Mom once told me that she hoped he would be able to put his past behind him, whatever that meant. Since all this happened when we were around seven years old, I’m not familiar with the details of what was going on back then.

      Is that why he is so bitter?

      With a foreign-to-me impulse, I rush down the stairs and catch up with him midway, snagging his shoulder. I turn him toward me and the action makes the cigarette drop from his mouth while his green pools flare in surprise. “What are you doing, ice princess?”

      I hate this nickname, but that’s not what I want from him. “Why are you so mean to me all the time?” He freezes, his jaw ticking while something crosses his face, but it’s gone so quickly I don’t have time to catch it. “Ever since we started school, you’ve changed, and I’ve been your number one enemy. Ignoring me, throwing rude comments about ice-skating, and everything else.” I shout the last part, crossing my arms. “What did I do to deserve your never-ending cruelty?” I wipe away the tears sliding down my cheek. “We used to be friends, but you’re nicer to Patricia than to me.” Before our relationship went down in flames, he never stayed much in her company, and whenever she started chatting his ear off, he would walk off in a different direction.

      He snatches his arms away from me, his jacket blowing in the air as a thunderous expression settles on his face, which on most days would have made me back off, but in this moment, I’m staying glued to the spot. “Mean to you?” he barks, pulling me toward him with his hands threading in my hair. “Who the fuck was there to take you to the hospital when you broke your knee? Who attended every ice-skating tournament when you didn’t even bother to come to my games unless Patricia wanted to?” He fires these things at me, and I’m too stunned to even reply or dwell on his arms locking me in his embrace, surrounding me with everything that is him. “Who stopped Dorothy from making fun of your secondhand bag? And who the fuck was there when you cried on the sidewalk, because said bag got cut and all your books dropped into a rain puddle, ruining them?” He pushes me away and I stumble a little, watching a different spectrum of emotions flash on his face, giving me a glimpse into the passionate boy he used to be. “Sure as fuck not Eachann.” Then he points his index finger at me, and I glance at it while he grits his teeth. “Do you even know the lengths I went to for you?”

      What does he mean by that?

      He wants to spin around again, but I fist his shirt, holding his stare, and something unexplainable travels between us like a magnet that sees its opposite and wants to move as close to it as possible, sticking together.

      “Eudard.” For the second time today, we both look to Eachann, who slowly comes toward us, his hair still tousled after Patricia’s kiss and worry shining in his eyes. “Let her go.”

      A bitter chuckle escapes his twin and he frees himself from me, as he says, “Your saint is here to save you from the devil.” If I had a penny for every time he mocked me, I’d be a billionaire by now.

      Yet what he says still plays in my mind, and despite my confused emotions, I want to understand him.

      He addresses his twin, “She is all yours, brother.” And he darts toward his bike so fast I don’t even have time to catch a breath.

      “Are you all right?” Eachann says, gently running his hand over my hair. “I’m sorry you had to face him twice today.” For the first time in my life, revulsion rushes over me at his touch, and I sway to the side, avoiding it, even though my heart is torn in two.

      We’ve played this out so many times I’ve lost count, with Eachann coming to the rescue in the middle of our fights that we never get the opportunity to finish.

      Maybe the time has finally come for that.

      “I think you should return to Patricia and not interfere in my relationship with your brother,” I tell him with a bite in my voice. He winces, opening his mouth to maybe explain the entire exchange, but I don’t care.

      Right now, all I care about is Eudard Campbell, which is so weird and ridiculous in light of my crush on Eachann. I don’t even know what to think of it.

      What if I crushed on one of the twins because the other one was unattainable?

      Without waiting for Eachann to comment, I dash to his brother, who is already on his motorcycle, his hands squeezing the handlebars harshly as it roars to life. I barely have time to hop on, pressing myself tightly against him while the machine vibrates between my legs.

      Goose bumps break out on my skin, because I’ve never been on a bike before, and a thrill runs through me at the prospect of experiencing it.

      “What the hell are you doing, Arianna?” My name has a different sound on his lips, and something flutters in my stomach, but I shake my head, not wanting to examine it.

      “Could you please take me away?” I ask, resting my chin on his shoulder while our gazes clash. “I don’t want to be here, and I want to finish our conversation.” He tenses under my hands, his tight muscles going almost rigid, when I see the vein on his neck pulsing. My eyes flare when the desire to bite on it zips through me.

      He removes his hands from the handlebars, and I expect him to throw me off, but instead he snags the helmet from his head and gives it to me. “Put it on,” he instructs, and I do as he says, while his fingers check the underside of my chin that I closed it right. “Hold on tight. You are about to ride with the devil.” I wrap my hands around his middle, using all my strength to squeeze him, and he revs the engine, riding to the gate with such speed the wind hits me in the face and I can barely catch my breath.

      The feeling of this is unexplainable.

      Everything becomes a blur. The feeling of freedom sinks into my bones, reminding me of the jumps I do on the ice. Where there are no boundaries to what I can do, and while high up, I don’t belong to anyone, nor am I subjected to any rules.

      The only difference is that the emotion lasts and lasts on the bike as he rides it into the evening, allowing me to see a magnificent sunset in the distance, the sky turning orange and blue, and probably kissing the ocean somewhere.

      He speeds up a little once on the empty road leading to the outskirts of the town, and I wrap my arms tighter around him, pushing myself so firmly against him I can feel every muscle.

      Are all football players built like this? As if they are made out of brick?

      The machine roars again and lifts up a little in front, and I yelp into his ear, ready to catch him like an octopus does its prey so he won’t drop me in the middle of the freaking road.

      He glances over his shoulder at me, his hair tickling my nose, and asks, “Scared?” And even though I want to scream hell yeah at that, I shake my head in denial and wrap myself so tightly around him it must be hard for him to breathe.

      Because he’ll probably leave me in the middle of this road if I show an ounce of doubt about accompanying him.

      Strangely, I’m really not afraid of him or where he’s taking me. Despite all his assholeness toward me for years… I don’t believe he will truly hurt me.

      Or maybe I’m just a naïve fool; only time will tell, I guess.

      “Prove it. I dare you,” he says right before speeding up again, and my brows furrow at this weird request.

      I lean closer and repeat, “You dare me?”

      “Raise your hands up in the air and feel true freedom.”

      Is he freaking insane?

      The protest is about to spill from my lips when I notice a slight smirk on his face in the side-view mirror, anticipating my refusal.

      The stubborn streak I’ve discovered in me since our morning encounter fuels my blood, and before thinking on it too much, I spit, “Sure.”

      Oh my God, what the hell am I doing?

      My heart beats wildly and fear rushes through me at the prospect of trusting him this much, but a challenge is a challenge.

      I’m sick and tired of people thinking I’m this delicate flower.

      His body tenses when I slowly unlock my hands from his stomach, and I hear him mutter, “Fuck.” But I ignore it and lift my arms, the wind slapping me in the face as the air whooshes from my lungs and I gasp, my eyes widening in fear while I focus only on the road ahead.

      Pressing my legs tighter to the outside of his, I close my eyes and allow the sensation to spread through me, with a weird sense of euphoria and happiness attached to it. I arch my back a little, allowing the wind to envelop me whole.

      Eudard was right.

      It’s freedom.

      “Oh my God!” I scream through the wind, digging my nails into his shoulders. “This is the best!”

      He laughs and squeezes the handlebars, shouting, “Enjoy, ice princess.” And he once again speeds up, but this time I’m ready, raising my arms again and swaying them a little.

      This is flying. I had no idea anything but the ice had the ability to give this strong an emotion.

      In this moment, the worries of today and the future—like facing my best friend after her actions—seem like nothing, leaving only a sense of belonging to nature and finding calmness with the boy who always brought only chaos.

      In time, the tempo changes, gradually slowing down, and my eyes snap open, my mouth hanging wide at the picture in front of me.

      We are in no-man’s-land, right inside the freaking forest, riding on the narrow path that leads us farther and farther into it.

      Gasping, I hug Eudard and whisper, “Why are we here?”

      “Maybe you should have asked that before you hopped on my bike,” he fires back, but before I can react, he softens his voice. “At my special place.”

      “You have a special place here? Is it even legal?” Based on my knowledge, the founding five didn’t have any lands here, so how can he have a special place?

      Besides, it’s dangerous as heck hanging around here!

      “More or less.”

      What does that mean?

      I have no time to ask the question, because he stops in front of a weird small cabin made out of wood, hidden behind two oak trees. It looks way out of place here and has probably seen better days, as the paint on it is almost nonexistent.

      I get off the bike, and he follows suit, saying over his shoulder, “Leave the helmet on the handlebar.” I do as he says and quickly join him, and he fishes for the keys, twisting the lock and stepping inside.

      The first thing that greets me is the smell of dust floating in the air as he blows on the table. He flicks his lighter and lights up the candle, adding light to the sunset peeking through the small holes in the wood.

      It’s a small cabin with a couch, as well as fluffy rug near the fireplace that looks like no one has used it for at least two decades. And a small table with about a dozen candles and several bottles of water.

      “It’s… nice.” I wince a little, because my words sound fake, even to me.

      He chuckles, throwing his jacket on the couch and dropping onto it himself, raising a little bit of dust. I wave my hand to get it away from my face. “No need to be polite. It’s a shack.” He rubs his chin, scanning the place. “Ideally, it needs to be taken down completely. This way I can build a new and improved version of it.”

      My brows furrow while I sit at the other end of the couch, twisting my palms on my knees. “You seem to have big plans for it.”

      He shrugs, placing a fresh cigarette in his mouth and flicking the lighter. “One day.”

      I reach for him and snatch the cigarette away, fisting it in my palm. Fury flashes in his eyes, but I don’t care. “Don’t smoke inside.”

      He snorts. “You trying to boss me around in my own house?”

      “This is not your house,” I snap and then exhale heavily. “This is leading us nowhere.”

      “Why did you come with me?” he asks, ignoring my statement, and I freeze, afraid to even breathe.

      Because I don’t have a coherent enough answer for it.

      “Eachann was there to save the day as always. Why didn’t you stay with him?” He fires another question, so I glance to the side, gathering my thoughts.

      For how can I explain something that doesn’t even make sense to me? My whole day has been one bizarre thing after another.

      My lack of an answer however has a meaning of its own for him, because he laughs, although it lacks any humor. “I guess being in my company is better than facing Eachann after his kiss.”

      “No!” I protest loudly, and his brows rise. “Because it happens all the time,” I finally say, almost pushing the words from my mouth.

      Confusion mars his face. “I assure you he doesn’t go around kissing Patricia.”

      “I mean us. You say something mean. I try to defend myself, and Eachann shows up to save the day.” I hold his stare while his green pools become a lake of blank emotions, not allowing me to know what he thinks. “We have been going in a circle for almost ten years now, and I’m tired of it. Let’s settle it.” I pause, gulping for breath, and then add, “No more fights.”

      The silence that greets my statement is almost deafening, although he keeps his stare on me, drilling me, as if searching for my weakness or any kind of hidden agenda.

      But surely he doesn’t think we should go on like before, after what he told me?

      We are graduating next year. Shouldn’t we put this childish thing behind us?

      After a prolonged pause, he speaks, although his tone is as blank as his freaking face, not giving me anything. “And how do you propose we do that?” He leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Talk it out?” he asks mockingly, sighing dramatically. “So that our feelings are clear and no hidden pain remains?”

      Despite my annoyance, I bark a laugh. “This sounds so much like James with his lectures about friendships.” He blinks at this, but then I see amusement flashing in his gaze. “Remember those long-ass speeches he gave us back in kindergarten?”

      Eudard chuckles. “Yeah. He told us not to punch anyone who looked at you wrong.”

      “You never listened though.” I remember how some kids made fun of my bruised knees from figure skating practice. “All the kids knew not to mess with me.” Until school, that is. But come to think of it… no one teased me much there either, besides small incidents.

      “They hurt you” is all he says, as if it explains everything, but that reminds me of his earlier words.

      “What did you mean when you said I have no idea of the lengths you went for me?” Once again, that freaking blank expression covers his face and he gets up, lighting several more candles, because the sun is almost completely gone.

      “Curiosity.”

      Is that supposed to be his answer? “What?”

      “That’s what led you here, away from your saint. The desire to know the hidden meaning must be so strong you even overlooked the company of the devil himself.” Anger dances on the edges of his tone, even though he keeps it even as he walks to the door, cracking it open. The sound echoes in the space. “You live in your make-believe world, Arianna, where people are innocent and everyone is perfect, with no evilness polluting their blood.” His knuckles turn white when he grabs the wood, stepping outside the cabin. “You wouldn’t survive knowing the truth.” A beat passes, and then, “That’s why I protected you from it. But it’s not enough, is it?” The hollow laughter slipping past his lips sends chills down my spine. “Because I’m not him. And in your world, only saints and holy people have a chance while sinners like me have to forever burn in the fire that God has sent for us.” With that, he shuts the door loudly, the walls shaking from his fury, and I groan in frustration.

      Are we just not destined to have a normal conversation with each other?

      He is talking in riddles, not letting me in, and it’s not that I blame him, all things considered. But I wouldn’t have been mean to him if he hadn’t been mean to me in the first place.

      And why does he need to stick Eachann everywhere? It’s not like I brought him up!

      I don’t really trust Eudard in his less-than-great moods, so I get up, ready to follow him in case the ass tries to leave without me. That’s when several black leather journals along with pills on the table catch my attention.

      Frowning, I come closer and slide my fingers over the leather, noticing a Celtic symbol on it that reminds me of the letter E. There is also an emblem of some stone and a snake wrapped around it tightly with fire coming from the throat.

      A dragon would have been more fitting with the design in my opinion.

      Each one of them has a gold lock on it with a key nowhere in sight. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he belonged to some kind of underground brotherhood or something.

      But even the thought is laughable.

      I pick up the pills to read the description but there is none. Is he sick? Or maybe he has a condition that has to be treated?

      Why else would he keep something in this place if he didn’t need it on a daily basis? I’m about to split some open and examine them further when a roaring snaps my attention, so I drop it on the table and dart outside right into the pouring rain as thunder echoes in the night.

      I watch Eudard on the bike, riding in a circle before he pulls in slowly under the roof next to the cabin that will cover the bike from the rain.

      I rub my arms, because the weather has turned a bit cold, and he hops off his bike, his brow rising. “Did you think I’d leave without you?”

      “With you, who knows?” I fire back, fed up with his mood. Clearly being nice got us nowhere, and we are once again going in circles.

      “Right. Because an asshole like me would do something like that. Bet you wouldn’t have expected that from Eachann.”

      Standing there, both of us soaking wet, our hair plastered to our faces, our chests rising and falling, my mouth drops open at this accusation, and I step toward him, digging my finger into his chest. “You are the one who brings him into our conversations, not me. I’m trying to understand our relationship!” I scream, and his jaw tics, while fury still blazes from his gaze.

      “We don’t have a relationship. You have a crush on my brother, or did you forget?”

      Oh my God, I can’t believe this guy! He is acting as if he is a scorned boyfriend and I have a thing with Eachann behind his back.

      The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them. “Well you certainly never gave me a reason to crush on you, did you?” He jerks back as if I slapped him, and panic swirls through me at my statement, the implication, and hints of it.

      But isn’t it the truth? Back when we were kids, he spent more time with me than Eachann did. He was always there to blow on my knees when I scraped them, give me his carton of juice, or watch me dance on the grass, mimicking the ice rink.

      Eachann usually read books during that time, close by, but never participated much. Either that or he’d play piano in the background, so I’d have a live soundtrack for my practice. After they turned seven, he didn’t change much. The only difference was he wasn’t mean to me like Eudard.

      What if my crush on Eachann was fueled simply by the fact that he reminded me of Eudard in looks and didn’t push me away?

      This thought is scarier than anything else in the world, because I realize I’ve dreamed about one brother while unknowingly wanting another.

      We stare at one another for what seems like ages before he mutters, “Fuck it.” And then he fists his hand in my hair, presses me flush against his chest, and captures my mouth with his.

      His lips are cold and harsh against mine, rubbing them a little before he bites on my lower one. I gasp, allowing him to slip his tongue inside my mouth and tangle with mine, locking us in a deep kiss that wipes all thoughts from my mind except the need that slowly creeps into me, awakening desire in my body that is so unfamiliar to me.

      I try to push him away, but he grabs my wrists, holding them next to my head while we continue to kiss, our teeth clacking a little, but then he finds the rhythm, and we both groan. My lungs demand air and I twist my head, gulping for breath, while he tugs on my hair, exposing my neck to him. His lips slide down my skin. He nips it a little on his way, leaving small bites in his wake, all while bringing us closer.

      “We shouldn’t do this,” I murmur, even though I step closer, pushing my chest against him, needing to feel him as close as possible, because he is the source of pleasure searing my blood.

      If kissing is this good, no wonder everyone does it so often during school breaks! Movies and books don’t do this justice.

      “It’s the only thing we agree on, ice princess,” he murmurs before biting on my shoulder, eliciting a small moan despite the sting.

      Maybe he is right though. Conversations never helped us much, but this… this we manage to do right, despite it being my first time.

      What harm can a single kiss bring?

      Lacing my fingers in his dark locks, I lift his head back to me and place my lips on him, needing to experience it one more time. He probes his tongue deep, more fiercely this time, sending electricity through me that awakens every hair on my body.

      All while thunder echoes in the evening, announcing the upcoming doom.

      That day an ice princess kissed a sinner and everything changed.

      Because one single kiss made me a sinner and him the devil... a connection no one would be able to break.

      A connection that will become our curse.

      

      Cassandra

      Pressing my glass of water to my cheek, I study the pictures in frames scattered around the wall in the hallway of Patricia’s house showing a group of kids in different stages of life.

      One is during a Halloween celebration, holding baskets full of candy for the photographer to see as they give him a toothless smile.

      In others, they wear nice dresses and suits during one of their birthdays, if the huge cake in the middle is any indication.

      And finally, the last one that snags my attention is of seven kids throwing their graduation hats up with diplomas in their hands, careless grins plastered on their faces.

      Constant happiness that nothing can break.

      Leather shoes thump on the floor when a man stops next to me, his scent instantly sending revulsion through me, but I cover it up with another sip as he speaks. “God, I can’t believe Pat kept all those pictures.” Ethan runs his fingers through his hair. “I look like an idiot in most of them.”

      I snort at that, slapping his arm gently, and his gaze comes back to me, appreciation shining in them when he slides his eyes down my form. “Hey. You guys are cute.”

      “Right, cute. And you are so nice.” From the corner of my eye, I see Cole frowning while studying us, still deep in conversation with Karen about the latest artistic trend he used in his paintings.

      After the awkward conversation during lunch, Ralph quickly changed the topic to the latest sports achievement and gradually everyone picked it up, talking loudly about the upcoming season this fall and how they should invest more in the football team.

      Although Patricia occasionally jumped into the discussion, she mostly stayed silent and ignored me. She sent glares Eudard’s way, who didn’t give a shit about her it seemed, since his whole attention belonged to me.

      Just like old times.

      Finally, she announced to everyone that dessert would be ready soon, and so everyone decided to stretch their legs, walking over the property or taking a smoke break.

      Hooking my hair behind my ear, I give Cole the perfect view of my profile, because I know his artist’s nature won’t be able to resist staring at it, and I continue my conversation. “So you’ve been best friends with Ralph and Patricia? I thought you just moved here when you were seventeen.” I want to applaud myself for the genuine confusion lacing my tone, and he chokes on his wine, panic crossing his face before he finds his voice again.

      “That statement was not really accurate. My parents are divorced, so I’d been hopping around from here to my mom’s town. But I fully moved here after my senior year.”

      “No college?”

      He takes a large sip before shaking his head. “No. It didn’t work out.” How strange. Back in high school, Ethan was the cocky one dreaming about his football career and getting his business degree so he could take care of their factories.

      What changed?

      Even though through the years I’ve gotten reports on them all—from their stock value to their favorite chocolate brand—some internal thoughts behind their life choices have stayed a mystery to me.

      And oddly enough in this moment, I understand I’m curious about what they are, not that it will ever change anything.

      Their punishment will be the same, but everyone deserves their last confession, right?

      Even if they don’t know about it.

      “I’m sorry, any specific reason?”

      He shifts uncomfortably and then shakes his shoulders. “I got hurt right before college, so my scholarship didn’t work out, and then my dad’s company went bankrupt.” My brows shoot up at this information, because I had no idea those two followed each other so closely. Right at the time of his admission? “So I had no means to enter college. Dad had to move out, so he now lives like an outcast. I tried many times through the years, but there was always some weird shit happening with my applications.”

      It sounds like someone almost conspired to make his life miserable.

      If only I knew who that person was. I’d send flowers and gifts.

      “But you still managed to open your own company,” I say reassuringly, patting his arm gently as if trying to give my support.

      The corner of his mouth twitches at this. “Yeah, thanks to Eudard. He found me at the bottom a few years ago. I drank so much from the injustice done to me I almost crashed my car into a tree.” I pause at this, my pulse speeding up at Eudard’s name on Ethan’s lips. “He paid my hospital bill and gave me a loan to open up a company here.” He chuckles, placing his glass on the passing maid’s tray. “He told me the time for me to die hadn’t come yet.”

      Mustering up a smile at this, I turn my attention back to the frames while hectic emotions rush through me, one after another, along with confusion.

      And gratefulness to Eudard for saving Ethan from death all these years ago; otherwise, I wouldn’t know the satisfaction of punishing him myself.

      But at the same time, the betrayal from the boy who was my first and my only salvation in the dark because he helped out a monster like Ethan.

      Does it mean he didn’t believe me either?

      I'd never given him the chance to express his opinion on the matter back then.

      And why does my heart beat so rapidly in my chest knowing he’s close, when it stayed dead for years?

      “Founding Five Kids,” I read the inscription engraved under the Halloween picture and send a questioning glance toward Ethan. “What does it mean?”

      Before he can reply, Cole is by our sides and explains to me instead. “Our town was founded in the middle of the Civil War. Five families came here for shelter and decided to settle down. They loved the nature, the peacefulness of this land, and the ocean was close by. They called it a paradise on the edge of the world where the sun shines brightly.”

      “Oh” is my only reaction, but it’s encouraging enough for Ethan to continue right after Cole. “They built the first houses here, founded the rules, and stuff like that. Slowly, people started to come here and stay as they were passing by, or they simply wanted to run away from the war.”

      “Why? War didn’t touch this land?”

      Cole smiled sadly. “No, it did. But we had a church and other shit that made it bearable for people. Thankfully, it was almost the end, and in 1865, we officially got on the map,” he says proudly, and part of me shares his sentiment, because I do love this town.

      Even if it bred a lot of ugly people.

      “Founding five,” I murmur and then point at the picture. “But there’s seven of you there.”

      “I think I can answer that” comes from my left, and I find Ralph stepping into the circle forming around me. He rests his arm on the wall, a teacup in his hand. “The original families who founded this land were the Campbells, Browns, Mitchells, Whitleys, and Floreses.”

      Slapping my forehead, I laugh a little. “Oh, these are the Campbell twins.” I wiggle my finger between two boys who wear pirate costumes, holding high the black flag with a skeleton on it. “But it still leaves one name in the air.”

      “That’s because Ethan here”—Ralph lifts his chin in the direction of his friend—“is my cousin. So the founding five didn’t add another name, since they belonged to one family. But he is still part of us.” Warmth fills his voice as he winks at his best friend, and Ethan just gives him a cocky grin.

      I can’t argue with that; through the years, Ralph showed nothing but love for Ethan despite his less-than-ideal parents who mostly used their fortune on shit while doing nothing. Out of all the founding five, Ethan’s father was the only one who drank too much and liked to beat him wherever he felt like it.

      Not giving a shit who saw him, he once used his belt on Ethan right near the end of the game when Ethan didn’t manage to score the winning goal, consequently losing to the nearby town’s team.

      It took Eudard’s and Ralph’s fathers to get him off his son, but by the time they helped, Ethan was already bruised to the point of not being able to play.

      I remember how I wanted to run and help him.

      And part of me still feels bad for the boy he used to be who came to school hungry because his dad loved to punish him by starving him, but that part is quickly shut down by a different voice that pops memories in my head, showing me what this poor boy is capable of.

      “Well, that explains a lot. So you guys are the elite,” I tease them, and a collective laugh erupts, with Cole frowning in displeasure, clearly not liking that he is left out of this.

      I lean closer to him and whisper loudly, “And you are the local artist along with the aristocrats?” Immediately, his tension eases and he snorts, adjusting his collar. “The one and only.”

      “It’s amazing that you all stayed friends through the years.”

      “Perks of a small town. We are a tight unit that nothing can break. Those who try usually don’t like the outcome.” Patricia wraps her hand around Ralph’s middle, who straightens to accommodate her, and I wonder when he became her dog on a leash.

      Or had what they did on that night bonded them so much they fell madly in love?

      I have no time to comment on that as two little kids squeal in the background and I have a second to brace myself before they bump into me, each one grabbing a knee. Their identical eyes look at me curiously while their pink chiffon dresses puff out around them. “Hi!” they say in unison, giving me their toothless smiles, and then once again in unison, “You’re pretty. Who are you?” Then giggling to each other, they rush off to Patricia and Ralph, who scoop them up in their arms, and the girls hold on tightly to their necks, giving them smooches on the cheek.

      And through it all, I watch with shock when Patricia’s face softens and she gently pats their heads with love evident in her every move, and by the way her girls lean into her touch, it’s clear they know it.

      Twins.

      They have kids?

      I freeze, rushing mentally through all the reports I got through the years. Not one of them mentioned children. I found it strange, but given how much Patricia craved power, I shrugged it off as her desire to wait until she had absolute reign.

      Why was this hidden from the reports? Did Arson do it intentionally?

      I thought about the guy who became one of my close friends, although he’d probably glare at that tag. I wonder why he would do that.

      But Lachlan’s words echo again.

      Revenge has no place for emotions.

      How can I not feel them though when these two children will be affected by my vengeance? “These are our daughters, Katy and Kira.” Patricia beams. “They’re five. I’m sorry if they startled you.”

      “No, that’s okay,” I reply and then clear my throat, “I need to go to the ladies’ room.”

      “Sure, it’s at the end of the hallway on the left.” Without paying attention to anyone, I rush to it and close the door behind me, breathing heavily.

      Turning on the cold water, I gulp it from my palm before splashing some on my face, hoping that the cool liquid will calm down the fire slowly burning in my veins.

      Switching it off, I lean on the sink and gulp for breath while familiar panic swirls in the pit in my stomach. I count to fifteen and then twenty until my heartbeat becomes normal and the cloudy haze vanishes from my mind.

      Raising my eyes to my reflection in the mirror, I see the perfection of my beauty that has been nothing but a means to an end all this time.

      But I never meant to use it to destroy innocent lives, and those children will be collateral damage in this story.

      Fishing out a phone from my bag, I dial the number with trembling hands while I hear voices in the distance announcing it’s dessert time.

      The man on the other end of the line picks up on the third ring and barks, “What?” Rock music accompanies it, so he must be in his torture room.

      “Kids? They have kids?” I hiss, and silence greets my question, not that I expect much of a reply.

      After all, they can do whatever the hell they want; they’ve made it clear through the years. “Why does it matter?”

      Disbelief is written all over my features as I’m flabbergasted with his reply. “It changes—”

      “What? The past? Just because they have kids, it erases all the sins? How funny.” Arson hums a little to the music, and then I hear a scream of pain echoing in the background while someone pleads for mercy. “Sorry, got distracted. Kids change nothing, so including them in the report seemed pointless.”

      “They will be hurt and…”

      “And?” he probes, and I hate how emotionless his voice stays, as if it doesn’t matter what will happen to them.

      He is cold and detached, those words I always associate with him, but shouldn’t this at least move him? He might be a monster, but he is not that kind of monster! “It’s not right.”

      “I thought we settled a long time ago that life is not fair.” Before I can add anything, he says, “Look, I have no time for this. If you don’t want to continue with the revenge, something Lachlan and I advised from the beginning since you are not cut out for it, leave. Otherwise, deal with this, because those are the consequences of everyone’s decisions.”

      “Arson—”

      “Cassandra, there is no other choice. Make up your mind and keep your fucking emotions at bay. Otherwise, you will drown, darling.” He hangs up on me while I’m left staring at the phone.

      Clearly, hoping for his angelic captive to change him a little was useless.

      At the end of it all though, he is right.

      Children or not, it doesn’t change the past, and I have to accept that.

      Tugging on my dress, I raise my chin high in the reflection and announce to myself, “My name is Cassandra Scott, and I don’t have a heart.” And for a second, I think I see the flicker of Arianna Griffin behind my lenses, who is horrified with my actions and urges me to run away from this town that brought me so much grief.

      But how can I?

      Taking a deep breath, I twist the knob and step outside, only to bump into a wide chest and almost fall back on my ass. But strong, muscled hands pull me flush against him, and a hot flash instantly spreads through me.

      The arms lock so tightly around me I have no wiggle room to lean back, startled only to collide with emerald green eyes that stay completely blank under my gaze. “It’s my destiny to save you,” he says, washing me with the mesmerizing timbre of his voice that brings so many memories, along with the recognition my body despises. “From falls,” he adds after a pause, fanning me with his breath. The rattling of silverware in the distance snaps me out of my stupor.

      Oh my God, why do my body and mind become so stupid around him? It’s like he has the ability to cast a spell on me and then pull the invisible strings around me in any way he wishes.

      No man has this effect on me, and the fact that he still does after everything that has happened… scares me so much I need to run.

      But running is a weakness I can never show in his presence, because he’ll eat me alive just like he does with all his business opponents. I’ve seen enough footage to attest to that.

      It’s ironic really, considering how much he rebelled back in high school and never followed any rules placed upon him by his father.

      “Two times is hardly destiny,” I curtly reply, glancing down to his arm and hinting to let me go.

      Instead though, I yelp when he spins us and presses me against the wall in the otherwise empty hallway.

      Not a soul in freaking sight!

      “What are you doing?” I whisper, steel lacing my tone, and I push at his chest, but it’s like pushing granite, because he stays immovable. “Let me go.”

      He doesn’t listen and puts his arm above me, resting his elbow on the wall and looming over me, holding me in the cage of his creation with no way out.

      I wait for the familiar panic to shoot through me, bringing back all the voices from the past whenever someone closes in on me, but none come.

      As if Eudard’s presence soothes my nightmares instead of agitating them.

      He doesn’t give me time to study my reaction though, because he murmurs, “I want to make some things clear.” My eyes focus on his chest, on the V of his shirt that opens up on the Celtic tattoos that tangle in the shape of a letter, but I can’t guess which one since the shirt is hiding the rest of it.

      Unfamiliar desire to pull at the lapels and trace my fingers over his skin travels through me, and I gulp breath, hoping to ease it.

      What the hell is going on with me? I can’t be one of those females who loses her head in the presence of male perfection.

      The man is so handsome he could seduce anyone he wishes; the devil himself must have given him his beauty so he could trap all the hopeless souls.

      Like all the willing women that probably grace his bed constantly. That must be why he hasn’t settled down yet.

      The simmering rage returns that once again has no freaking explanation, because who the hell cares who he sleeps with? It’s none of my business.

      But for a moment in time, this body belonged to me, and I can’t help the surge of possessiveness zipping through me at the idea of anyone touching it.

      Oh, God, so much for heartless revenge. Any minute now, I’ll become a slave to my body’s desire, which is more confusing than the surge of jealousy. “What exactly?” I grit through my teeth and push at his chest again, but still without result.

      He leans closer, his lips a few inches away from mine, and his hands tangle in my hair, arching my neck. I gasp in shock. “What the hell are you doing?”

      But he ignores it. With steel lacing his every word while the pulse on his neck beats wildly, he holds my gaze and says, “Other men can look at my phoenix, but no one is allowed to touch.”

      Everything inside me freezes. My breath sticks in my throat and my eyes widen as heat radiates from him and energy swirls around us like a tornado, engulfing everything in its wake.

      “What?” I pant.

      A sinister smile curves his lips as his fingers smooth a lock of my hair, but I jerk away from him, detesting his touch.

      Or at least that’s what I’m trying to convince my body of.

      “A beautiful woman arrives in town and is already making the men here crazy.” What in the hell? “Even Ralph, the only married one among them, can’t stop looking at you.” There is an odd edge to his tone as if he is barely holding back his fury, but it’s stupid, right?

      I never saw any pictures of him with women, so I have no clue about his relationships or one-night stands, but he doesn’t strike me as a man who is jealous and possessive.

      Yet he reeks of those emotions right in this moment, and a thrill rushes through me before I can stop it, reminding me for a second of the guy he used to be and who took my virginity all those years ago.

      God, is this why it’s hard to resist him?

      The shrink in New York once said that we are sometimes attracted to people who we might not love or like, but who are part of our happy memories.

      And that’s exactly what I have in common with Eudard, because compared to everyone else, he didn’t hurt me.

      Not in a cruel way anyway.

      Raising my chin high, I don’t shy away from his stare and press myself a little closer to him, so he won’t get the idea that I’m afraid of him. “I will do whatever I want.” With that, I wiggle to the side, ready to bolt, but his hand travels to my waist and pulls me right back, accompanied by my loud yelp.

      “No one touches this body, Cassandra,” he says furiously yet coldly, as if the subject merely unsettles him. “I think yesterday we went over the rule of not going against my word.”

      I stick a fake smile on my lips, batting my eyelashes at him. “Oh, we did? As far as I remember, I agreed to nothing. So—” I dig my finger in his chest while his jaw tics. “—I would advise you to stop threatening me or barking orders, because, newsflash, I can do whatever I want. Including getting a restraining order against a mayor.” I wait a beat, expecting him to comment on it, but he stays silent, so I add, “Besides, this is sexual harassment. Want me to go to the press?” That’s the only threat that works with the founding five: social scrutiny and bringing the actual law into this.

      Not one the Brown family can cover up.

      All my speech earns me is a laugh that sends a shiver down my spine, and not the good kind, because the cockiness of it is not lost on me. “Sexual harassment? I’d have to touch you or offer sex for it to be that.” My brows furrow as he plasters his hands on either side of my head. “I don’t need my future sheriff in an infidelity scandal or in competition with his best friend. Or the local artist to be depressed over losing you.” He tsks. “Let’s not forget the scientist who might stop working in the lab. I simply can’t risk the stability of my town for your spoiled desire to seduce men.”

      I watch him in disbelief as he explains it all to me in a calm voice while his eyes remain unreadable yet furious with me, but this time I have no explanation for it.

      Well, besides the fact that he has always been like that with me, aside from our one night together. Does his body have some kind of radar that announces to him I’m in close proximity, even if his subconscious cannot explain it, so he has to act like an asshole toward me?

      But then his words truly register in my brain, and I gasp, disappointment filling my every bone at his implications.

      So this no touching rule has to do with them and the town, not with his desire for me?

      I wrap my hands around my throat while taking a deep breath from this, hoping to wash all those confusing feelings away.

      How idiotic is it anyway? I’m acting like a woman scorned, when this is exactly what I’d expect from Eudard Campbell.

      Their rule in this town is absolute, and they won’t let anyone bring chaos to it.

      Did I really think he was capable of losing his head to a woman so quickly like all those fools in the dining room?

      Seducing him would have been an art form, so it’s good I have no such intentions.

      “I think they are old enough to handle their problems without the mayor looking out for them.” With that, I duck to the side, but he once again presses me back to the wall, his focus on me, green pools scanning me, but I groan inwardly, because it feels like he’s staking a claim on my body, and it makes no sense.

      None of this makes any sense and rather reminds me of a bad dream I need to wake up from.

      This behavior of ours has no logical explanation; we’re like two kids arguing in the playground.

      “Consider it a warning, Cassandra. Don’t dangle this body”—his hand does the up and down motion over my waist—“in front of them, or there will be consequences.” I jerk at the last word, because it’s been used so many times around me that I’ve learned to hate it.

      Consequences.

      I’ve agreed to them all, including burning in hell, before I came to him.

      Too bad for Eudard Campbell though, as I intend to bring so much chaos here he won’t know which fire to extinguish first.

      “Stay out of my life, Mr. Campbell,” I grit through my teeth, and finally he leans back, giving me space to get free. I step a few feet away from him as I grab the wall leading to the dining room. “You are insane,” I say over my shoulder, and hear his laughter reverberating along the walls.

      “No, darling. I’m a madman.”

      I close my eyes, feeling the dominant energy radiating from him reach out for me, but I shake it off, locking the problem with him away.

      Eudard Campbell can’t be my distraction in this, and I can’t examine my emotions, even if I’m curious whether my shrink was right.

      I rush toward Patricia, who still stands by the pictures, but another woman has joined them, one who sways a little with a glass in her hand, and her hair is all over the place. The black dress she is wearing is a bit too short for her, and the closer I get, the more I smell the reeking odor of alcohol on her.

      Oh, the last one has arrived. I wondered where she was during mass. After all, the Mitchells never missed it back in my Arianna days.

      Dorothy Mitchell in the flesh.

      As I looked at them all in a circle, with Eudard probably following me, I study all those who hurt me in the past, as they stand, clueless to the future awaiting them.

      The only person missing is Eachann, but then he rarely leaves the holy gates of his church. Is he afraid his true colors will shine in the world where he doesn’t have protection from above?

      Whenever I’ve imagined this moment through the years, I always thought I’d feel such strong fury and anger I would be shaking with it and barely able to survive the charade.

      However, right now, nothing but calmness surrounds me, while my mind stays completely focused on my goal, and the anger and agony I’ve experienced because of them is buried deep, waiting for the right time to get out.

      Revenge is better served cold, they say.

      I don’t agree with this though, because in my opinion, revenge is better served when the enemy is least expecting it.

      

      Madman

      Ah, my beautiful phoenix. Her strength and resistance are exactly why she always belonged to me and no one else.

      Including my twin, who despite his obsession with the church and piano has managed to hold her heart through all the years.

      Familiar rage comes back as the possessive beast roars inside my chest, demanding I grab her and drag her to my dungeon so she has no doubt left who she belongs to.

      But I always rein in the desire to do that, because my phoenix is wounded and no aggressive approach besides the one reminding her that I exist will work with her.

      At the thought of all the wounds that people have inflicted on her, coldness sweeps through my system, fueling my blood with a different kind of desire that is calculative and cruel.

      Gazing over the top of her head at the group discussing something—although I don’t miss how their mouths twist into a grimace when Dorothy joins them—a smile pulls at my lips, imagining their inevitable agony when I’ll show them no mercy.

      They will scream and beg and plead all while drowning in a pool of their own blood that is drawn by me drop by drop, so they will never forget what they have done.

      My greatest restraint has been not touching any of them during these past ten years and letting them live as if nothing happened. In the case of Ethan, I even had to dig him out of a hole I’d created so he would be waiting here for her.

      I’ve done everything for her, but I’ll be fucking damned if I allow anyone to touch her or think they have the right to touch her.

      She is mine.

      And judging by Ethan’s glance, he wants to disobey the rule I silently placed the minute I went to the bathroom after her.

      But then again, Ethan has always had this tendency to step outside the borders I’ve placed around him when it was concerning my girl.

      This time around though, everything will be different.

      Cassandra has taken too long picking a victim, so I’m going to do it for her.

      

      Cassandra

      Dorothy throws her brown hair over her shoulder while slurring to Ethan, “You’re here, my love.” She wraps her arms around his neck, hanging off him, but he roughly pushes her away.

      She stumbles a little and catches the wall, breathing heavily. Her mouth wobbles as she whispers, “Ethan.” There is so much pain in her voice I could have felt sorry for her and his treatment, but there are small details preventing me.

      I’m incapable of feeling sympathy toward any of them, because Arson and Lachlan are right.

      Their personal problems don’t interest me; this is ruthless vengeance that has no place for any tender feelings.

      We humans tend to feel pity toward anyone and anything, justifying their bad deeds based on their past or present, claiming sometimes monsters are born out of someone’s indifference.

      But does it change the fact that they hurt people who have families who love them?

      No, it doesn’t.

      All the variables changing through the years don’t impact the outcome of this equation that cost me my identity, life, and loved ones.

      “What are you doing here?” Patricia hisses, placing one of the twins on the floor and motioning for Ralph to do the same. She ushers them in the direction of the terrace where one of the maids is waiting for them, and the minute they are out of earshot, she barks, “You showed up drunk for my Sunday lunch?”

      Dorothy rests her cheek on the wall, while slurring, “I had to come. We never miss it, right, darling?” She addresses Ethan again and musters up a smile, which earns her only a snarl from him.

      “I’m not your darling. We are divorced, Dorothy.” Right, he got rid of her once he paid his debt to Eudard and settled back in this town with Mitchell’s name backing him up. No one much liked the Whites after his father screwed over the factory workers and ran away with their money.

      Sometimes, despite all the sins they’ve committed and his past that involved an abusive father, I think Ethan was the worst of them. He wore a mask of deceit so well you wouldn’t know he was capable of hurting a woman, but by the way Dorothy hunches her shoulders and casts her gaze down to the floor, I know it’s not the case.

      Didn’t she start drinking because of his constant cheating after they got married?

      Rumor was she was a virgin before, and since she never moved away from here, she couldn't find a guy who would tolerate her character despite her family fortune.

      What’s with all these girls staying in this hole and not exploring the world around them anyway?

      “Ethan, maybe you will reconsider.”

      Cole snorts, albeit quietly, into his drink while Patricia continues to berate her for everyone to hear. “I told you to stay home when you’re drunk. You are embarrassing me and my guests.” She points at Ethan. “Take care of this mess.”

      Ethan huffs in annoyance. “She is not my concern anymore. We divorced months ago. You don’t like her here, kick her out, then.” He shrugs, picking up a drink from the passing waiter who throws Dorothy a pitying look.

      Yeah, Ethan is the ex-husband from hell for sure when he isn’t trying to charm me out of my panties. She fumbles with her thumbs, whispering again to him. “Ethan, you promised to rethink it.”

      He sips his drink, rolling his eyes. “I said it’s final. Accept it, and for the love of God stop humiliating yourself with this talk.”

      Ralph steps forward, lifting his elbow to Dorothy, even though Patricia growls under her breath, glancing over her shoulder to check that none of the guests have noticed her so far. “Come on, Dorothy. Let me take you home.”

      “You can’t leave in the middle of lunch!”

      He doesn’t budge under his wife’s shriek though, and my brows rise at that. He is not living under her thumb after all. “She is drunk and needs help. She is our friend. You both are, like it or not.” Then his gaze becomes hostile when he tells Ethan, “We will talk about this later.”

      What a gentleman.

      But the idea is so laughable I cough to cover it up, and finally everyone’s attention snaps to me as Ethan murmurs something under his breath. And then in a flash he is by my side. “I’m sorry you had to see this.” He winces. “My ex-wife—” Said ex-wife interrupts him though, pushing from the wall and swaying over to me, the bright smile on her face only adding to the desperation coming from her in waves. “Isn’t this the newcomer? Ah, you are so pretty.” She hugs me to her chest before anyone can stop her, and her bitter perfume washes over me. I swallow back the acid rising in my throat from this. “And warm.” She sighs and leans back, digging her nails into my shoulders as she scans me. “I see why my husband wants to fuck you.”

      “Oh, God,” Patricia squeals, while Ethan’s eyes widen in shock and Cole just laughs.

      “You bought the Griffin house, right?” she asks but doesn’t wait for a reply. “He used to want to fuck Arianna too.” I still, the air freezing in my lungs while she whispers like she is sharing a secret for me. “She lived in your house before.” A humorless chuckle escapes. “Before we—”

      “Get your hands off her.” She jumps at the harsh yet deep command coming from behind me, and instantly heat surrounds me, allowing me to exhale heavily and slip much-needed air in my lungs. His presence alone wraps me in a cocoon of protectiveness.

      And while on most days I would have hated it, in this moment when I encounter all of them together for the first time, I need him, even if it sounds pathetic.

      He used to want to fuck Arianna too.

      Familiar panic settles into me with the exact same pose in the past overlays the present. All of them surrounding me with nothing but crude words spilling from their mouths. It’s like a kaleidoscope playing in my brain, not allowing me to look away with all of them in such close proximity to me, and I feel like suffocating in this vacuum my mind has created.

      But then I feel a soft touch on my back traveling up and down my spine in soothing motions, and I focus only on this touch that grounds me in the overpowering chaos.

      The only difference is that this time around, he came to the rescue.

      “Eudard,” Dorothy says with surprise in her voice, but quickly steps back when Patricia rushes to the rescue.

      “I apologize for this scene.” I’m not sure who she’s addressing, me or him, but then she musters a smile for me, even though she sends a glare her friend’s way. “She is usually not this crude. They’ve recently divorced and—”

      “She heard enough on her own, Pat. Step away,” Eudard speaks again while I’m still frozen to the spot, hate for them so strong I almost shake with it.

      Even after all these years, remorse and guilt are a foreign concept to them for what they have done to me.

      He used to want to fuck Arianna too.

      I cover my mouth with my palm, stilling the cry of agony threatening to escape, and do my best to survive the next five minutes it will take for me to get the hell out of here.

      “Next time you invite someone over, make sure they are not insulted in the process.”

      “That’s not fair—”

      I don’t even have time to blink when Eudard pulls at my elbow, dragging me toward the main door. “I’ll take her home. Pray this doesn’t get out to the masses, Patricia.”

      She huffs and hisses to Dorothy, I assume, since I’m being dragged by him. “It’s all your fault.”

      “I brought her here. I can—” Cole jogs next to us, trying to catch up, but stops when Eudard speaks, steel lacing his tone.

      “Stay here and take care of Dorothy. If she starts any more trouble, I will end her. You’ll be left without a sponsor for your useless art.”

      He gasps but flies away to her, and despite my panicked state, I frown.

      Does everyone do whatever he says? It’s like he has complete power over them all. His father might have been a king here, but even he respected the other founding five members.

      Ralph just steps away, once again apologizing. “This shouldn’t have happened.”

      Finally though, we are outside, and when the warm yet fresh breeze hits me in the face, the knot in my chest loosens and my heartbeat evens out.

      Oh, God, how will I survive this if I almost lost it after the first encounter?

      “What’s happening?” James calls after us, hastily descending the stairs alongside us, albeit breathing heavily. “The miss is so pale. Do I need to call someone?”

      “No need, James. She just needs to get out of this hellhole.”

      James snorts and I almost share their smile, while a memory pops in my head.

      “If I find you eating those berries in the garden, I’m gonna scold you Campbell twins.”

      Eachann’s mouth drops open while he presses his finger to his mouth for me to stay quiet, and Eudard snorts, shouting from the bushes to his twin’s exasperated sigh, “But you gotta find us first, right? Is there a time limit on this thing?”

      “You little scoundrel.” James’s footsteps move closer, and the twins tangle their fingers with mine before we run away, giggling like crazy further into the garden.

      The sound of the car pulling up brings me back to the present, and I see a woman emerging from the driver seat to quickly open the passenger door for me while nodding at Eudard. “I came as soon as I could.”

      “The timing is perfect, Liza.” Probably reading the question on my face, he explains. “She’s my driver. She’ll take you home.” And without further ado, he pushes me into the car, closes the door, and Liza jumps behind the wheel, speeding out of the Browns’ mansion.

      Only midway to my house, the haze clears along with my mind, leaving only one thought reeling there.

      Why did Eudard protect me from them, if he ensured all of them lived peacefully all these years?
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        “Regret is a dangerous emotion. If we give it enough power, it has the ability to cast a shadow on our whole life, while it mutters in our ear, ‘What if, what if, what if….”

        Mom always warned me to avoid regrets, because they bring nothing good. They only ruin wonderful moments, making us think that what we have or the choices we made could have been different.

        I’ve experienced a lot of regrets in this world.

        But the biggest one?

        Having a big sense of loyalty.

        Maybe then, all my nightmares could have been avoided.

        Maybe then, my family would have been safe.

        Maybe then, hate wouldn’t become my driving force.

      

      

      

      From the memories of Arianna Griffin….

      He fists my hair, angling my head, and I have no choice but to arch, giving him access to my neck as he skims his lips over it, gliding his tongue on my heated skin.

      My hands lock behind his neck, pressing closer to him as desire I’ve never known before spreads through me, heating up my blood and needing things I’m not familiar with.

      He travels up, nipping my chin before he bites on my lower lip, tugging it, and I gasp at the sting of pain shooting through me, but it’s instantly replaced with pleasure when he soothes it with his tongue. His mouth captures mine, and our tongues tangle in a toe-curling kiss that stakes an invisible claim on me.

      His hands slide to my waist, and he hikes me up, my legs wrapping around him while he takes us where I don’t feel anything but him.

      Even if I hate him the most in this world, my body belongs to him in this moment while my heart belongs to his twin.

      I hear his boots thumping on the wooden floor that indicates we are inside the cabin once more. He kicks the door shut, and that’s what snaps me out of the haze he wove around me.

      Gasping into his mouth, I gulp for breath but push him away, wiggling in his hold, and to my surprise, he instantly lets me go, putting me back on the floor and steadying me when I sway a little.

      Touching my lips with the tips of my fingers, we stare at one another as his jaw tics and his body vibrates with heat. I try to block out the buzzing of my own body that only wants to fly back into his arms.

      Oh my God.

      What are these emotions anyway?

      It’s like my skin is on fire and the slightest touch of my clothing is an offense to my sanity. “What are you doing?” I ask him, stepping back a little, and he moves forward, his shadow sliding on the walls created by the candlelight.

      “I want you,” he says instead, and the now familiar shot of desire zips through me, my breath hitching in my throat, but I shake my head, not wanting to succumb to it.

      It’s wrong.

      So wrong.

      “I’m not in love with you,” I tell him, trying to use it as my defense, but besides a flash of hurt crossing his face, he gives me no reaction.

      Instead, he takes a step closer, while I retreat again, only to stop abruptly when the back of my knees hit the side of the couch. “Tell me you don’t want it.” His voice drops a few octaves, sending shivers down my spine when he shifts even closer, his masculine scent filling my nostrils, awakening every hair on my body.

      Licking my dry lips to give him the words, I open my mouth, but no sound comes. Instead, all I can think about is the vein pulsing on his neck that I desperately want to suck on and the need to feel the flex of those rigid muscles as I press myself against his chest. His arms have the power to vanish all my fears and thoughts, leaving only pulsing desire within me.

      And that’s scary and unexplainable.

      “I don’t—” I begin, leaning back as he steps closer, the tips of his boots touching my sneakers while his green eyes consume me whole, awaiting continuation of my sentence. “I—” I will myself to think how much I don’t like him or know him, and how stupid it is to sleep with a guy I don't know.

      Eudard’s mouth curves in a half smile and he raises his hand, cups my cheek, his thumb rubbing my skin while he murmurs, “Easy there, ice princess.” Then he slides his hand to my neck where he can no doubt feel my pulse beating wildly. I’m awaiting his next move, but then he snatches his touch away. “I never take what’s not willingly given.” My brows furrow at those words, because they seem to have a hidden meaning, but my doubts quickly vanish when I see him pull away from me, ready to leave me alone.

      And forever disappear into this cold shell of his?

      Before it even registers in my mind, I extend my hand to him, whispering, “Don’t.”

      He is at my side in a flash, tangling his fingers in my hair, bringing us closer. “Say it,” he orders, his breath fanning my cheek while my hands fist his shirt. “Admit it and I’m yours.”

      And even though I know this is a mistake of epic proportions, because only a few hours ago I hated this guy with my very being, I can’t deny my desire anymore.

      Just for a moment in time, I yearn to know what it’s like to belong to him. “I want this. I want—” I gasp into his lips, but he stays unmovable, tension radiating from him. “—you.”

      His hold on me tightens as he tilts my head back so our gazes clash, our lips brushing against each other as he asks, “And what’s my name?”

      Does he think I confuse him with someone else?

      The idea alone is laughable, because even his twin doesn't come close to the intensity he ignites in me. “Eudard.” And that’s all I manage to whisper, because with a groan he covers my mouth with his, aiming straight for my lips, biting them painfully and pushing his tongue inside, tasting me in a way I find unexpected.

      It’s like kissing me is his single-minded goal.

      “Eudard,” I whisper again while my hands slide up his shoulders, but he just growls against my mouth and places his fingers on my back, finding the zipper of my strapless dress. Pulling it down, the dress slowly falls, the fabric sliding over my heated body, and I moan at the sensations.

      His hands travel from the base of my spine up, until he reaches my nape, breaking goose bumps on my skin. He allows the dress to drop to my feet, my nipples pressed to his covered chest.

      My cheeks heat up, and I can feel the blush spreading through my body, probably making me red as a lobster.

      I’ve never been naked in front of anyone before.

      His lips are once again on mine, giving me wet, raw, and all-consuming needy kisses that banish all thoughts of modesty and ignites my blood even more.

      His palms land on my ass and he hikes me up, so I wrap my legs around his waist, groaning when his hard-on pushes against my panty-covered core.

      Wrong, wrong, wrong.

      But no matter how much those words echo in my mind, it doesn't stop me from experiencing this with him tonight.

      “You smell so fucking good,” he says against my neck, sucking on the skin lightly and tearing a moan from me while I press against him harder, longing to feel him as close as possible to me, because his desire keeps me grounded in the moment.

      My fingers tunnel in his black locks and I push his head back, wanting to see his expression. What I find there sucks the air from my lungs.

      “You are mine.” His voice turns stoic when he halts in the middle of the cabin, still holding me, but catches my gaze, expecting an answer while I blink.

      Am I his? What would it be like to completely belong to this guy whose green eyes shine vividly while he studies me like a hunter examining his prey?

      But try as I might, I can’t give him the words he needs to hear and settle for “Tonight.”

      He tugs at my hair, sending little prickles of pain through me, and demands, “Always.”

      I want to shout at him that he is insane if he thinks anyone talks like this, especially during the first time, but once again, he doesn't give me the chance to do that. He shuts me up with a kiss, making all logical thoughts fly out of my head, and when he kneels with me still in his arms, my eyes snap open.

      He’s brought us to the rug right in the middle, next to the unlit fireplace.

      Eudard places me down gently, and I lie on my back, flushing under his stare and putting my arms over my breasts, but he growls, gently pulling them away. “Don’t hide yourself from me.” Even though he says it harshly, there is softness to his voice that soothes the slight panic inside me, so I listen to him, opening myself up to him, basking in his desire for me.

      Still kneeling, he tugs on the back of his T-shirt and takes it off quickly, tossing it away and giving me the perfect view of his six-pack. But then my brows furrow, a shocked gasp slipping past my lips when I notice several deep, angry red scars across his chest as if someone had used a knife on him.

      Or a sword?

      Sitting up, I want to touch him but pause midair, raising my eyes to him. He swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing, and grips my hand in his, placing it on him. “It doesn't hurt anymore.” He must read the question in my mind.

      Rubbing my fingers gently over them, I can’t comprehend who would have done something like this to him. The scars are deep and jagged, like someone just slashed his skin with no care in the world. “Who did this?” My question is met with silence, but a suspicion has me sliding my hand to his back, rubbing my fingers over his skin, and I detect scars there too. “Even here,” I whisper, tears forming in my eyes at the prospect of the pain he had to experience, and I lean forward, kissing the ragged skin softly, hoping to soothe even the phantom pain he might feel.

      His raspy breath fills the space between us, something akin to gratitude flashing across his face before my lips slide up to his collarbone where an exceptionally deep scar lies, reminding me of a burned imprint. I move to his neck covered in various tattoos, biting on the underside of his chin before I lick a path to his lips, dipping into his mouth when he fists my hair. He lifts me onto my knees as our mouths meet leisurely, a slow kiss tangling our tongues together. My fingers dig into his shoulder while I rub against him, moaning at the pleasure spreading through me.

      In one smooth move, he eases me onto my back, settling between my legs while we continue to kiss. Our hands lace together, coming to rest on either side of my head, and I push into him, needing to be as close as possible.

      My lungs burn, begging for oxygen, and I gulp for air while he sucks on the skin between my shoulder and neck, leaving a wet trail in his wake.

      This deep craving slowly builds inside me, my core aching so much that I roll my hips a little, seeking a friction I can barely find. “You turn me into a madman,” he murmurs against my heated skin, shifting lower to bite on my chin, piercing the skin, and I gasp at the sting. “Drive me insane with your every move.” His lips travel to my neck, breathing in my scent, and I arch my back, giving him easy access. Pleasure spasms through me when he says harshly, “Haunt me with your violet eyes.” He licks my collarbone, feasting on the skin, and for sure leaving hickeys all over me.

      I’m beyond any common sense or decency. I crave his imprint on me so I can forever memorize it and this moment of insanity that makes my mind spin.

      His thumb brushes over my hard nipple, and he tweaks it. But before I can react, his hot breath envelops it, and he sucks it into his mouth, tearing a moan from my throat as both my hands lace in his hair.

      I’m torn, facing the dilemma of a lifetime, while my mind burns, a hazy blur cascading down on me and holding me prisoner.

      I want to push him away while the sensations spiral through me and leave me on the brink of something unknown to me, but at the same time, I want him to continue the torture.

      He plays with my nipple with his tongue and then shifts to the other one, lavishing it with attention while his hand travels lower, sliding over my stomach and reaching the edge of my panties. “Eudard,” I beg, and he immediately complies, slipping his fingers under the fabric and brushing over my clit right before he cups my core, pressing on the nub with the heel of his palm.

      I cry out, hot waves washing over me, but his husky voice surrounds me, grounding me. “You are so beautiful, Arianna,” he says in awe, letting go of my nipple with one long lick. The air brushes against them, breaking goose bumps all over my skin and only highlighting my need for him.

      If the rest is as good at this, then no wonder all the girls brag about going on dates with their boyfriends.

      My hips jerk up, but his other hand holds me still, while he continues his journey over my body, biting and sucking on my stomach while raspy breaths escape me. I fist the rug, uncaring about the dust around me, needing to hold on to something.

      He drives me out of my mind, introducing me to sensations I never knew existed. In theory, I knew all there was about sex, but in reality?

      Nothing compares to experiencing it for the very first time with the guy who—

      No, I can't go there. Can't acknowledge it. So instead, I close my eyes and breathe heavily, awaiting his next move.

      I feel him shoulder my legs apart, settling between them. Heat surrounds my pussy right before he opens me up and delves his tongue inside. My gasp reverberates off the walls while my skin vibrates from the electricity fueling my blood.

      He presses it in and out, scooping my wetness before trailing his tongue over my sensitive skin, nipping on it. His light scruff scratches my skin and adds to the sensations spreading through me and highlighting my desire for him to continue.

      Eudard’s fingers dig into my ass, lifting me higher to his mouth as he continues to feast on me, but at the same time adding his fingers—one, two, three—stretching me so much I whine and beg, not used to such penetration.

      Where did he learn such stuff anyway?

      Pushing away the irrational jealous awakening of the green-eyed monster who is ready to tear apart anyone who has touched him before me, it takes me a moment to register his question in my mind. “Who is having you like this, Arianna?” he asks between licks, biting on my clit, then pressing it with his tongue. I put my heels on his back, not caring that my sneakers probably poke him painfully. I move my hands to his neck, scratching his skin while my body hums with desire and need.

      “You,” I murmur back, licking my lips and arching my back, seeking his touch while the sweat slides down my skin. “Eudard,” I add, guessing he needs the confirmation.

      As if I can think about anyone but him in this moment. He turns me into a sex-craving maniac who hungers for him despite all warnings not to.

      He rewards me with a longer lick, gliding his tongue between my folds and praising me. “Good girl. My girl.” Then he returns to lapping and growling against me.

      My toes curl, and a gasp slips past me.

      Close—so, so close to reaching the needed….

      He shifts to the inside of my thigh, licking my wetness from my skin, and I whimper, annoyance nipping at me. “Eudard, don’t.” Why must he torture me?

      He’s won already. Can't he just give me what our bodies demand?

      But he shakes his head and slides his tongue inside again, while his thumb brushes over my slit.

      I feel like someone has dumped me on hot coals at the same time as soft feathers trail over me, amplifying all my senses and bringing me to the edge of much-wanted relief only to snap me back and repeat the torture again.

      Eudard, it seems, can't get enough of me, paying so much attention to me as if he is finally allowed to fully express it.

      In a way, it’s true and—

      No!

      Those thoughts and reality have no place between us right now.

      Finally, I hear a zipper being lowered and snap my eyes wide open to see him kneeling, naked, with a ripped foil packet in hand and his hard-on standing at attention.

      My eyes widen at this, and the familiar rage comes full force as apparently he is ready for such action at any moment with anyone. My wince is hard to cover up. So much for feeling special on my first everything.

      He is not yours.

      “Stop it,” he orders, and my gaze jerks back to him. “I’m protecting you.” That’s all the explanation I get before my eyes travel lower, and I gulp at the huge thing with the purple head and precum leaking out of it, the rigid length showcasing every vein under the tight skin. The sudden urge to trace my tongue over it and find out what he tastes like hits me hard, blocking other thoughts out. “Later, Arianna, you’ll learn all there is about sucking my dick, but right now, I’m too close to give in.” His words are crude and dirty, yet excitement flushes inside me and I lick my lips, yearning for it.

      Eudard groans, fisting his cock, and swipes his thumb over the head, bringing it to my mouth. Without thinking, I lick it, oddly enjoying the bitter taste, but he doesn’t give me time to dwell on it, as he once again pushes me to my back. He settles between my legs, fisting my hair and smashing our lips together while our combined taste drive me insane, igniting the desire more. I hunger to know what it is like to give him the same attention he has shown me.

      “I’m afraid,” I whisper the words, voicing my fears that become apparent since he is about to take my virginity. And for the first time, I see gentleness in his eyes as his gaze focuses on me and he caresses my cheek. “I’ve never done this before.” I probably point out the obvious, but I need to say the words out loud.

      “Yeah?” he asks, as his thumb brushes my cheek and his voice drops a few octaves. “I’ve never done this before either.”

      I gasp in shock, because how is this possible? But he doesn't give me the opportunity to dwell on it.

      His cock rubs over my core right before he enters me swiftly, with one harsh thrust, and my scream dies inside his mouth.

      It hurts!

      I try to wiggle free from his hold as I slap his shoulders, but he presses me into the rug, holding me still while kissing me deeply, but he pauses, giving me time to adjust to his girth. Slowly, the shock wears off, and I relax in his arms, answering the kiss with my hands laced in his hair. I hug him tightly, needing to be as close to him as possible even though the position doesn't leave any space between us as it is.

      A sting replaces the pain, and my heartbeat speeds up. A fire burning in the pit of my stomach demands something different, and I wiggle my hips. Instantly, a thrill rushes inside me, filling every bone, and I gulp a breath, needing more.

      “Arianna,” he growls into my neck, grazing his teeth over my skin, but instead of listening to the warning in his voice, I wiggle again, and this time his palms cradle my hips. He stills my movements and hisses through his teeth, “One more fucking wiggle, and I’m going to fuck you through the floor, Arianna.” A beat and he adds, “Trust me, that’s not what you want for our first time.” Eudard’s green eyes lock with mine for a moment, a myriad of emotions flashing in them one after another, so quick I'm unable to catch any of them. He breathes heavily, his pupils dilated, and I understand he is barely holding himself back for my sake.

      A droplet of sweat slides down his Adam's apple, and I rise up, swiping it with my tongue. His pulse beats violently against my index finger. “Make love to me, Eudard,” I whisper.

      I never felt more connected to him than in that moment, wanting to forever be his and never regret this decision.

      No matter what happens.

      Everything changes in the span of a second; he moves back and then slams inside me again, sending bliss all through me. He waits for my reaction, and when my only reply is a moan, he jerks forward again, filling me deep, and my core clamps around him, keeping him in a tight hold.

      He continues to glide his cock in and out of me. His hands hike my knees over his elbows and he increases his strokes. I arch my torso and sink my nails into his back, drawing him closer for a kiss.

      With each movement, he brings me closer and closer to the brink, pushing deeper and deeper inside me, consuming me.

      The cabin fills with our raspy breaths and my moans of pleasure. As he pushes harder, I wonder where I am for a second. “You are everything,” he whispers against my skin. He wraps my legs around him and sucks gently on my nipples, sending sensations directly to my clit, and that’s when he gives me a harsh thrust, and the fire inside me ignites.

      He swallows my cry, his tongue playing with mine, all while he slows down and continues to make love to me leisurely, but I can feel the tension vibrating through him.

      Finally, he groans, jerking inside me, and everything stops.

      Our hearts beat against each other as the candles crackle, probably dripping wax, while darkness settles over the place. Over his shoulders, I can see our shadows on the ceiling. Two bodies wrapped around each other so tight it seems nothing and no one can separate them.

      He feels heavy and heavenly at the same time, but I have to breathe. “I love your rigid muscles and all, but I need air.” Immediately, he changes positions, with me on top of him, and as a result, my hair falls over me. “Eudard!” He chuckles and hooks the strands behind my ear, and for a second I’m mesmerized by his genuine smile that he hasn’t given me in the last few years.

      Placing my palm on his cheek, I lean down to give him a soft kiss and wince a little, something his hawk-like eyes don’t miss.

      He flips me on my back again, into a comfortable position, and my eyelids droop as exhaustion hits my body.

      I’ve never felt better than in this moment, and to think we had to experience this crazy day to get here.

      Which reminds me of the last scene near Cole’s house. The words are out of my mouth before they fully register in my head. “Eachann—”

      I want to voice what happened and how grateful I am that I followed him.

      But the name of his twin is enough for him to grow stone cold against me, and only too late I realize the mistake of my actions.
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        * * *

      

      Eudard parks the bike by my house, the lights off indicating to me my parents are still out with their friends. She mentioned that before dropping me off to Cole’s that she and dad decided to have dinner with the golf partners in a nearby town.

      I hop to the ground, removing the helmet and giving it to him, but he doesn’t even look in my direction, just snatches it from my hands.

      Even though he doesn’t say a word, his tension is evident in every move and it swirls around us with dangerous energy. “I’m sorry,” I whisper and see his jaw tic. Desperation rushes through me, because this silent treatment is unbearable.

      The minute Eachann’s name slipped past my lips in the post-orgasmic bliss, Eudard rolled off me and searched for his cigarettes, lighting up one while he put on his clothes.

      I was so embarrassed I quickly followed suit, afraid of his coming anger, and for the first time in my whole life, I couldn’t blame him.

      Who says the name of another man, let alone his twin, after a guy takes your virginity?

      But at the same time, I got annoyed with him, because he didn’t even listen to what I had to say. It’s not like I imagined Eachann instead of him.

      No, in the moment our bodies entwined, I completely belonged to him, and those emotions confused me. If I crushed on Eachann my whole life, how could I have given myself so easily to Eudard?

      Is it possible to crave one man’s body with everything that you are but still have a crush on another?

      Or was my theory right, and I always wanted him but transferred all those feelings on Eachann, because I couldn’t justify crushing on a guy who was so mean to me?

      “Even now, you question it.” I blink in surprise when Eudard speaks up, his voice deep yet husky, lightly caressing my skin, but at the same time nipping at it as I feel the bite in his words. “You stand here in front of me and wonder why you chose me.”

      I’m searching for suitable words to explain my emotions but fail, groaning inwardly in frustration and hating this. I don’t want to hurt Eudard, but at the same time it’s not like I’m in love with him. Right?

      So I chose the most cowardly way.

      Avoidance. “I have to go. My parents will be back any moment now. I don’t want to get in trouble.” I go to dart in the direction of my house when his hands wrap around my waist, stilling my movements, and with a gasp I end up pressed against him while he still sits on the bike.

      His hands lace in my hair as he angles my face and brings his mouth to mine, whispering against my lips. “You are mine, Arianna. Always have been. You never belonged to Eachann. You just turned to him, because I orchestrated it.” What an idiotic conclusion, but I have no chance to protest it.

      He kisses me passionately, deeply, possessively as his tongue slips inside and entwines with mine. My moan dies in his mouth as he fists my hair harder, probing his tongue deeper before biting on my lower lip and pulling it. “Accept it or don’t, but always fucking remember I, and only I, exist in your thoughts. Only I touch this body, and only I fucking exist here.” He slides his hand to my heart that beats wildly under his touch.

      Another kiss, and he pushes me back, putting on his helmet and making the engine roar. With one last glance in my direction, he rides off into the night, leaving only dust behind him while I’m left standing speechless, my body and lips sore from him.

      Lightly grazing my lips with the tips of my fingers, I allow joy to spread through me and smile.

      You are mine.

      Why do such words create excitement from within me?

      Twirling in a circle, I let the bubble of laughter erupt, and dance off to my house where I take two steps at a time and fly inside.

      Turning on the light, I want to slip off my shoes and take a shower, but my phone dings in my dress’s pocket. I forgot I even had it with me!

      Fishing it out, I see Patricia’s text flashing on the screen.

      <Pat> Where are you?

      I huff in disbelief. This is the first thing she is going to text me after she kissed Eachann?

      Surprisingly, the thought no longer brings hurt or anything like that, but still, who cares about the kiss? It’s what it represents. She hurt me tonight, so she can go to hell.

      I’m about to place it down when it dings with another message.

      <Pat> I drank too much. I’m in the no-man’s-land. I have no clue how I ended up here, but do you know how freaking high those cliffs here are?

      Chills run down my spine, and I quickly type back, my anger forgotten for the time being, in the current circumstances.

      <Me> Don’t do anything stupid, Pat. I’m coming.

      She is uncontrollable while drunk and does a lot of stupid shit that might end up dangerous for her. If she doesn’t know how she ended up there, it means she might have driven there.

      Oh, God.

      <Pat> Come, come! Let’s have fun. Why is everything spinning?

      What am I going to do?

      Without thinking on it, I dial Eudard’s number, but he doesn’t pick it up. I try again, and this time it goes to voicemail. Is he intentionally avoiding my calls?

      Why did he kiss me if he’s still angry?

      Deciding to give him the benefit of the doubt, I type him a message on my way outside.

      <Me> Pat is drunk at the cliff in no-man’s-land. Could you please come there asap once you get this message? I’m afraid to go there alone.

      I hit Send and grab the keys for Mom’s car, since they took Dad’s, but that’s when I see headlights in my driveway and recognize Ethan’s car.

      Placing the keys back on the cupboard, I rush toward him as he does the same and shouts, “Pat is at the cliff. I just got her message.”

      “I know. We need to stop her before she does something stupid.”

      He nods, goes back to his seat, and says, “Hop in.” Even though I don’t know him that well, the safety of my friend comes first.

      Who knows what might happen to her if I wait even a little?

      I quickly do as he says and pray for Patricia to be all right, but also for Eudard to come. How funny is it that just hours ago he was the boy who scared and tormented me, and now he is the one I associate my safety with?

      If I hadn’t been so concerned for my friend, I would have stopped to wonder why Ethan came to my house.

      But I didn’t and allowed the monsters to lure me into their darkness.

      

      Cassandra

      Glancing in the mirror one last time, I twist from side to side studying my outfit that consists of black tights, a navy blue wrap skirt, and finally my black long-sleeved mock turtleneck crop top. The top is made out of thin cloth, so it shouldn’t bother me much in the heat.

      All in all, it’s decent enough for this town, but more importantly it’s comfortable for dance practice. I intend to use my time in the studio today to shoot several new videos, inviting the locals to participate in classes I have scheduled. Patricia won’t help me much, not that I expected her to, but I have to make my studio one of the hottest spots in town this week. This way I will earn the trust of the locals and fuel the fire of envy already swirling in Patricia’s and Dorothy’s veins.

      Because people clouded by emotion tend to do stupid things that have the worst consequences.

      Tugging on my long ponytail sitting up high on my head, I give myself a thumbs-up before grabbing my bag from the floor along with the travel mug from the counter.

      Getting out of the house, I lock it and then quickly jog down the stairs, ready to speed walk to my studio to enjoy this beautiful day, when I halt on the last step, noticing Ethan standing on the sidewalk of my house, giving me a sheepish grin and wiggling the see through paper bag in his hand with a donut in it.

      Putting on my sunglasses, I take a sip and stroll right to the road leading to the studio without giving him a glance, fishing for my headphones.

      “Cassandra,” he calls, running up to me and gulping for breath as he keeps up with my speed, but I ignore him, focusing on the road ahead of me and breathing in the fresh air that soothes the edges inside me that are still fresh after yesterday.

      Liza got me home in record time, considering Brown’s mansion is at the other end of town. She drove without any questions and she wished me a good night before driving off into the sunset.

      I was so shaken up I got into the shower and then slept badly with nightmares haunting me in my sleep. I woke up several times coated in sweat with screams stuck in my throat until I gave up on it all together.

      Not having decent sleep last night made several things clear to me though.

      My vengeance will not be as easy as I first anticipated. I thought ten years, therapy, and everything else prepared me for the amplitude of emotions awaiting me here, but I was wrong.

      I wanted it to last for months, luring them into my web, creating trust and love before destroying them in ways that threatened their sanity.

      Now though, I know it’s impossible. My hatred for them is too strong, along with my memories, to suffer that long.

      I have only a month tops to finish it off without going insane and forever put the past behind me, but how can I, if I still give them the power to rule me?

      Needing Eudard to step into the situation is enough to attest to that.

      I can’t be the helpless girl once again, the one who stands still while everyone tears her apart.

      “Cassandra,” Ethan repeats my name and brings me back to the situation at hand. Since I stay silent, moving forward with my sneakers slapping against the concrete, he sighs in frustration. “I’m sorry about Dorothy. What she said was awful and not true.” I enjoy my tea, putting in my earbuds one by one and scrolling through songs. “I mean, I like you of course, but my intention was not to charm you into bed.” I settle on one and immediately the music blasts, allowing me to close my eyes for a second and block his annoying voice from my ears.

      Ethan is really such an idiot who probably never apologizes to women, if his half-assed attempt is anything to judge by.

      He raises his voice, talking louder, and unfortunately it does penetrate through the haze of my nirvana. “Dorothy and I married four years ago. She caught me during a bad time in my life, and I sort of succumbed to the temptation even though I knew I shouldn’t. The marriage was a mistake from the beginning. She constantly demanded attention, and if I didn’t give it to her, she would show up at my work drunk and throw insults my way.” I snort at this bullshit, because none of it is true. Dorothy has been quiet as a mouse since high school, and the only scandal she ever got herself involved in was skipping a class during our senior year, and it was one we’d all agreed to do.

      She became a drunk because of him, but then Ethan White is not someone who tells the truth, so….

      He takes my reaction as encouragement to keep going, so he elaborates further on the subject. “I begged her to go to rehab, but she wouldn’t listen. So she left me no choice but to divorce her. I couldn’t live like that anymore.” From the corner of my eye, I see him glancing down while threading his fingers in his hair, resignation written all over him.

      God, this sob story must really work well on ladies, because it sounds like an overplayed song. “Regardless of our situation, she shouldn’t have insulted you the way she did.” He continues as I turn right and can already see my studio in the distance, the sun beaming all over it. “I want you to know I warned her not to do that again, and so did everyone else. You won’t encounter it again.”

      Step. Step. Step.

      He huffs in frustration and wraps his hands around my biceps, stilling my movements, and slowly I shift to face him while he tries to gauge my expression behind my sunglasses. “Please say something.”

      Licking my lips, I don’t miss how his gaze settles on them before I speak. “What do you want me to say? I can’t believe this situation.”

      He exhales in relief and nods eagerly. “Yes, I know. Dorothy has been a nightmare and—”

      My splayed palm stops him, and he frowns while I pick each word carefully, knowing what kind of effect they will have on him. “What’s unbelievable is you bad-mouthing your ex in front of me.” His eyes widen in shock; he clearly didn’t expect to hear that. “And honestly, I don’t want to be in the middle of all this. So please take your donuts”—I point at his paper bag—“and shove them down your throat.”

      “But, like—” he rasps in shock, but I spin around, hitting him with my ponytail, and stride to my studio, almost shaking with anger.

      Honestly, I have no patience to seduce men or earn points among them. I need to deal with the outcast and the popular girl first, before I move my revenge to the jocks.

      A smile curves my lips when I don’t hear him move, which tells me, although he is stunned with my reply, he still wants to win me over.

      Ralph, Ethan, and Frank are competitive, so they will be chasing after my skirt the more I play hard to get.

      While their interest will be brewing in their groins along with desire, as they will see me here often, I will take care of their women and then…

      Then I will call Arson to take care of them, so I can watch as they are tortured over and over again.

      Just like they did to me.

      But not before the whole world knows about their dark deeds.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket, and frowning, I snatch it out only to see a message flashing on the display.

      < Eudard > I told you to stay away from them.

      What in the hell!

      How do I have his number programmed into my phone, and how does he know about Ethan?

      Doesn’t matter though.

      I quickly type a reply, stunned with the audacity this guy has. I might be grateful for him helping me yesterday, but he can shove his chauvinistic attitude.

      <Me> Are you a stalker or something? And I told you I don’t take orders. Have a nice day, Eudard!

      I see three dots and groan inwardly when my heart flips in excitement, super curious what he will say.

      Enough. Stop acting like a teenager.

      The next part of my plan is figuring out how to stay far away from him so our paths don’t cross. The man confuses me to no end, gets my mind and body to react, which never happens, and then fires demands that make zero sense.

      Although he was always the one to torture me, only to save me later, it’s like he is allowed to hurt me, but no one else is.

      You are mine.

      Exhaling swiftly, I hope all this will wash away memories that have no place in my life now.

      If ever.

      <Eudard> Oh it will be a nice day, my phoenix.

      Pressing my lips to the lip of my travel mug, I wonder why his message is so breezy. He texted me just to wish me that or remind me of his power?

      And why does he call me phoenix? Who gives a nickname to a woman you barely know?

      Unless every woman in his life has a nickname reserved just for her…?

      “Stop acting irrationally,” I chastise myself as I finally reach my door and insert the key into the lock… just as a man wearing a suit comes closer to me, a completely blank expression on his face. “Yes?” I ask.

      After five minutes, he is done, but my insides scream in fury and I’m ready to smash Eudard’s face against the concrete!

      The devil might have shown me kindness among his monsters, but he is just like them.

      Striking me when I least expect it.

      

      Madman

      Dropping onto the chair in my spacious office, I light up a cigarette and press on the intercom button. “Sam, please prepare one mint tea and a black coffee.”

      “Are you expecting someone?” I hear rustling of papers in the background. “You have no scheduled meetings for the next two hours.”

      “I’ll have a guest soon.” Without further explanation, I disconnect us and lean back on the chair, pivoting on it while gazing out the huge-ass window serving as a wall.

      Since the mayor’s office is located right in the heart of town, I have a perfect view of everyone’s activities at the church, school, and the main shops.

      The townsfolk always glance up here to check if I’m watching, and sometimes I stand here just to rile them all up.

      Yeah, I’m such an asshole; too bad there is no drink in my hand to celebrate that.

      As a kid, I used to love coming here and sitting on the floor with my nose glued to the glass, studying everyone and everything while Dad had countless meetings and phone calls.

      Eachann and I would play around the office or run around the entire building. Arianna’s mom would bring us cookies from her home and hide from our father any mischief we might have done.

      After all, she knew him better than anyone.

      Of course, that was before everything changed, and I was left to live in a nightmare so intense no one in this town even suspected.

      Including precious Arianna, who never saw anything beyond Eachann and his silence, not knowing what really hid beneath both our exteriors.

      I imagine she would have run screaming in the opposite direction.

      The kick to the door brings me back to the present, and shortly the doors burst open right as I spin to face the angry intruder. Cassandra rushes into my office, fury written all over her features.

      Samantha follows her in a second later, holding a tray with steaming cups. She walks around the female, who is basically killing me with her stares, then places the tray on my table, nods at me, gives Cassandra a wary glance, and then shuts the door behind her quietly, leaving us alone.

      “You!” Cassandra barks, practically shaking. She takes a deep breath and lowers her voice to a hiss. “How could you have done this to me?”

      Puffing smoke between us, I flip my lighter between my fingers and ask dramatically, giving my tone a high pitch just to see her mesmerizing eyes flare in annoyance. Ah, how beautiful she is. “I do a lot of things to earn such a reaction. Could you please be more specific?” My breezy attitude is not met well.

      She plasters her palms on my desk, knocking a few folders and pens on the floor while she pants, venom coating her words. I can see she barely resists strangling me. “You closed my studio due to a sanitary inspection?”

      “Oh that. Yes, I did.” I pull at my cigarette again.

      With a huff of annoyance, she snatches it from my mouth and throws it in the ashtray while I blow smoke between us, but she makes no move to wave it off.

      Her jaw tics and her hands fist on my desk, but she continues calmly with all the acting skill she possesses. “When I bought it from Allison, she had all the paperwork. Pipes, gas, the land, everything is safe.”

      “That’s funny, because we never saw those papers.” She frowns, so I elaborate. “Her grandma didn’t pay rent for the studio for a long time, but I let it slide. She was raising her grandkid alone, didn’t seem right.” My phoenix crosses her arms, and by how she snorts, I realize she doesn’t give much of a shit to my musings, but oh, tough luck. She’ll have to listen to them. “When she passed away, I offered Allison help and told her we’d have to check the studio, but she said she had it covered.” I open my palms wide. “But she sold it to you, so now it’s your problem.”

      She fishes out some folder from her bag and throws it on the table, the thing slapping loudly when she hisses, “That’s why I hired a guy who did it before I bought it. Contrary to what you believe, I’m not an idiot.”

      Oh no.

      She’s my mesmerizing phoenix who glistens under the sunlight streaming in the office window, giving her a golden vibe and making her the one bright thing in my life.

      My hands itch to tangle through her hair and bring her closer to me, kiss her so deeply she’ll forget her name while moaning mine, and fuck her hard on this very desk while her throat becomes hoarse from all the screaming she’ll do.

      Her skin will flush, and I can snatch these offensive clothes away to see all the freckles she must still have. I want to trace them with my tongue after I bind her hands together so they won’t get in the way of me tasting her, all while having her at my mercy.

      And the fact that I can’t do any of those things without her running away from me drives me insane, but it’s all right.

      I can be a patient man when I know the outcome.

      Her screaming my name in the throes of passion in my dungeon with no escape from me.

      Then this beautiful phoenix will be forever trapped in a golden cage of my creation.

      She clicks her fingers in front of my nose, demanding my attention, and continues her tirade. “Remove the freaking citation on my place.”

      Picking up the folder, I flip it open and quickly scan the report, searching for one specific thing, and when I don’t find it, my satisfied chuckle echo in my office.

      Of course her eyes narrow, and I really want to drag her to the bathroom so she can remove those fucking contacts. She can glare or be pissed as long as her violet diamonds are gazing at me.

      “What about the rodent inspection?”

      She blinks in surprise. “What about it?”

      “Have you done one?” I lean forward, resting my elbows on the desk and tapping the folder. “Based on this, you haven’t. I can’t allow you to let kids inside when we are not sure whether rats might bite them.” I sigh dramatically. “What will all the concerned parents say?”

      Her jaw drops open at this and she huffs, pulling at her ponytail. “This is ridiculous. This town has never had a rat problem. It’s a far-fetched possibility—”

      “And you made such an assumption after only living here less than a month?” She shifts uncomfortably, so I dig deeper. “You can’t. You’d have to live here for years. Actually no, you’d have to grow up here.”

      “I think—”

      “No, you don’t think. You bought it on an impulse, and now you have to face the complications attached to it.” I get up, my chair scraping against the flooring as I walk around my desk, to perch on the end of it while still holding her gaze. “But you are right. We’ve never had a rat problem.”

      Her arms loosen and she takes a deep breath, straightening her spine. “Look, I understand you have to be careful and all. But even you admit there are no rats. So could you please allow me to use it, and I promise I will do a rodent inspection.” She musters up a smile for me, acting polite and shit.

      Which is boring to me. Where is her usual fire that blazes whenever we speak?

      “Nope,” Her eyes narrow, all traces of politeness gone when she steps closer to me, poking me in the chest and fury coating her every word.

      That’s better; there’s my phoenix.

      “This is because your sister sold me the house, isn’t it?” She twists her finger, digging it deeper, and I almost groan at her touch. “And you think it’s not a harassment? I’m not one of your subjects in this kingdom where you deem yourself the king!” She shouts the last part, her ponytail swishing to the side. “You think I will keep my mouth shut? I have no idea what your problem with me is, but if you continue to do this, I will retaliate.”

      I burst out laughing at this, because just the idea of her threatening me is laughable.

      “You freaking jerk!” She raises her hand to either punch me or slap me, but I block it, catching it midair and pulling her to me, our chests bumping against each other while a gasp slips past her lips. She tugs at her wrist, wanting to escape me, but I don’t let her.

      Instead, my other hand wraps around her waist, and my legs open up to cradle her between them.

      Ah, completely at my mercy, just how I like it.

      “Easy there, tigress,” I murmur above her lips, and her breathing changes. It’s raspy while her back tenses, although her gaze stays on me stubbornly as if to show me she is not afraid of me. “I’m not the enemy.” I hope she will always remember those words no matter what I do to her.

      For I want to trap her, but I never want to physically hurt her, and despite the madness that’s my life, she is safest in my arms.

      Too bad she always wants to fly away from them, disappearing in the night.

      But this time around, I won’t let her do that.

      “Let go of me,” she says, her voice trembling as the veins in her neck pulse. She shivers in my arms when I lean closer, her eyes closing and scrunching like she expects pain from me.

      My touch though never brought anything but pleasure to her.

      Slowly, so slowly, I trail my fingers from her neck to her chin, lightly caressing it with my thumb, breaking goose bumps in my wake. “You have the softest skin I’ve ever touched,” I whisper, cupping her cheek and tap my finger on her temple so she looks up at me once again, fear and something akin to… desire?… flashing in her eyes, and I move even closer.

      Her mouth opens, and she shivers in my arms. I know she expects me to kiss her.

      And fuck how I want to.

      Not yet.

      “I have a proposition for you.” She leans back a little, stunned with my words, and I close her mouth with my finger. “I will remove the citation and allow the studio to open if you go to the ball with me.”

      She licks her lips, fucking tempting me to take them anyway, and only my self-control allows me to hold back. “To the ball?” She shakes her head, and our pose must register in her brain, because she pulls at her wrist, and this time I let her go.

      She stumbles back a little and then tugs on the end of her ponytail, suspicion dancing at the edges of her voice. “What ball?”

      Taking the red envelope from the desk, I wave it at her. “This one. I have an honorary invitation to the Browns’ annual charity ball hosted at their mansion. Eight o’clock sharp tomorrow.” Her brows rise at this, and she snatches it away from me, flipping it open and quickly reading it. “It’s a plus-one invitation, so I need a date.”

      Anger crosses her face, but she masks it with indifference, putting the invitation back on the desk. “I’m sure a man like you has no problem getting a date.” There is a bite to her statement that amuses me.

      My phoenix doesn’t much like the idea of me with other women. Not that I give much of a shit about other women when I have a singular obsession in life that is her.

      “You are right.” Her lips curl up in a snarl at this, so with a chuckle, I add, “But I want to go with you.” Rubbing my chin, I add, “Do that and have access to your studio again.”

      “This is blackmail, pure and simple.”

      “Take it or leave it.”

      She drills her stare into me and finally groans, placing her hands on her hips. “This all comes back to your desire to keep me away from other men, doesn’t it? You want to publicly stake a claim. If I’m yours, then I’m no one else’s.”

      I push back from the table, and she tenses, but I walk toward the couch and sit on it, hiking my legs onto the small table in front of me. “Yes. But who cares about reasons? You’ll have your studio back.”

      “Or you can just get off my back and realize I don’t plan on seducing Ralph.” She takes a step in my direction before stopping. “You have no right to control my life here.”

      “Yet I do. Would you look at that,” I muse, lighting up another cigarette and taking a deep pull. “It’s either my way or no one’s way.” I use her earlier analogy, waiting for her reply.

      She should be thrilled I’m giving her access to Patricia’s house again and opportunities to dig her pretty nose where it’s not supposed to go. I don’t give a shit about the ball, but how could I pass on showing her off to everyone on my arm?

      Ethan White already ignored my silent warning, but I suspect not everyone is stupid or cocky like that.

      Although none of them truly knows what I’m capable of.

      “You won’t touch me again,” she finally says, her voice calm, even though a stormy expression settles on her delicate features. “Do not do that again.”

      “I will never take what’s not willingly given.” She frowns at my answer, her cheeks heating before she shakes her head. “Liza will bring you the dress I want you to wear.” She opens her mouth to protest, but I tsk. “Choose your words carefully. I won’t make an offer like this again.”

      She closes it, huffing furiously, and then without another word spins around, darting to the door and shutting it so loudly the walls rattle.

      Picking up my coffee cup, I toast her as my laughter echoes in the room filled with her scent.

      Ah, my phoenix.

      You might have risen from the ashes, but you still belong to this devil all the same.

      After all, our lives are forever entwined.

      

      Cassandra

      Racing out of his office, I fly past the secretary’s desk and press the elevator button viciously, hoping it will come faster.

      I need to get the hell out of this place before Eudard confuses me with his almost kisses or pisses me off more with his demands that ruin my perfectly laid plans.

      And besides, why does my freaking body not let the memory of his touch shrink away or go into panic mode? Instead, it seems to yearn for it, curiosity always flashing through me, expecting fear but only experiencing gentleness.

      Don’t force yourself to date. When the right man comes along, you will open up to him.

      The words of my shrink ring in my ears, but Eudard is hardly the right man. Or am I cursed to want him because he was my first?

      “Cassandra!” Samantha calls after me, her heels clicking loudly as she catches up with me and tugs on her pencil dress. “We haven’t had the chance to introduce ourselves. Samantha Henry.” She still uses her maiden name—must mean she never married.

      “Nice to meet you,” I mumble, and that’s all the politeness I’ve got for her in my current state of mind. If she thinks I’m a snob, she can blame her boss for that.

      “Oh no worries about that. Eudard can be difficult.” She laughs, winking at me. “I actually think you are fun for getting such a rise out of him. We’ve never had to close anything here due to sanitary reasons.” Amusement crosses her features, but before I can comment on it, the elevator dings its arrival and I step inside, my brows rising when Samantha follows suit.

      Since the building literally has three levels, I just press ground floor and plaster myself to the wall, while she continues to chat, oblivious to my whole fuck-off vibe. “But he always takes care of the people here, so I can’t hold it against him.”

      “Well, you are his personal assistant,” I murmur, wondering why the hell this elevator doesn’t move faster.

      “He doesn’t pay me to praise him though,” she says, and the elevator finally dings again. I rush outside, ready to…

      To do what exactly?

      The jerk ruling this town cancelled pretty much any of the activities I’ve planned to do here.

      Maybe I should have just shown up with a gun and killed them all. No fuss, no muss. This grand-plan strategy so far sucks like no one’s business; I played like an amateur with experienced opponents.

      “Cassandra?” Sam’s voice snaps me out of my thoughts, and I realize she’s asked me something. Probably reading my clueless expression, she motions with her head toward the door. “I’m heading out for brunch with Meghan. Want to join us?”

      I open my mouth to refuse but then close it. Acting like a loner in this town when I just moved here would be letting my emotions rule my mind, and I can’t have that. So I might as well spend some time getting to know the town anew. You never know when certain information might be useful.

      “Sure, thank you.”

      She grins and shrugs, leading the way to the café a few feet away from the building. A few bikes pass us by, the riders waving to her and she returns them, while I hold back a smile.

      I forgot about everyone’s courtesy to each other in this place; in big cities, everyone mostly moves in such a blur no one pays much attention to you. You can live in the same apartment for years and know nothing about your neighbors.

      Which suited me just fine, but there is something about the warmth of this place that always pulls at my heartstrings. “I love it here, not only because it’s like two minutes away from my job, but Marta has the best pancakes in the whole damn world.” Since I’ve traveled the world, I wholeheartedly agree on that statement.

      Once we are inside the small establishment, the smell of sugar and cinnamon enters my nostrils and my stomach growls as my mouth waters just remembering how the dough here melts on my tongue.

      Sam nudges my shoulder. “Told you it has the best pancakes.” Then she looks around the place, which is crowded with around fifteen people, but it might as well be a hundred since the café has about ten tables and one spacious room with the counter area a few feet away.

      Two of the waitresses rush around, quickly placing orders and getting them to hungry customers. There are loud noises everywhere from the plates clinking against each other to loud arguments about the latest sports season that is never ending here.

      Sam tips her head from side to side, examining each table, and then waves at the dark-haired woman who sits by a table near the window, flipping through a magazine. “Let’s go. Meghan is here.”

      Ah, right.

      The dark-haired beauty who used to be popular among the guys back in high school, not only for her looks but also brains. She was a sweetheart through and through, so it baffled me why she married Aaron of all people who was an asshole even back in high school.

      At least she got her gym out of it.

      “I brought a plus one,” Sam says, dropping onto the chair so I pick the one opposite the window so I will have clear view of both women.

      “Hey. I hope you don’t mind,” I address Meghan, and she snorts.

      “Mind? Girl, you saved me from the dragon. You can have brunch with us till the day you die.” She waits a bit before adding, “Which I hope will be in the far, far future.”

      “Dragon?” I ask in surprise and thank the waitress who gives us menus, vanishing between the tables. “Oh, you mean Patricia.” I laugh a little at this, but then again I’m not sure such a beautiful mythical creature should be compared to her.

      “The one and only. She was hell-bent on buying that place for her elite”—she makes air quotes with her fingers—“gym. Folks were actually looking forward to it. Not everyone would have been able to afford it, but my most profitable clients would have gone there.”

      Sam rests her cheek on her palm. “Yeah, it was a bitch move.”

      Meghan rolls her eyes. “It was a Patricia move.” She glances my way. “Sorry about that. She might be your new friend for all I know.”

      My brows furrow at this, but that’s when Marta, the owner, comes by, placing two hands on her hips as she cocks her head to the side and studies me. “Aren’t you pretty.” She pats my head while I just sit there, deciding she can guide the show.

      Marta is in her eighties now, so she has this tendency to treat everyone as naughty kids. “I assume you want your regular, and you,” she tells me, “will have special pancakes with strawberry syrup.” Both women groan, and she waggles her finger at them. “Nope, you both don’t get it.” And with that, she walks off to greet other guests.

      “You sure know how to hold a grudge!” Meghan shouts after her and then explains to me, “During our senior year, we came here with the entire class, and one thing led to another… and we spilled the freaking strawberry syrup all over the place. For ten years now, she won’t serve it to anyone from our class.”

      Oh, I remember that.

      Our punishment had been to clean the place after school for two months straight, and oddly enough no one ever complained, maybe because Marta was loved by everyone.

      “So you have huge plans for this studio, huh? Cole told us.” More like Cole told his sister and she told the entire town; their family never could keep their traps shut.

      My mood instantly sours at the reminder of my studio, and I dig my fork in the pancakes the waitress just now places in front of me.

      Meghan frowns, so Sam explains to her, “Eudard gave her a sanitary citation, so she can’t do anything with it for like a week, best-case scenario.”

      “Oh my God, you have to be kidding me.” Then she focuses her blue eyes on me. “He never does that.” Will everyone point that out to me? I feel so freaking special already! “He must have the hots for you. He probably didn’t like everyone’s attention on you in church.”

      My cheeks heat for some damn reason, even though that was the effect I was aiming for to begin with.

      “If he asks you out, say yes.” Sam leans closer, lowering her voice. “But say no to Cole, Ralph, Frank, or Ethan. Those guys are bad news.”

      I blink at this, because didn’t they all date those guys back in high school?

      Sans Cole of course.

      I don’t even bother to ask how they know those guys want me, because once again this is a small town. I’m surprised no one is screaming I’m having an affair with Ralph with poor Patricia crying at home.

      But then again, it hasn’t been twenty-fours yet since the lunch at her house, so the rumor is still a big possibility. “I don’t plan to date anyone,” I finally reply. I groan when the first taste of pancakes mixed with syrup hits my tongue and then wash it away with tea. “Besides, Ralph is married.”

      Meghan snorts at that but doesn’t elaborate, and I feel like there is a story. Interesting. “You don’t agree with me?”

      “Look, can I be honest with you?”

      “Meghan—” Warning laces Samantha’s tone when she sends a glare Meghan’s way, but her friend pays no attention to that.

      “I don’t care about the founding five and their rules. She is a newcomer and it’s my duty to tell the truth.” She presses her back to the window, wraps her mouth around the straw in her drink, and chews on it. “Those guys are bad news. You live in the Griffins’ house, right?” The forkful of pancakes pauses midway to my mouth. “You know the story behind that house?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Cool. Anyway, shit happened back then and their names were mentioned a lot in hushed whispers.”

      “We don’t know what really happened,” Samantha says and gives me a reassuring smile. “So talking about this is pointless.”

      “Okay, to be fair to everyone involved, we don’t know and we don’t have proof. Believe me, I’m the last person who will judge someone based on a rumor.” She puts her hand on her chest. “But Arianna Griffin, she was the sweetest girl in town. An ice princess. She volunteered in the local shelter; imagine any good deed and attach her name to that. If she claimed something, then it had to have merit.”

      “But once again, we have no proof.” Samantha emphasizes the last word and slides Meghan’s plate closer to her. “Eat your brunch, girl, because you need to go to work soon.” What a polite way to shut someone up, yet I can’t help but ponder their words.

      I thought the town believed the lies easily, and no one questioned it, but by their weird reaction, it’s not the case.

      I don’t have time to dwell on it though, because I feel a shadow fall over our table, and a melodic yet biting voice envelops us, hurting my ears from the displeasure ringing in it. “Isn’t this cozy?” Patricia speaks up, and our gazes meet. She smiles brightly, resting her hand on the back of my chair. “I’ve been searching for you everywhere to apologize for yesterday.” The incident must have scared her if she personally decided to give me an apology. “I have this invitation to a ball tomorrow that I’m hosting. For the poor kids of course. I was hoping to see you there despite the late notice. Not everyone gets such a privilege.” The only reason she even wants to invite me is because of what happened with Dorothy and my somewhat famous persona.

      “Yeah, if the football team consists of poor kids, then I’m a ballerina,” Meghan mocks, but Pat ignores it, the fire of annoyance in her eyes the only indication of her emotions.

      “But I see you have other company, so I wouldn’t want to pull you away from them.” Another bright smile and she blows me a kiss. “Have a nice day, Cassandra.” Her tone implies she wishes me anything but a nice day.

      Once she is gone, Samantha sends me a guilty look. “Sorry about that.”

      “Yeah, she might not be your friend anymore.”

      I shrug at this, not worried in the least.

      Wooing friendships with her was never part of my plan. I just wanted to be close enough to her to have access to Ralph and her darkest secrets.

      And somehow I think I will find them at the ball that Eudard has invited me to.

      “Good riddance if you ask me,” Meghan says and then glances at her watch, jumping from her seat and throwing some money on the table. “Gotta go. I have my first client coming soon. Nice meeting you, girl, and anytime you need a girls’ night out, stop by my gym. Trust me, you might need it if the bitch here wants to make your life a living hell.” Giving me a light peck on the cheek, she does the same to Sam and leaves us alone.

      How the hell I don’t have whiplash from all the events happening today I have no clue. The last thing I imagined was having pancakes with two women I barely know who spring news on me about something from the past.

      Does it matter though?

      Patricia is hosting that precious party of hers and Eudard issued an ultimatum I couldn’t refuse.

      Welcome back to high school.

      

      Eachann

      Strolling through the church’s garden, I nod to every kid running around and the people working as I appreciate the beauty of nature surrounding this place that has such a calming effect on others.

      For example, one of the rose bushes was planted by foster kids who wanted to furnish something that would flourish and give hope that it’s possible to find beauty in every moment.

      Church is not only about praying and finding God like many believe, at least not to me. It’s a certain energy that should always offer understanding and shelter to all those lost souls coming here for help.

      But sometimes it becomes a place of their greatest nightmares as well.

      Shaking my head from all the evening musings, I stroll inside and halt my steps when I see Dorothy sitting on one of the pews, her forehead resting on the back of the other.

      The minute she sees me, she jumps up and almost runs to me, her cheeks smeared in mascara from her tears. Small sobs shake her body, and she wraps her hands around my middle. “Father Eachann, I’m so glad you’re here.” Her embrace burns my skin and disgust flashes on my face, but I have to rein in those emotions.

      For behind the walls of this church, I’m a priest ready to listen to every sinner, no matter their crimes, and not Eachann Campbell mourning the loss of the beautiful girl who shouldn’t have been in my thoughts to begin with.

      That’s when I signed her death warrant and so did Eudard.

      “Dorothy.” I grab her shoulders and push her back so I can study her features, and they give me only devastation. “What happened?”

      She whimpers into her fist and then points at the confessional. “Can we please talk there?” She glances around and hunches her shoulders. “I don’t want anyone to eavesdrop.” That’s highly unlikely at this hour, but her foot taps furiously against the marble, so I know she’s nervous.

      Although Dorothy Mitchell has been called different names through the years, nervous wasn’t one of them. Just one more thing Ethan gifted her in their marriage that served no one but him. “Of course. Come on in.” We quickly take our places, and I rest my back against the wooden wall while she exhales heavily, her profile visible through the screen separating us. “Everyone tells me to go to rehab.” I nod, even though she can’t see me, thinking it’s a good decision. Her drinking problem transformed this woman into one who takes crap from everyone.

      Both approaches are not healthy, but at least back then she didn’t have an addiction or chase Ethan like crazy. “That’s good.”

      “Everyone thinks it’s because of Ethan, but… it’s not. I love him, I really do.” There is so much longing in her voice that for a minute there I feel sorry for her but hope God will help guide her way. “But he is not coming back to me.”

      “Why are you drinking then?” If I let her, she will mumble about him for hours, and I don’t have time for that.

      She stays silent for several beats. I hear her knuckles cracking, and then she exhales raspingly. “Almost a year ago, I found certain paintings in Ethan’s safe.” I still, blocking everything away and concentrating only on her words. “I needed certain documents back, but he wouldn’t give them to me, so I had to be sneaky. Those paintings… they… they horrified me.” Her voice lowers. “It had Arianna in them, and… I never imagined… I never thought…”

      Her breathing speeds up as if she is on the verge of panic, so I snap, “Dorothy.”

      “I’m sorry.” She gulps for breath and continues. “Since then, I can’t sleep without having those images in my head. Without thinking of what happened. What I let happen,” she whispers, pressing her cheek to the screen. “When he found out about it, he screamed. I confronted him, of course, and then he told everything in detail. So I would know how I played into this and could never talk about this with anyone.”

      “The details of that night?” Even though I knew how I played into it all, I never knew what truly happened back then. It stayed a mystery to me despite everyone having different versions of the events.

      “I want to atone for my sins, but I think it’s impossible,” she whimpers, blowing her nose into a tissue. “I never meant for it to happen; please believe me. But this confession is the only way I can discuss it, and I need to. Arianna Griffin haunts me everywhere, and if I don’t share with someone, I’m going to go insane.”

      Fisting my hand, I chant a few prayers so the fury doesn’t penetrate my bones where nothing but the desire to punish those involved stays.

      Instead, I focus on my duty and reply with a soft tone, “Tell me exactly what happened.”

      And she does.

      Breaking my heart all over again.

      For the first time in my life, I pray for my brother to hear those words so he can do something about it, because compared to me… he has no mercy for any crime.

      A priest might forgive. A madman, though, makes you pay for every sin you ever committed.

      This truth I know better than anyone.
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        “Monsters don’t exist, munchkin. Only in your imagination.”

        Daddy used say that to me whenever I cried over them or ran to their room because I heard noises at night.

        With time, I stopped, because I believed in his words.

        But Daddy was wrong.

        Monsters do exist, and they hide behind the most beautiful masks, luring their victims to them before tearing their hearts out.

        However, those creatures are not as dangerous as

        the ones who hide behind the façade of friendship.

      

      

      From the memories of Arianna Griffin….

      The minute Ethan’s car stops at the forest in no-man’s-land, I take off my seatbelt and dart outside, rushing toward the forest, my sneakers slapping loudly against the asphalt, while my raspy breath puffs into the air around me.

      “Patricia!” I shout into the night and hear Ethan jogging beside me, a heavy backpack on his shoulder, and for a second I wonder why he needs it, but I shake my head, focusing on finding my intoxicated friend. “Patricia!” She sent me a message around ten minutes ago claiming she had moved farther into the forest, near the mystic rock located closer to the cliff.

      There is an opening between two rocks that acts like a roof over it, creating a secluded place in this natural habitat, but everyone stays away from it, because legend says horrible things have happened there.

      Or maybe that’s just a bullshit story someone came up with so kids won’t venture there, since the cliff is just a few feet away and people could die if they’re not careful.

      “Patricia!” I shout again, and finally this time comes her muffed reply. “In here!” I fly inside between the rocks to come to her aid but stop dead when I don’t find her there alone.

      In fact, she is leaning on one of the rocks, her thumbs moving on her phone while Ralph, Frank, Cole, and Dorothy stand nearby, their gazes fixed on me.

      Music is coming from one of the portable speakers by Frank’s shoes.

      What’s going on?

      “Pat, are you all right?” I come closer to her, and she raises her bored eyes to me, chuckling.

      “As you can see.”

      Frowning, I scan her from head to toe but find no signs of her being drunk. “You messaged me to come here.”

      “I did.”

      “You said you were sick.” I spin to Ethan, who steps slowly inside the rocks, flicking a lighter in his fingers and placing his backpack on the ground. Unexplained goose bumps break on my skin.

      Did it become chilly in here all of a sudden?

      “Why did you lie to me?” Then I shift my focus to the people still watching me silently.

      There is an odd energy coming from Ralph, who licks his lips and steps closer, so I move to Pat, avoiding him. The last thing I need is his attention after Patricia got pissed at the party. “And what are you all doing here?”

      Patricia pushes away from the wall and throws her hair over her shoulder, sighing. “I decided to help you with your fantasy.” What is she talking about? “There is no need to hide such desires.” She leans closer as if wanting to whisper something, but it’s loud enough for everyone to hear. “Consider it my present.”

      “I don’t understand.” I’ve never seen such an expression on her face before; it’s void of any emotion while a little snarl lingers there. Her eyes gleam with pleasure while she tsks, each word like venom. “Dorothy found your letter that you sent to Eachann.” She wiggles her fingers toward the girl, and Dorothy waves the letter, smirking in my direction and lighting up her cigarette. “They are good friends. Did you know that?”

      Even though I’m still confused with the whole situation, I’m momentarily surprised with this information. Since when was she his friend?

      “He shared this letter and advised her to give it to the guy who would appreciate it. You see, Eachann didn’t want to break your heart. He knew you loved him like a lost puppy.” She tugs on her short skirt and shakes her head at me. “Pathetic really that you thought a founding five would be with you.” Even though it’s her body and her voice, it feels like a stranger standing in front of me, as I have no understanding for anything she says.

      It’s like she got replaced with an evil twin, because how could I have not seen such a rotten nature hiding behind her perfect façade?

      “These guys though”—she points with her thumb behind her—“like to play a lot. They were happy to learn about your fantasies.” She claps her hands. “Ain’t I great for being so considerate to everyone?” She glances over her shoulder at Ralph, who nods in appreciation while some kind of silent communication goes between them.

      Since when do they have anything in common?

      But then her words dawn on me, and even though I’m naïve, I’m not stupid.

      Fantasies and playing? Does she mean sex? She promised them I’d have sex with them?

      “We do like to play.” Frank speaks for the first time, stepping forward into the moonlight, and it showcases his sinister smile while his dark hair glistens in the night. “Very much.”

      “I didn’t send any letters to him.” I finally snap out of my shock, disgusted with them all, but most of all with my friend. “And whatever you want to play, I’m not interested in that.” I swiftly spin around to face Ethan, who has stayed through the whole exchange, but I see him rolling up the sleeves of his white shirt, winking at me. “Please take me home.” I can’t believe these kids have ended up being such assholes. Through all this time in school, they’ve never gotten into serious trouble and didn’t abuse their power with anything but a few harmless pranks.

      But now they’ve brought me like a whore who is not good enough for the founding five kids, but sex is an open game as long as they are ready to play.

      If Eudard were here, he would kick their asses to the ground with this kind of talk about me.

      An odd sense of protection sinks into me when I think about him and remember his arms; with such a man, it seems no danger would ever touch me.

      With him by my side, even his twin wouldn’t dare hurt me.

      “I don’t think so, pretty girl,” Ethan replies, snapping me out of my thoughts and bringing me to my hideous reality. “No need to be shy. We are here to fulfill everything you wrote about.”

      Oh my God!

      I dart to the side, wanting to run away from the rocks and shout for help, because surely someone is out there.

      But strong hands wrap around my waist from behind while Ethan pushes me into them and lifts me up when I twist violently, screaming, “Let me go!” I kick my legs back and forth while tugging on the hands, but Frank doesn’t even budge under my assault.

      “Look at her resistance,” Ralph says, stepping in front of me and grabbing my chin while I try to wiggle out of his hold, but he doesn’t let me. “Just like in her letter.” There is so much awe in his words, as if he is so proud of me. “Read it for us, Cole.” For a moment, I forgot he was among them, but then he steps around so I can see him better and revulsion rushes through me.

      “You bastard,” I shout at him, but he shrugs, huffing in exasperation.

      “No need to be embarrassed by this, Arianna. Sexual fantasies are what we all live for.”

      “On this note, we will leave while you boys have some fun,” Patricia announces, entwining her arm with Dorothy’s, who beams at her happily.

      She’s finally found her acceptance, and I guess feeding me to the wolves is worth it. “Help me,” I plead, not caring about my pride, because these boys will hurt me. “Please help me,” I beg again, but Dorothy’s face stays expressionless, and she raises her chin high, sighing in distaste.

      “This is so boring. Make up your mind, love. We are generous tonight, but we won’t be all the time.” And just like that, they walk away, the sounds of their heels crunching the leaves under their feet the only sign they have been here.

      “Alone at last!” Ralph cries out and traps my chin between his fingers, bringing our mouths closer, all while Frank restrains me, digging his fingers harshly into my hips as something presses behind me.

      Oh my God, it’s his hard-on.

      My resistance inspires his arousal?

      My mind franticly searches for a solution to this nightmare, but none comes. Running from four of them is almost impossible in the current situation, and hoping for a rescue is the only option while stalling their advances as much as possible.

      Eudard.

      I texted him and called; for sure he will check on me and come to the rescue. Eudard will save me from this. Didn’t he tell me I’m his and no one else’s?

      Doesn’t being his imply his protection?

      But I have no time to think about it as a wet mouth kisses me, locking my lips in this prison while I twist in his hold. I want to snatch it away, but his other hand fisting my hair doesn’t let me. He tries to push his tongue into my mouth, but I don’t open it, barely controlling the reflex to vomit all over him, but he bites my lip painfully, drawing blood, and I groan, gulping for breath.

      He finds the opening and assaults me harshly, while I do my best to kick him, but it barely moves him, his legs too muscled to feel even the sting, let alone pain.

      He removes his mouth, breathing heavily while his eyes gleam with excitement, and his thumb wipes away the blood on his lips and he groans, adjusting his dick. “Fuck but all the waiting for you has been worth it for this moment,” he whispers, giving me another peck before stepping back. “Cole, read the fucking letter, so we won’t miss anything.”

      Cole clears his throat, flashes me a grin, and winks as if he is doing something awesome. How can a person be so delusional or allow a girl to suffer this much?

      None of them can call themselves men! “Eachann, I’m writing you this letter, because I’m so hopelessly in love—”

      “Get to the point. We don’t need the whole love shit.” Ethan waves him off, stopping in front of me while he palms my head and presses his mouth against mine, licking around my lips and groaning. “Ah, but you are sweet.”

      “Don’t touch me!” I scream, slapping him on the cheek, but he quickly grabs my hands and squeezes them in his, breaking one of my fingers.

      My agonized scream fills the space, the pain traveling from my palm to my shoulder, awakening every nerve in me while Ethan curses. “Fuck, I didn’t mean to.”

      Ralph snatches him away from me, shoving him so hard he ends up on the ground. “The fuck, man? We didn’t even start and you’re already breaking our toy?” He inspects my finger, flipping it back and forth while tears stream down my cheeks, but he shrugs. “No harm done. I promise, beautiful, once we are done with you, there will be nothing but pleasure for you.” The way he says it truly implies they are all delusional and believe I want whatever is written in this letter.

      His soothing voice would be welcomed if he wasn’t the source of my pain and fear in the first place. “Ralph, please,” I mumble through my tears and hiccups, deciding to take a different approach to this. Maybe if they know I’m not pretending, they’ll be as terrified of this as I am? “I didn’t write that letter. I don’t want this,” I plead with everything that I am, pressing my palms together like in prayer, despite the agony of my finger. I beg, “Believe me. I don’t want this. Please don’t do this to me.” Don’t they see how this is hideous? How I don’t want it?

      How they are about to rape a girl based on a letter she never wrote in the first place?

      Ralph and Ethan pause, indecision crossing their faces, and they share a look, shifting uncomfortably, contemplating my words. I must be getting to them. “I never—”

      “I have this fantasy of you and me, alone in the forest. The no-man’s-land. Where you take me to the cliff and among the rocks make me yours,” Cole’s voice interrupts me, reading the damn letter again. “But not in a gentle way, no. I want you to take me by force, kissing me and touching me all while I say no. I’d show resistance and plead for you to let me go. I’d say that I don’t want it, that I’ve never asked you for it, but I secretly would want you to continue.”

      No.

      No, no, no.

      The minute he reads those words, he seals my fate, because the guys smile smugly at each other and remove their shirts, ready to fulfill everything this letter says.

      And in this, forever destroying me.

      My screams echo in the night when Ralph grabs my shoulders and throws me on the ground where I land painfully with a thud, with four boys gazing over me with lustful expressions.

      And the only thing I think of?

      Eudard, who has to come and help me.

      He will help me no matter what.

      Oh, how stupid I had been.

      If I only knew the Campbell brothers and what they were capable of… I never would have bothered with the hope.

      

      Cassandra

      Taking a deep breath, I raise the lapels of my dress and slowly walk up the stairs to Patricia’s house, winking at James on my way, who gives me a bemused stare and quickly scans the guest list, panic etching his features.

      I want to reach out to him and soothe him, but there is no time for that.

      With one last wave to Liza, who came to pick me up twenty minutes ago, I quicken my steps, allowing my black eight-inch heels to click and announce my arrival to the couple standing by the terrace entrance with their huge grins in place, greeting their guests.

      Since it’s a ball, they’ve moved the entrance to the grand hall with the terrace opening to the view of their magnificent garden. Their ballroom there is spacious, with a chandelier dangling above, lighting up the room like a thousand candles, which creates a fairy-tale atmosphere.

      Since the door leads into the garden, two sets of steps surround the entrance near the Venus statue, right in the middle of the fountain that generously sprays water—the sound of it having the ability to calm anyone.

      Anyone but me.

      Patricia leans to kiss Karen, who walked in before me, and doesn’t see me until her gaze shifts up. She freezes, her diamond earrings dangling from her ears while her silky gold dress loses its appeal in contrast to her twisted expression of displeasure. “Cassandra,” she says, and Karen glances over her shoulder, her eyes widening, but she bites her lip and proceeds inside with her husband, who presses his hand on her back.

      Clearly, Patricia has already given her veto on me.

      Hilarious really how the grown-up people desire so much of her approval. Maybe if they’d ignored her spoiled ass, then she wouldn’t have gotten away with a lot of shit through the years.

      “Cassandra, what a nice surprise.” Ralph starts moving in my direction, but his wife’s hand on his elbow stops him.

      “You weren’t invited.” Her voice is cold and a slight smirk touches her lips as she waves her hand in a dismissive gesture. “So I advise you to go home before anyone sees your humiliation.” Judging by her tone, she’d love for me to not listen to her and experience someone’s scrutiny.

      Mentally cursing Eudard for dragging me into this mess and not having the upper hand in the situation with Patricia, I open my mouth to reply, but the deep voice from behind me beats me to it. A strong hand wraps around my waist and instant heat travels through me, warming up every bone in my body. “She’s with me.” For a second, air sticks in my lungs from the intensity of his presence, but I keep my small grin intact, turning my head to him, but his attention stays on Ralph. “So step aside.” He repeats Patricia’s gesture and her lips thin. “Before anyone sees how ready you are to kiss my ass for me to be here.” At this point, the hostess almost vibrates with anger and becomes red. I barely hold back my laughter, because I’m not sure I want to make a scene.

      Not yet.

      Ralph nods, squeezing his wife’s shoulder, clearly hinting for her to shut up, and motions to the entrance. “Welcome. We are always glad to see you, Eudard. Maybe we’ll be able to talk about the deal later?” Hope laces his question, and my brows furrow at this. What kind of business can they have together?

      To my knowledge, Ralph’s family owns several shares in different founding five companies, but that’s about it, unless he got the reins to Patricia’s company? But again, I doubt her parents would have allowed it. They are the only ones who still live here on the coastal side of the town.

      Ironically, they were the only ones who offered my parents help and promised to investigate all the claims, even if it meant their kid was guilty. They were horrified at what happened to me and everyone's breezy attitude toward my pain. I think they were the only parents who ever showed us kindness without throwing their position in our face as well.

      So despite my hatred for Pat, I have deep respect for her parents.

      “I doubt it,” Eudard replies, placing his hand on my lower back, burning me with it, and pushes me in the direction of the door. “I plan to have fun tonight.” And before I can even blink, we are inside, greeted by the sounds of music, voices, and clinking of china echoing in the space.

      I notice several people glance our way, their mouths dropping at seeing Eudard by my side, but my focus is on Ethan, who watches us in disbelief while some woman continues to talk his ear off.

      Did he expect me to cry at home, mourning the loss of his company?

      Cole’s reaction is no better. He picks up a glass from a passing waiter and gulps it swiftly, frowning.

      Okay, in the span of the five minutes, I’ve managed to anger almost everyone who I planned to take revenge on. This is not exactly how I envisioned it, but I wanted to speed up the process.

      I can't be their enemy until I know all their weaknesses that can be used in destroying them once and for all, so they won't pollute the air everyone breathes.

      Only Frank chuckles at us, leaning on the wall. Even though he showed an interest back at the church, I didn't get any other vibe from him besides curiosity. But he is single man, and a new treat came to town, which almost never happens. Shouldn’t he at least be tempted?

      Unless there is someone here he’s banging? Based on the reports I have on him, he’s casually dated several women over the years but never had one single relationship. He also preferred to spend his inheritance devoting it to science and labs. But once again, he stayed here in this town, not even bothering to travel the world.

      I dismiss the thought for now, because I have more important matters to deal with.

      Like the freaking mayor of the town showing me off in front of everyone like his latest toy.

      “I’d appreciate you releasing your death grip on me,” I grit through my teeth, smiling brightly for everyone.

      “I quite like you in my arms.” He leans closer, whispering into my ear, “Shows everyone where you belong without me having to say it.” Annoyance zips through me, and I turn my head to him, our lips inches apart while his green pools drill into me like he is memorizing my every feature. “Also, you look stunning tonight.” He steps back, enveloping my palm in his and lifting it to his lips, giving it a gentle peck. “The most beautiful woman in the room.”

      For a moment, I’m frozen on the spot, basking in his words that warm me from the inside out and leave me alone with him. Through the years, I’ve seen interest and desire on men’s faces, enough to know they found this version of me attractive. But while their stares brought nothing but revulsion, his makes me yearn for things I vowed myself to avoid.

      At least until my vengeance is settled.

      His thumb rubs my hand as if he’s reading my mind, and I wonder what would have occurred if that night never happened.

      Would we have gone to the homecoming dance together and formed a different relationship?

      Would we have become a couple who did everything together like normal seventeen-year-olds?

      Would we have gone to the same university and been lovesick idiots? Or would we have broken up at some point and have fond memories of each other for the rest of our lives?

      I don’t have answers for those questions, because what-ifs bring nothing but pain, but I know one thing.

      I could have loved him and been his in this world that has been so cruel to me. And in this moment, for a fraction of a second, devastation penetrates me at the prospect of never being given the chance to experience it.

      And now it’s too late.

      We can never be a couple who loves each other, and he doesn’t belong in my darkness.

      No, my darkness is forever my own, just like the pain that is attached to my every breath.

      Shaking my head from the fog he has cast on me, I lift my chin. “You should know.” Not thinking on it much, still holding his palm, I make a flawless twirl with all the grace of a dancer with my silky dress reflecting the light from the chandelier above us. Someone gasps in the background and the buzzing around us quiets down, but we pay no attention to that as our gazes clash in a duet. “You picked the dress, after all.” The off-the-shoulder red ball gown is made of the finest silk and chiffon with a layered skirt that gives a majestic yet feminine look and emphasizes my features. My hair falls down my spine in heavy waves. Lacy gloves finish the style, giving me a mysterious yet gorgeous look.

      An emotion crosses his eyes, but it’s gone so fast I don’t catch it; the only indication left of it is his fingers squeezing mine harder, and he replies, almost caressing me with the smoothness of his tone that sends awareness through my entire body. “It’s always about the woman in the dress, not the other way around.” He drags me farther into the ballroom, right in the middle, while people scatter to the sides, making us the center of attention.

      Although at this point we probably are, even if we stay in the freaking corner!

      The musicians are a few feet away from us, softly playing their classical music that floats around the room, but they stop when they see us, their questioning gazes darting between Eudard and me.

      “I figure if we are giving a show to everyone, we might as well commit.”

      “What's that supposed to mean?” But he is already clicking his fingers to the band as if in silent command, and the music changes, reminding me of those waltz lessons my college choreographer made us do when teaching us different styles of dances.

      He must be kidding me right now. “You want us to dance in front of everyone?” I hiss when his arm wraps around my waist and his palm grabs mine, lifting it up a little so we are standing in the perfect pose.

      “It's the Browns’ ball. It's a tradition.”

      My brows furrow at this, because this tradition wasn't a thing ten years ago.

      But sure enough, people slowly gather in the circle, couples holding each other, and the conductor in front taps with his stick. The music increases in volume as the violin mixes with the piano.

      And then Eudard steps forward so I have no choice but to step back as he swirls us in a waltz along with ten other couples doing the same, moving in circles. My back is rigid, with my neck gracefully exposed as I allow the music to wash over me, my body buzzing with the familiar excitement and desire to perform.

      He grips my waist, his fingers drumming on my back before he twirls me to the side, and I frown when everyone follows suit, realizing that it's some kind of dance routine.

      So not a waltz after all?

      The ladies catch their skirts, while twirling under their partner's hand, and then splaying their hands, pressing them to their partner’s. As I hold Eudard's intense stare, we circle around each other before he envelops me in his arms again.

      “You could have warned me about the routine,” I tell him, accusation lacing my tone, and he only winks before swirling me, and with a gasp, I end up in another set of arms.

      My body goes cold when I see Cole's boyish expression as he twirls us and then raises me up a little before gently placing me back down. “I thought I wouldn't get the chance to talk to you tonight,” he says, while we dance in circles again. “Eudard has been hogging your attention.”

      “Didn't know you enjoyed dancing.” I ignore his statement, teasing him a little, and his eyes light up in delight, his cheeks reddening.

      “We'd learned this dance for the prom.” My heart pangs painfully, because I can imagine everyone had fun there.

      Graduating without a care in the world while I…

      “This explains everyone's excellence then,” I reply, and he opens his mouth to say something but then sighs in disappointment as he raises his hand, twirling me into the arms of Ethan, who catches me quickly, not even missing a beat in his steps.

      “Hello, beautiful,” he says to me, and I almost burst into laughter at this, but instead just nod at him. “You look stunning tonight.” The compliment on his lips has zero appeal though while his scent disturbs my nostrils, demanding I run away from him.

      “Thank you.” We are once again twirled into the middle, swishing our dresses while we circle our partners, and Ethan uses this opportunity to chat my ear off. “I was surprised to see you with Eudard of all people.” Even though his tone stays neutral, I detect traces of annoyance. “Be careful with him,” he warns me, and I muster a shocked expression, worry probably inching onto my face.

      Relief flashes in his gaze at my reaction, so he elaborates. “He is a dangerous man.”

      “Is that so?” We dance off again, and I place my hand on his shoulder, flawlessly sliding over the floor, quickly catching on to all this dancing hoopla.

      Squeezing my palm a little, he leans forward, lowering his voice, but for whose benefit, I don't know. No one gives a shit about our conversation anyway. “Do you know that his nickname is Madman?”

      Batting my eyelashes, I gasp a little, and this reaction is enough to keep him going. But judging by the moves, we’ll be changing partners soon. “Women don't have staying ability in his life.” The information stings, because it implies there are women in his life, but I shake my head, not wanting him to see how this information affects me.

      What did I expect anyway? That he lives like a monk and doesn't look at other women just because we hooked up once in the past?

      “Oh, and they do in yours?” Ethan blinks at this, so I sugarcoat my voice while whispering, “I imagine it’s like the pot calling the kettle black, don't you think?”

      “You don't understand—”

      “No need to warn me, Ethan. I make my own decisions.” He might hate it, but my interest in Eudard will fuel his desire to win me over.

      Jumping right into my silky web that will catch him easily before his death.

      “Cassandra—” Whatever he wants to say is lost to me though as he twirls me and I end up in another set of arms, heat surrounding me along with rigid muscles that dip under my touch, because I didn't expect to be pulled so fiercely.

      Along with it though comes the cocoon of protection, washing away those other touches that disturbed my sanity more than once. In his scent, I can bask for hours and not succumb to my nightmares, but instead remember something beautiful.

      Eudard sways me from side to side, catching my fingers and pulling me to him before picking me up and repeating the swirling, and that’s when the music finally dies down, the last notes echoing in the spacious room as people give us applause for an amazing performance.

      His grip on my hips tightens when he places me down, sliding my body over his, our breath mixing as we both pant, needing a breath.

      His gaze stays glued to me, and he traces my cheek with his finger, and I’m too mesmerized to react or remember where we are. “They don't get it.”

      “Don’t get what?” I ask in confusion, still on cloud nine, because his presence alone has the ability to erase all bad emotions.

      He leans closer, tipping my chin back, his mouth impossibly close to me while he murmurs, his husky voice sinking into me like an aphrodisiac. “That you belong to me.” And then his lips capture mine for everyone to see, the thumb on my chin pressing painfully, making me gasp so he can push his tongue inside, brushing it against mine, sending a shot of desire through me.

      I fist his shirt, wanting to step away from him but instead arch my back to give him better access to me so he can deepen the kiss, and for a second, I allow myself to be drawn into the sensation of being in his arms with his touch awakening the dormant needs inside me that have not come out for ten long years.

      My lips learn his anew, finding the familiar passionate rhythm that only he inspires. Goose bumps break on my skin. The blood heating awakens every hair on my body, and the pleasure travels from my toes to the top of my head.

      His hand slowly travels up, lacing in my hair before he tugs on it harshly, and a moan escapes me, while the outside world slowly vanishes along with painful memories that have no place in this moment between us.

      The kiss is deep yet gentle, despite his hold on me that stakes a claim for everyone to see, so no one has doubts who I belong to.

      This thought along with the female gasps and the shattering of a glass snaps me out of the haze and brings me to reality, where my actions finally register.

      He must have felt it too, because he snatches his mouth away from mine and grins, the satisfaction evident in his every feature when he whispers, “Now they do.”

      “I can’t believe you did this,” I hiss, but then again, it’s not like he made me do it.

      I was a willing participant, and my cheeks heat up while embarrassment shoots through me, reminding me of the audience around us.

      How can I lose all logical thought when I’m around him and act like a teenager with my first crush, when essentially I know nothing about this man?

      Looking into his life has been too painful, so I avoided the reports on him at all costs. “No wonder they call you a madman,” I say to him, and he chuckles, removing a lock of my hair from my forehead, but I slap his hand away.

      “Do you know why?”

      “I don’t care, but I have a feeling you will enlighten me anyway.” Then without waiting for him to reply to my jab, I fist my dress and dart to the terrace door, slipping into the night like Cinderella after her first ball.

      And while I run and run, my heels clicking and my dress flapping behind me, I can’t help but wonder how, despite all rational thoughts flying in my mind, I long to turn and run back into his arms where he can give me solace from the nightmare that my life has become.

      If only.

      But if only exists only in an alternate reality.

      In this one, I will never know an answer to that.

      

      Madman

      The nickname was given to me by my high school football coach who told everyone that when I want or desire something, I go after it like a madman, with a singular obsession in mind.

      He thought that football was my greatest love as I gave it my all, leading us to higher and higher achievements. If not for that fight on the field, I probably would have had offers from different universities; I was that good.

      The coach had it wrong though.

      My greatest obsession has always been her, and football was only a means to stay in this fucked-up town and be close to Arianna.

      But this is only one of the thousands of secrets she is yet to discover about me, our past, and the events of that night that forever shattered us.

      I grab a glass of whiskey from the passing waiter and salute Ethan, who returns the gesture with his champagne glass, although anger is still blazing from him. Sure as fuck, his smug grin is gone from his face after he spit some bullshit to Cassandra. I live to bring sorrow to the founding five.

      I chuckle into my whiskey, because I’m already anticipating Cassandra’s joy when she discovers the gift I’ve prepared for her in Patricia’s garden.

      Once upon a time, a madman desired an angel while her heart belonged to a saint.

      This time around though, our story will be different.

      This time, a madman will get his sinner and drag her into his world, revealing all his dark secrets to her that only she has the ability to withstand.

      

      Cassandra

      “Your stupidity has no explanation, Cassandra,” I mutter to myself, groaning inwardly at the show I’d given earlier to the audience.

      I can’t believe I ran away like that. Maybe I’m just not cut out for grand plans, because the minute Eudard is close, I act like a moron.

      “Stop,” I order myself, because berating myself gets me nowhere. I drop onto the fountain bench while breathing in the fresh air, the scent of roses and lavender surrounding me.

      Despite the music coming from the open terrace door, I still hear crickets in the bushes and owls alerting me to their presence.

      All those statues glisten in the night, and their expressions catch my attention. I get up and walk to one of them, Athena I think, judging by the sword she is holding in her hands.

      It’s like permanent sorrow is etched in her features, the hollowness of her gaze sending chills down my spine and bringing a flashback that knocks me back a little. I whimper in pain, holding on to my head.

      Insane freak!

      My hands fist when the buzzing in my ears intensifies, but the weird, barely audible sounds coming from inside the forest penetrate through it, and I freeze, slowly coming back to the present, blocking the traumatizing flashbacks.

      For a second, I think it was just an illusion, but the sound comes again, a female moan and a hushed whisper that can only belong to a man. “I can’t stand his touch on you.” It sounds familiar, but I can’t identify it, so I go in the direction of the sound, walking on my toes so they don’t hear my approach.

      Reaching the alcove, I glance behind it as I locate the source of the slapping. I walk around it, blinking in shock at the view greeting me.

      Patricia is pressed against the alcove’s wall with her legs wrapped around Frank’s waist as he drives inside her. They are fully clothed and both are so lost in their moment they don’t even see me.

      So this is who Frank is banging. Patricia finally gave him the chance he had been begging for since high school. I watch her moaning in pleasure and throwing her head back, in disbelief, as I never imagined she’d ever cheat on her husband.

      Let alone with his best friend, but I honestly don’t think they know the meaning of those words. They are so sneaky with this affair that I didn't even have a hint of something going on. But their reckless behavior opens up so many possibilities for me to use against them I can’t believe my luck.

      The bubble of laughter builds inside me, and I swallow it back, but it’s enough to snag their attention as they freeze and turn their gazes on me, Patricia gasping in shock. So I play along.

      Placing my palm on my mouth, I shake my head and mumble, “Oh my God.” Shifting uncomfortably for good measure, I stumble back. “I have to go.”

      “No, Cassandra. Wait!” Patricia shouts, slapping Frank’s chest, seething. “Let go of me.” He grunts something, trying to dislodge her as carefully as possible, but I’ve had enough of this.

      “I can explain,” she says, but my raised hand stops her.

      “There is no need, really. I have to go.” With that, I lift my dress, spin around, and dart in the direction of the terrace, all while chuckling quietly.

      Oh, I now have them in my trap, all right. Patricia will do everything for me now as long as I don't spill her secret, which means she’ll be like a puppet in my grasp, ready to comply with my every order.

      To be at someone’s mercy is a state Patricia is not familiar with.

      And fortunately for her, I don't plan to put her in that situation, oh no.

      Blackmail is not on my agenda, but destroying her by using this information?

      Ah, beautiful and even better than my original plan.

      I step into the light, ready to bolt to the terrace and get the hell out of here. I’m sure Eudard showed me off enough during this ball, but I stop in my tracks when I see Ethan lounging on the fountain, sipping his champagne, his mouth twisting in a grimace when he sees me. “Isn’t that Kassandra herself with a K,” he says, finishing his drink and carelessly putting the glass on the fountain where it drops but thankfully doesn't shatter. “You really take after your namesake.”

      My brows rise at this, and I wonder how long I’ll have to deal with this idiot before his friends catch up with me. “I think you are drunk, Ethan.” I ignore his statement and resume my walk, albeit more gracefully now, to the terrace, but he gets up, swaying a little, and I detect the reeking smell of alcohol.

      God, how many glasses did he have in such a short timespan? “You deceived me just like Kassandra did Apollo.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You dangled yourself in front of me.” He wiggles his fingers at me, stepping in front of me and blocking my movements, so I take a deep breath, hoping to keep my calm. I don’t need another scene. “Kassandra promised Apollo herself, and instead she didn't deliver. Just like you.”

      I roll my eyes at this. I should have known that Ethan belongs to one of those groups of men who think if you smile at them, then you instantly are ready to have sex with them. “Let’s end this conversation before you say something you can’t take back,” I warn him, but he doesn't move, and instead he smirks, although it lacks any humor; only anger vibrates from him. “If Eudard gets a chance at tasting a shiny new toy, why don’t I?” My body tenses when he grabs my elbow, ready to pull me, and an instant flashback hits me, reminding me of his alcohol-induced breath with similar words on his lips from ten years ago.

      My hand fists and I’m ready to punch him but his hold on me is gone, and I have a moment to blink before seeing Eudard wrapping his hand around Ethan’s throat and then pulling his arm back, punching Ethan right in his face. I hear a crack echoing in the night followed by Ethan’s loud yelp as he falls on the ground.

      Eudard shoves me behind him, while I watch in surprise and awe as Ralph hurries toward us, and I hear footsteps behind us.

      Patricia and Frank must have caught up with us.

      “Do not ever touch her again.” Eudard speaks calmly, so calmly it chills my blood and makes me shift a little from the fury vibrating under his skin. If his shaking hand is anything to go by, he’s barely controlling the desire to punch Ethan again. He leans forward and grabs Ethan by the lapels of his suit jacket, shaking him so hard his teeth rattle, and Ethan covers his nose, whimpering when blood slips through his fingers. “Do you understand?” Even though I want to stop him, I’m mesmerized by his transformation from the cocky bad boy to this man… with a darkish allure around him that everything feminine in me calls for.

      Congratulations! You are officially insane!

      “He is just drunk, Eudard,” Ralph says, coming closer and wanting to help Ethan get out of his tight grip, but he stumbles back when Eudard pushes him away.

      “Do not interfere.” Surprise flares in Ralph’s eyes but he nods, watching the scene warily.

      He shakes Ethan again, and this time the other grumbles through the blood, “Yes, I’m sorry. I didn't mean to.” He looks up at me, pleading in his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      Sorry he got caught, that is, but by the panic slowly filling the air, I know the founding five don't understand Eudard’s behavior, and we’ve had enough excitement for this evening.

      Even if I wish to watch how he smashes Ethan’s head on the ground so I can kick the asshole for good measure.

      Placing my palms on his bicep, I squeeze it tightly before murmuring, “Eudard.” He doesn't react, his arms still tense under my touch, his complete focus on Ethan. I’m afraid he’s going to snap his neck any minute now. “I’d like to go home now,” I say to him, and finally he glances at me, an unreadable expression clouding his green pools, but his grip loosens. Ethan falls back on the ground with a thud, and Ralph kneels next to him, pressing his handkerchief to his nose.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” he asks him quietly, still warily studying Eudard as if afraid of his next move.

      “Let’s go,” I say, lacing my fingers with his and pulling him in the direction of the exit.

      “Cassandra,” Patricia calls, and I look at her over my shoulder, her mouth trembling while she shakes her head, begging me not to tell anyone.

      Patricia begging me.

      “I can’t deal with this now.”

      She nods but asks hopefully, all while her husband is giving us confused stares, with her lover avoiding my gaze like the plague, “Tomorrow?”

      “If she so wishes,” Eudard barks, and this time, he is the one who painfully tugs me to the exit, ordering, “And if you all value your existence, shut your mouths.” They don't argue with that, and I hastily move after him, doing my best to catch up with his steps, almost stumbling in my heels.

      Thankfully, we just have to walk around the house and James is already there, laughing about something with one of the valet guys, but he jumps quickly to our aid, throwing Eudard the keys to his car.

      Does he always just leave it by the entrance and no one dares to take it away or what? He really does abuse his royal power, but at this moment, I’m glad.

      Mustering a reassuring smile for James, I sit inside the car while the valet guy holds the door open. Eudard does the same, turning the engine over, and the door is barely closed before he speeds away from the mansion, driving to the gates so fast that my back is pressed into the seat and I grab the handle to keep myself steady.

      “I hate that he touched you.” His hands slide over the steering wheel, fisting it so hard his knuckles turn white. “Can’t stand it.” The silence in the car is almost deafening after that, because I’m not sure what to say.

      Doesn't it sound kind of obsessive, all things considered? He’s known me what… three days and has this strong reaction to me?

      If his desire to possess Cassandra is so strong that he detests any man in close proximity to me?

      Conflicted emotions rush through me, and I’m not sure which to focus on.

      Part of me hates him for it, because this version of me is not real; it’s an illusion created for a specific purpose. My face, my eyes, my behavior… none of them are truly me.

      But the other part is thrilled that, even in a different mask, I have the power to evoke such emotions in him toward me.

      Is it possible that subconsciously he wants me because I remind him of Arianna?

      Of me?

      Resting my head against the window, I close my eyes and will those thoughts to forever vanish, because they are ridiculous. All we ever had was a conflicted relationship with one night ten years ago.

      Why would he see me in a desirable woman? Based on what Ethan says, he has enough female company as it is.

      The stupid tears form in my eyes, and I blink them away, hating how unbalanced I am around him.

      How could I have ever thought it would be easy to come back here? Face them?

      But more importantly…

      Face him?

      There is no power in this world that can make me immune to Eudard Campbell, and that’s the truth set in stone.

      And isn't it tragic?

      Because no matter what I want, we can never be anything but this fleeting memory in infinity.

      We are always on different sides of the fence.

      The sound of the door closing brings me back to the present, and I gasp in surprise when I see we are parked on my driveway already. Eudard is walking around the car, snatching my door open and motioning for me to get out.

      Removing the strands of my hair from my face, I get out carefully so my dress doesn't get ruined and accept his splayed palm as he helps me.

      We still stay silent while I twist my hands, turning to face him. The skirt of my dress brushes across my legs while his brooding green pools still study me, giving me nothing but darkness.

      He perches on the hood of the car, clearly waiting for me to go inside the house before driving off as if his earlier words or the events of this evening don't matter.

      Sliding my fingers over the chiffon, I lift the skirt of it and turn around, moving to my house, when a similar flashback from the past plays in my mind.

      Didn’t we separate exactly like this the last time around? With him declaring something to me and me running away from the intensity of it?

      I came to this town to forever rest the ghosts that haunt me.

      Isn't he one of them, even if he was not involved in those horrific events?

      I halt my movements, breathing in the evening air while fear along with desire and curiosity sink into me, traveling through my veins like an electric wire awakening everything in its path.

      But maybe sleeping with him will clean me of the hands that touched me last and allow me to move on with my life, and someday… someday build it with someone else.

      I’m terrified of giving him this chance, and access to my flesh, when so many used and abused it.

      But I’m more terrified of never taking this chance.

      With determination fueling me, I spin around and dart toward him, but he has already guessed my intention and meets me midway, our mouths clashing in a passionate kiss that changes everything.

      I succumbed to the devil once again.

      But maybe he is the only one who has the power to control the monsters from hell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Forget about it, my child. Forget about it as if it never happened. As if it was someone else. And then look around you and appreciate everything you have.”

        The nurse used to say that to me a lot in the hospital when she tended to my wounds, sighing at all the bruised skin or how I jumped at every touch.

        But despite my agony and hysterics, I couldn’t help but throw my pillow at her every time she preached it.

        Forget?

        No one ever forgets that.

        Appreciate what I have?

        They took away my past, my present, and my future.

        No one showed me mercy.

        Why should I?

      

      

      

      From the memories of Arianna Griffin…

      Ralph breathes heavily, finishing in the condom and groaning above me, his fingers digging into my hips before he whispers, “God, yes.” He plasters his forearms on either side of my head and asks, “Was it good for you?”

      I’m lying immobile under him, my gaze on the starry night sky above, focusing on the Big Dipper that I noticed around the time Ethan raped me on the ground, grunting the whole time.

      Frank was first to do the honors, since he couldn’t fucking wait, according to him.

      First, I screamed and begged for mercy till my throat got sore and nothing but raspy whispers left my mouth. Then I used all my strength to struggle and push them away, scratching their faces and shoulders, kicking their groins, but they had a solution for that.

      Two of them held my hands and the other one raped me until they switched positions, while Cole continued to read the letter over and over again so no one would miss a thing.

      But he also stopped sometimes, watching with fascination to the point of Frank asking him if he wanted a piece of this hot candy.

      Cole refused; according to him, it was too savage to do it like that.

      I froze on the ground, transforming this into the ice-skating rink, imagining different music and configurations I could skate, blocking away the reality. So I won’t hear their grunts, pleasure moans, or feel their hands and mouths on me.

      It must have happened around the time Ralph decided to do round three between them all, and they flicked open a bottle of bourbon, gulping it greedily and pouring some on my breast.

      I simply couldn’t feel a thing.

      “I could almost imagine painting her,” Cole says, bringing me back to reality as he looms above me, his eyes scanning me. “A tarnished Venus.” He leans closer, rubbing my red locks with his fingers. “What a sight she would present.” Then he blinks and excitement crosses his face. He turns his head to Ralph while cracking his neck from side to side. “Let’s take her to the church.”

      “Why the fuck would we do that?” Frank asks, lighting a joint and taking a greedy pull. He blows out the smoke, the sweet smell filling the space between us and mixing with the scent of sex.

      The bile rises in my throat, and I arch my back, ready to spit it out, but I can’t move even a muscle to shift to the side. Breathing through the nose, I allow the pain to gradually go away and fall back on my shoulders again, scratching my skin, but I just wince.

      What is a scratch against torn flesh and rape?

      “Look at her!” Cole waves at me and then lifts the torn dress higher over my hips. “She is sexually ravished, almost no clothes on. It’s like a Venus that fell from the graces after she indulged in the pleasure of flesh.”

      “Fuck, another stupid talk about art,” Ethan grumbles, putting his shirt on and barely glancing at me. “We need to take her back home and go to bed too. We have football practice tomorrow.”

      Ralph rubs his chin and kneels next to me, slapping my cheeks, but I continue to gaze at the sky, holding on to the calm that almost freezes the blood and air in my body.

      It’s like I’m momentarily placed in a vacuum where no emotions, reality, or pain exist. The only thing that allows me to stay in this situation is that monsters are still next to me.

      They still want to feed on my flesh, tarnish it.

      They crave my surrender and my pain, and who am I to refuse them?

      Even God can’t stop them, because I prayed and prayed someone would come to my rescue.

      But no one did, not even the devil himself.

      “Eachann is there,” he says, and Ethan frowns.

      “Why? After Pat kissed him, I thought he went home searching for Eudard?” Even the names of the guys who I gave my body and heart to don’t affect me. How strange is that?

      I don’t blame Eachann though. I’m sure he never wrote the letter; he couldn’t.

      Patricia did.

      “Let’s go to the church and put her there so I can paint her. He practices the organ there every night. We might catch him and thank him for his generosity.”

      “Come on, Ralph.” I shift my gaze from the sky to Frank, who exclaims loudly and punches Ralph on the arm. “After Cole helped us, we should do the same. Plus, it’s gonna be fucking fun. No one attends church at this hour, and Pastor Joseph is asleep.” His eyes glide over me and his mouth curves as he pulls at his joint again. “We’ll have this night forever memorialized on Cole’s canvas.”

      I close my eyes, going back to the ice-skating rink, and hum a tune while they continue to argue about how they are going to do it.

      In a few minutes, someone picks me up, and even though my insides scream to get away, my body can’t do anything, and in seconds, I succumb to the darkness overtaking me, claiming me as hers and luring me into the land of sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Laughter echoing in the space stirs me in my sleep, and I groan loudly, agonizing pain piercing me from head to toe, and my mouth opens to shout my protest, but no sounds come.

      Just a muffled mumble that dies in my raspy throat.

      “This is not fucking funny, Ralph,” Ethan barks, rearranging me on something before I feel someone lift my leg and place it a bit apart from the other, while someone else ruffles my hair, putting it above me. “Maybe help instead of just gulping that fucking drink.”

      “Oh come on, don’t be so mean. Last time—” He pauses when the organ music rocks off the walls, and I try to lift my hands to cover my ears but can’t.

      Glancing at my wrists, I notice they are both restrained with tight rope on my chest, my elbows bent while I’m lying on the floor of the altar with the statue behind me.

      We are in the church, the moonlight cascading down in different shades of color through the stained glass while Cole stands a few feet away from us with his sketchbook in hand, the sweat dripping from his forehead while he scratches his pencil on the paper. “So what? You’ll share a fucking sketch?” Frank grumbles, snatching the bottle from Ralph and sipping it. “Hard for us to enjoy something this small!”

      Cole replies without taking his eyes away from the paper. “I’ll copy it on a bigger canvas, adding all the colors.” He huffs, pulling at his hair. “She doesn’t look perfect enough!”

      Ethan frowns, glancing at me, and then kicks my leg a little to the side, exposing me even more to their gazes. My dress is half torn and hanging off me, my feet bare and aching as if they did something with them.

      What would they want with them, though? “We put her exactly like you wanted. Get on with it before we get caught.” The organ music continues to play virtuously, only adding to this doom and despair around me.

      Who can play music while these guys do such things to me? We grew up in this town under everyone’s eyes; no one sane would have supported it.

      I try to lift myself up, rolling to the side, but Ralph kicks my shoulder, and I end up on my back again, hitting the space between my shoulder blades on the altar stairs and a cracking sound reverberates through me.

      I scream as the pain travels all over me, but they don’t hear it. I breathe heavily, because they must have broken something. “Let’s add wax to it,” Cole suggests, running to the altar and grabbing a candle. I’m not sure how I can stay sane through all the pain rocking through me, but I focus on all the things he wants to do to me. “Ralph, drip it all over her skin.”

      Even though my mind is hazy, I can’t help but wonder why everyone listens to him. He is not part of the founding five, a loner, yet the founding five kids do as he says.

      Just what hides beneath Cole Calvin?

      Frank obeys the order, dripping the wax on me, and the sting that comes from it barely registers in my mind. He drips it on the skin of my legs, stomach, breasts, and even face where it mixes with the wound from the rock Ralph hit me with.

      He claimed it would highlight my pleasure.

      “Enough!” Cole shouts and then sighs heavily. “I wish I had red paint to splash all over her. That would be epic.”

      “Just add it on the canvas,” Ralph says, shifting uncomfortably and glancing at my toe while my gaze catches his. He frowns and then looks away as if ashamed.

      I almost laugh at this thought, because people who can do something like this to a girl who repeatedly says no and that she doesn’t want it have no conscience.

      They let their dark desires rule their life while scouting for helpless victims.

      Frank though has a solution for that as he flicks his keychain open, and a small knife sticks out of it. We all got those things when we went camping a few years ago and everyone advised us to have it with us so we could save ourselves in different situations. It had a screwdriver, knife, bottle opener, everything on it.

      And I’d carelessly left it at home for the first time tonight. Isn’t that ironic?

      It’s like the whole universe conspired together to bring me to my downfall.

      “What are you doing?” Ethan asks, and that’s when Frank digs it into my collarbone and drags the tip of it to my stomach, slowly drawing blood from my body. He removes it and then starts again on my stomach, getting right to it. Then he does the same with my thighs so slowly the droplets of blood are all over me and he wipes it away with his thumb, before smearing some on my cheek and forehead.

      “Does it work, Cole?”

      Cole gives him a thumbs-up and scratches the pencil loudly. As a short reprieve, the music stops and once again I beg, the soft keys of the organ wrapping around me like a leash, tugging on my throat as the music swallows my muffled scream. “Help.”

      “This is sick,” Ethan says, stepping back and running his hands through his hair. “I didn’t sign up for this.” He motions at my blood and points a finger at Ralph. “We agreed only to sex her up since she wrote that letter. Now what the fuck are you doing? This is leaving traces!” he shouts, and Ralph shoves him to the side.

      “You’re one to talk after breaking her finger in the first place.”

      “What the fuck ever. It’s not like she is gonna talk about it. And besides, who cares?” Frank asks, lighting up another joint and chuckling. “It’s the best night of my life, I’m telling you.”

      “You are high, you idiot. This will get us thrown in prison. The only reason she is so calm is because you injected her with a sedative earlier. We couldn’t have fucked her through all the thrashing.” Is this why I’m behaving like this?

      How strange. I don’t even remember it.

      “Oh, relax. We both know this stupid letter is fake as fuck. She said no a lot of times. We just wanted her enough to take her against her will,” Frank says and chuckles again, the sound grating on my nerves and sending shivers through me. “Besides, what are the Griffins gonna do anyway? Ralph’s father is the law. We’re safe.”

      “The whole fucking town loves her.”

      “And the town belongs to us,” Frank says and then barks, “What the fuck is he playing on that organ?”

      “I have no clue. Eachann likes whatever he likes.”

      My heart stops when I hear his name and then beats rapidly, filling with hope that I thought died on the cliff.

      Eachann.

      The sweetest boy.

      He will save me or get his brother to.

      “Eachann, help me,” I whisper, rasping through my chapped lips. “Please help me.” But the organ only speeds up its music as if fingers are moving on it relentlessly, and I rest my head on my shoulder, noticing him sitting by the organ in the distance, his back to me, but everything is so blurry I barely make out his features.

      “Hey, Eachann! Wanna join the fun?” Frank calls, and Cole hushes him.

      “Don’t interrupt him. The music adds to the overall mood and fuels my work. Besides, he doesn’t want her. I told you.” He told them? So it was Cole’s doing? “Frank, try nipping but just nipping,” he warns, holding out his finger, “her wrists so it seems like she slashed her veins.”

      “That’s sick,” Frank says, taking a long pull from his joint and then grinning. “But I like it.”

      “Fuck this shit. I’m leaving. I didn’t sign up for this,” Ethan cries out, worry etching his face, and he grabs something from the bench, strolling toward the door it seems when Ralph stops him.

      “We are in this together. Don’t think you can hightail your ass from here and then pretend like you were never part of it. And besides, if this one talks”—he kicks my foot, his boots pressing on the tip of my toes—“our families will cover it up,” he says to him, and Frank straddles me, lifting up my wrist while I gasp in agony.

      Everything hurts so much I can’t even detect where the pain is coming from.

      He scrapes the knife around my wrist, but it slips to the side, and I notice the blood sliding down my wrist to my elbow. Frank mutters, “Fuck,” and quickly tries to do a correct nip probably on my other hand, but once again fails. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      “What?” Ralph asks, pushing him away and his eyes widen. “You cut her wrists, you fucker?”

      “Fuck!” Ethan shouts, and Cole jumps up, all of them looming above me once again. “She’s bleeding! She is fucking bleeding!” Ethan pulls at his hair and shouts at Cole. “Grab our stuff and let’s get the hell out of here.”

      This time, no one argues with him, and I hear the shuffling and scrambling of their feet, and shouts to Eachann, “Stop playing and let’s go.”

      The blood continues to drip and my eyes slowly close, oblivion stretching her hands toward me and calling my name. To the place where all this suffering stops.

      And I succumb to it as the music continues to play, forever shattering my heart, because the beautiful boy who I always loved doesn’t come to my rescue.

      No, he lets the monsters claim my soul.

      

      Cassandra

      Eudard slams his mouth on mine and tugs on my hair, angling my head for better access.

      He nips my lips, making me gasp and open my mouth for his tongue to slip in, taking me prisoner while desire washes over me. He is gentle at first, testing the waters while exploring my mouth, finding its weaknesses and wants. I moan softly, not used to experiencing such strong emotion at a kiss, and it must have shifted something in him, because he groans and holds my head tighter, delving deeper and demanding my complete submission. I can do nothing but comply, following his every move.

      The kiss is passionate, raw, all-consuming, as every thought flies from my mind, and nothing wrong exists in that moment.

      No voices and touches of the past.

      Only the emotions he awakens in my body, which slowly comes to life under his warmth like a rose blooming in spring under the sun.

      His hand slides up my back, and my breasts brush against his chest, sending unfamiliar sensations through me.

      Goose bumps spread on my skin, and my lungs burn from lack of oxygen until he finally lets go of me, shifting his attention to my throat. Giving it a slight bite, he then hides his face in the crook of my neck. “Are you sure?” he asks, and his question freezes me, because I don’t know.

      I crave to wash away their touch with his, but at the same time, I don’t know how it will go.

      Trusting a man again after all this time is almost unbearable, and he must read it on my face, because he cups my cheek, kissing my forehead. “I’ll never take what’s not willingly given.” He repeats the words from long ago and present, reminding me that this man has been gentle to me.

      Loving on that night in the cabin when he took my virginity and promised me I’d be his forever.

      He is the only one whose hands brought me pleasure and never pain, and everything female in me answers to him, calming under his soothing tone. “Yes. Only for one night,” I whisper, circling his neck with my arms and pressing myself close, too afraid to meet his eyes or lose the courage. “I want this, but…” Exhaling heavily, I whisper, “Please be gentle.” He inhales harshly as if my admission pains him even though he has no idea about my past.

      Then he dips low, sliding his hand under my ass before lifting me up, cradling me in his arms, and heads toward the house, his leather shoes slapping against the concrete, while he searches my mouth with his, locking us in a sweet kiss.

      Once inside, I pull my mouth away to whisper urgently, “Upstairs, master bedroom.” And he follows, trapping my mouth again as it seems we can’t get enough of drinking from each other, needing it more than our next breaths.

      In his arms, I find solace, even if the lightest of touches ignites me, creating a frenzy in me.

      We must be in the room as he slowly places me back on the ground, my body sliding against his but barely feeling anything through this dress. He pushes me back, spinning me around, his fingers on my zipper.

      I close my eyes, trembling from the prospect of him seeing my scars from that fateful night, in addition to being naked in front of him again.

      I hear him throw his suit jacket on the floor before his fingers come back to me, agonizingly slowly lowering the zipper, the sound echoing in the quiet room and sending chills down my spine. The bile in my throat rises when panic overtakes me, and I want to scream as I step away from him.

      But then I feel it.

      His lips are leaving butterfly kisses on my nape, sliding along with the zipper, and for every spot of uncovered skin, he bestows it with gentle kisses that calm the storm brewing in my blood, and the bile vanishes as a sigh slips past my lips.

      The dress falls to my middle, exposing my back, and a gentle breeze hits my nipples, but I’m frozen to the spot.

      His fingertips trail over the scars there, right before he licks the skin, breaking goose bumps as he trails his lips lower, continuing to explore my body with his kisses. When he reaches my hips, both his hands tug on the dress, allowing it to fall to my feet, leaving me only in black thong panties.

      Covering my breasts with my hands, the shivers rocking my body come back when he presses himself against me, hugging me close to his body, and my eyes close, loving and hating his touch at the same time.

      “You are beautiful, Cassandra,” he whispers in my ear, swirling me in his arms, and before I can fall on the heap of my dress, he hikes me up so that my legs wrap around him.

      Gasping into his mouth, I throw my head back, giving him access to my neck where he continues to gently cascade kisses on me while moving toward the bed, his bulge digging into my core, which dampens a little each time it grazes me.

      He places me on the bed where I land on my back, my locks sliding over the silky pillow and my chest, partially covering me from his view, but I swallow my tongue when he starts to unbutton his shirt, one by one showing me the body I know so well, yet learning anew.

      First his six-pack comes into view, his chest and arms more muscled than I remembered, several new tattoos marking his skin and hiding some of the scars his body holds.

      His smoldering green eyes focus on me as he removes his shirt completely. His hands move to his belt, and he takes it out with a loud whoosh then drops the leather on the ground.

      As he takes off his pants, he reminds me of the devil who came into the mortal world to seduce innocent people, luring them with the temptation of his beauty.

      His darkish allure that has always been present is magnified by ten thousand now, surrounding him with energy of danger and dominance that my body reacts to.

      A man like that has the power to protect me from all the nightmares, slaying the monster ready to creep up on me.

      Finally, he is completely naked in front of me, and I gasp when I see his cock, angry and red, bobbing with his steps, the veins pulsing on it, and despite all that, my core clenches at the prospect of experiencing it.

      But as quickly as this thought enters my mind, the fear comes back, bringing memories of the past where…

      “Cassandra,” Eudard calls my name, snatching me from the claws of my nightmare, his knee dipping the bed as he widens my legs, making room for himself as he settles on his stomach. “Focus only on me.” He slides up my body until he is looming above me, but I keep my focus on him when he softly brushes my mouth, imprinting his kiss on me. “The sound of my voice. The feel of my touch,” he whispers above me, his hands gripping my hips. “Only me.” I nod, but my breath becomes frantic, sweat breaks out on my body, and I’m horrified to think that I’m going to push him away at any moment. “What’s my name, baby?” he asks, and I gulp for breath, pulled back once again by his husky voice that I’d know anywhere.

      “Eudard,” I croak through my dry throat, and he places a kiss on my chin.

      “Good girl.” Then our eyes meet, his green pools soothing me in a way of their own. “Focus on me, but remember, we can stop at any time.” The steel lacing his voice calms my worries, because he means it.

      Still though, my hands fist the sheet, tension enveloping me whole.

      He won’t hurt me even if it’s going to be uncomfortable for him.

      His kisses travel lower to the underside of my chin, running his lips over my skin and sucking on my throat, and an arrow shoots to my clit, buzzing my body with anticipation.

      Eudard grazes my collarbone with his teeth before cupping one of my breasts. His tongue licks around my nipples before he sucks on them roughly, and I cry out, pleasure hitting me full force while he feasts on my flesh. He slides to the other and repeats his actions, biting and sucking on my nipples until they are hardened peaks, and my hands lace in his hair, keeping him in place, never wanting this to stop.

      It’s like with one touch my whole body is alive, my core getting more wet, and desire for him slams into me so profound the air sticks in my lungs.

      Gliding his palms over my waist, he shifts lower, dipping his tongue in my belly button, lavishing my stomach with attention before sliding lower, leaving a trail of wet kisses as he nestles between my hips, his breath fanning my pussy. I arch a little, asking him to bring relief to this ache. “Eudard,” I call his name, because repeating it and reminding myself it’s him here grounds me like nothing else.

      “A woman like you has to be savored, my phoenix.” His voice drops a few octaves when his fingers slip the panties to the side, displaying my wet core that’s begging for a touch or a lick.

      Or both.

      What does he even mean when he calls me that?

      All rational thoughts disappear when I feel his hot breath.

      “All pink and needy for me.” He buries his mouth against my lower lips, only his slick tongue sliding up and down my sensitive folds while he trails his thumb from the middle to my clit, slightly grazing it before his mouth latches on, sucking it.

      I moan, turning my head to the side and biting the pillow, fisting his hair harder as he hooks my legs around his neck, giving himself full access. “If I could, I’d never leave this place,” he groans and growls, sending vibrations all through my core. Grinding my pussy on his tongue, I silently urge him to stop talking and continue his exploration till the bed catches fire with my desire.

      “Beautiful,” he says, giving slight bites to my lower lips. All the while, his fingers clench my ass cheeks, weighing them. He lifts me higher for his mouth while he gives my clit one more long lick. “And mine.”

      “Yes,” I whimper, not even comprehending his words much, as the haze of desire clouds my judgment while I slowly rise higher and higher, needing him to take me over the edge to unbearable euphoria.

      He slips two fingers inside me. “Ahh,” I cry out, clenching my thighs tighter, if that's possible, but he just resumes eating me, dragging his upper lip over my clit while swiping my wetness with his lower one.

      “Hold still,” he orders, but I refuse to listen.

      Instead, I look down when he stiffens his tongue, probing it deep inside me as I hold his head in my hands, allowing him to fuck me with it. Soft moans slip from my lips. “Right there… deeper, harder, more.” Those are the only words I’m capable of uttering, all while rolling my hips to his oral stimulations.

      I focus only on him and his tongue, driving me insane, to a place where only burning passion remains.

      I plant my feet on the mattress while his mouth teases me, almost bringing me to climax, but then lazily sucking before delving his tongue back in for a few thrusts.

      He continues to torture me for several minutes; my hands shift to grab the sheets, because I’m barely hanging on, balancing on a thin line, but try as I might, I can’t get the climax I crave.

      My head rests on the bed, when he orders, “Eyes on me.” With difficulty, I look down again, holding his gaze as he pushes his tongue inside, his green pools firing with so much heat I could melt in them.

      Then I feel it, slight shivers spreading through me, reaching the top of my head as everything ceases to exist with his one final swipe. Pleasure unlike anything else knocks me back on the bed while all I can do is whimper and moan, my sweaty body soaking the sheets.

      But I still feel unsatisfied; despite the pleasure, my body misses something.

      Rising onto his knees, he wipes his mouth before rolling a condom onto his cock, wincing a little, and only then do I notice tension evident on his every feature, his muscles flexing.

      As he lies back down on me, I enjoy the heaviness of his body on mine as he laces our hands together, next to my head, and then he asks, “Do you want this?”

      “Yes.” This time, there is no hesitation in my voice, and he smashes his mouth on mine right before he eases into me, thrusting inside with one swift move, and we both still.

      Gasping into his mouth, I keep my lips pressed to his while breathing through being filled by him and the slight pain. It’s an aching sting that tingles but nevertheless sends awareness all over me.

      But then slowly desire comes back in full force, and he growls when I tilt my hips. He pulls back and then slams into me again, catching my moan with his lips.

      His hips jerk back and he enters me again, but this time easing his strokes, sinking so deep that my core clenches around him all while we continue to kiss.

      Higher and higher the pleasure builds as he pushes in and out, with each drive shooting

      electricity through me, and I hug him tightly, needing to feel him as close as possible.

      He continues to make love to me, our bodies moving flawlessly while he presses me into the bed, as if with each thrust of his hips, he claims me as his, forever wanting to imprint this memory on me.

      Arching my back, I groan. I’m almost over the edge when he speeds up his pace but then slows down again, prolonging this sweet torture that drives me insane.

      Raking my nails over his back, I hike my legs up, pushing my thighs against him, spasming my pussy around him. He growls into my neck, giving me a reprieve from his kisses, my lips feeling puffy from his attention.

      I can't control the sudden urge to bite his shoulder, and his body jerks in my hold and then everything changes. He thrusts into me harder and harder, in long strokes. Deeper and deeper until finally I fly over the edge, crying out as the sounds echo in the night, and shortly he groans above me as I watch his face in awe, because he reminds me of a Greek god.

      He falls on me, breathing heavily into my neck while our sweaty bodies stick to each other, and a tear escapes my eye, sliding down my cheek when I smile, glancing up at the ceiling, seeing our reflection on it from the mirror I had installed there.

      Eudard.

      The devil in this hell of a town.

      The devil who claimed the sinner for one night only and in such giving her reprieve from hell.

      

      Madman

      Perching on the edge of the bed, I put my hands on either side of her head while watching her sleep contentedly probably for the first time in a decade.

      Her chest is rising and falling, her porcelain skin marked with all my bites and kisses while a slight smile appears on her face.

      The only thing more perfect than this would be her red locks splayed on the pillow instead of the dark ones.

      Leaning closer, I lightly touch her chin, my thumb caressing her skin, and she sighs in pleasure, rolling to the side, wrapping her hands around my arm. “How I wish I could stay here with you, my phoenix,” I whisper, inhaling her scent, wishing for it to fill every corner in my body and forever erase the hell I’m living in.

      But I can’t.

      Not even for her.

      “I’m sorry for this. I know how much you hate it.” I press the tip of the needle to her neck, kissing her on the forehead and injecting the sedative at the same time. “But I have to take care of something, and you can’t wake up before that or you’ll try to fly away despite the chains slowly pulling you into my cage.” With one last kiss, I get up and put on my leather gloves.

      Picking up the phone from the table, I go downstairs, dialing the number. On the fifth ring, he picks up. “Hey, what’s up, man?” His voice is groggy. I probably woke him up.

      “Meet me at the border in fifteen minutes.”

      “It’s like—”

      “Do as I say,” I cut him off, not giving a shit about his excuses, because at the end of the day, he will follow the command.

      No one goes against my word here.

      Going onto the porch, I open my arms wide and welcome the fresh wind hitting me in the face.

      For there is nothing better than the anticipation of a fresh kill.
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        “One way or the other, the truth always comes up. That’s the way of life.”

        Grandpa told me this once when we watched a crime show about a wife who hid from her husband what had happened to her when she was ten years old.

        His words though had no meaning in the reality of our small town.

        Because the truth can stay hidden if no one wants to talk about it.

        And those of us who scream for justice? For understanding? For truth?

        Our voices vanish in the silence of infinity that is everyone’s indifference.

      

      

      

      From the memories of Arianna Griffin…

      The nurse comes inside, smiling widely at me as she holds the tray with a steaming cup of soup on it. “Hello, my darling.” Her voice is so cheery it makes me want to find tape and permanently shut her up.

      Instead of acknowledging her presence, I roll my head to the left, away from facing her, and focus on the birds chirping loudly outside, sitting on the tree that’s visible through this huge-ass hospital window. One of them ruffles its feathers, basking in the sun and reminding me of our swans.

      How funny.

      My life stands still, but the world spins around the sun just the same as if nothing happened.

      People live their lives; birds enjoy their trees and monsters continue to hunt with no repercussions for their actions.

      “Oh, you want a better look?” the nurse asks, placing the tray on the table by my feet, and she quickly rushes to the window, snapping the see-through curtains open and unlocks it, allowing the fresh breeze to slip in through the glass.

      But it brings no relief to the fire brewing in my veins.

      “We have such good weather these days, before fall comes.” She presses a button above my head and the bed lifts to a sitting position, but my back in the white-as-paper-that-Cole-sketched-me-on cast stays unmovable and firmly attached.

      The doctor said I broke my shoulder, and it’s a miracle I’m not paralyzed by the damage done to me.

      Miracle.

      More like a souvenir the demons left behind to enjoy and continue torturing me, even after they’d been done with their fun.

      The nurse, Regina, picks up the spoon from the tray, dips it into the soup, and brings it to my mouth, keeping the smile intact, although her eyes stay absolutely cold. “Let’s eat, darling.” She presses it to my mouth, but I keep it shut, not letting her in. She smiles again, cocking her head to the side, and uses her soothing tone that annoys my ears again. “Come on, darling. Just a few sips of the soup are what you need to get better.”

      If it wasn’t for my chapped lips and sore throat that hurts from any vibration of my voice, I would laugh in her face at such an assumption.

      Yeah, soup will fix everything.

      Lifting my free arm, I push the spoon away and the liquid drips on her pink scrubs. “Arianna!” she shouts at me, putting the spoon on the tray. “Stop being so difficult and eat. Or don’t you want to get better?” Maybe I would have tried to help the nurse under different circumstances, but she was Cole’s mother.

      And I had no desire to interact with anyone belonging to the families of those who hurt me.

      I’m not sure who found me in the church, but doctors said it was a miracle I survived. They did a couple of surgeries, but they could only fix the outside of me. My mom cried nonstop while sitting by my bed as I gazed into the distance; the doctor must have told them about the rape. Since I couldn’t talk for now, no one knew the truth.

      But I intended to tell everyone.

      She opens her mouth to say something, but that’s when I hear the door open and a deep voice speaks, freezing even me. “Don’t make her if she doesn’t want to.” Cole’s mom wants to argue, but she doesn’t under his harsh stare. “I’d like to talk with her alone.” The nurse huffs in annoyance, gathers the tray, and says to me, “The doctor will hear about this.” And I don’t care.

      My parents will take care of that. The only reason she even got a chance to slip in with this bullshit was because they had to go to work.

      She must know something to act this weird; sensitive Cole must have spilled the beans.

      Nothing will save her son though. Nothing!

      She leaves and Eudard comes closer, his hand rising in my direction, but I shrink inside, hating his presence. I shake my head at him, but he sighs, whispering, “I’m sorry.” Tears form in my eyes from this, because logically I understand he didn’t have anything to do with it.

      But I’m not logical right now, and his presence awakens nothing but fear. Voices of all the boys flash in my head, and I tremble a little, covering my ears with my palms and shaking my head. I hear him step closer and my breathing picks up, but I shake my head again. “Arianna, if I can explain.”

      But panic and everything else burst inside me, and I croak, despite the pain and torn flesh. “Leave. Leave.” But he stands still, his shadow looming above me just like Ralph’s did in the moonlight, and this time I scream even though it brings me so much pain. “Leave!”

      That’s when my parents burst in, my mom rushing to me while tears stream down my cheeks, and I shake and shake and shake with blood filling my mouth.

      “Get out of here!” my father shouts and then calls for the doctor, but it all becomes a blur.

      Nothing will ever be the same.

      And in this new reality that I’m living, Eudard Campbell has no place.

      

      Madman

      Organ music bounces off the walls, creating a sense of doom and hopelessness inside my dungeon, casting a shadow on everything around us.

      With each beat of the notes, goose bumps break faster and faster on his skin, fear and agony carved in his features.

      Ah, my special soundtrack, just for them.

      My hands conduct an imaginary musician before tightening around the neck of a baseball bat. I hit Ethan across the face with it, and he cries out in pain, blood streaming down his nose and dripping on the table beside him.

      Clacking my tongue, I tear a tissue from the box and go to him, sitting on the edge of the table. “Ethan, Ethan. You are staining the paper.” Placing the tissue on his nose, I squeeze it hard, and he whimpers, his feet stomping against the floor. “That’s better. Now write.” He breathes heavily, his eyes scrunching as he probably tries to control the agony spreading through him.

      It won’t help; even if it lessens, I will deliver another blow so nothing but suffering will fill his last hours on earth. He mumbles through the tape on his mouth, adding a few whimpers to it, and I sigh dramatically, putting my hand to my forehead. “I didn’t want to do it, but as you wish.” Pulling at the edge of the tape, I tear it away and his scream reverberates through the space. His lips are chapped, the skin dangling from the tape reminding me of raw meat. “Here.” I grab the salt nearby, ready for this specific occasion, and pour it on, and this time, shouts come into the mix as well.

      The true music to my ears.

      “Now write.” He’s sitting on a chair next to the table, his hand handcuffed to it while chains wrap his middle and legs, plastering him to the chair with no way out. He is completely naked, and the chair has sharp edges all over it that dig into the skin, leaving small bruises and only adding to his overall misery. “We don’t have all the time in the world.” Tears fall down his cheeks, the red stains marking his skin as he, with trembling hands, continues to write what is on the tablet in front of him.

      I even prepared a text for him. All this fool has to do is deliver it in his handwriting.

      “I never meant to. It wasn’t even my idea.” He croaks through his dry throat, not lifting his gaze to me, because the last time he did, I broke his left hand. Now it’s twisted beside him, becoming angry red with each passing moment. “Ralph always had the hots for her. It was him.” The pen trembles so much in his hand it’s a wonder anything gets done, but the scratching of the paper continues, so I know he follows through with the command.

      Ah, these victims are something else. They always hope that if they follow all the orders right, they might have a chance of escaping.

      Even in Ethan’s current condition, and despite me knowing the truth and beating the shit out of him before we started my real torture, hope still shines brightly on his face. He believes that with good enough words, I will forget about it and forgive him.

      The thing about serial killers though is that when a victim is in front of us, all ready for the taking, nothing and no one can tempt us away from it. The pull is so strong, the darkness all-consuming, demanding blood and a kill, it’s impossible to ignore.

      And all the pleadings?

      It only fuels my desire to hurt them more.

      Hopping from the table, I walk toward my weapons and slide my fingers over my knife collection while he continues to talk, choking a little from the blood filling his mouth. “That’s why he never paid attention to Patricia, and because he had a pact with Frank.” He takes a deep breath, stopping for a second, and I click my fingers, so the rustle of the paper fills the space once again. “But then Patricia came up to us during Cole’s party, telling us about this fantasy, and he was all over it. The only condition she had was her stupid homecoming dance. She wanted to go with him.”

      What a psychotic bitch. For a date to homecoming to shine like the queen of the school, she initiated her friend to be raped.

      My hand squeezes the neck of the silver blade, showing me a reflection of barely controlled fury on my face, and I spin around to look at him, but he doesn’t look at me.

      Ethan is a guy like that, a follower of all the commands. In a way, he is right. He would have never come up with the plan himself or be brave enough to execute it.

      My silence serves as encouragement to him, so he fires more details. “I asked her many times if for sure it was true. She said yes, that she had a crush on Eachann for ages and would fill her diary with fantasies. I saw no harm in it, since she was willing.”

      “How fascinating.” Rubbing my chin with the tip of the blade, I say curiously, “But she said no. Many times.”

      He pales a little, pausing and then writing again. “We were drunk and high. I wanted to stop, voiced it many times, but they were too far gone.”

      I glance at the paper and see that he is almost done, so I don’t do anything about his yapping. “I’ve lived with this regret every single day of my life. Especially after what happened to the Griffins as a whole. We’ve never done something like that again. Please believe me.”

      When he writes the last sentence, I snatch it up and scan it to make sure I have everything I need. Satisfied, I put it away and then proceed to pull the chair away from the table, his exhale of relief filling my ears. “I’m so sorry again.”

      Resting my hands on either side of him on the back of the chair, I say, “You know, that’s a good story and all.” He blinks, wariness replacing the relief. “But you went with it anyway. A man would have stopped them. But a fucker like you used the opportunity to hurt her. Over and over and over again.” Without further ado, I pierce his dick with one stab, and the shout of agony is so loud it even overpowers the music and the vibrations rushing through the floor.

      He is thrashing and screaming while I cut off his dick and shove it down his throat, so he can choke on the very thing that hurt my girl. “Forgiveness is a privilege, Ethan. And you don’t get to have it in this mortal world.” Then thinking about my twin, I chuckle. “But you have my permission to pray. And maybe in the afterlife, there will be a way to atone for your sins,” I inform him, stabbing him now in his arm, leaving the blade inside.

      Cracking my neck from side to side, I stretch for the things to come.

      This is just the beginning of my torture. By the time it’s done, he will have suffered for hours and hours, wishing he’d be dead rather than alive.

      And when he finally dies, he will have served his greatest purpose.

      Uncovering the truth.

      

      Cassandra

      The sun streaming through the windows blinds me as my eyelids flutter open, so I cover them with the back of my hand. “Ah!” I mutter, rolling to the side and burying my face deep into the pillow, enjoying the lavender scent that always has the ability to calm me down.

      Only, the smell twitching my nostrils is not that of flowers, but a masculine scent that sends awareness through my entire body, tickling across my skin.

      A scent of a man who spent the night in my bed.

      With a gasp, I sit up only to whimper when every bone in my body aches from the unusual physical activity, reminding me that last night ended in carnal pleasure.

      Stretching my arms above me, I hang my head back between my shoulder blades while a smile tugs at my lips, giddiness sinking into me, and a giggle escapes my mouth.

      I had sex and enjoyed it!

      Who knew?

      Sliding my hands from my neck to my waist and hips, I marvel at the fact that their touches are no longer the last ones that I’ve experienced.

      No, the last ones belong to a man who gave so much passion and desire I never thought possible. Who managed to awaken my dead body and block out all the voices, music, and echoing pain that showed itself whenever men came close to me.

      In Eudard’s arms, I found the naïve Arianna who used to hope for a brighter future and had so many plans for herself.

      Sighing, I pat his empty side of the bed and relief washes over me at the fact that he is not here.

      As much as I’m grateful for last night, despite the million reasons I had against it, facing him in the morning wasn’t something I wanted to do. I’m not familiar with one-night-stand etiquette, and avoiding awkwardness always works for the best.

      My phone vibrates on the nightstand and I pick it up, reading the message flashing on the display, and instantly my good mood is gone. Coldness comes back to settle over the warmth inside my chest and reminds me why I’m in this town.

      <Frank> Hi, Cassandra! I got your number from Patricia. Can we please talk?

      I snort at this. I wouldn’t be surprised if she is the one writing this message. After I walked up on them yesterday, she must be biting her nails with worry I’ll spill the beans.

      Another message pops in; clearly, my five-second silence agitated his nerves.

      <Frank> If you’d have lunch with me, I can explain everything. It wasn’t what it looked like.

      At this point, I can’t hold back my laughter, because Frank is so stupid. Does he really think that old excuse will work here?

      <Me> It looked like you were banging Patricia in the garden.

      I don’t have to act subtle anymore. Besides, while he appreciates my beauty, his interest in me must have been just a way to raise jealousy from Patricia.

      Ten years and nothing has changed. He chases her tail like a puppy while she merely allows him to love her. Marriage with Ralph must suck if she lowered herself to an affair with Frank.

      <Frank> Please, let me explain.

      Throwing my blankets aside, I get out of bed, curling my toes in the fluffy white carpet, and put the phone back on my nightstand.

      Let him sweat a little; of course I will meet him for lunch.

      It’s not his time yet to pay for his sins; his lover will be gone faster. Going to that grand ball turned into nothing but a gift, because it gave me so many opportunities to ruin them.

      Not to mention the hot night with the most handsome man I’ve ever seen.

      I’m about to head to the shower, when dishes clinking against each other in the kitchen snags my attention and my brows furrow.

      What in the hell?

      Quickly putting on the first thing my eyes land on, which is my silky blue robe, I run downstairs to check who the intruder is, only to stop in my tracks when I see Eudard’s sexy back as he cooks something by the oven. The kitchen counter already has a steaming cup of tea, coffee, and two plates set up with toast beside them. “Take a seat. Eggs are almost ready.” Too stunned by his presence, I sit down, following the command blindly while gazing at him in confusion.

      He didn’t leave?

      Why is he still here? Didn’t I tell him it was just for one night to scratch the itch and all, and it meant nothing?

      Or breakfast means nothing anyway, and he just felt like eating at my place?

      Once again, why is he here?

      I finally find my voice. “I thought you left.”

      He spins around, giving me a view of his carved six-pack, as he is wearing nothing but a towel wrapped around his waist. “Thought or hoped?” He winks, dumping eggs on our plates before putting the pan back on the stove and turning it off.

      Despite my confusion, my stomach growls and my cheeks heat up when he chuckles. “You don’t have to answer. Eat your food.” I dig my fork into it and quickly ask, before shoveling food down my throat, “Don’t you have places to be?” I almost moan out loud when the taste hits my tongue but cover it up by munching on toast.

      “So eager to get rid of me, huh?”

      “Having breakfast together doesn’t really ring true of a one-night stand,” I point out, and he nods, sipping his coffee.

      “True, but I never agreed to a one-night stand, did I?”

      Blinking in shock, I play back our conversations yesterday, which is not that easy, since he had me in a cocoon of desire.

      But come to think of it, he’s right. When I said it was a one-night stand, he never argued, but he also never agreed to it. “I don’t want a relationship,” I inform him, fear for some reason flashing inside me.

      One night of pleasure is great, but having something permanent with a man whose brother I plan to punish?

      Disaster, not to mention the other minor details, like my vengeance.

      He replies with his mouth full, “Noted.”

      “I’m not joking.” I drop the fork on the plate where it clatters loudly.

      “Noted that too. Doesn’t mean I will listen to this bullshit though.” He continues to eat as if there’s no biggie.

      Oh my God, does this jerk think he now has access to my bed whenever he wishes? “You can’t force me to have a relationship with you.”

      Dangerous light flashes in his eyes, and he stops eating, getting up and planting his palms on the table. “I said it twice, and I’m going to say it again. I do not take what’s not willingly given.”

      “I’m not talking force! I don’t need a relationship, period.”

      He studies me for a few seconds. “Cassandra, last night, you became mine whether you like it or not.”

      “No, I didn’t!” Seriously, all the awesome emotions he made me experience pale right now, replacing them with fury.

      Any minute now, and he will be dreaming about dragging me to his cave!

      “This conversation is pointless,” he says, and I get up too, poking my finger in his chest.

      “So now we have to do whatever you say? I don’t think so. Last night was great, but it ends here.”

      “Because you had your fill?” he casually asks, too casually, but I’m so blinded by his attitude to pay attention to that.

      “Exactly.” I’m lying through my teeth, because it’s not. But any further involvement with him is out of the question.

      “Let’s test that theory, shall we?” he asks, and I have a second to dwell on those words before strong arms squeeze my waist, spin me around, and hike me up on the kitchen counter.

      Eudard takes my mouth in a deep, probing kiss. His fingers dig painfully into my waist, and he presses against me, tearing a moan from me. My hands circle his neck, scratching him lightly while bringing us closer and giving him better access to me, so I can feel every lick and touch of his.

      One touch and I burn for him. He’s made me addicted to him in just one night!

      His fingers unhook the belt on my robe, sliding it over my body, and for a second, I remove my hands from him, sending the offensive silky fabric to the floor. Then my hands travel to the towel, unhooking it from his hips.

      A moan slips past my lips when his length comes into view.  My cheeks heat up, my palms covering my mouth.

      “Be as loud as you want. Your moans belong to me,” he growls over my lips, sending pulsations down my stomach straight to my clit as he finds my mouth, demanding complete submission.

      His palm trails down my stomach then drifts to my pussy, circling my clit with his fingers. I gasp, sharing my breath with him, hooking my legs tighter over his hips, and pushing myself closer to him.

      He groans over my breast, envelops a tight areola with his mouth, and sucks hard. I bang my head against the cupboard, biting my lips and whimpering loudly, pleading, “Eudard.”

      “I can get off just watching your face fill with desire,” he whispers, paying the same attention to the other breast as he lifts me higher in the throes of desire. “Your smell, the little whimpers, the flush that spreads all over your body, I no longer know how to live without them.” A beat and then, “You’ve consumed a madman.”

      A thrill flashes over my body, sending chills along with goose bumps, and it’s impossible to mute how they affect me.

      In his arms, I find freedom from all rules, past and present. Only both of us exist where I’m his only obsession, and despite how wrong it might be, I crave it so much I can taste the desire on my tongue.

      Arching my back, I press my nipple against his lips. “I need you, Eudard. Hard, inside me, fucking my brains out.”

      He freezes for a second, probably shocked from the words I’ve used, but I don't care. He makes me crazy and needy, so he can deal with it.

      Isn't he the teacher in this, and I’m the student like he claimed last night?

      Tearing open the condom pocket—where did he get that from?—he slowly rolls it onto his length as he watches my chest rise and fall. Excitement spreads all over my skin as I anticipate him thrusting inside me. The hunger is driving me crazy; a suffering moan slips between my lips, and his eyes darken, while he snarls, “Didn’t have your fill, did you, my phoenix?”  I shake my head, because what’s the point of denying it? And he fists my hair, tugging on it, and leans toward me, his breath fanning my cheek. “I should punish you for denying this,” he says. His words are like a knife slicing through the desire enveloping us. “Maybe I should leave you like this.” His other hand cups my pussy, his fingers sinking deep into me, and I cry out. “Wet and aching for me with your body begging for me to take it?” He nips at my chin harshly. “So you won’t ever deny that you are mine again.”

      A whimper escapes me, as I plead, “Please, don’t.” I wrap my legs tighter around him, jerking my hips so the tip of his cock rubs against my core, almost slipping inside. “Take me.”

      I can beg him for hours if I need to, so he won’t leave me with this hunger.

      He slams his mouth over mine as he plunges deep, my wetness allowing him to slip in easily. We both groan into each other’s mouth as he grips my thighs, thrusting into me harder.

      My heels dig into his ass while my nails scratch his sweaty back, and my lungs burn. He finally lets go, allowing me to bite his shoulder harshly while he tugs my hair, my head falling back and exposing my neck for him. “Maybe I should mark you, so no fucker will ever dare to think you are free.”

      Possessiveness laces his voice as he proceeds to do what he promises, feasting on my neck with loud sucks, as I plead, “Harder. Faster. Deeper.”

      He pushes all the way in, holding me steady so I won’t slide from the counter. “It’s impossible to get enough of this,” he says, biting my earlobe and then soothing it quickly while driving in with a force that shakes us both.

      “Yes.” There simply can never be another answer, no matter what.

      “Tight, so tight. Always fucking tight for me.” He starts to fuck me harder yet slow, thrusting in and out with smooth, calculated moves that bring me higher and higher, all while my lips chant his name only.

      Eudard.

      My madman.

      Yanking his head down for a kiss, I clench around him and he growls, sinking deeper. I need him to speed the hell up and finish the job before I lose my mind.

      My body reacts to his like gasoline to fire, but this time… there is something different about it. Like I would die if he doesn’t give me an orgasm, forever lost in this world without my anchor.

      Without him soothing the ache only he can awaken.

      Digging his fingers harsher into my thighs, jerking my legs wider, he picks up the pace, giving me soft yet deep strokes one after the other, the sounds of flesh slapping against flesh buzzing in my ears, blocking everything else out.

      Then he trails his finger to my clit, tapping it lightly, and it’s enough to send me over the edge. Pleasure spreads through me like fire, pulling my skin in different directions as a scream tears from my throat, but he only presses harder, rubbing his pubic bone against my sensitive clit. I rest my head on the cupboard as he pumps into me a few more times before he stills, his eyes glazing with desire and raw need.

      He’s never been more handsome to me than in this moment.

      A man who has the ability to make me see stars in this darkness that I call my life.

      He breathes heavily into my neck, my legs still wrapped tightly around him while I hug him close, not wanting to let go.

      Is sex always like this for people? Where you experience the feeling of belonging completely to a man like nothing exists but you two?

      Or are Eudard and I the exception?

      “The test results confirm you are a liar, Miss Scott,” Eudard whispers into my ear before biting on my lobe, and I giggle, giving him a light peck.

      “I still don’t want a relationship.”

      He sighs dramatically. “Fine. I agree not to give this a label as long as you understand who you belong to.”

      “Yep, to myself,” I reply proudly, but yelp when he bites my shoulder, for sure leaving a mark.

      “To me and no one else.” It’s so not modern-like, but pleasure shoots through me, because the idea of being his doesn’t frighten me.

      However, the consequences of that decision might.

      “Eudard,” I start, wanting to find better words to explain, but the ringing of the phone interrupts me.

      Groaning, he picks me up and walks with me toward the stove where his phone is and picks it up, still digging his nose into my neck. “Campbell.” He tenses and then leans back, his brows furrowing. “No, I’m not.”

      What’s going on? I mouth, and he shakes his head, grabbing the remote for my TV that’s on the nearby shelf and turning it on.

      The news is on with the headline about our town. While we don’t have a full-on TV station in town, we have one that covers around seven small towns across the board, and people love watching news here.

      Keeping up with the world, plus reporters are always cheery.

      This one doesn’t smile though; instead, horror is etched on her features. “Today, near the police station, the body of Ethan White was found along with a letter rolled into his mouth. According to our trusted sources, this letter has the confession of him, along with several other people, raping Arianna Griffin ten years ago. The other names are not mentioned, only their first initials. The police refuse to answer any questions, but an investigation might be in order.”

      “Fuck,” Eudard mutters, but his tone stays calm like he is not seeing someone he grew up with dead.

      I’m frozen though, not even breathing.

      Ethan White is dead.

      One name, the very first one, as he was the one who lured me onto that cliff, crossed from my list.

      Not only dead, but someone managed to get a confession out of him.

      My eyes close and a small exhale leaves me, allowing me to breathe deeper as some of the pressure I’ve felt for so long loosens.

      One of them is gone.
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        “What is death, Daddy?” I asked my father this question all the time.

        His reply was always the same. “Once God decides it’s time for me to go, I’ll have to go back home to heaven. And I’ll be watching over you there like a guardian angel, so no matter what… I’ll always be with you.”

        I hope though that Dad didn’t become my guardian angel.

        Because for what I have become, I can’t be close to angels.

        After all, I’m a sinner who will be coated in the blood and terror of my victims.

      

      

      

      From the memories of Arianna Griffin…

      “If you sign this paper, Matilda, this nightmare will be over for all parties involved,” Ridge Campbell says as he sits in the living room of our house and slides the paper to my parents. “We paid for all the medical bills. There will be monetary compensation, of course, and Arianna can choose any university she wants.” He waits a bit before adding, his gaze shifting to me for a second, “Let’s not ruin the lives of eight kids, because they decided to play and didn’t know how.” Even though his voice stays void of any emotion, I don’t miss the authority lacing it, as if he expects the matter to be settled.

      Maybe because he finally took the case into his own hands and won’t let Ralph’s dad, Maurice, handle it.

      After I got my voice back, I screamed to my parents who had done this to me, and they were horrified. Mom rocked me in her arms as much as she could with all the casts and bruises, while Dad became livid.

      They immediately filed the report, not questioning me or believing those stupid rumors that I’d done this to myself or fell in with the wrong crowd.

      Dad wanted all the kids of the founding five plus Cole to answer for this.

      No one believed us, of course. The small town had been horrified by such suggestions and thought I mixed something up. They couldn’t believe the kids who grew up under their eyes could have done it.

      But I kept to my truth and wanted justice, wanted a trial.

      I wanted them punished and hopeless and in pain, just like I was while they’d done all those horrible things to my spirit and body.

      Things I’ll never be able to wash away.

      “This nightmare,” my dad grits through his teeth, his cheeks red, probably from the fury rocking him, “will never be over for my child. Those kids deserve to be punished for hurting my little girl!” he shouts at Ridge Campbell’s face, and warmth fills my chest at my parents’ support.

      They’ve worked in his office for forever and never so much as lifted their voices at him, but here they stood protecting me. What else could a girl wish for?

      “If you go to court with this, you will lose,” Ridge replies calmly, unbuttons his suit jacket, and rests his back on the couch with his hand on the top of it. “There are no traces of DNA left on her body. No indication that the boys were there or the girls. And more importantly, my boys were home the entire time, according to my staff.” My breath hitches at his implication that I can read between the lines.

      He can make everyone have an alibi for this case if we demand justice.

      Ridge Campbell is a ruthless man who rules this town mercilessly and only gets involved when shit hits the fan. He rarely graces anyone with his attention, but when he does… people run in a different direction.

      Eudard’s scars pop in my head, their vicious redness, and how many of them are scattered all over his body. Was he the one to put them there? Was he abusing his kids too?

      But then Eachann never had them. We had swim classes through the years in school and he never had one. Come to think about it, Eudard always missed those classes.

      Shaking my head from those betraying thoughts, I concentrate on my anger and not on the guy who didn’t come when I needed him the most.

      He might not have been involved in my downfall like his twin, but he contributed to it as well.

      “We will take our chances,” my mom says and gets up, pointing at the door. “Now, get the hell out of my house.”

      “You both are making a mistake.” Then he looks at me, drilling his icy stare into me, but I lift my chin high, not shying away from it. “If you insist, your life will be ruined. With the amount of power we have, there is no chance of you winning it. This will be on the news. People will feel sorry for those who you bad-mouth. And then no one will believe you.” A smile that sends chills down my spine curves his lips. “You’ll be this girl who never got the gold medal so she tried getting her fame otherwise. Think about that before you scream for justice.” He leans forward, and even though I’m standing a few feet away from him, I step back as if his words can physically hurt me. “In this town, no one believes you and you grew up here. Do you think the world will?” By the end of his speech, I’m shaking while the bile in my throat rises and my pulse races. The air sticks in my lungs and I’m gulping for breath, but it feels like none gets inside.

      “Arianna!” Mom shouts, jumping to me and palms my head. “Breathe, honey, breathe.”

      I shake my head and gulp for air again, desperately needing it, but for some reason it’s not there.

      Ridge’s words echo in my ears while tremor after tremor rock my body and tears stream down my cheeks at the prospect that he might be right.

      That in this world, no one will believe me, even though they have known me my whole life.

      “Get the fuck out of my house!” Dad roars, and despite my panic attack, I see him grab Ridge by the lapels of his jacket and drag him to the door. “And don’t come back. We will go to court, and we will win. We have nothing to be afraid of. My daughter is innocent, and you can tell the founding five to shove their money down their throats. Even if they all go through the hell they put her through, it will never be enough for us.”

      Ridge Campbell adjusts the collar of his shirt and chuckles. “You just made a big mistake, Ted. Now you’ll have to face the consequences.” There is an odd tone lacing those words, almost like begging mixed with regret, but my dad doesn’t even twitch a muscle.

      And why would Ridge plead anyway? I doubted there was anything he was afraid of.

      Dad opens the door and pushes Ridge out. “I’ll face whatever is necessary for the world to hear the truth.” With that, he shuts the door in Ridge’s face, the vibration of it shaking the walls a little, and then in a flash, I’m in Dad’s arms. He squeezes me tightly and his familiar scent of safety fills my lungs, finally allowing the air to slip inside. “Shhh, my little girl,” he whispers, resting his cheek on the top of my head while Mom watches us with her palm covering her mouth. “No one will ever harm you again. As long as I live, I’ll kill all the monsters.” I wrap my hands around him, soaking in his love while Mom rubs my back, and I cry on his chest for my bad fortune, but also in relief.

      Dad will slay all the monsters, and maybe I won’t have to ever leave.

      Daddy kept his word.

      No one harmed me as long as he lived.
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        * * *

      

      Rolling on my bed, I huff in exasperation, trying to find a comfortable position for my shoulder, but fail. The doctor told me after removing my cast that I might have to learn how to sleep properly again, and he was right.

      Just one more thing the founding five took away from me.

      Ending up on my back again, I sigh heavily while running my fingers over my hair, thinking about the situation earlier.

      My parents ushered me upstairs to rest where I’ve been lying for the last seven hours stupidly gazing at the ceiling while replaying in my mind all the ice skating recordings I’ve watched my entire life.

      I didn’t want to eat or watch anything, but remembering the ice brings me relief. Doctors said due to my injuries I would never be able to get back on it, but I’ve heard all those things before.

      I’ll never be a medalist now—the founding five stripped me of that too—but I want to teach kids how to glide on the ice. How to find beauty in every move and every scratch. How to respect the ice and feel its heartbeat under your skates when you jump on it and trust it to take care of it.

      Isn’t it ironic? As an ice skater, the ice never failed me, always catching me in time while it was people who betrayed me.

      I cough a little and wince at how sore my throat is, probably from all the screaming and crying I did. They warned me to take it easy and not strain my voice, as the tissue inside was still healing.

      Looking around for water or tea to soothe it, I frown when I find none on my nightstand. Mom has been putting it there every night before she goes to bed, even when I said not to.

      But I always end up drinking it.

      Throwing the blanket to the side, I pad softly to the door and wince when it squeaks loudly in the otherwise silent space.

      My bare feet slap against the wood as I go out in the hallway and to the stairs, grateful for putting on pajamas today instead of a nightgown, as the AC is blasting on full force, which is strange too.

      My parents never leave it on, preferring to have the windows open.

      Reaching the bottom step, my toe touches something liquid and warm, and I curse. “Oh snap. Did they spill something here?” I wonder aloud, searching for the switch but can’t find it.

      Blindly walking to the kitchen, I stumble on something heavy, and my eyes widen even though I can’t see shit.

      Pushing away from whatever the hell it is, I pour myself a glass of water and gulp it greedily, welcoming how it soothes my throat just as the sound of a vase breaking echoes through the house.

      I pause with the glass midway to my mouth, and this time I slide my hand over the wall, determination fueling me to turn on the light and find out what the hell is going on.

      The last time such a commotion happened was when Dad tried to sneak my bike under the Christmas tree, and Mom laughed her ass off.

      But Christmas is not here, so what’s going on?

      The minute the light shines brightly, my heart stops while the loud scream that tears my throat anew reverberates off the walls.

      Blood is smeared all over the floor and cupboards as if someone painted it in the kitchen. Walking around it, I rush to the hall, where I see my father lying in a pool of blood, a gun in his hand while a wound is visible under his chin as if he shot himself. His eyes are open, shock clear in them. “Daddy!” I shout, falling on my knees and hitting them on the floor. “Daddy!” I shake his still-warm body, but it’s unmovable. “Daddy!” Tears stream down my cheeks, dropping on his skin, but there is no heartbeat when I feel for his pulse.

      Then I hear heavy footsteps and see, coming from the living room, black leather shoes that shine in the moonlight standing behind bare feet that I would have recognized anywhere.

      Mom.

      Lifting my gaze up the muscled legs covered in black pants to the black sweater and finally a face wearing a black mask where only his eyes are visible to me, I can’t make out their color.

      My mom is pressed against him, his hands holding a wire that is wrapped around her throat. She is digging her nails into it, trying to pull it away, but she can’t, and I see how she sobs through the tightness in her throat.

      She lets go of the wire when the man pulls it harder, and for a second, she freezes, her eyes wide open. When she gasps while waving her hand at me to run away, I shake my head. “Mom!” I want to run to her and do something despite fear penetrating me from every angle, but the man tsks with his tongue.

      “Nuh, uh, uh.” His voice has a weird sound to it, as if something is hiding it from recognition. “One more step and Mommy will be dead,” he sing-songs and loosens his hold on her a little so she can gulp for breath.

      Mom rasps, “Run away, Arianna. Go!” But I’m frozen to the spot, wanting to help her but can’t while my Dad is dead by my feet.

      My parents? Who is so cruel that they want us dead?

      Ridge Campbell? But I can’t believe that!

      “Please let her go.” I press my palms against each other, my breath raspy while I croak, “Please, please let her go.”

      “Now you are begging.” He cocks his head to the side and tightens his hold once again and she struggles, twisting, but the wire only cuts deeper into her skin and blood coats it. Pain mars her face, but she doesn’t beg him to let her go.

      I see her pleading with her eyes for me to go, to get away from this nightmare, but how can I leave her alone in this?

      “I’ll do anything, please.”

      He laughs, the sound erupting goose bumps on my skin, and the wooden clock decides it’s time to announce it’s midnight. “Too late for that. Should have kept your mouth shut, little bird.” He palms my mother’s head, and in one swift move snaps her neck to the side, the cracking sound echoing through the space as he throws her to the floor.

      “No!” I scream, even though it sounds more like a loud, hoarse whisper, and I want to rush to her, but he’s already wrapping the wire around his fist.

      “Ready to play, little bird?”

      Even though everything in me urges me to hug my mother and beg for her to wake up along with my father, I can’t focus on the pain and devastation their deaths are bringing me.

      My survival instincts kick in, because if I don’t live long enough to tell anyone about it, no one will ever answer for their deaths, and that’s what the enemy wants.

      I turn around, running into the hallway leading to the terrace door that will give me an opportunity to get outside with the two swans.

      They’ll hide me in the lake with their feathers, and it will be hard for him to find me; I’ve played games like that a thousand times with the Campbell twins.

      The swans have never touched me, but when I dived into the water, they gathered around me and allowed me to use them as shelter. My dad nurtured them all for so long they will help me.

      My feet slap on the floor followed by the loud thump of his boots as tables, vases, and books tumble to the floor. He pushes furniture out of his way, and it seems like the world is falling apart around me.

      In a way, it does.

      I’m almost by the terrace door, ready to fly through it, when he kicks me in my back, and with a yelp, I fall forward, my chin hitting the marble, and instant pain travels over my shoulder and injuries that haven’t healed properly yet.

      I scramble to my knees, but he hooks the wire around my throat, twisting it in two and cutting off oxygen to my lungs while the sharp edges of it dig into my neck, bruising the skin. “If only you’d kept your mouth shut, everything would have been perfect,” he says against my cheek, fanning the back of my head. “If only they appreciated the gift I had given them. But they had to destroy it all. Now everyone they love has paid for it.” What is he talking about?

      Who is they?

      He squeezes the wire tighter, and my mouth opens, searching for breath but not finding any. It feels like a tight fist on my chest, freezing my lungs while my nails scratch the wire, but I only cut myself more in the process. “You ruined everything!” he screeches in my ear, shifting the wire back and forth, loosening it a bit, which allows me to gulp a breath, but it cuts my skin. He laughs, as if he is enjoying slicing me. “Such beauty ruined because of your desire to talk.” I try to push against him so he’ll lose his balance, and I crawl forward, but he laughs, once again bringing me back and cutting my oxygen off.

      He presses and presses until I can’t take it anymore, and my eyes close, taking me to where darkness greets me.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes flicker open when my nose twitches from the smell of… gasoline? I hear something being splashed around.

      Plup. Plup. Plup.

      My vision is blurry, yet while I try to take a breath, I see black boots disappearing in the distance as he lights a match and drops it on the floor. Instantly it ignites, the orange and blue flames tangling together in a duet, burning everything on their way to ash.

      Too tired to do anything else, my eyelids drop and I succumb to the darkness once again.
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        * * *

      

      Hot.

      I’m so hot it seems like the fire comes from everywhere, reminding me of the summer day on the beach when I didn’t listen to Mom and ventured out during the hottest part of the day.

      But there is no cool water to get relief here.

      My body aches as if someone stomped all over it, and my throat scratches from the inside out, needing something.

      My eyes flicker open once again, only to water from all the smoke gathering around me while I lie on the floor.

      No, no, no.

      I can’t die.

      My story can’t end like this with monsters winning while angels turn their backs on their deeds.

      I roll to the side, seeing the terrace door several feet away from me, and I try to get on my knees, but it’s like my legs don’t listen to me. I fall back on my stomach, crying out and inhaling deeply.

      No, no, no.

      I can’t die.

      The mantra keeps me going while I lift up again, plastering my palms on the marble, but they slip on it and I end up on my back, barely able to move.

      He must have kicked me for good measure too, ensuring I’d never be able to escape.

      That’s when I hear a loud banging, as if someone is using a hammer, and the terrace door shatters. Several sets of black boots thump inside, and a voice I don’t recognize hisses, “Fuck!” But at this point, the smoke clouds my mind and vision so much I can’t make out anything.

      Shutting my eyes once again, I almost give myself to the oblivion that always has soothing qualities about it, letting me know that no matter what I’m accepted here.

      But before I do, I hear several weird phrases that make no sense to me, nor do I care to understand them.

      “Santiago, get the fire down,” the deep voice orders this time; that is the only one familiar among them all. But why does this familiar voice create panic around me and doesn’t soothe me? “The hose is outside.”

      Then different voices talk one after another while their boots vibrate the floor as they run around the house.

      “Octavius, everyone is dead.”

      “Remi, help me with the bodies.”

      “Florian, use the fucking fire extinguisher in the living room or we will lose the house.”

      And then I feel strong arms slipping under my back and lifting me up, pressing me to a chest where the heart beats wildly against my ear, and he murmurs, “Too late. I came too late. But I’m here now.” But that’s when darkness claims me once and for all, and everything else fades away.

      

      Cassandra

      “I’m so sorry.” I snap back from my shock, lightly patting Eudard’s bicep awkwardly and offering him comfort. Ethan has been one of his oldest friends, so for a second, I push back the happiness spreading inside me and focus on him. “It’s a terrible tragedy.”

      Eudard palms my head and captures my mouth with his, unfazed by my surprised gasp. He licks my lips before delving his tongue inside and brushing against mine, claiming me once again, and with a moan, I wrap my hands around his neck, pulling him closer. Despite our earlier encounter, this kiss lacks desire, but instead it’s coated in possessiveness and urgency that I don’t understand. Almost like he tries to ground me with it and remind me where my attention should lie.

      Before I can give in to the kiss, he snatches his mouth away and rests his forehead against mine, both of us breathing heavily. I feel his rapid heartbeat under my palm. “Don’t feel sorry, Cassandra. He doesn’t deserve it.” My eyes widen at the hatred in his voice. Wasn’t he the one who helped me on this dark path? Why does Ethan’s death not concern him? “Arianna should have never been their victim.” Now anger mixes with hatred. I still in his arms and my heart pangs painfully from the memories I want to avoid, but his firm hold doesn’t let me. “She was a beautiful soul who lived among sinners, and unfortunately for her, they smeared her in their dirt.” He tips my head back, his thumb rubbing my lips, and a single tear escapes me, sliding down my cheek. How can it not when he describes me like that? God, how my life would have been different if I only knew about the depth of the emotion he had felt for me back then. “Darkness never should have touched her,” he whispers.

      I place my hands over his, trembling a little and asking, “She was someone special to you?”

      In a way, I hate that he used to love her so much… even if she was… is me. Because Arianna Griffin doesn’t exist, and there is no bringing her back. And Cassandra Scott?

      She is too damaged to offer him anything.

      The real and the phantom versions of me can never be with him no matter how much I want to explore it.

      His face softens along with his voice when he chuckles, although it lacks any humor. “She was everything, but I failed her. It will never happen again.” It sounds like a promise set in stone, but I’m not sure who he gives it to. Before I can dwell on it, his controlled mask is on again and he steps back from me, grabs his phone, and clears his throat. “I have to go now and take care of this. I’m sure someone already has stopped by my office asking about it.” He puts his towel around his hips, his green pools staring at me as if searching for something, but I give nothing away.

      If I let my true emotions show, this nightmare of mine will never end. And despite how much I long to soothe the anguish in him over Arianna, I can’t do it until everyone pays for their sins.

      Including his twin who he loves more than life itself, even if their relationship got tarnished ten years ago. I will never believe that he doesn’t love him.

      Eudard Campbell always had one weakness, and that was his brother.

      He moves to the doorway, and I blush when I notice my nail marks on his back, but he pauses, glances over his shoulder, and says, “This is a relationship, Cassandra. However, you are welcome to call it whatever you want.” With that, he disappears into the hallway, leaving chaos in his wake.

      Because despite how much I subconsciously might want it, Ethan’s death proves it’s impossible.

      For how could there be anything between us, when I intend to destroy his twin’s life?

      Hopping down to the floor, I welcome the coolness of the marble as I pick up my robe and put it on, my eyes darting to the knives hanging on the wall above the stove.

      Taking the smallest one, I part the robe to uncover my thigh and dig the knife into the skin above the first letter E that’s barely visible on my skin, crossing it off and leaving a sting behind coated in blood.

      “May you rest in hell, Ethan,” I whisper, throwing the knife into the sink. “But don’t worry. Soon, your best friends will join you.”

      With that, I dart upstairs, ready to prepare myself to put on a show for the entire town.

      While in the room, I hear the shower running and use this opportunity to fish for my phone, go to the balcony, and quickly dial Arson’s number.

      He picks it up on the fifth ring, to my freaking surprise, his deep tone laced with annoyance as he barks, “What?”

      “Hello to you too.”

      I hear rustling in the background, someone’s hysterical voice that reminds me of his captive, and I sigh in exasperation, wondering when their battle will end.

      Although I have to hand it to her for holding strong all this time. “Sorry. Good morning, Cassandra. How can I help you?” Sarcasm replaces the annoyance, and I snort, covering my mouth with my palm so he won’t notice it.

      Pissing off Arson in the morning is the last thing on my agenda, especially when I need information from him. “Ethan is dead.” Silence meets those words, and my brows furrow, because shouldn't he have some smart comeback to this? Since nothing comes, I continue. “He even wrote a confession.” Still nothing, and I shift uncomfortably, pushing the words through the tears. “Thank you. I—I think I would never have been able to go through with it. But knowing that you killed him, I know it’s horrible.” Slapping my forehead, I groan inwardly, because I’m so screwing up.

      I never agreed with their methods and wanted nothing to do with them. I can’t imagine loving and living with a man who does what they do and accept it easily. It’s impossible.

      But as hypocritical as it sounds, I’m so grateful for them and for what they have done for me now, knowing that I was losing my composure here. “Thank you for doing that.” I should probably call Lachlan too, but he is more difficult to reach than anyone else.

      Unless he wants to talk to you himself, then he’ll find you even in the pits of hell.

      “You are thanking me for killing Ethan?” Arson clarifies, and I hear the flick of the lighter that he probably flips between his fingers. There is an odd sound to his voice, but I don't dwell on that as he clears his throat. “You are welcome.”

      “It’s because of what he did the other night?” I ask, curious what triggered his anger that he didn't wait for me to deliver Ethan to them on a silver platter.

      He chuckles as if finding it hilarious. “Exactly that.” For a second, I think he mutters, “Cocky bastard,” but then he says, “Don’t worry about anything, Cassandra. Continue as you see fit, and we will take care of the rest.” I expect him to hang up on this, as he is not big on goodbyes, but he’s not done. “Always keep your phone with you.”

      Did they install a tracker in it or what?

      The request is not unusual, giving how protective of their own they are, so I nod but then remember he can’t see him. “Sure.” And then nothing but the dead air sounds in my ear.

      Throwing my head back, I enjoy the warmth of the sunlight before I’ll have to once again face the coldness that is permanently attached to my enemies.

      After all, there are other prey to catch.

      

      Madman

      Swirling on my office chair, I light a cigarette as my satisfied laughter reverberates against the walls.

      Life is great, especially when my soon-to-be victims run around town like chickens with their heads cut off in fear of being caught.

      Ethan’s dead body is a sight to behold on its own, especially in the glossy pictures the police brought to my office earlier.

      They are investigating his murder despite his old deeds, and of course someone just happened to slip them the information that we had a fight last night.

      I don’t have to guess who. Ralph probably does everything in his power to cover his ass from the coming doom.

      Too bad nothing will save him in this life.

      I inhale the smoke, watching from the window how people talk with each other, waving the morning newspaper in their hands and shaking their head in disbelief at the truth uncovered.

      My mouth twists in a grimace, and the taste of nicotine hitting my tongue becomes bitter, because their terror brings me no joy.

      Where was their disbelief ten years ago?

      The sound of the door clicking snaps my attention as heavy shoes thump on the floor followed by the clacking of Sam’s heels. “I’m sorry, Eudard. They barged in without permission. I called security and they should be here any minute.” I don't have to spin around to know who came here though; I see their reflections in the glass.

      The one on the left is a tall man with dark hair and brown eyes that sink coldness in whoever passes by. No one misses the dark anger permanently attached to him that he covers with a polite smile that hides his true nature. He is wearing a leather jacket and jeans, fooling you into believing he’s approachable when he is everything but.

      The other one, though, has dark hair and clear blue eyes that always have amusement in them along with hatred so strong it surprises me he manages to control his strong urges to kill on a daily basis. Despite his carefree appearance, he is one of the most dangerous fuckers I’ve ever met.

      And considering my friend list… that’s saying something.

      He wears a gray suit that showcases his aristocratic blood, as he was born into the life of luxury.

      Callum MacRae and Santiago Cortez.

      All in all, both of them are fucking show-offs, and I should have expected they’d make an exhibition out of their entrance.

      I swirl on my chair to face them and they both raise their brows, awaiting my reply to my personal assistant’s panic, so I wave her off. “It’s okay, Sam. You can leave us and tell security not to come.” She gives me a worried look but nods, knowing full well no one goes against my orders if they want to work here.

      One of the reasons I can’t imagine working without her. Despite her weird relationship with Ethan that lasted until his marriage, she always had strong morals, and that’s one of the things I value the most in people.

      Their principles.

      “Fancy office you have here,” Santiago says, dropping onto the chair opposite me and propping his legs on my desk. He points at the wall showcasing different hunting trophies. “Hobby of yours?” Then he chuckles. “Had a thing for the hunt from an early age, si?”

      “They are my father’s. Shit like that does not interest me,” I reply casually, not fooled by his breezy attitude.

      Santiago is a fucker like that. He’ll wait for you to drop your guard and only then strike you when you least expect it, enjoying your agony and confusion.

      I can do this for hours, so getting more comfortable in my chair, I wait for the continuation of this charade, and Cortez doesn't disappoint me.

      “Ah, I see. Lover of animals then, no?” he proposes, whistling. “I quite enjoy horses myself for example—”

      Callum apparently has no patience for this game of ours, because he barks, “Cut this shit, Santiago.” And then he addresses me, gripping the top of the other chair while his brown eyes almost burn a hole in me. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      Santiago opens his arms wide, shrugging and shaking his head. “I try to be nice, amigo.” Since when does he use Spanish words in every single sentence? “This one though.” He motions with his head toward Callum. “Is rude as fuck.” He clacks his tongue. “No manners.”

      My mouth twitches in amusement with this, but Callum doesn't let me enjoy it. “You killed Ethan White?”

      “News travels fast here,” I reply instead, swiveling the chair while Callum watches me carefully, as if searching for clues on my face. “Who called you?”

      “No one.” He must read disbelief on my face, because he exhales heavily, leaning on his elbows now. “We came to see you on our own, because we know Arson paid you a visit.” Ah, yes. “We wanted to defuse the situation a little, but then you go and fucking kill one of them?” Even though he doesn't raise his voice due to being in my office, it’s hard to miss the deadliness of his tone. “You might as well have gone to Lachlan and waved your middle finger at him.” Before I can say anything, he points his index finger at me. “Don’t even think about it.”

      Pressing my palm to my chest, I sigh dramatically. “I would never.” Santiago chuckles at this, and I grin at him.

      Callum hits the top of the chair loudly, and I wince, detesting this outburst of emotions. “None of it is funny. You are declaring war.”

      I’ve had about enough of his display of dominance. I might respect him and consider him a friend even though he doesn’t, but I’m no one’s bitch.

      And I won’t be scolded like a child.

      “By protecting what’s mine?” Pushing up on my seat, I plaster my palms on the table while facing them both. “Tell me, Callum. What would you do in my place?” His jaw tics, but he doesn't reply, so I do it for him. “Wait, we don't have to wonder about that, do we? Because you give zero shits about any warnings concerning your wild orchid.”  My focus shifts to Santiago, who raises his hands in surrender.

      “Don’t have a woman.”

      “For now,” I say, and an unreadable expression crosses his face, so I dig deeper. “Suppose you have her and I come and tell you to stay away. To not react when someone touches her against her will. What would you do?”

      He rubs his chin and then steeples his fingers, his elbows resting on the chair’s arms while he taps his fingertips against each other. “Kill you,” he finally says, and I blink at that, because he is dead serious.

      Sharing a look with Callum, I see him rolling his eyes, clearly unfazed with Santiago’s level of crazy. “My point exactly,” I say, dropping back in my seat, but Callum is not done.

      “They are not telling you to stay away from her. They are telling you to stay away from her until this shit is done.”

      “And I told them they could fuck themselves with that plan,” I fire back, but Callum stands his ground.

      “They have reasons. Remember what happened when you didn't listen to any fucking warnings last time? We told you to wait, but did you?”

      We both freeze when his words hang in air between us, bringing back memories from a long time ago.

      Callum, I need help.

      I’ll be there.

      First and last time I ever begged in my life.

      But not for myself, no.

      For them.

      Yet I still managed to fail both of them.

      Santiago whistles. “Low blow, my friend.” But then he gets up too, and they both loom above me. All traces of amusement are gone from his face, leaving only a cold, sinister expression that probably sends his victims into panic. “You declared a war by killing Ethan. She has what? Three more guys she wants dead? You will kill them all?”

      “I do whatever I see fit.” My voice leaves no doubt to my intentions, because fuck them all for turning their backs on me when they vowed to help me.

      “Is this what she wants though?” he questions. “Have you ever stopped to consider what her desires about their crimes are? Maybe she wished not for Ethan to be dead but to rot in prison.”

      Fuck this bullshit. “I kept them alive for ten years. That’s enough.”

      “I hope it is, Eudard. Otherwise, you’ve started a war with no winner in sight,” he says and goes to the door, clearly done with our conversation.

      Before he exits though, he stops and throws over his shoulder, “Seu confraternitate vestra mea usque ad mortem.”

      Which is Latin for “Brotherhood till my or your death.”

      And with that, he disappears into the hallway as Callum stays, running his fingers through his hair. “We mean it.”

      I get up from the chair, walking around the table and pouring myself a drink before offering him one, waggling the bottle in the air.

      “No thanks. We are on your side, Eudard. But are you sure you can keep the show running with her in town?” I put ice cubes into the glass and they clink against each other, reminding me that everything is fleeting, just like the cubes that melt into water within no time. “Protect her this time?”

      “I don’t have a choice.” The act has been almost two decades in the making; I can’t lose now.

      Not when there are so many variables to this equation.

      Other Latin words sound in my ears, bringing with them the familiar scent of gasoline, and blood smeared on skin accompanied by sadistic laughter.

      Vincere semper.

      I always win.

      The glass in my hand shatters, cutting my skin, but I don't even feel the sting.

      Not this time around.

      Till my or his death… I won’t let him win this time.

      

      Cassandra

      Loud sobs accompanying hoarse cries greet me when I enter Patricia’s house.

      Even poor James is green as grass, barely holding onto his tears after learning the truth.

      Isn't it interesting how some people can’t live with something just because they heard those horrific details, yet some of us have to live forever with it despite having experienced all those vile things?

      A twisted way of life, I guess.

      Stepping into the living room, I see Dorothy on the floor wailing by Patricia’s knees. Patricia holds her hand but gazes off in the distance, her eyes watering.

      Cole rests his elbow on the wall, drinking whiskey I think while Frank paces back and forth, worry flashing through him.

      And finally, Ralph who sits on the chair, sipping his coffee with a blank expression on his face as if he doesn't know how to react to the new reality they awoke in.

      The only person missing is Eachann, but maybe our heavenly priest doesn’t feel much guilt, since he never touched me.

      After all, guilt and remorse are in the eyes of a beholder.

      Cole is the first one to notice me, and then he gasps in surprise and says, “Cassandra.” Everyone’s attention shifts to me, and Patricia pales even more, probably anticipating me spilling the truth.

      Ah, not so soon.

      “I came as soon as I heard.” I clasp my hands together, allowing a tear to slide down my cheek. “It’s horrible. Maybe I shouldn’t have—”

      “No, no.” Patricia jumps up, freeing herself from Dorothy, who rests her head on the cushions when the hostess runs to me, hugging me close and whispering into my ear, “Please.”

      I return her embrace and pat her back, murmuring softly, “Of course. I’m so sorry for your loss.” I lean back and focus my gaze on Ralph, who gets up as well. “I lost my family a long time ago. I know the pain.” Relating to someone’s pain is an easy way to establish a connection when someone is grieving, because it gives them silent support.

      At least that’s what Isabella taught me during her twisted psychological games class.

      Ralph nods. For a second, his mask slips, leaving his agony displayed. He probably never imagined his cousin would die, and I know her theory worked. “Please accept my condolences.”

      “Thank you. We appreciate it.”

      “My Ethan is dead,” Dorothy whispers, sobbing again into her fist, her face red and puffy from all the crying. “My only love is dead.” She twists her head to press against the cushion, her shoulders shaking as sobs rock her body.

      Kneeling in front of her, I gently glide my palm over her head, in soothing motions. “It will get better,” I say with all the sympathy I can muster in the current situation, even if inside all their suffering leaves me cold.

      Does this make me as horrible as them?

      Some people experience what I did and never allow the darkness to sink into them, rising above all those hardships and living their life to the fullest.

      They shine like diamonds and find happiness.

      But I can’t. No matter how much I’ve tried, I can never forgive, and part of me hates myself for it. My parents wouldn't have been proud of the person I’ve become.

      Life gave me a chance to live better, and I’ve wasted it for revenge. But digging into my soul, I never find regret there.

      Because it’s the only thing that keeps me alive in this world where I’m completely alone.

      So even if it makes me a despicable human being, I will enjoy this moment, because joy is an emotion that rarely exists in my life.

      “He was my everything,” Dorothy says, her voice barely audible in the room, and I notice how Cole winces, although he sends her a pitiful glance. “How can I live without him?” she asks me, sitting up straight, her hair all over the place. “You said you lost your family. How did you live after that?”

      My heart pangs painfully in my chest, but I block out the anguish. “By finding a reason to live,” I reply, cupping her cheek and wiping her tears away as she whimpers. “We honor the dead by living our life to our fullest potential, so they can live above us in peace. Not worrying that we suffer here.” I place my hand over my heart. “That’s the only way.”

      At least that’s what I intend to do once all this is over.

      She traps my hand between her cheek and shoulder, whispering, “Thank you.”

      Patting her one last time, I get up. I sweep my gaze over everyone as they watch me in shock, and Cole’s eyes even hold awe. My compassionate nature must speak to his artistic soul.

      “If you need anything, please let me know. It must be horrible… with all the rumors…” I trail off, and they frown in confusion, so I elaborate. “About the letter. That he mentioned first initials. How he threw you under the bus.” The tension in the air rises so swiftly I’m hit with it and blink in surprise when panic crosses their faces, and even Dorothy stops her pity party for one.

      “He is not talking about us,” Frank quickly says, cracking a few of his fingers.

      “Oh. I just assumed like everyone else that he meant you.” But then I wave it off. “But of course, all of this is a lie. Someone killed him. Horribly. And then accused him and you of this. I’m sure he had no choice.” I look at Ralph, whose gaze darts anywhere but at me. “Don’t hold it against him. Victims do a lot of stuff to survive while in captivity.”

      Patricia huffs in exasperation, and it’s clear she doesn't care about Ethan’s suffering one way or the other. Only how his letter will have repercussions on her persona.

      “Thank you for not trusting these rumors.” Ralph speaks up, relief coming from him. “You are new in town, so you don't know us. But I assure you… we have nothing to do with that,” he says, and I see he really believes his own words.

      Does he even remember what he did or were they all so high it never registered in their brains?

      But score again, because now they think I’m on their side, which means they trust me despite the short time I’ve been here.

      Mission accomplished.

      “You were all so nice toward me. How can I believe otherwise?” Clearing my throat, I remove my dark lock from my forehead and announce, “I’m going to go now, but please don't hesitate to contact me. When will the funeral be held?” I ask Patricia, who bites on her lip, displeasure written all over her that she has to deal with that.

      Oh my, is the queen afraid of public scrutiny?

      “In five days. We want it over as quickly as possible.”

      “Pat!” Dorothy cries out, but no one agrees with her, because fear is running in their blood.

      So they want it buried in the ground along with Ethan so no one will discover their sins.

      “I’ll be there.”

      “I’ll walk you to the door. Mev, tell James to prepare Cassandra’s car.” Patricia wraps her hand around my wrist, dragging me outside, and with one last wave to the group, I end up in the hallway, where she checks that we are alone before moving us to the door. “I can explain last night.”

      “There is nothing to explain, Patricia. You are cheating; that’s your business.” She blinks in surprise. “I don't get involved in anyone’s marital business.” Sincerity must ring in my tone, because she relaxes, sighing heavily and fumbling with her thumbs.

      “It just happened one time. We have problems, Ralph and me. I felt neglected and—”

      My splayed palm stops her and I half hug her. “It’s okay. Your secret is safe with me,” I assure her. “I hope you get it fixed.”

      “I’m sorry I’ve been so mean. I don't have many friends… well, besides Dorothy.” She rolls her eyes. “But she has been insane over Ethan ever since they got married. I hope this is the beginning of a friendship.”

      Over my dead body! I shout in my head, but out loud, I say, “I hope so too.” With a quick peck on her cheek, I go outside, breathing in the fresh air that is not coated in selfishness and deceit.

      Walking down the stairs, I think about how to shove Patricia from her pedestal and expose her affair without proof.

      Maybe I’ll find something in those reports. I’ll have to go over them now then swing by the studio since Eudard lifted the ban.

      At the thought of the man, butterflies erupt in my stomach and my cheeks heat up, instantly changing me into a lovesick fool who can’t wait to see her crush.

      And my body buzzes with the awareness that it has been denied for so long.

      If I have this kind of reaction after only one night, what will happen to me if I allow this affair to continue?

      I should stop it before it goes any further.

      With that determination in mind, I sit in my car and start the engine, only to notice an envelope lying on the front seat with a bloomed, red rose over it.

      Curiously, I open it up and remove a red letter with lavender scent lingering on it.

      

      
        
        Come to me, my phoenix.

        I have a surprise waiting for you.

        James installed the address into your navigation system titled Surprise.

        Eudard

      

      

      

      I wonder if he ever intends to explain to me this nickname he has given me.

      Dipping my head, I see James through the window, saluting me with a smile on his face, and I return it, grinning while I pick up the rose, pressing my lips to its petals and then rubbing it on my cheek.

      Who knew Eudard Campbell could be romantic?

      One more day.

      I’ll give us that before I forever let him go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “To new beginnings.”

        I’ve heard this phrase a lot through the course of my life, mostly said during weddings or when people opened new places.

        It made me believe that new beginnings were always a joyful thing, when one embarks on a journey of new discoveries that only adds to the happiness they possess.

        However, as I’ve discovered, new beginnings can be tragic too.

        Because a new beginning might mean the ending of life as you know it, and in this forever taking away those you love.

        Once upon a time, I was a saint who lived in her beautiful bubble.

        Until monsters sank their venom into it, bursting it and making me a sinner whose heart is filled with vengeance.

      

      

      

      From the memories of Arianna Griffin…

      A weird smell infiltrates my nose and I frown, turning away from it. Ready to exhale in relief, I flinch when the smell follows. It presses firmer against my nostrils, and I croak, “It stinks.”

      Someone chuckles, but judging by the breeze carrying the horrid smell, they’re waving something in front of my nose. “Afraid we need you awake for this.” And since this voice is so deep and husky like I’ve never heard before, my eyelids flutter then snap open to see hazel pools gazing at me with interest.

      He has dark brown hair slightly longer than his ears, tanned skin, jeans, and a muscled physique, judging by the T-shirt straining on his chest.

      Several tattoos grace his neck, but that’s all I notice before I ask, “Who are you?” And where am I? The smell of antiseptics fills the air, so familiar from spending the last several weeks in hospital.

      Is he another doctor?

      But wait… wasn’t I out of the hospital? My parents brought me home. Was I up for another checkup where they injected me with heavy meds because I was acting up?

      It usually happened after my hysterics when I woke up feeling Frank’s knife slash my wrist or how Ralph raped me on that ground.

      “My name is Callum,” he replies, and then his focus shifts to his right and I trail after it only to see two more men standing by the end of the bed I’m lying in.

      First, I focus on the one with blond hair and striking, cold, blue eyes that seem to hold so many secrets no one will ever be able to crack. He is wearing a three-piece suit that only emphasizes the aura of danger and power around him. Even Ridge Campbell didn’t possess such a vibe. I have no doubt no one ever questions him on anything, and whenever he orders, it’s done right away.

      Then I look at the man with blue hair and gray eyes who has curiosity written all over him, with his wide shoulders stretching his T-shirt. Even though he doesn’t have the same vibe as the blond man, there is something unsettling about him as he cocks his head to the side, studying me.

      Who are these men?

      But then the gray-haired guy takes out a lighter, flipping it between his fingers almost unconsciously, and flicks it on with this thumb, the fire burning brightly, and that’s when the memories punch me in my stomach, creating a vacuum of panic, fear, and anger.

      “No, no. My parents!” I scream, but it comes out muffled as if blocked, and that’s when Callum curses, hitting the wall near me, and the ringing in the room starts as if he set off an alarm. “Where are my parents!” I shout, not caring about anything. I want to throw aside the blankets but then notice that my middle is strapped tightly to the bed by several ropes as if holding me still in a cast. “Let go of me!” Did the intruder come back?

      They want to keep me hostage until I comply with their orders?

      The screeching sound of the bell in the room rips right through my head, a headache slowly stretching all over my scalp, and I use another hand to touch it, wanting to rub it, only to discover that I have bandages on my head.

      Momentarily startled, I pat my chin, my forehead, and everywhere else, only to discover everything is bandaged except my eyes and lips along with my nose. “What did you do to me?” I shout again, thrashing on the bed, wanting to escape but failing.

      That’s when the blond one comes along, and Callum mutters, “She is losing it, Lachlan.” Is that his name?

      Lachlan leans over me, his eyes holding mine, and I freeze, awaiting his words. “It’s all right now, Arianna. No one will hurt you.” He waits a moment before adding, “I give you my word.”

      For the next ten years, this man becomes my salvation, the older brother I never knew I wanted. Along with his protégés, who are serial killers by night and ruthless people by day.

      They twist the word dark to another level, making their victims wish they were never born. And most interesting part about it? They have no remorse about their deeds.

      Yet I would trust them with my life.

      Because when Lachlan Scott gives you his word, be it a death warrant or protection, he keeps it.

      No one goes against his orders, no one who wants to live anyway.

      Unless that person is a madman.
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        * * *

      

      “Ready?” Doctor Keith asks, and I nod eagerly, ready to get rid of the bandages. I’ve spent three weeks in them, because he had to perform one more operation to fix the burned skin on the underside of my chin.

      The fire, as they informed me, only nipped some of my skin before they got me out. I assume it was either Callum or Lachlan; my memory of that moment is still too hazy to know for sure. The only thing they told me was that my father used to be their friend, which I found odd, because Callum and Arson were slightly older than me while Lachlan had around ten years on me. They seemed too young to be friends with my dad, but I didn’t question their authority.

      They were there to help me then take care of me, and now promising me justice, I preferred not to ask useless questions.

      They also said I broke something in my chin from repetitively hitting it that night, and even a few teeth.

      The cast from my shoulder is gone; it was just dislocated, and my throat feels better, but the scar of the wire is still there. Doctor Keith promised to fix it soon, but first we needed to handle the face.

      Finally, he finishes unwrapping countless bandages and leans back, assessing his work, and I see his sigh of relief.

      He motions for the nurse to come closer, and she flips the mirror to face me, raising it high. I gasp at seeing my reflection in the mirror.

      The girl in there is beautiful with the right cheekbones, flawless skin, and an oval shape as if an artist sculpted her face. And that girl would have never reminded me of Arianna Griffin if it weren’t for my violet eyes that nothing masks.

      Even my red hair plays no factor in it, since they shaved it off for the surgery, and some of it was burned.

      Touching it with the tips of my fingers, I shake my head and tears form in my eyes with deep, profound loss rocking my body. I don’t know how to explain this, because I should be grateful for their surgeries. After all, the skin was in horrible condition and they did everything they could.

      But losing my face, it’s like losing my identity and my parents all over again, because I no longer resemble them.

      Pressing my fist against my chest, I exhale heavily and rasp through the bile in my throat. “Good job, Doc. Thank you.”

      Keith extends his hand to soothe me but snatches it back at the last minute, probably remembering what happens when men touch me.

      Usually, my skin feels like something is crawling over it, putting salt on the wound over and over again until various voices echo in my ears and take me back to that horrific night.

      So no one touches me, ever, except for female nurses, and surgeons when I’m unconscious.

      “It’s going to be all right, Arianna. You just wait and see.” I want to believe him, but in truth? Nothing will ever be all right.

      Not as long as the monsters who destroyed my life and killed my parents live happily. I have no illusions that the founding five parents organized the ambush on our house. Based on the news, they claimed Dad killed Mom because he lost his sanity due to what happened to me. Everyone assumed I died in the fire that he started before committing suicide. How did they even claim that without my remains there anyway?

      Those are questions, though, that no one wants to answer.

      I won’t rest until they endure the same misery they’ve subjected me to.
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        * * *

      

      The music is blasting through the speakers as I breath heavily and jump back into fighting position, my boxing-gloved hands ready to strike.

      Arson slaps the boxing pads against each other harder and leans back a little bit as we stand opposite each other in the ring. “Hit it harder this time. And a kick,” he orders, and I move forward, punching the pads with all my might and then swiftly spinning around and kicking them for good measure.

      Arson barely moves, which doesn’t surprise me much. He is like a freaking rock! “Better. But your knee is still acting up. You need to do more physical therapy on it.” Another slap and he orders, “This time, deliver four hits with more power, one after another without stopping.”

      Even though my lungs protest against his order along with my sore muscles, I just nod and proceed to punch both pads quickly and then spin once again, but instead of a kick, I bounce back, falling on my knees as I lose my balance.

      Arson sighs and throws the pads outside the ring. “I told you, strength is here.” He points at his abdominal muscles. “Work on them; it will balance you out.”

      “I do. I work out every day.”

      He shrugs, dipping under the ropes and hopping out of the ring. “Work out harder, then. With this stamina and muscle, you won’t last a day in that dance college, let alone get a degree.” He grabs water from the small fridge nearby and throws one to me.

      I catch it a second before it hits my face and huff in exasperation. “I’m doing my best.” His brow rises, and even I can admit I’m whining, but can’t he cut me some slack?

      Although the tiny, annoying voice in my head chooses this moment to speak out.

      You asked for this.

      How could I have not though, if vengeance fuels my blood every minute I breathe and my parents don’t?

      “Arson, please don’t give up on me.” The water bottle pauses midway to his mouth at this, and he frowns.

      Before he can reply though, the doors to the gym burst open and Lachlan comes in with Levi, his butler, hot on his heels.

      Putting the bottle between my neck and shoulder, I lean on the ropes while Arson comes closer and Lachlan joins us, his focus on me. “How is practice?”

      “Better,” I reply chipperly, and Arson snorts, almost choking on his drink, and I glare at him. “I mean, it’s only been five months since I got out of the hospital. My shoulder and knee act up, but I should be all ready by September.” Which is in another five months.

      It seems like a lot of time, but not when I have to be in good condition to get into one of the best dancing schools in the world. Lachlan could fabricate any kind of paperwork, but if I don’t show my skills on the stage, no one will accept me.

      “We can always postpone it for a year,” Levi offers, gifting me with a smile, and I return it, because the guy has protective grandpa written all over him. But I shake my head, keeping my eyes on Lachlan, since he makes all the decisions here. “I can’t lose one more year. I want to go back on my tenth anniversary.” Once they are all settled in their perfect lives, where they will have a lot to lose.

      I want my vengeance to cost them everything.

      Lachlan finally speaks up, picking up documents from the silver tray Levi is holding. “Are you absolutely set on the name?”

      Oh yes.

      I’ve studied Greek mythology, and it’s perfect.

      “Congratulations, then. You are officially Cassandra Scott.” He gave me his family name, and according to this paperwork, I’m his cousin. He has assured me that with his influence, my life will be easier.

      It’s not like I interact with him much either, and he told me I can have an apartment in the city and live a normal life. It’s almost surprising. I don’t know what they do, but based on some research I’ve done, I heard they have clubs and businesses.

      Billionaires by day and serial killers by night.

      Still though, I will always be grateful for his generosity.

      Lachlan’s voice drops a few octaves when he says, “But if you fail at any stage of this plan, I will summon you back, Cassandra.” A beat and then, “So train well, otherwise you’ll have to forget about revenge.”

      Squeezing my new passport and birth certificate in my hands, I vow to never give him reason to doubt me.

      I will go back to town a new person and take my revenge no matter the cost.

      Who knew back then that the cost would be so great?

      

      Cassandra

      Pulling into the parking lot of the spacious white building located on the outskirts of the town, I frown in confusion, because it seems oddly familiar.

      In a way, it reminds me of my old ice-skating building, but that place was so secluded and barely had any bushes around it. Where now the building has several add-ons, surrounded by a garden that showcases orchids and roses—at least, these are the flowers I’ve passed.

      “What is this place?” I get out of the car, my sneakers slapping against the concrete as the light breeze sneaks around the edges of my shorts. I see a grounds man cleaning up the leaves falling from the tree. “Hi. I’m looking for—”

      He doesn't let me finish though, but points inside the building. “Eudard is here.” My brows rise at this, but I step inside the building, noticing markers on the floor leading me farther and farther into the hallway.

      Smiling despite my annoyance, I follow, but with each step recognition settles in; I’ve spent so much time behind the walls of this place it feels like a second home.

      I halt my movements when the last marker points to light brown double doors leading to the ice rink, and panic slams into me, a light sweat breaking on my skin.

      Why did he bring me here?

      I haven't been close to ice for a decade, deciding to destroy my love for it quickly rather than prolonging my mourning by coming to it, watching people achieve things I’d never be able to.

      The happiness I felt just minutes ago on the way here disappears, leaving the desire to scream in frustration at this surprise, but I can’t do it.

      Won't he think something is wrong, then?

      And why would he bring a new woman to a place that used to be his first love’s domain? Doesn't Eudard have any consideration for my feelings?

      Taking a deep breath, I slam the doors open, and I’m instantly met with the frigid air and the smell of ice that I can almost taste on my tongue.

      People might say it doesn't smell, but for me, it has this bittersweet scent that fuels my blood and makes my legs itch to skate on it, to absorb its beauty.

      Not much has changed around here except that the seats and equipment seem newer in this huge stadium. They probably allow hockey practices here as well.

      But besides that…

      It’s still my ice rink.

      “Mommy, look! I did the jump. Have you seen it?”

      Mom grins, applauding soundly while my coach frowns at her, not liking that my attention is elsewhere while we still have ten minutes of practice. How can I not share this joy though?

      “I did, darling!”

      “Someday, I’m going to win a gold medal, Mommy! So you can be proud of me.”

      The lump in my throat grows, blocking oxygen from my lungs while my eyes water, but I forcefully push it away, breathing through my nose.

      But then I notice Eudard in the middle of the rink as he waves at me, remote in his hands, and I hop down the stairs, cocking my head to the side. “I have to say, I imagined something else when you mentioned a surprise.” My voice is thankfully steady as I slip my mask on, so he won’t see the turmoil inside me.

      “All in good time,” he tells me and then clicks the remote. Music slowly fills the space, and I recognize the first notes of one of my all-time favorite songs. I used to beg coach to let me practice the dramatic routines to it, and finally when I was fifteen, he relented.

      He skates effortlessly to the board, his moves graceful and sure, because we used to come to the rink a lot as kids.

      Although Eachann was scared shitless of it, preferring to stay in the seats and watch us.

      Eudard extends his hand to me, red ice skates dangling from it. “Join me?”

      My heart beats so fast in my chest I think he might hear it as he stands waiting for a reply. I hate the idea of getting back on the ice.

      Ironically, it’s my greatest fear, because the ice knows me like no one else… I won’t be able to wear my mask on it.

      It will demand Arianna, the girl it gave so much to.

      But as strong as my fear is, I can’t deny Eudard when there is softness in his gaze because he truly wants to give me something on it.

      Nodding, I take the skates from him with trembling hands and go to sit to put them on, but he grabs me by the ponytail and drags me to him, the board separating us.

      Lacing his fingers in my hair, he tips my head back and his lips fall on mine. I jerk from their coldness, but the heat traveling through me warms me up. He nips my lips, tugging on my lower lip harshly, and thrusts his tongue inside, kissing me passionately to the point of my toes curling in my shoes, my moan tangling with his groan.

      Palming his head, I deepen the kiss, bringing him closer and hating the barrier that separates us. I want to climb up on him and wrap my legs around him so he can extinguish the fire rising in me.

      He tilts my head back, our lips inches away from each other as we breathe heavily, and he murmurs, amusement coating his tone, “You are dangerous.”

      Widening my eyes in mock shock, I reply, “Who me? I’m innocent. You are the one who fished for a kiss when I came for these.” I shake the skates in my hand, and he laughs, spinning me toward the seat and slapping me on the ass.

      Outraged, I rub my cheek and shout, “Hey.”

      “That’s what you get for being a smart-ass.”

      “Brute,” I fire back, dropping to the seat and quickly putting on the skates. My fingers have done it so many times it’s effortless.

      Only when I get up on them, turning my feet to examine their shiny color, something dawns on me. “How do you know I can ice skate?”

      Eudard rests his elbows on the board, winking. “I know everything.”

      “Show off. It would have served you right if I didn’t.” Crossing my arms, I ask again, “But really, how do you know?”

      He shrugs. “It’s a simple guess. You are a dancer, which means you have good control of your body. It’s not a stretch to think you skate; plus, you come from a state that has snow, right? So it was just a probability guess.” I’m slightly taken aback, but his calculations make perfect sense except that the nagging in my mind disagrees with it.

      Or maybe some part of me wishes to think he subconsciously knows it’s me.

      God, why is it so important to me that he thinks I’m Arianna?

      Is it possible to be jealous of yourself? Because that’s exactly what it is. He is so attentive and gentle it makes me wonder how many women he had during all these years.

      And it drives me insane, because I can never ask.

      Not without revealing the truth at least. But will he be happy with that truth? Or will he be torn between me and his brother?

      Although just the idea of such a choice is laughable, because he can never betray a part of his soul.

      The clicking of Eudard’s fingers brings me back to the present as he motions for me to slide onto the ice. “The song is almost done, so I’m going to put it on again.” He presses the remote, and the song starts from the beginning as I slowly get on the ice. My heart is in my throat, and with the first bite of the frigid air I only associate with this place, I freeze, taking it all in.

      The ice scratches under me, and the sound is like greetings from an old friend who always had your back, but you had to separate from due to life circumstances.

      But when you meet again?

      It’s like you never lost touch with each other.

      My moves are a little jerky and shaky from being out of practice, but nevertheless I glide on it, making long ovals. I swirl a little without a care in the world, raising my arm up to the ceiling where the lights used to shine brightly as my parents watched me during the small competitions our town held.

      The music slides through me like the most expensive silk, directing each familiar movement, but I don't do any of them, because I can’t.

      Eudard knows my routine by heart.

      So instead, I spin in circles, gracefully swaying my hands in time to the music as a bubble of laughter erupts from me, bringing me back to my happy memories.

      To a time when my heart was full of hope and dreams, where I imagined my future life in different scenarios, one more vivid than the other.

      Where my greatest worry had been being late for practice or twisting my ankle.

      Digging my skates in the ice, I stop in a half turn and hunch down, touching it softly, putting my open palm on it and feeling its power that has given me so much. “I’m glad to be back.”

      Our coach used to say that we should treat the ice with love and respect, because it takes care of us while we perform on it. We found it funny, but within years, his words held so much merit.

      Because right now, here, I can’t hide from who I once was.

      Nor can I block away the pain slamming into me or put it in a box somewhere inside me.

      Getting up, I want to glide to the side once again, but instead I stand still, only just realizing that tears are steaming down my cheeks, and I can’t control them.

      None of my dreams came true, and the world proved itself to be cruel to naïve souls like I once was.

      Why then do I yearn to go back in time and be that girl again?

      To have my heart full of only good emotions, where hatred and vengeance didn’t exist?

      I cover my mouth with my palm so the sobs won’t echo in the space and alert Eudard, but that’s when I hear a whoosh behind me and muscled arms wrap around my middle, his stomach pressing against my back and warming up the frozen parts inside me.

      He rests his chin on my shoulder, and through blurry eyes I see a rose dangling in front of me as he gives it to me.

      Rubbing the petals, I whisper, “They are beautiful.”

      He rocks me in his arms, while I breathe in the flowery scent that oddly calms me down although my cheeks are still wet. “Roses were my mom’s favorite flowers. She would nurture them in her greenhouse, spending hours preparing the pots and watching them bloom.”

      I barely remember their mom. She ran away from their father when we were so young… but she always had a smile on her face and love for her boys.

      Why would she ever leave them?

      “Roses have the ability to bloom even under the harshest circumstances, keeping their beauty intact for everyone to admire.” He places his hand over mine and lifts the flower to my lips. “Their beauty and symbol of man’s affection is eternal.”

      I squeal when he spins me around so swiftly I get dizzy and end up back in his arms again, only this time he hugs me close, his green eyes drinking me in as his thumbs wipe away my tears. “If you share your secrets with me, Cassandra, I’ll forever take care of them.”

      “You barely know me,” I say, fisting his shirt. “How can you… act like this?”

      An unreadable expression crosses his face before the familiar determination falls over it. “I don't need time to know what woman I want.” Bringing me closer, he slides one hand into my hair while the other grips my hip. “You have been mine since the first glance.” My stomach flutters and everything feminine in me answers the words he once said to me.

      But how can I trust him with my secrets, if those secrets have the power to forever shatter this?

      Rising on tiptoes, I rest my forehead against his, breathing in his scent and wishing for a different life.

      But this one is the only one I’ve got, and as such, I have nothing to offer him. “My secrets are too dark for you.”

      I expect thousands of reactions, but his chest vibrating with laughter is not one of them. “Trust me, my phoenix. Nothing in this world is too dark for me.”

      “Why did you bring me here?” I ask, wanting to squash that tiny hope in my heart that he knows who I am.

      Because then everything would be so easy.

      He hooks a strand of my hair behind my ear, smiling gently. “Once upon a time, this place had the power to calm me down. Soothe the storms in here.” He points at his chest, and the air sticks in my lungs from the implication of it.

      Does he mean I did?

      “I brought you to my sanctuary, sharing a piece of me with you.” He kisses me lightly on the forehead, his lips lingering on my skin. “Trust me, Cassandra.”

      Oh, how I wish I could.

      But in this life, I only have today until I can claim my identity back once and for all.

      Sighing, he chuckles a little before saying, “Remember my nickname?”

      “Madman,” I whisper, leaning back so our eyes meet and desire shoots through me at the passion brewing in his green pools. “Because when you want something, you go after it like a madman.”

      “Correct. I. Want. You.” He places his hands on my hips and hikes me up, so I have no choice but to wrap my legs and arms around him, pressing myself close. “I will win this war,” he vows, and for the first time, amusement washes over me.

      “The battle will be brutal,” I warn, teasing him, but he is unfazed by it.

      “What would be the fun in that, if it wasn’t?”

      My laughter reverberates through the space as he slides toward the seats, and I don’t even question what his plans are.

      He can take me wherever he wants, because we have a maximum of five days before Ethan’s funeral.

      Five more days of blissful ignorance where I can pretend a future with him is possible.

      Five days.

      Not every story is meant to have a happy ending.

      But I at least want happy for now.

      

      Madman

      I want any version of her, because she is my one and only obsession in this life.

      But this version of her? Where happiness truly shines in her eyes and genuine joy fills her face as she swirls on the ice, reminding me so much of the girl who once saved my life without knowing it.

      Who used to be the only light in the dark tunnel that was my life.

      And although I never kept her close, I knew she was somewhere, breathing the same air as me.

      This kind of knowledge can give solace to a boy weeping in the darkness while monsters feast on his flesh and sobs rock his body.

      This version of her is mine.

      And even if she hates me for it, I’ll pull this version from within her.

      Only then will both of us find peace.

      No one before her… and no one after her.

      I’ve never been with anyone else.

      Till the day I die, I’ll forever be hers alone.

      

      Cassandra

      Running inside the house, I hear his heavy footsteps behind me while I do my best to control my breathing. My body longs for rest, but sleep is nowhere in sight.

      I barely have time to slip off my shoes as I dart to my room, wanting to escape from the man hunting me.

      I’m almost inside my room, ready to lock the door and hide behind it, when he catches up with me, fisting my hair and dragging me into his embrace. The hard-on presses against me while I cry out, digging my nails into his arms that wrap tightly around my waist.

      His raspy breath fills my ears as he runs his nose along the crook of my shoulder, tugging on my hair and exposing my neck for his greedy lips to feast on my flesh. “Never run from a madman, my phoenix,” he whispers against my skin, biting on it. The sting breaks goose bumps over me. “He will always catch you.” He flattens his palm on my stomach, gliding it down to my core, cupping it through my shorts, sending spiraling pleasure through me. “Because you crave him, don't you?” he asks, letting go of me, but before I can protest at the loss of contact, he spins me in his arms and pushes me against the wall, his mouth on mine.

      His lips meet mine in a demanding, wet, passionate kiss, boiling the blood in my veins and creating a hunger in the pit of my stomach that yearns for this man like nothing else in this world.

      His fingers pop the button on my shorts and tug on them. Then he slips his hand inside, trapping my clit between his fingers. I moan into his mouth, placing my hand above his and pressing it firmer, urging him to slide his fingers inside me, to soothe the ache he has awakened in me. “Eager, are we?” he murmurs as he complies with my request, his two fingers sinking into me while his mouth captures my loud moan, drinking from me all while his fingers move in and out, spreading the wetness all over my core. “So wet.” He tugs on my lower lip, pulling at it before shifting his attention to the underside of my chin. “Who makes you this wet, Cassandra?” My head bangs against the wall, and I can barely hear him, too lost in the sensations he gives me. I clench my pussy around him, hoping for better friction, but he just laughs, taking his hand away. I groan in protest. “Who?” he demands, this time nipping my skin.

      Licking my dry lips, I reply, “You.”

      “Good girl,” he murmurs and then kneels in front of me, sliding my shorts to my feet along with my panties, helping me to step out of them before I kick them to the side. He raises one of my legs over his shoulder, his five o'clock shadow scratching the insides of my thighs, sending prickles through me before his fingers open me up. He rubs his face, growling against me, and the vibrations makes me gasp. I tangle my hands in his hair, holding on to him and awaiting the pleasure only he can give me. “Mine.”

      He captures my clit between his teeth, sucking gently before licking my lower lips one by one, scooping my wetness as his tongue roams inside me. Whimpering, I shift closer, fisting my shirt and longing to remove it, because my tight nipples rub against the fabric, only adding to the torture Eudard gives me.

      My loud moans echo in the house, mixing with his sucking sounds, all while his hands keep me glued to the wall, not allowing me the slightest movement.

      He presses his thumb against my clit right before pushing his tongue in, and I arch my back, feeling the pleasure building and building inside me. My climax is shining on the horizon, so close that I’m about to reach it and float on air.

      But I’m snapped back to reality when his mouth leaves me aching, trailing to my navel and biting on my stomach before traveling up to the underside of my breasts. His hands hike up my shirt, nuzzling his head into the soft mounds, but he continues to travel up until he is standing next to me again and finally strips the shirt from me.

      My skin burns. It seems so tight the lightest of touches has the power to erupt an inferno in me. I groan from the torture as I put my palms to my breasts and twist my nipples between my fingers, needing the climax like my next breath. “I want you,” I tell him, my voice hoarse and needy but also seductive. I arch my back again, giving him the full view of my nakedness all while he breathes heavily, his green pools smoldering with intensity. “Right here,” I say, covering my pussy and almost slipping my fingers inside to ease the burning, but the beast next to me doesn't let me.

      He growls and picks me up. I wrap my legs around him and whimper at the feel of his hard-on pressed against me.

      He takes us back into my bedroom, all the while kissing me, and I marvel at my taste on his tongue, and it awakens another craving in me that I haven’t had the courage to voice since I was seventeen.

      He dumps me on the bed, and I bounce a little. Breathing heavily, he sheds his clothes, palming his hard-on and giving it a stroke from root to tip.

      My breathing hitches, wanting to bite and taste him, but he orders, “Eyes on me, phoenix.”

      I slowly slide them up, noticing his tight six-pack, strong jaw, and finally the face of the man I so desperately crave in this life despite everything.

      In this moment, it seems I can break every moral code to be with him.

      In a way, I do, even right now, despite what I plan to do to his brother.

      But guilt doesn't exist in this moment, so I focus only on us, only on this, only on our desire.

      So, taking a deep breath, I become brave enough to ask for a new experience. “I want a taste.” Without waiting for his reply, I scoot closer, placing my hair over my shoulder while zeroing my attention in on his hard cock, reaching for it, and clasping my hand around it as he curses. “You don’t mind, right?” I ask casually, as if it’s not a big deal when it means everything to me right now.

      I’ve never done this before, even by force.

      My mouth is one of the things the founding five didn't tarnish. Even though I never told him what I experienced, I’m not sure I can hide my nervousness.

      He lifts my chin so our eyes meet, and I notice a gentleness flashing behind the desire. “Do whatever you want to me, however you want it, and for as long as you want it. Whatever you do will be mind-blowing.” I blink at this, warmth washing over me as gratitude fills my heart for this man.

      So I decide to navigate this show instinctively, learning what makes Eudard tick to bring him as much pleasure as he gives me when he loves me with his tongue.

      Pleasures.

      My mind is quick to remind me that love shouldn't exist between us, but I already have a suspicion it grew a long time ago; the years apart just put those emotions on hold.

      I blow lightly, brushing my lips over the tip and swiping my tongue for a little lick while my hand glides over the length, earning myself a groan. He tunnels his fingers through my hair softly, jerking his hips forward.

      I close my mouth around the head, sucking it lightly before shifting lower, loving the feeling of him in my mouth, and gliding up again. “Cassandra,” he rasps, fisting my hair tighter, so I repeat my action, but this time I suck him deeper, getting off on his smell and taste. Then I go back up again and lick the drop of his precum, grazing the tip of his cock with my thumb. I dive in again, this time going slowly with the tip and pushing lower, studying him with my tongue.

      He thrusts a little, and I moan around his length, wondering if it sends vibrations through him.

      Sliding my mouth back to the tip, I want to play with it a little more, but Eudard has other plans.

      He hauls me up and then pushes me onto my back, looming over me while he covers me with his body. He locks our mouths together for a brief second, capturing my lips in a slippery kiss that allows me to share his taste with him. But then he abruptly stops and shifts lower, biting my neck and licking my collarbone, tickling me slightly.

      “What do you want, Cassandra?” he asks against my skin, blowing on the mounds of my breasts. “My tongue, fingers, or my dick?” He settles between my legs, and his words light up all my previous needs at once.

      Thrashing my head on the pillow, I reply, “You, inside me.” I still can’t speak as crudely as him, and I feel his smile when he gives my collarbone one last kiss.

      He plants his hands on either side of my head, thrusting home with one swift move as I arch into him, groaning quietly, enjoying it. Not to reach an orgasm, but to feel his thick flesh inside me, moving, filling me up with his length while showing me his strength.

      Digging so deep into my soul I don't want anything more or to remember anything else.

      He leans down, connecting our mouths while thrusting faster and faster. He is probably on edge from all the foreplay, giving it to me so hard the headboard shakes against the wall as we shift up in the bed.

      Pleasure spreads through me like hot liquid, gliding over my skin, enveloping my senses, and shooting straight to my head. I spasm around him, coming quietly this time, and after a few furious drives of his cock, he joins me with a loud roar, spilling inside me, wetness coating my core, and I gasp at the unfamiliar feeling of possession.

      But then the action dawns on me, and our eyes meet when he glances down, breathing heavily, and curses. “I’m clean,” he informs me, and I nod.

      “I am too.” But somehow by the tension growing thick between us, that’s the least of both our worries.

      He shifts to his back, wrapping his arm around me as I lie on my side, tracing my finger over the scar on his shoulder. “I’m on the pill.” Just so he can relax, and he nods again, although something plays in the depths of his eyes that I can’t name.

      For a second, I imagine what it would be like to have his baby…

      To build a family with this man who gazes at me like I’m his greatest possession, even if I feel danger coming from him.

      Somewhere along the line of my revenge, I will have to make a choice that might kill me.

      And I’m afraid of the consequences either of the decisions might bring.

      So instead of thinking about it now, I crawl on top of him and hide my face in the crook of his neck, breathing in his scent while locking away the outside world.

      Just for a little while, I want to belong to him and live in this fantasy that both of us created, because it gives me a sense of protection Lachlan and the others couldn't.

      A sense of belonging, even if I’ve lied to him through it all.

      Once upon a time, Eudard Campbell had been the bane of my existence, a curse that I could never get rid of.

      Now I think he has the power to become my salvation.
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        The monsters living inside me were different from those that hurt me.

        They had patience, they had morals, but more important, they knew how to hurt those who most deserved it.

        My monsters didn’t just pick a victim and act on their desires, no.

        My monsters hunted them for years, finding all their weaknesses and then finally tearing their flesh apart bit by agonizing bit.

        And I let them, because by this point, my heart belonged to them.

        They at least never betrayed my trust.

        Until my monsters wanted something else.

        A devil who threatened to destroy my carefully placed deceit.

      

      

      

      From the memories of Arianna Griffin…

      Knocking on the heavy office door, I wait for the deep baritone to bark, “Come in,” before I twist the knob and enter, smiling brightly at Lachlan, who sips whiskey while sitting on his chair.

      His brows lift at me, and he rests his back on the chair that looks more like a throne and greets me. “Cassandra.”

      Saluting him, I reply, “Lachlan,” imitating his stern voice, but I’m not very amusing to him it seems.

      Not that I expected a warm welcome after my latest stunt, but still a girl could hope, right? “I’m glad you find humor in the current situation.”

      Dropping onto the chair opposite him, I rest my chin on my palm and huff. “Oh please. So I bought a house? Big deal.”

      “And studio,” he adds, his stare drilling into me, and I groan inwardly at this.

      Lachlan has different levels of anger that I’ve discovered through the years. There is the slight one, which usually means he will bark an order or kill someone quickly, too bored with the victim to waste much time.

      Mild angry mood involves more torture, usually with knives and his cane while the victim begs for hours for mercy, and he still kills them, piercing their hearts. In normal everyday relationships, it means he will shout his ass off at us.

      And then it’s the high-as-hell level, where he tortures the victim to the breaking point, lets them heal just a little, and tortures them again. The cycle goes on and on for months until he gets bored. His tone usually in such situations is low and brooding.

      Just like right now.

      Damage control is on. “Okay, and the studio. But I had to buy it quickly before Patricia turned it into a gym.” It takes me much schooling and extreme patience from my training through all the years to not show how much I hate her. “So it was desperate timing and all that jazz.”

      He twists his glass in his hand, studying it as if thinking, but I know he doesn’t. I sit uncomfortably in this prolonged silence, and finally his ice-cold blue eyes are back on me. “Remember what I told you?” he asks, pressing his finger to his temple. “Revenge has to come from the mind, not from the heart.”

      “This was planned.” What’s the big deal anyway? So I bought a house without his permission, but it’s not like I have to answer for every dollar spent.

      He gave me a trust fund ten years ago, and I’ve never asked for anything or used much of it if it didn’t have to do with my revenge. I first worked as a waitress while getting my dancing degree, then taught kids at school, and even assisted some dancers on tour.

      “You had to run it by Arson first, but you didn’t. Why?”

      “Because it’s not something that requires his intervention. I’m capable of taking care of myself.” Twisting my fingers on my lap, I take a deep breath and say, “I’m not that helpless girl in a hospital anymore, Lachlan. I grew up.” Ugh, it feels good letting it out, because lately they’ve all acted ridiculous toward me.

      As if there is someone who knows my true identity and who has the power to hurt me, and they are hovering over me like a bunch of mother hens.

      Lachlan’s laughter rocks off the walls and amusement flickers in his gaze as he takes a large sip and places the glass on the table, rattling ice in it a little. “No matter how old you are”—his finger trails the rim of the glass, emitting a high-pitched sound that hurts my ears, making me wince—“you are ruled by the monster living inside you, wanting an outlet.”

      Seriously? Those are the words spoken by the underground king of New York? “Well, if we gonna talk about monsters, then—”

      “But if they are not controlled, they might rule you,” he interrupts me, ignoring whatever I wanted to say. “Then they become dangerous. Don’t allow them to consume you, Cassandra. You might regret ever awakening them.” Despite his stern voice, there’s something there akin to softness, which is such a contrast to his overall demeanor.

      I haven’t seen him much this year, usually only during our monthly check-ins, and I’ve interacted more with his protégés. Lachlan has always been an enigma with so many secrets I was afraid to even ask about his life.

      But I knew about his obsession with a famous ballerina—hard not to when I mingle in the same circles.

      And even though I’m slightly annoyed that he summoned me here from the town… my chest warms through the care he is showing me.

      “I know you care about me, and I’m grateful for the support.” I clasp my hands together. “For everything you’ve done for me. Giving me an opportunity to live and then to take what I need.” He watches me, still trailing the freaking rim. “But you don’t have to worry. I’ve prepared for this for ten years. My demons don’t have power over me, and besides, I’ll give them victims to feast on.” With that, I get up, nodding at him. “I’ll keep in touch with you and Arson, and I promise if I need help, you’ll be the first one I call.” I rush to the door, wanting to bolt from here as soon as possible, but his question stops me dead in my tracks.

      “Do you still love him?”

      Freezing, I barely find strength to control my breathing and keep my back relaxed so he won’t know the emotional turmoil I’m experiencing from this question.

      Plastering a smile on my face, I look over my shoulder at him. “Who?”

      “Whatever Campbell twin you had a crush on.” The smile almost slips from my lips, but I laugh it off. “Oh please. Of course not. Besides, Eachann is one of the seven on my list.” I turn around to face the door and take a step toward it, but he is not done with me.

      “What about Eudard? He had nothing to do with that night. Except of course not picking up the phone.” I sway to the side when the memory of that day comes crashing back, and acid fills my mouth. “What will happen when you see him?”

      “Nothing,” I grit through my teeth. “It won’t be a big deal.”

      “You want to punish his brother and create chaos in his town. You think he will be fucking delighted by that?” Lachlan rises, walks to the window opening onto his maze garden, and rests his elbow on it. “He is your weakness.”

      “No, he is not. I never loved him,” I tell him, even as my heart squeezes inside my chest in a twisted knot.

      Our night together was my only magical feeling back then, and in a way, I am grateful I gave my virginity to him. Because that was not stolen from me along with everything else.

      But Eudard is like a dark angel who graced my life. He tormented me in school, loved me in the forest, and then haunted me in my dreams.

      Through it all though, Eudard stayed one piece that connected Cassandra and Arianna, because the old me didn’t want to let him go or punish him.

      “You loved Eachann though, and you are willing to hurt him. Who is to say your emotions won’t change?”

      “Because they won’t.” My body is dead to the male touch; there is a reason I avoided them like the plague.

      I don’t want anyone’s hands on me.

      I open the door wide, wanting to run as far away from this conversation as possible so it won’t confuse me or let the images of twin boys pop into my head along with the beautiful memories that surround them.

      After all, all my happy moments involved them.

      “You can’t run away from the past.” Lachlan’s voice follows me all the way to the exit, but I avoid giving them power.

      I don’t intend to run away from the past.

      I will meet it head on and then stomp on those who hurt me.

      Eudard Campbell will just have to deal with it.

      If I only knew what was really going on, maybe I would have paid better attention to Lachlan.

      Maybe I would have listened to Arson, who warned me to be careful.

      But I didn’t and, in this, fell right into the madman’s trap.

      

      Cassandra

      Pulling my car up to the church, I park among several other cars.

      Glancing in the rearview mirror one last time, making sure my lipstick and makeup are on point, I plaster on the saddest face I can muster in the moment.

      This whole acting sad at funerals while you feel anything but bad is a hard job.

      Thunder echoes in the air as gloomy clouds smash together high in the sky. The wind blasts me when I get out of the vehicle and move down the concrete path leading to the back of the church where the only cemetery in town is located. “It’s so quiet,” I murmur to myself, expecting at least half the town to be attending this funeral.

      After all, shouldn’t everyone be crying over the blondie, shouting that he was taken from them too soon?

      Although the town is still in an uproar after what happened, the police didn't find any evidence supporting Ethan’s words. It’s impossible for them to examine my body and the doctor’s reports were inconclusive. According to them, it was clear Arianna Griffin was raped, but since traces of DNA or anything else weren’t found, everyone decided it was just Ethan’s imagination.

      Or rather, the man who killed him was classified as a serial killer with a deep desire for justice, killing those he sees fit based on his own rules. The police put out a search for him, and they even surveyed the town, providing police protection to the other founding five, because the authorities suspect the killer has a grudge against them.

      It’s always the darkest under the spotlight, meaning they can search for a serial killer till they turn blue. It won’t change the fact that another kind of danger will creep up on the founding five.

      Needless to say, after all their names were cleared, I expected to see this place packed. It always is when someone dies, since one way or the other, everyone living here is somehow connected to the deceased.

      However, another picture greets me, and I’m so taken aback I halt my movements, cocking my head to the side as I study it.

      In the distance, among the Whites’ part of the cemetery, as the founding five have specific plots reserved for them, I see around ten people gathered.

      Father Campbell stands at the graveside, reading a Bible verse while Dorothy sobs on the ground, her shoulders shaking.

      A few feet from them are Martha, James, Cole’s mom, and sister, Laura, and finally at the very back, the rest of the founding five kids, who look like they wish they were anywhere but here.

      Coming closer, I can hear their hushed voices. Patricia keeps her back rigid, tension emanating from them so strongly it’s almost tangible.

      So weird.

      Shouldn't they be relaxed since all suspicions were dropped?

      Frank is the first one to see me and nods in greeting. Patricia glances over her shoulder, gasping and rushing to me, hugging me close. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Of course. I’m sorry I didn’t respond to your message,” I reply and then press the roses in my hands to my chest, sighing sadly. “This is such a tragedy.”

      “Yes, Ethan died, and we lost our peace,” she says disgustedly, and my brows arch at such a quick change of tune. Weren't they all devastated by his death just five days ago? Besides, guilty or not, I expected some compassion for one of their oldest friends.

      Apparently, these people still have the ability to surprise me.

      “I can’t believe the shit we are going through because of him,” Cole says, annoyance coating his voice. “If he was about to die by a serial killer, why the fuck did he feel the need to write that letter?” He wiggles his fingers, his foot tapping nervously while his eyes frantically dart from one person to another.

      Oh my.

      Are they all losing it?

      “The police cleared your names though,” I remind them as I rub the petals over my chin. “No one believed it anyway.”

      Patricia gives an unladylike snort. “It’s a small town, Cassandra. In people’s minds, Ethan will always be a rapist who killed their precious Arianna.” She doesn't even try to hide the hatred that my name inspires in her and continues. “And since he mentioned those initials and we were friends, everyone thinks we were involved too. See?” She points at the small crowd. “No one showed up. You know why? Because we have come under public scrutiny, although no one has any proof.”

      Sucks doesn’t it?

      “Last night, someone threw rocks at my studio!” Cole exclaims. “Wrote rapist on my doors with red paint.” He fumes, kicking the rocks at his feet, and I blink at this.

      The quiet little town is this mad at them?

      Color me surprised, and I'm not sure what to make of it. Shouldn't they have shown me support when I was alive… not now?

      They don't have proof either way, but I guess their guilt goes a long way.

      “This is a disgrace to everyone,” Frank mutters, adjusting his glasses on his nose. “We are only here for Ralph,” he tells me, and I squeeze the rose in my hands so hard, the thorns dig into my skin and draw blood.

      Just like he did all those years ago with the knife, but apparently right now, it’s all Ethan’s fault. Did he know that his best friends would turn their backs on him so easily?

      I bet not.

      “I understand. It must be awful being blamed for that hideous crime.” I pat his arm, and he relaxes a bit, nodding.

      “Yes, but especially how he framed us at the end of the letter. We all loved Arianna.” He places his splayed palm on his chest, leaning toward me, and his cologne hits my nostrils, triggering my gag reflex, so I press my lips together. “How could he have hurt her like this?”

      So now all of a sudden they agree that he is guilty?

      “She was my best friend,” Patricia says, stepping next to us, her green dress blowing back while she keeps her black hat on her head. “And to think that he hurt her like that and killed her parents…” Her voice hitches, and for a second, genuine regret crosses her face, her eyes watering, but it doesn’t move me.

      Kind of late to be sorry for a tragedy that destroyed an entire family due to her selfish desires.

      At least Ethan tried to stop them all those years ago from damaging me further, but Ralph and Frank wouldn’t listen.

      How ironic that he died first, but nevertheless satisfying.

      Taking out a handkerchief from my purse, I give it to her, and she wipes away her tears, blowing her nose into it. “And now the entire town thinks we were part of it.”

      “Don’t be dramatic, Patricia,” Ralph snaps, and my brows rise at this, because during my stay here, I haven’t seen him lose his composure even once, but barely controlled rage flashes through him. “No one believes those lies.”

      “They are enough for them to question us. And you can forget about your sheriff campaign.”

      He pulls at his hair, groaning, and several people from the front turn toward us but then quickly go back to Eachann, who continues the funeral, his monotone voice mixing with Dorothy’s cries. It creates a rather depressing soundtrack although very suitable for the current situation. “Is that all you can think about?” he grits through his teeth. “Ethan is dead!” He roars the last part, and this time it stops Eachann, who glances our way, frowning.

      He clears his throat. “Ralph, a moment of peace for your cousin one last time, please.” And continues that stupid speech that seems never ending.

      God, the church apparently makes you quite the philosopher.

      “Fuck this shit,” Ralph mutters again and then grabs Patricia by the elbow. I don’t miss how Frank’s eyes flare in anger, apparently not appreciating his manhandling.

      Which is hilarious really, all things considered. “We are leaving. I’ll come back later. Ethan doesn’t need this.” And then without saying another word, he drags his wife in the direction of the car while she hisses something in his face. He jerks her a little, and she shuts up quickly, stumbling as her heels dip into the ground.

      Frank is about to follow them, but my arm stops him, and I catch his annoyed stare at me. “If you keep acting like that, he’ll know your true feelings.” His jaw twitches and thousands of emotions run in his eyes, maybe contemplating my words, but I see that the desire to save Patricia from Ralph is far greater than fear.

      “He doesn’t appreciate her. Never has.”

      “But she chose him.” He winces at my dig, so I probe deeper. “According to Sam, she has been rejecting you since high school.” I shrug. “I mean, you guys have an affair now, but she is married to him. They have kids. You are a third wheel.” I wait a minute before adding, “Always have been.”

      He sighs, lacing his fingers into his hair before whispering, “He changed. She promised to leave him. She told me she loves me, that marrying him was a mistake.” A bullshit excuse that cheaters have been giving to their lovers since the beginning of time.

      There is so much hope in his voice that it leaves no doubt he truly loves her.

      Ah, it’s my duty then to reunite the lovers.

      “Well, I hope she does.”

      He huffs but then gives me an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry for my temper. I still haven’t said thank you for keeping our secret.” He puts his hand on my shoulder, but I subtly remove it from his grasp. “I know it’s a burden, but I promise she will leave him soon.”

      “Of course.”

      After all, I’ll help her to accomplish that very quickly.

      Finally, the service ends, and the men with shovels step up, waiting for the mourners to leave so they can lower the coffin and fill the grave, all while Dorothy rocks back and forth on the ground, her hands wrapped around her knees and chanting Ethan’s name.

      The few people who bothered to show up throw flowers into the hole and walk away in the direction of the church while Eachann kneels next to Dorothy, gently running his hand over her back. “Let’s go inside,” he tells her, but she rocks again, ignoring his words as if in a trance.

      “How did you get here? If you want, I can drop you at home,” Frank offers, ready to bolt from here like everyone else, and I gasp, pointing at Dorothy.

      “You are going to leave her here?”

      “She brought it on herself when she married him. I told her he was a bad choice. He was my friend, but God knows no sane woman should have ever picked him.”

      Their reactions during all this make me think they all got body swaps with someone else, because how can they show so much distaste for Ethan when each one of them is no better?

      Even Eudard didn’t bother to show up.

      Thinking about the green-eyed devil sends warmth through me, reminding me of the last five days spent with him. During those days, I gave myself to him without reservation. He showed me around the town, helping me discover our nature’s beauty anew.

      At night, he loved my body, giving me a piece of himself that completed me in a way that went beyond basic desire.

      Patricia with her message about Ethan’s funeral broke the bubble I’d placed us in and brought me back to reality.

      The time with him allowed for the longing in my heart to flourish, wanting to explore the relationship with him. What would it be like to belong to this man, be his singular obsession in life?

      Give a normal life a chance even if he is part of my past?

      Even if it means Eachann…

      As if on cue, my gaze shifts to him while he still tries to console Dorothy, always a saint.

      “I’m going to stay for a little longer.”

      Frank watches me in confusion for several seconds but then shrugs. “I’ll see you around then.” With that, he salutes me and walks off to the parking lot.

      Once he is several feet away, I slip off one of my gloves and remove the contacts from my eyes, blinking in relief.

      I hate those things, even if they give me the perfect cover.

      Done, I slide the sunglasses on my nose and exhale a breath.

      Ethan fell first, and it’s only fitting that his ex-wife comes next, following the original order.

      The grass crunches under my shoes, alerting Eachann to my presence. As he sees me approaching, he gets up, dusting off his knees while Dorothy bursts into tears once again.

      Geez, keep the waterfall coming, will ya?

      “Cassandra,” he says, his tone even as usual. I wonder if there is anything that can affect his emotional state, or does his faith permanently give him a zen feeling? “You stayed.”

      “I couldn’t leave her alone here. I’ll take care of her now.” Surprise is reflected on his face, and he presses the Bible to his chest, contemplating my words. “All her friends left.” I coat my voice in distaste, and to my shock, he chuckles, looking in the distance.

      “Yeah, I thought as much.” He scans me, and it seems as if he finds my proposition funny. “Very well. I have to get back to the preparations for the camping trip.”

      Right. Eudard mentioned as much when he refused to go to the funeral today and instead attended a meeting concerning the trip. It should happen earlier than planned, and the anticipation for it from his side is real. He told me we’d go together, and I almost laughed in his face.

      I’ll never go back to that place if I can help it, and I don’t understand his urgency to take me there. He claims I won’t ever regret it, and who knows, maybe even find happiness there.

      How about never?

      “Are you going?” I ask Eachann, and regret crosses his face when he gives me a sad smile.

      “No. If Eudard is coming, then….” He trails off, and I nod in understanding, because I thought as much. I can’t even raise the subject of their relationship in Eudard’s company; he instantly gets angry. But all this hostility doesn't convince me to tell him the truth about me, because the twins’ bond is absolute.

      Dorothy’s sobs snag my attention, and I kneel next to her, softly running my hand over her back, waiting for Eachann to go, which he does in a few seconds, sending a few small rocks flying on his way. “Shhh, Dorothy. It’s not healthy to cry this much.” Opening my arms, I invite her into them, and with a sob she hugs me fiercely, crying into my neck.

      “No one showed up,” she says, her arms squeezing me so tightly it’s hard to breath. “Everyone thinks he deserves it.”

      “They are shocked,” I murmur, faking the shit out of this embrace.

      She shakes her head. “No, they mean it. Everyone believes the letter.”

      “It’s not true though, is it?” I ask, and she freezes in my arms, not even breathing as if contemplating the truth.

      And my next action will depend on her answer.

      Dorothy might have played a part in this plan all those years ago, but she was never my friend. She could have believed any lie Patricia told her. Still though, what she did to me was cruel, but life punished her enough on its own.

      No one ever loved her. I can’t imagine greater punishment than that. She always dreamed about belonging, being part of the team.

      Sadly, even marrying piece-of-shit Ethan didn't help her get genuine affection and fit in.

      I can live with that, because in a way… she was the least evil of them.

      But she has to be honest for me to leave her be. “Did Ethan and the rest of the founding five hurt Arianna?” I ask once again, waiting for her reply, but she stays silent.

      Finally, she leans back, giving me her mascara-smeared face, and whispers, “No. It’s not true. Arianna wanted what happened to her, and we just helped her to achieve it. We weren't wrong.” She defends herself even if her voice has an odd sound to it, as if she wishes it was true.

      Fisting my hands, I hate her in this moment more than anything, because she chose the wrong answer, awakening the vindictive monster inside me that extends his hands to tear her apart.

      Our words have the power to seal our fates; that’s why we should always think before we speak.

      “It’s not good to lie, Dorothy,” I say coldly, my mouth pulling up in a half grin as she frowns in confusion. “Didn’t your mama teach you better?” I tsk and slowly remove my sunglasses, giving her a view of my striking violet eyes that are so rare there is no mistaking me with anyone.

      She gasps, her eyes widening, and I push her back so she lands on her ass with a thud, groaning, “It can’t be true.” She scrambles back, shaking her head in denial. “You’re dead,” she mumbles, and I cock my head to the side, tapping my chin with my index finger.

      “Then you must be seeing a ghost, darling.” I move forward, lightly touching her cheek while she trembles. “You are at the cemetery, after all.”

      She crawls back, her nails digging into the ground while she whispers, “It’s impossible.” She scrunches her eyes and then snaps them open as if willing me away, but I’m still here. “You are just a figment of my imagination. I drank before,” she mumbles. So leaning closer, I palm her head, lifting her face so her focus is on me, and shake my head.

      “It’s not. I’m Arianna. I’m back from the dead, Dorothy.” Fear crosses her face as she gulps for breath, so I continue. “Ethan managed to tell the truth before he died.” I glance at his grave where the men with shovels have already left, leaving only barren ground. “Why don’t you admit your despicable deeds?” Dorothy pales, tears sliding down her cheeks, and I cluck my tongue. “Stop crying. Answer my question.”

      “You killed Ethan?” she asks, her teeth clacking with her shaking.

      “Ethan has paid for what he did. Don’t you think everyone should?”

      She tentatively touches my hands and my arms. “You are real. You’re not a ghost?” She frantically slides her hands, so I trap them between mine, squeezing harshly until she cries out in pain and snatches them away from me.

      “Seeing you suffering is not enough, Dorothy.” I sigh dramatically, musing, “Should I make you pay like I did Ethan?” I lower my voice, making it barely audible. “Help you join your beloved?” I wrap my hands around her neck, and she gasps, even though my hold on her is light.

      It’s all about psychological torture. “No, please. I’ll do whatever you want.”

      “I want you to tell the truth about that night,” I say, and she stills, shock carved in her features. “So the entire town knows what you did, with proof.” Tightening my grasp on her neck, I make her wrap her hands around mine, silently begging me to let go. “Can you do that, Dorothy? Or is it easier to inflict my own vengeance on you?”

      I let go and she coughs loudly, slapping herself wildly before chanting, “You are not real.” Another slap. “Not real. Arianna is dead.” Slap. Slap. Slap. “She is dead.”

      “Dead or alive, I won’t rest until everyone pays their debts,” I inform her even though she is too far gone, covering her ears and chanting.

      “Arianna is dead.” Rocking back and forth, her movements are hectic as panic and hysterics slowly overtake her. “Dead. Dead. Dead,” she cries out, pulling at her hair and slapping herself again. “Dead.”

      Getting up, I dust my black dress off and put my sunglasses back on. I toss my hair over my shoulder and pat her on the head, but she doesn't even notice as she continues rocking in her trance. “Choose wisely, Dorothy.” With that, I leave her there while she cries out and mumbles something again, loud enough for some nearby church kids to point at her, whispering to their parents.

      If living with Ethan didn't make her crazy, the truth will.

      She won’t say anything about me to anyone yet; the thought of me showing up here won’t ever give her peace.

      I’ll haunt her in her dreams, in her nightmares, and in her reality for the rest of her life.

      I walk to the parking lot, my heels clicking on the rocks and pulling me back to the present. I wonder why it doesn't bring me the satisfaction I hoped for.

      It only smears me in more darkness as I practically turned a person insane.

      Well, at least for the time being.

      She can have her marbles back once the truth comes out. I won’t damage her further.

      I’m next to my car, almost in the shadows, when a voice from behind me stops my movements, and I place my palm on the hood of my car. “You weren't kind to Dorothy.”

      “I never promised to be kind to her.” I turn around to face him, and blink in surprise when I notice how close he is to me, worry crossing his face. “I said I’d take care of her.”

      He motions with his head toward the screams still coming from the cemetery. “You call this taking care of someone with a fragile state of mind?” he asks, and I cross my arms.

      “I offered help; she declined. Too bad.” I’m not really in the mood to argue with holy people today, so I swing around to open my car door, but he closes it, trapping me between the car and his chest to my shock.

      He must immediately see the error of his ways when I gasp, because he steps back, tugging on his clerical clothing. “I apologize for this.”

      The heartbeat in my chest speeds up and I hate it, wanting to rip it away.

      Why do I react to him so close to me?

      Even back in high school, my body never reacted to him; no, all those emotions belonged to Eudard.

      Eachann just held a piece of my heart.

      “Dorothy’s life has been difficult, but she is good under the need to be loved,” he says in the uncomfortable silence, and I huff in disbelief.

      Figures he’d be defending his own. “Lack of love doesn't justify everything.”

      “Pain doesn't justify everything either,” he fires back as we stare at one another, while he drills his green pools so much like his twin’s into me, probably trying to gauge what I’m thinking behind the rims of my glasses.

      I can’t take them off though or he’ll know the truth, and it’s not his turn yet.

      Everything should go according to the plan.

      “Sorry, priest, but I don't have time to shoot the breeze with you.”

      “Cassandra…” His voice trails off and I freeze once again. “Sometimes forgiveness is our only salvation in the nightmare that our life has become.” Anguish dances on the edges of his tone, and I wonder what he knows about it.

      Nightmares are only reserved for sinners like me.

      But looking at him now… for the first time since I came back here, I notice regrets and pain permanently carved in him as if he wears it like a trophy, atoning for his sins.

      The boy I used to know always had a serene expression, drowning in music and his books, and his laughter was always filled with joy.

      It seems that even after all this time… I’m not immune to his pain, because part of me wants to ask him what’s going on.

      Will I ever be able to be free from the hold he still has on me? He is like this unopened gift that I always had but could never know what was inside, and because of that, I longed to know what if.

      He betrayed me on that night, covered up other’s sins.

      But does it mean he regrets it too?

      Maybe the time has come to unwrap the gift to settle this ghost too? Otherwise, I won’t be freely Eudard’s, no matter how much I try.

      He stands still, blinking in surprise when I move closer and put my hand on his chest. He asks, confusion lacing his tone, “What are you doing, Cassandra?” So innocent, so afraid as if my presence… disturbs him?

      Did he have a crush on me back in high school as well?

      Although I imagine whatever his love was, it didn't include protection or loyalty.

      My raspy breath vibrates between us as I gather all the courage I have in my fist and tear the Band-Aid off once and for all.

      Rising up, I press my lips against his in time with the clouds blocking the sun, dusting early sunset on us and creating a gloomy atmosphere.

      A sinner kissed a saint.

      For a second, warmth spreads through me, blocking the outside world as I concentrate on my body. Because we can hide from our thoughts.

      But we can never hide from our reactions.

      I gaze at him; his eyes are closed even though he breathes heavily, his lips warm but unmoving under mine, and I feel…

      Nothing.

      The gift I so desperately wished for as a teen ended up being a phantom of my imagination.

      A fantasy that always guarded me from the devil I wanted and craved.

      Eudard.

      Coldness and regret slam into me, almost knocking me down, because my madman doesn't deserve this from me, even if I didn’t promise him forever.

      I step back, my ass hitting the car while the wound I didn’t even know I carried in my chest heals up, closing forever all the possibilities of my what-ifs.

      I owed it to Arianna, to understand Eachann was never meant to be my forever; his deception never played part in this equation.

      His eyelids open, and he watches me with an unreadable expression, swallowing harshly, but before he can say anything, I jump into the car, starting the engine and pulling onto the road, ignoring him shouting my name in the rearview mirror.

      Which only makes me press on the accelerator harder, wanting to get out of here before I ask him why… despite the fact we could never be anything… he betrayed me like that.

      Wiping away the tears from my eyes, I block away everything and concentrate on the envelope lying beside me.

      I’ll have all the time in the world to question Eachann, but for now it’s Patricia’s turn.

      Stopping at the traffic light, I quickly put in a new pair of lenses and fix my makeup so no one will know my emotional turmoil.

      Squeezing the steering wheel tightly, I pray to God for the first time in a long while to guide my way, because kissing Eachann proved one thing.

      I can never wish for him to die anymore.

      Because I’m in love with his brother.
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        * * *

      

      Emerging from my car with it still running, I quickly move toward the steps as James hastily comes down them, confusion written all over his face. “Miss Scott, I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      Giving him a light smile, I pat his arm and wink. “I’ll be quick. I’m here to see Ralph.” He frowns but nods, pointing at the door. “He is in his office.” He opens his mouth to add something, but I ignore it, darting up the stairs to the house, my heels clicking soundly with each step cementing the overwhelming doom in this house.

      Time to bring chaos to the Browns. I can’t have them being the only ones unaffected, after all. And how convenient that this little secret throws Frank under the bus as well?

      Chuckling inwardly at this, I enter the house and call, “Hello?” I expect the maid to greet me and take me to the office, but instead Ralph walks in, a book in his hand while he scans it.

      He stops abruptly at my presence, blinks in surprise for a second before regaining his composure, saying, “Cassandra. What an unexpected visit.” He puts the book on the closest shelf. “The funeral is over I gather?”

      “Hi. Yes, all done. Poor Dorothy decided to stay there.” His eyes study me, running over my exposed skin in this pencil dress but then comes back to look at me, wariness present among the interest too.

      God, with how much everyone screws around here, I wonder why they even bothered getting married in the first place. Did Patricia drag him to the altar or what?

      To be fair to Ralph though, I never received reports of him cheating, but I wouldn't be surprised to know he has a fuck buddy or two around.

      “Patricia is not home, but she should be here soon. You’re welcome to wait for her in the living room. I’m afraid I’m not good company for anyone today. I’m sure you understand.” He half turns in the direction of the hall leading to the kitchen, shouting, “Lina, please take our guest—”

      “I’m here to see you.” His brows rise at my interruption, so I wave the envelope in my hand at him while explaining, “There is something I need to show you.” Even though the bile rises in my throat at the prospect of spending time with him alone without any protection, I push it back and will myself to keep my carefree expression on so he won’t have any suspicions.

      Compared to all the other founding five, he doesn’t look very concerned with the rumors floating around about their involvement in Arianna Griffin’s death, if his resting face is anything to go by. But then maybe he still doesn’t feel guilty about it, justifying all the horrendous things they did to me with the excuses he used on that night.

      Ralph.

      His end will be worse than Ethan’s, but better than Frank’s.

      For Frank, I have a special place reserved in Lachlan’s dungeon where he’ll suffer for ages before finally dying and departing this earth, taking with him the darkness that destroys innocent souls.

      Several emotions play on his face, from confusion to fear, but most prominent is curiosity, and he finally nods. “Sure.” He motions for me to follow him to the living room and points at the couch, dropping into the chair opposite it.

      Gracefully sitting, I cross my legs and don’t miss how for a second his attention shifts there, but he quickly snaps out of it when I begin to talk, not wanting to prolong this.

      Otherwise, I might not resist punching him in the face, and that’s a luxury I can’t afford for now.

      It’s Patricia’s time, after all.

      “During the ball, I discovered something and I think you should know about it.” I coat my voice with as much sympathy as I can muster and take out photos from the envelope, squeezing them in my hands and sighing heavily as if it brings me discomfort to bring him pain.

      When in reality it’s my greatest pleasure. I confess I did a salsa dance when the investigator I put on the lovers brought the photos to me, because they were stupid enough to continue their affair even after I caught them. “I’m really sorry about this, but I can’t watch people being deceived like that. Especially after Ethan’s death.” I wipe away the imaginary tear from the corner of my eye while he glances at me worriedly. “You’ve already lost someone you love. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I don’t tell you the truth.” I extend my hand with the photos, and he snatches them from me, his gaze glued to them as he studies one, then another, and the other. He flips them so fast it’s a wonder they don’t drop.

      I wait for an emotional outburst, from fury to rage, but while his face darkness, it stays completely blank. Shouldn’t a man who is in love with his wife be furious at all this? Or at least at Frank who has been by his side since they were two?

      I can’t imagine receiving those photos and seeing Eudard in the arms of another woman, my best friend at that, in different sexual positions.

      I’d fucking kill him.

      The nagging voice in my head is quick to pitch in.

      You kissed his twin. A priest. What should he feel?

      Isn’t it just ridiculous though? I can’t believe I’m even making such a comparison!

      “I’m so sorry,” I say again, hoping my voice prompts him to act suitably for the situation. But he stays quiet for several more minutes before speaking in his monotone voice, yet I do detect traces of annoyance.

      “She cheated on me. With Frank.” Hollow laughter echoes around the room before he runs his hand up and down his face, sighing heavily. “I’ve suspected the cheating for years. But I never thought it was Frank.” Bitterness coats these words as he gets up, and I follow suit, twisting my palms and speaking with concern.

      “This has been going on for years?” I want to congratulate Patricia on that, fooling around on her husband and never once being caught.

      That takes a certain skill; I’ll give her that.

      “We’ve never been a happy couple in love. We got married, because she got pregnant,” he fires out, and my brows rise at this, because this information wasn’t present in the report. As I discovered recently though, Arson hid a lot of stuff from me, but why I’ll never know. “A Brown could never have bastard kids. I always wanted only Meghan.”

      I barely hold back a laugh threatening to spill from my lips.

      Is this why he raped me on that night, even though he spent it with Meghan just hours before capturing me? Ralph has a very twisted notion of the word love.

      Before I can comment on that, he hugs me close, pressing himself against me. It makes me freeze, revulsion sinking into every bone as acid builds in my throat. I’m ready to twist away from his hold, even though I can’t.

      He has to trust me in order to get his punishment. Revealing myself to him is out of the question.

      The sound of the door shutting and a loud shout of “I’m home” saves me as Ralph steps back, curling his lip in distaste.

      Shortly, Patricia enters, cocking her head to the side when she sees me. “Cassandra!” she exclaims in delight and rushes toward me, kissing my cheek. “What a lovely surprise! What are you doing here?” Her gaze darts between us. “Sorry I had to stop by the elementary school, because the twins needed my attention.” The way she says it though leaves no doubt she has been with Frank.

      “Did you?” Ralph snarls, and the smile slips from her lips when she notices tension in the air along with the fury shaking his body.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” she grits through her teeth while quickly glancing at me, but I avoid her gaze, looking down at my shoes, and wait for her bubble to burst. “I don't care for your tone either.”

      His hollow laughter echoes in the room when he shows her the pictures, dropping them one after another on the floor by her feet while she becomes paler and paler, covering her mouth with her palm. “You’ve been fucking Frank behind my back.” He almost hits her with one of the photos. “In my house too, you fucking bitch!”

      He shouts the last part while her lips tremble, mumbling, “I can explain—”

      “What can you explain? Your cheating, you whore?” He grabs her elbow, shaking her so harshly that her purse drops, and she cries out. “I always knew you were a bitch. But it turns out you are just an expensive whore who I was stupid enough to marry.” He glares in her face, and she tries to touch his cheek, but he slaps her hand away. “Were you fucking him just now, huh?” She stays silent, tears cascading down her face, but it only fuels Ralph’s blood while I watch him in surprise when an unusual darkness comes from him that has danger written all over it. “Did my best friend fuck you good, dear wife?” He spits the last words before pushing her away.

      She tumbles on the floor, crying and then begging, “Ralph, please. Let me explain.”

      “Explain? Oh no. You’ll get the fuck out of here while I call our lawyers for a divorce.” He turns away and then barks, “Lina!” The maid shows up instantly with shock written all over her—she probably listened from the hallway. “Pack Patricia’s clothes and put them on the doorstep. From now on, she has no right to enter this house.”

      “Sir—” she says, but he stops her, raising his hand.

      “Do as I say or you can go with her.” She nods and disappears back into the hallway.

      Ralph picks up the photos as Patricia wraps her hands around his leg, sobbing and pleading. “Ralph, please don't do this. Our daughters—”

      “Will stay with me.” He frees his leg and points a finger at her. “Do as I say or you won’t ever see them again.”

      “No! My little girls!” She cries harder, but it has no effect on her husband.

      “You should have thought about our girls before you fucked my best friend.” Then he traps her chin between his thumb and index finger, pressing painfully on it, judging by her wince. “If you so much as try to make this divorce difficult… question the settlement… or go running to Daddy,” he says, squeezing her chin harder, “you’ll never see them again. I will take them away and make it seem like you never happened in their life.” She hiccups a sob.

      Despite my vengeance, I shift uncomfortably and my heart pangs at the pain showing on her face at the thought of being separated from her daughters.

      As a woman, all this is horrible to witness, even if those are the repercussions of her own actions. But as a person who orchestrated it all… it couldn’t have gone better.

      He lets go of her, takes a deep breath, and then address me, “Thank you again for letting me know. Sometimes strangers are more your friends than the ones close to you.” He waits a bit before adding, “If you ever need anything… know that the Browns in this town will provide it for you.” Then he walks off after the maid while Patricia’s head swings my way, a myriad of emotions playing on her face.

      From confusion to disbelief and finally anger as she gets up quickly, coming at me with full force. “You told him!”

      Smirking, I place my hand on my hip. “Sure thing. I wouldn't have been able to live with myself otherwise.” Then I wink at her, lowering my voice. “Now you can finally go to poor Frank who has dreamed about it for so long. No need to act like it’s such a hardship. We both know how much you love his touch.” I finish the speech, watching with fascinating how she becomes red as a tomato, her hands fisting, and I imagine smoke coming out of her ears.

      And then her hands are in my hair and tugging, dragging us on the floor as we tumble to it. I hit my head on the table, stilling the cry of pain.

      She tries to kick me a few times, but I block them, twisting her and flipping her on her back. Quickly getting up, I wince at my sore muscles since she pushed her weight on me then rub my forehead, only to see blood smeared on my fingers.

      That fucking bitch!

      “What have I done to you?” she asks, getting up and trying to slap me, but I block it with my arm and push her away so she falls on the couch, yelping. “You ruined my life.”

      Picking up my purse, I reply coldly, “Your life is not ruined yet. But it will be.”

      That has her attention real quick while panic swirls in her eyes. “What does that mean?” But I’m done explaining as I go to the exit, all while she runs after me, grabbing my arm, but once again, I push her away so her back hits the wall.

      “I only destroyed your marriage. But that’s not enough.” I glance over my shoulder at her as she breathes heavily, trying to make sense of all this. But she fails, because she has no logical explanation for a newcomer to hate her so much or go against her will. “I’ll take that invisible crown you are wearing.” Fear crosses her face while her mouth opens and closes. Words must be failing her. “The only thing you truly value is your power and reputation. Once you don’t have it—” I put on my sunglasses, smiling at her brightly. “—then your life will be ruined.”

      “I won’t allow you. I don’t need Ralph to rule this town. I’m a Flores!” She screams the last part and I shrug, sighing with boredom.

      “Your company is almost bankrupt, Patricia. Without the Browns, you are nothing.” She blinks in confusion, clearly unaware of the financial difficulties of her corporation that her brother is desperately trying to save.

      Well…

      Surprise!

      “But don’t worry. I’ll show you the generosity you never showed me. Your girls will stay with you. They are the only reason I’m sparing you,” I tell her and finally walk outside, breathing in the air.

      I won’t make her children collateral damage in this, because they don't deserve it.

      Vengeance is not about killing everyone, no.

      It’s about punishing them by taking away those things they love the most, that make them tick and sacrifice things for in life.

      Only then their pain will be as great as mine.

      Soon, everyone will know my identity.

      Even though I want to drive off to Eudard’s office and let his arms wash away all the disgusting things I had to do today… I can’t do this.

      I can’t face him without facing his brother again first.

      Because watching the scene in the living room play out proved one thing.

      There is no point in prolonging anything. The scores have to be settled as fast as possible before Eudard gets hurt in my twisted web.

      I just hope he will be able to forgive me for what I’m about to do to his twin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “There is a thin line between love and hate. Sometimes the person we love might be our greatest enemy… and the person we hate the most can be our only salvation.”

        Isabella suggested that once while we discussed different hectic emotions and how to handle them all… or play them in front of every man.

        They are powerful weapons, and the ones that arouse the most desire.

        Love and hate hold no meaning for me though.

        To me, both of them are destructive emotions that can change in the blink of an eye.

        And if the person you trusted and loved turns their back on you, then you need to run.

        As nothing is greater that the hate of the person who once used to love you.

        I’m the living proof of it.

      

      

      Cassandra

      The rain is pouring heavily on the sidewalk of the church as I slowly walk toward the door, my clothes soaking wet while my heels click loudly on the concrete, ricocheting through the night and mixing with the sound of droplets slapping the road.

      Throwing my head back, I allow the raindrops to fall all over me, cleaning the blood dripping from the wound on my forehead. Opening my arms wide, I welcome the thunder and the sounds of nature’s storm as if it’s celebrating with me and basking me in all the glory that this summer night has to offer.

      With a deep breath, I reach the iron door and knock three times, shivering slightly from the cold.

      In only seconds, he opens the door, his intense green eyes scanning me from head to toe and widening, probably at seeing my wounds. “Cassandra,” he whispers, stepping into the rain that instantly soaks his clothes too, and grabs my shoulders. “What happened to you?”

      Instead of answering his question, I go straight to the confessional and enter, placing my hand on the wall between us, waiting for him to follow suit.

      Even if he is shocked, he can’t ignore his duty.

      After all, a priest should always be there to listen to sinners who come for the atonement heaven can grant them.

      Even if they are beyond saving.

      He steps inside, his shoes thumping on the wooden floor, and his deep breath fills the space between us, sending familiar awareness through me that awakens every cell in my body.

      Which probably only adds to the never-ending pile of my sins.

      I almost chuckle, imagining his face if he knew about my true emotions that rush whenever he is near me.

      Would he ban me from his church, the place that took my innocence and dumped me in hell, forever?

      Settling on the small bench, I wipe away the blood from my cheeks while licking my dry lips as my mind searches for suitable words to start this.

      “Cassandra?” My name on his lips reminds me of the richest wine, as if he puts special emphasis on it, and it has a secret meaning for him.

      Like despite how impossible or wrong it is… I mean something to him.

      How can one man who is so forbidden… be so irresistible?

      Irresistible to kill for what he has done to me.

      But thanks to his brother, I can never act on those urges.

      After Ethan’s confession letter, I have no doubt about it. Maybe before I could pretend for a second his presence at the church was a figment of my imagination. But he is just like all of them, monsters who so easily snatched my life from me.

      Clearing my throat, I rest my head on the wall and finally allow myself to speak. “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned.”

      The time has come for my confession.

      And the most ironic part about it?

      I’m not even sorry for what I’ve done.

      “How did you sin, Cassandra?” His tone is so calm, even offering me support in my confession.

      I don’t need it though; the only thing I desire is his misery so he knows what his actions have done to me. “Today, I destroyed a family and friendship.”

      He exhales heavily. “Are you talking about the Browns?”

      “I exposed Patricia’s affair with Frank to Ralph.”

      Surprise rings in his voice when he asks, “They were lovers?”

      “For years. He has been in love with her since high school, after all.” Silence follows my statement, so I continue. “Always there whenever she needed him. But she wanted Ralph, so I guess she brought this disaster on herself.” A pang of regret registers in me for what their twin daughters have to suffer.

      Their parents will love them no matter what though, and their affair has been a ticking bomb anyway.

      He clears his throat. “How do you know about that?”

      “We used to be best friends. You see, Father Eachann...” I trail off, shifting on my seat so I gaze straight at him even though only the edges of him are visible to me. “In another life, my name was Arianna Griffin. That’s one of the reasons I smiled instead of cried when I heard about Ethan’s passing. I’m sure you are aware of why I’m here. I’m going according to order. You come right after Patricia.”

      “No,” he whispers. Something heavy thumps in the confessional, and then he gets out, shutting the door loudly. Hooking my hair over my ear, I slowly get up and follow him.

      What I see is a mess of a man, horror filling his eyes when he scans me from head to toe, probably trying to find similarities with Arianna and failing. “I can help you with that,” I say and remove the contacts easily from my eyes, glaring at him with my violet pools.

      Then recognition settles into his features, but oddly enough, it doesn’t bring me the satisfaction that I sought.

      I should have never fallen for his twin.

      This decision wouldn’t have been difficult then.

      But I did, so the time has come to face the consequences.

      

      Eachann

      Agony and horror spread through me in waves, hitting me from every corner along with the never-ending guilt that for a second doesn’t let me breathe.

      Images that I’ve almost managed to block from my mind play and play and play like a silent movie in a projector, changing one after another, reminding me of that summer day.

      Blood, so much blood.

      Pain so strong I was suffocating on it.

      And finally the smell of burned skin after what he had done to me.

      Pulling at my hair, I groan loudly, falling to my knees, because all this has the effect of an actual blow. The only difference is that I know everything about harsh blows that leave you bleeding on the floor for hours.

      This fire of pain in my chest, though, is incomparable to anything I’ve ever felt before.

      I never wanted to hurt the one bright thing in our lives, but my actions did, and now she has turned into a heartless creature reminding me nothing of the angel she once used to be.

      Gazing into her full-of-hatred violet eyes, I rasp, “I’m so sorry.”

      She flinches at that, and her hollow laughter echoes through the walls of the church. “Don’t be sorry. It doesn’t change anything. I want you punished all the same.” She takes out a gun from the purse and points it straight at my heart. “Pick up your phone and call the police. Tell them you have a confession to make.” She steps closer, breathing heavily as she removes her wet hair from her face. “Tell them you are the E on Ethan’s letter. Do the right thing, Father.” She emphasizes the last word, mocking it, for I could be called anything but a saint. “And then I can move on to punish those who most deserve it.”

      Ralph, Frank, and Cole, judging by what Dorothy told me in her confession.

      Her hand with the gun shakes when she screams at me, “Make the call, or I swear to God I will kill you. Without hesitation.” But even though hate is all she is projecting, I don’t think it will be so easy for her.

      How can she dream about a future with Eudard if she kills me?

      We've had our difficulties, but nothing and no one, including Arianna, can break our bond.

      I should never have stepped between them, but I did, which brought nothing but a nightmare to this town and people.

      How long can a person live with the guilt and regret from losing those you love without it killing him from the inside?

      I can’t do this anymore.

      Snatching the cross and chain from my neck, I twist it in my palms as I chant the final prayer. “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. In this world—”

      “No!” she shouts at me and then fires to my right, snapping me from my prayer, and my eyes widen. “You don’t get to pray here as if this sin is erasable. You will call and you will turn yourself in. This is unforgivable. Your God,” she says, her voice trembling with fury, “doesn’t forgive it either, even if he let it happen to me.” Because of this, she even lost her faith.

      She used to be the first one to come with me to church, telling me that she might not be religious, but she believed in divine intervention.

      Another shot erupts, this one closer to me and bounces off the floor, making me jump a little. “Get up and do what I say.” She steps closer, her heels clicking louder, and that brings a weird yet familiar ringing in my ears.

      Because other heels and other commands awaken in my memory, where begging for mercy didn’t end well for my twin and me.

      “Do the right thing for Eudard, Eachann,” she whispers, but she might as well have yelled at me with the silence falling over us where only our panted breaths fill the space.

      She comes even closer, putting the tip of the gun to my forehand, and repeats, “Get up and turn yourself in.” She swallows, wiping the tears streaming down her cheeks. “Think what your death will do to him.”

      Piercing pain assaults my scalp, like thousands of knives digging at it at once, poking from every side, wanting it to bleed.

      Palming my head, I shake it from side to side when the familiarity of it settles in. It always happens in the moments when I’m the most nervous, out of sorts.

      And after I wake up from it, I’m always on my bed with my body coated in sweat with no recollection of how I got there.

      Or any memories that follow that pain.

      Rocking back and forth, I hope for it to disappear, but it only intensifies, almost creating a vacuum around me where nothing but pain exists.

      Slowly, black dots appear in front of my eyes and blackness calls my name, wanting me to the succumb to the power that yearns to get free.

      Finally, the darkness comes and claims my sanity, taking Eachann somewhere while someone else takes possession of me.

      Maybe the devil himself.

      

      Cassandra

      I step back when he groans in pain, like me touching him physically hurts him, and I study his expressions that changes so quickly it gives me whiplash. His entire body is shaking, and a light sweat appears on his forehead. He gulps for breath, but it doesn’t help him, so he shakes anyway.

      People watching us might think I’m trying to exorcise the darkness of his sins from him while the dark spirit resists.

      He hangs his head forward, freezing in the moment while breathing heavily, and I frown, confused with the whole thing.

      Is this one of his games to avoid punishment? Because it won’t work with me. I’m already showing him generosity by offering to take him to the police without any further torture. Only because of my love for his brother.

      “Eachann?” I call, but he stays immobile, his chest rising and falling the only indication that he is still alive. “Stop acting stupid and follow my command.” I don’t want to waste a minute more in this place on the anniversary of what happened to me.

      It brings too many images that are always present in my mind.

      Once this is done, I can proceed to my grand finale and forever end this. Then I can try to find a future with the only man I ever loved.

      I raise my hand with the gun ready to fire again when a sinister laugh bounces off the walls, sending chills down my spine while casting an invisible shadow on the church as if dimming the light of the candles around us.

      And then he speaks, his voice so ice cold and cruel, nipping at my skin like the edge of a knife. “He is no longer here, Arianna.” He lifts his head, and even though their faces were always identical, in his gaze I recognize the man that I’ve spent all my free time here with.

      Eudard.

      But how is that possible?

      Too shocked to do anything but stand still while putting different pieces together in my head, I don’t see his next move coming.

      Swiftly, he wraps his hand around the gun, snatches it away, and points it at me, rising up from his knees.

      I stumble back, my ass hitting one of the corners of the bench when my knees wobble a little, but I stand straight, shaking my head in denial.

      It’s not possible. It can’t be possible.

      He has been one person all along?

      “Oh, the answer is a bit more complicated than that.” Only then I realize I spoke my last question out loud, but the answer doesn’t soothe me.

      Instead, I gaze into the eyes of the man I decided to give my future, and for the first time see nothing there but hatred.

      Why?

      “Where is Eachann?” I rasp, barely breathing when fear slowly travels through me, filling every bone. Because this man in front of me takes me back to ten years ago when the person I trusted most deceived me. “What did you do to him?”

      Anger crosses his face when he throws the cross in his hands on the floor, the chain breaking, sending little pieces scattering across the floor. “I didn’t do anything to him. I always protected him.” He laughs bitterly, and for a second I see flashes of the Eudard I know in him. “Even Eudard’s name means the protector. Did you know that? Their mom sure as fuck knew how to name them both.” He steps on the cross, the metal crunching under his shoes while I take a step back, blindly moving farther into the church. “They were always inseparable. Until you destroyed it.”

      “You are sick,” I say, not believing him about his twin. If he is the one playing two roles, does it mean he hid him somewhere?

      But then the initial shock wears off, and I squeeze the back of the bench, adding up all the information that has been floating in my head.

      Various pills he always carried around.

      Twins never showing up at one place.

      How he broke the frame that held the picture of them both and snapped whenever anyone mentioned his name.

      Which would make a logical conclusion if Eudard was the mastermind behind it, but…

      Why then did Eachann scream not too long ago and didn’t react during the kiss?

      Had guilt written all over him every time he looked at me.

      Is it possible to be such a great actor you can play both roles so well and fool everyone for a decade? Especially in the town that knew both of you since you were little?

      I press my fingers to my temples when my head starts to throb, bringing a memory from a long time ago, in my psychologist Allegra’s office.

      I glance at my watch that shows ten more minutes before my session and roll my eyes at the ceiling.

      Her receptionist gives me a warm smile and lifts her coffee cup, offering me some, but I wave it off. I notice a journal lying on the waiting room table and flip it open on a twins case study.

      Ignoring the thought of the Campbell twins, I read about the study that showcased that certain twins can experience each other's pain. One of them lost their leg and shortly after the other one suffered unbearable pain in his leg too, which resulted in his leg being cut off just like his twin’s.

      Some twins are so attuned to each other they feel each other’s emotions, wants, and needs. But more importantly, exist like one soul split into two.

      There is a note that of course not everyone acts like that, because it depends on how much bonding both of them had to experience as children. There is also a note that if they grew up in an abusive environment, they’d stick together like glue, protecting each other no matter the cost.

      But this bond doesn’t explain the insanity here. He doesn’t just act like Eachann; he lives as him.

      Then other memories pop in my head, this time from my childhood.

      How dismissive Ridge Campbell suddenly became toward his eldest son.

      Their mother running away.

      How sometimes I saw Eudard on the street, strolling with one of his security guys, and he wouldn’t recognize me. Or flat out chase me away, screaming I bring only trouble.

      How he missed school for days.

      His body full of scars that likely proved that he suffered abuse as a child.

      And… we? Them?

      When all those things add up in my head, there is only one conclusion that makes sense to me in this madness, but it’s so farfetched I don’t know what to do with it.

      “Eudard, do you have dissociative identity disorder known also as a multiple personality disorder?” But asking this is pointless, right?

      They don’t even know what they have in most cases. He must have been getting treated though, so maybe he communicated with this part of himself?

      I once met a man at Allegra’s office who had twelve personalities of different ages and both genders living inside him, and he kept journals where each one of them would write something.

      With Eudard, it sounds more like schizophrenia, as it seems like he is creating an illusion for himself, a twisted reality that doesn’t exist.

      Wait. No.

      Don’t they have hallucinations?

      Think, Cassandra. Think.

      Lachlan was always big on learning different psychological aspects and conditions, claiming that everything came from the mind. So I would hear things here and there; plus there was that psychology class back in college that had such an interesting professor that I actually paid attention.

      The only possibility here is him having multiple personality disorder and then imprinting Eachann’s life on himself, because the pain of losing him was so strong… his mind couldn’t cope with it.

      So his disorder and anguish stuck together, creating Eachann within him.

      Oh my God.

      What kind of trauma did Eudard experience that made him choose Eachann as one of his personalities? Almost as if he tried to predict what his twin’s life would have looked like and lived it accordingly, his subconscious saving him from an unbearable reality where his twin couldn’t be with him.

      This would explain his hatred toward Eachann. His subconscious protects him from facing the truth and admitting that his anger comes from losing his brother, not from fighting with him.

      Is it possible that he doesn’t even know that he lives both lives?

      The grin though that pulls at his mouth breaks my thoughts as he cocks his head to the side and says, “Eudard is not here either.”

      Oh, God.

      If right now I’m not talking to Eudard or Eachann… who is the third personality that without a doubt hates me?
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        A priest and a madman, two sides of one coin.

        And the most interesting part of it all?

        No one knows who craves the darkness more.

      

      

      

      Cassandra

      “Now we finally come to the conclusion of your game,” the unknown man says, tearing away the priest’s collar and fishing a remote from his pocket. “I knew it would serve its purpose someday.”

      “What do you want from me?” I ask, calculating how fast I can run to the altar and then dash to the secret door hidden there. That would allow me to use the passage to get away from him. The main entrance is blocked by him, and he won’t allow me to escape.

      Not unless one of the twins comes into the possession of his body. But I have no clue how fast or often the switches happen, so I won’t put my fate in their hands.

      “Me?” He presses the gun to himself and turns on the music that blasts so loudly. I cover my ears as it screeches. “Absolutely nothing. You served your purpose.”

      “I served my purpose?” I repeat carefully, staying calm, but slowly taking a step back, cursing inwardly for not bringing a phone with me.

      I could have sent the danger code to Arson, not that he would have gotten here in time anyway.

      He chuckles, lighting up a cigarette and groaning when the first taste hits his tongue. “I wanted to kill those fuckers for a long time. But we couldn’t until you came back so you could play with them yourself.” He sneers those words in distaste, his eyes blazing with fury as he gazes at me, and I wonder how all those personalities can be so different.

      A priest, a madman, and… who?

      And more importantly, how does he connect to what happened to us ten years ago?

      Acting hysterical around him won’t help me, because men like him don’t accept weakness.

      No, what they want is acceptance, giving them the right to speak. “What’s your name?”

      “I don’t have one.”

      How is that possible? Does Eudard even know about his disorder or the existence of this persona?

      “Oh, he does. Hard not to when the doctors were trying to figure out his problem when daddy dearest couldn’t cope. Fuck him.” Yeah, it’s safe to say I’m not the only one on his shit list. “We have journals together.”

      Which still explains nothing to me! How can Eudard be so controlled in his life and have this entire identity when three men live within him?

      Something doesn’t add up.

      “What happened to Eachann?” I ask again, carefully taking yet another step back, wanting to slip out of my heels so he won’t hear the sound, although with a predator like him that’s probably impossible.

      If this persona rose to protect Eudard as a child at some point, I imagine he doesn’t have much remorse for the pain inflicted on others.

      The only instinct is survival and to protect at all costs.

      “I didn’t protect him; that’s what happened. Because of you.” He twirls the trigger of the gun on his finger. “You enchanted both the twins but not me.”

      “You hate me.”

      “No, I don’t,” the reply comes so quickly I blink in surprise. “I hate what happened because of you. That’s two different things.” Then I yelp at the noise as he drops the gun on the floor, but thank God, it doesn’t fire. “I even started to like you again. Until the funeral.” What does he mean…?

      Oh.

      “Let me go,” I say, softening my voice and hoping that Eudard who is buried somewhere deep inside will take possession of the body and save me this time.

      He can’t fail me twice in the course of my life, can he?

      Based on what I know, switching back can happen at any moment. Sometimes it takes a few minutes, sometime days.

      I really hope this time around it won’t be long.

      “I can’t. He could have given you the world, but you wanted his twin,” he shouts. “So he would pay for the crime he did not commit all those years ago. Here.”

      Only then it registers in my mind, and the past comes crashing back at me, nipping on my skin and invading my head, and I can’t stand it anymore.

      This night is nothing but insanity, but I’ll be damned if I let someone hurt me twice here.

      Fisting my bag, I throw it in his face, and he stumbles back. I spin around and run with all my might to the other end of the church, focusing on nothing but my escape.

      All I have to do is get away from him and then this person who wants to do God knows what to me will let me go.

      A push from the back sends me flying onto the floor, my knees hitting the hard marble soundly. My cry of pain echoes around the room, mixing with the sound of the organ, sending shivers down my spine.

      Each note of Bach’s masterpiece accompanies his harsh footsteps as he walks around me, clicking his fingers in time with the music. The combination twists me from the inside out, as it sends me into a spiral of madness and a haze blurs my vision.

      For where people hear notes, all I hear are screams, one after another, of terror that nothing is able to stop.

      And agony so strong I might not be able to survive it.

      Church is a sanctuary for those who seek redemption, but it becomes a prison for those who want vengeance.

      Digging my nails into my palms to the point of drawing blood, I shake my head and place my fists on the cold marble, breathing heavily as droplets of blood slide from my forehead to my cheek.

      Phantom pain comes from so many places in my body, from the various wounds inflicted on me, I don’t bother to concentrate on any of it.

      It’s not real.

      Perfectly shiny black shoes come into view as he finally stands in front of me, and that’s when another sound fills the room.

      The loud whoosh and slap of his belt as he takes it out of his pants and hits it against his knees, the leather bouncing quickly, indicating the amount of torture it can bring.

      Willing all my self-control and strength that still fuel my exhausted body, I shift to the side, wanting to crawl away from him, but he fists my hair, stilling my movements, and I swallow back a groan of protest that demands escape. Prickles of pain travel through my entire body, so severe that for a second I forget how to breathe. “Little sinner,” he murmurs, pulling at my hair so harshly that my eyes water. He angles my head so I can meet his cold stare head on. “Leaving so soon?”

      I bite my lip, swallowing the scream threatening to tear my throat, and instead I stay silent, lifting my chin high.

      Even in this situation, he won’t know the satisfaction of my surrender.

      It’s not like I have anything to lose anyway.

      Is he the one who sat by the piano when the guys tortured me? Was he the one then who killed my parents that night, wanting to protect the twins from me in his twisted mind?

      His instinct to shield them away from whoever hurt them transformed him from a protector to a monster it seems, who eliminates even the slightest danger from his twins.

      Loyalty to Eudard is so absolute he can never allow me to bring him pain, and since in his mind I did, I’m a threat that he has to destroy.

      There is a thin line between protection and control, but this person is too traumatized to see it, as he is the product of his upbringing.

      Or should I say… Eudard’s upbringing.

      I’ll be damned if I give him what he seeks in this night of terror he designed around us.

      He deserves to die for the crimes he has committed!

      But how can I demand justice if this person lives inside the man I love?

      “You can end this anytime, Cassandra,” he says so casually, yet his hold on me tightens when he speaks my name with hate so evident I’m surprised I’m not dead yet. “Just submit.”

      I barely hold back the laughter wanting to erupt, because he truly believes I’m that naïve.

      Most people might not know his nature hiding behind the mask of male perfection and dream-come-true looks, but I do.

      It’s nothing but rotten, and whoever comes in contact with it gets coated in it too, so much there is never an escape from the dirt he smears on people.

      He is like a disease that has no mercy for the body, swallowing all the cells at once and infecting the blood to the point of the person vanishing from this planet.

      All while languishing in agony that has no relief or escape, where hope dies bit by bit every single day while the world practically mocks you in believing in good things.

      Nothing else is satisfactory enough for the likes of him.

      I discovered monsters existed in this world a long time ago, so rarely anything surprises me.

      But he took the word monster and twisted it to the point of me not even knowing how to label him for the hideous things he is capable of.

      If others are monsters lurking in the night for fresh flesh to feed on, he is the devil who burns everything in his wake before he forever separates people from their sanity when he traps them in his hell, where the only way out is death.

      A devil who doesn’t even burn in the church, but instead he makes it his hunting ground.

      “Go to hell,” I reply hoarsely, coughing on the blood in my mouth and shifting to the side, twisting in his hold, ready to run away from him at any moment.

      He might be the devil, unafraid of the church, but I’m the sinner who will use whatever way necessary if it means crawling out of hell.

      Even if the doors of heaven are forever locked to me.

      Chuckling, he fists my hair harder and drags me to the statue of Jesus that shines brightly under the moonlight streaming through the stained glass, cascading down in the magical yet sinister way, where despite the holy place, demons still have a place to live.

      I plaster my palms on the marble, but my strength is nothing against his, and my skin continues to slide on the floor as he moves us closer and closer to the steps leading to the altar, smearing my blood all over it.

      Bumping my knees against it, I stifle back a groan. Before I can catch a breath, I’m flung aside, causing me to land on my side, my skin already bruised from his harsh treatment earlier.

      Although he considers it nothing but a gentle careless.

      “Come on, darling, apologize,” he orders, his deep, husky voice washing over me like cement, freezing my every emotion. “With Jesus as your witness.” He laughs again, the cold of it sinking into me with each chuckle.

      He takes out his cigarette and lights it up, inhaling deeply, and I hear him groan in pleasure.

      Apologize?

      “I have nothing to apologize for.” And even if I did, I wouldn’t have been sorry enough to do it.

      “Cassandra.” There is a warning, barely audible, but since I’m so attuned to him, I catch it in his voice. It’s able to transform fire into ice, but I ignore it. “Apologize for the kiss.”

      The minute the words slip past his lips, the memory of the kiss in the cemetery flashes in my mind, bringing back the chaos and emotions so profound I wonder how we didn’t burn with it.

      Today, a sinner kissed a saint, and oddly enough, no thunder or lightning came from the sky. Maybe that was the day God and the devil took a break and didn’t notice how two mere mortals committed one of the greatest sins.

      But now I understand that deep down my body reacted to Eudard all along, and that’s why those emotions confused me.

      Eudard, he still stays the only man who has never hurt me.

      For a fraction of a second, I allow myself to bask in the beautiful memory of how the softest of lips touched mine, how he pressed me against his chest, and how for the first time in what seemed like forever, the outside world ceased to exist for me.

      Even the nightmares that have permanent residence in my brain.

      However, the smell of rain and masculine scent vanish from my mind when I feel him coming closer to me. The smoke from his cigarette envelops us and my eyes snap open. “Stubbornness will become your undoing.”

      No, my stubbornness allowed me to survive in the darkness.

      His obsession will be my undoing.

      Before I can even blink though, he wraps his leather belt loosely around my throat, as if hanging the most expensive necklace on me, and leans forward, lightly caressing the skin of my neck. Goose bumps of disgust rush through me. “Apologize, Cassandra,” he orders again, and this time I shake my head, almost disappointed I can’t see the fury on his face from my refusal.

      In this situation, that’s my only pleasure—for I denied the greatest of monsters his satisfaction.

      The leather slowly tightens on me, but then I hear another voice—the voice that has the ability to erase the greatest of nightmares when he wants to—and the movement around my throat stops.

      The voice that hurt me too, but at least his voice gives me hope of escaping this hell.

      He came on time, this time.

      “No!” he shouts, probably wanting to stop the madman, and for the first time in my life I have no clue how it will end.

      There are no rules in this twisted game of theirs.

      But there is only one winner who will claim the sinner.

      

      Madman

      Sometimes, we must hurt those we love in order to protect them.

      Sometimes, a lie is the only solution to the problem.

      Sometimes, covering up a sin is actually a salvation and the only right thing a person can do, instead of talking about the crime.

      While I always wanted to kidnap her to see the true me hiding behind the mask of deceit, I never planned to hurt her or leave bruises on her porcelain skin.

      But she came to the church, to the only sanctuary my twin knew, but also the place where true monsters hid.

      The ones that arranged everyone like puppets, playing with emotions as they saw fit.

      The founding five kids committed a crime a long time ago, but what would Cassandra have said if she knew what truly happened back then?

      That her nightmare is just the tip of the iceberg of the horrendous thing that she became a part of, only because her parents crossed someone they shouldn’t?

      Or the fact that she doesn’t even know what was going on around her most of her life?

      But more importantly, what would she say if she knew that right in this moment the person that organized it all, is watching, because thousands of invisible cameras are scattered in this place?

      Just like they were ten years ago, so he could replay over and over again the things done to a young, innocent girl who became collateral damage in a revenge she knew nothing about.

      Right now, my cruelty is the only thing saving her life, and because of that, she will hate me.

      So be it.

      I make no apologies for how I choose to protect the woman who is mine.

      Not after I failed to protect the only other person who belonged to me.

      My twin. Part of my heart and soul.

      Like I said, sometimes a lie is the only solution to the problem, and I don’t seek a cure.

      I’m the devil, and she will burn in the fire of my creation.

      

      The Maestro

      Dropping onto the chair in front of my flat-screen TV, I prop my legs on the nearby table while adding volume to the surveillance footage from the cameras I installed at the church ages ago.

      “Magnificent,” I whisper, lifting my glass to the screen when he almost chokes her with his belt, creating fear in her gaze and reminding me of what a beautiful creature she used to be all those years ago.

      Laughter reverberates through the walls of the space when I think about the future.

      Once upon a time, Eudard Campbell refused my welcome to the dark side, so I took his soulmate away, his twin. And the parents of his beloved girl.

      This time though?

      This time around, I’ll take his queen.

      Vincere semper.

      I always win.

      Checkmate.

      
        
        Madman’s Cure, the conclusion to this duet, releases on October 17th.

        Pre-order here.

        Turn the page to read an excerpt from Callum’s Hell.
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      Giselle 

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

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

      A mark that forever stains me. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What have you done, Giselle?”

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

      Hades caught his Persephone once again.

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

      Or so I think.

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

      No one won.

      No one lost.

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

      

      Click here for Callum’s Hell.
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