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      Emerald

      With a loud splash, I plunge into the water, and instantly silence surrounds me, blocking the outside world away.

      I hold my breath, struggling and trying to wiggle my ankle free of the rope wrapped around it. The stone bag attached to it takes me farther and farther into the blue hole of the ocean while I hold my breath for as long as I can.

      My lungs burn from the lack of oxygen, and no matter how much I twist and try to reach the knot, I’m helpless against the water and its power.

      Looking around, I search for any source of help, even though it’s useless. I pray for some kind of divine intervention to rescue me from this nightmare that has become my reality, but nothing is in sight.

      Instead, the bag tugs on my foot harder, and I sink deeper.

      Finally, the tightening in my throat becomes unbearable and I close my eyes, succumbing to the darkness that ends it all.

      The war has ended.

      The victor was chosen.

      And no one got the spoils.
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      Somewhere in the world…

      April 2019

      

      Micaden

      The black garbage bag on the floor wrapped with tight rope shifts relentlessly while barely audible sounds come from it, probably begging.

      As if I care.

      Whistling loudly, I deliver another few hits with my baseball bat, and the bag slowly gets wet, if the liquid under it is any indication. “It’s embarrassing really, Ron. It’s just the beginning, and you’ve already wet your pants.” Sighing dramatically, I throw the bat on the floor and it clangs loudly as it rolls to the side. Then I grab the knife from my back pocket.

      Sharp, with serated edges in a medium size, it’s perfect for what I have planned next.

      Kneeling next to him, holding the knife with both hands, I stab it right in the middle of his gut. This time, his scream can be heard even through the damn gag. “A little patience, Ron. This is nothing compared to what awaits you,” I assure him, pulling out another knife and slicing the ropes along with the bag from him.

      Slowly, he comes into view, pale as fuck even though his skin is naturally tan; his black uniform’s soaked in blood, and fear etches his face. He mumbles something through the tape stuck to his mouth holding the gag, and I decide to help him out.

      “Here you go, Ron.” I pull it harshly, and he cries out in pain as a little bit of his skin along with blood ends up on the tape, his lips completely chapped and torn. “See? I can be nice when I want to.”

      Standing up, I grab his hair and raise him up with me. He breathes heavily, adding tears to everything else, and sways in my hold, but I only fist his hair harder. “Stand still before I break your legs.” He freezes immediately, and I push him in the direction of the pool a few feet away from us.

      Yes, building it inside my house, hidden from everyone, was truly a magnificent idea.

      “Why are you doing this?” he asks, then groans when I press on his head, indicating for him to sit on the chair located right on the edge of the pool.

      The minute his ass is on the seat, I wrap chains around his middle, hooking it to the heavy bag of stones. “I—I’m sorry,” he mumbles, clearing his throat. “You are mistaken. We’ve never met.”

      I smirk, tugging on the ropes, satisfied with their strength.

      Stepping back, I walk around to face him and rest my palm on the back of the chair, leaning closer to him. Sweat along with blood drips from his forehead down his nose and lips. “Ron, is it nice to forget your old friends?” He frowns, gazing into my face, but by his blank stare, I understand he still doesn’t recognize me.

      But then again, it’s hard to recognize a dead man.

      “I have a family. They need me.”

      “Considering your line of work, do you think this kind of talk works in such situations?” I ask, and he pales as desperation slowly sinks in, because he finally realizes there’s no escape.

      Pity, remorse, compassion. They don’t exist for me.

      At least, not for the people who betrayed me.

      “I could spend hours torturing you until you finally get it, but I won’t do that.” He exhales in relief, so I add, “Instead, you are just gonna choke while your lungs slowly fill with water.”

      He shakes his head, mumbling, “Please, I have two sons.” And I don’t give a fuck.

      But before he dies, I do want to feed his curiosity so he knows why God sent him to me. “Atonement comes one way or another, right, Ron?” His eyes widen and his mouth opens, probably wanting to say something, but I’m done with him.

      I’ve wasted more time than necessary already.

      I kick his chair harshly, and he plunges into the pool with a big splash, right after his scream of fear that dies in the water. I see how his body is slowly dragged farther and farther to the bottom of the pool where he struggles still, his head moving from side to side while he tugs on his arms, hoping for an escape.

      That’s what we humans do. Even when everything goes to shit and there’s no hope, we hold on to the belief that miraculously someone or something will come and save us.

      But they never do, and I found it out the hard way.

      A few seconds pass, and finally his body stills, his eyes wide open gazing at me from the bottom, and I mentally cross his name off the list.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I answer on the third ring. “Unexpected call.”

      Silence greets me for several beats before the person on the other end of the line speaks up. “Are you sure about this? There’s no going back.”

      Hollow laughter echoes through the space. A familiar hatred settles deep inside me, fed by fury that knows no mercy. “Oh, I’m sure.”

      Everyone has to pay for what they’ve done to me.

      Especially her.
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      New York, New York

      April 2019

      

      Emerald

      The sun shines brightly on the white-as-snow canvas, mesmerizing me with its purity, and my hands twitch to destroy it with color.

      Coming closer to the window, I open it up wide, and a strong wind almost knocks me on my ass, but thankfully I hold tightly to the windowsill. The nature is evidently in the middle of the storm, so rare for this time of year in New York, but it’s welcomed at the same time.

      The rain pours loudly against the sidewalk. The fresh smell of concrete penetrates my nose, and I inhale it sharply, wishing I had grabbed that cup of mint tea back in the kitchen.

      Studying the people rushing quickly seeking shelter, inspiration pops into my head, and I remove my jacket, roll up the sleeves of my sweater, and I’m about to grab the yellow brush ready to recreate the images around me.

      Only instead, my fingers wrap around a single pencil with a sharp end lying on the corner of the painting kit.

      In seconds, my hands, of their own accord, start to draw the bluest-like-the-ocean eyes, which gaze with mischief and love, light eyebrows that always give him a wistful expression, shoulder-length silky blond strands, dimples on the cheeks, and a five o'clock shadow, which adds to the wild yet sexy look that will drive girls crazy.

      With a heavy sigh, I continue to draw all the details of the person until my arms grow numb and the pencil falls to the ground.

      Stepping back, I study the drawing in front of me while the pain in my heart intensifies, though I can’t understand why.

      The most handsome man looks straight at me with a happiness only real love can provide.

      Different voices echo in my ears while my head starts to throb. Placing my fingers to my temples, I try to reach for something fleeting in my memory that nags at my mind, but at the same time doesn’t reveal its source.

      Huffing in frustration, I wonder if there’s a cure for the insanity that has settled in my brain for the last several months and disturbs my life.

      A loud knock on the door snaps my attention to it as Kaden enters, his eyes traveling to the drawing and turning darkish blue.

      He hates when I do that, and my explanation doesn’t help soothe the inferno raging in him whenever I mention my problem.

      I expect another lecture on focusing on my studies instead of this stupidity, as he calls it.

      However, he exhales heavily instead, hooks his thumbs in his pants pockets, and asks, “What do you need, Emerald?”

      My heart freezes but then speeds up again, while I search for the right words that will make him understand.

      It’s vitally important to me. “I need to go to the island.” He looks to the side, and I see his hands squeeze into fists, so I quickly add, “This story won’t leave me alone, Kaden. I have to go there and give it justice.”

      “You are a teacher. Painting is your fucking hobby. You are not a writer!” he shouts, but I shake my head, holding my chin high.

      “That’s true. But this story in my head won’t go, doesn’t go away. And I think it’s because I’m hiding from it. I want to write it. But for that, I need to go there to feel it all.”

      “It’s dangerous, and reckless.”

      My brows furrow at his words while confusion spreads through me. How can going to the island for the summer and writing a romance book be dangerous?

      “Kaden, I’ll go no matter what. But I would have preferred not to go with us fighting.”

      I love and trust my big brother with all my heart. He never clipped my wings or restricted my freedom, instead giving me all the opportunities in the world to be myself.

      He was there with me through it all. The broken bones. Loss of sixty percent of my sight. The reason I knew the drawing so well was because I drew it from my brain.

      I understand his protectiveness due to all my conditions and the danger that might await me in an unknown place, but when it borders on insanity? No freaking way.

      “You are not ready to face it, Emerald.”

      Once again, the riddles that confuse me somehow make him furious at the possibility of me “discovering” something huge.

      I lived as boring a life as I could. What could I possibly uncover?

      “Kaden—” He raises his hand, and I shut up, waiting for him to process it all.

      Finally he comes closer, palming my head and giving me a soft peck on my forehead. “Go. But always remember that sometimes there’s no choice in our actions.”

      Before I can comment on that, he hugs me and presses my cheek to his shoulder as he rocks me in his arms. It feels like he’s giving me the last hug ever or is afraid he’ll never get this opportunity again.

      Instead of dwelling on his weird state, I return the embrace and smile, because I can go there and finish this madness.

      Two star-crossed lovers in my head will get their story told.

      My life will go back to normal, and I’ll finally have peace.

      

      Micaden

      If madness has a name… it’s hers.
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      From the pages of the book…

      

      Raising the ball above my head, I threw it up and hit it with my hand.

      It flew over the net, and another team hit it back, and so the game had begun.

      Volleyball was the only good thing about this whole forced vacation that my parents dumped on my head. Well, that and my painting classes with a local artist.

      Go visit your grandma, Emerald. She misses you.

      What a bunch of crap. Not that Nona didn't love me or anything. She was happy to see me, but considering she had a full summer fling going on with her neighbor, I seriously doubted she begged my parents for me.

      Needless to say, both of us were a bit disappointed, since I planned to spend my summer at the medical center helping Dr. Melanie there with her patients. Finishing high school one year early wasn't part of my plan, but it played out perfectly for me, since I could get hands-on experience and extra credits before attending college.

      But my overprotective parents worried I didn't get to enjoy my teenage years as I was supposed to, so they sent me here to have a “fun” summer with my peers before all the serious stuff in my life. No amount of begging would change their minds.

      Deep down though, I suspected they sent me here so I wouldn’t do any stupid shit while Dad prepared for his election campaign.

      “Em, check this out,” Olivia called from behind me, and I turned my head just in time to see her to do a star jump on the beach. Sighing in exasperation, I gave her a thumbs-up, and she beamed proudly.

      Who the hell did that in the middle of the game?

      Only my crazy best friend, and it was impossible not to giggle when she stumbled and fell on her ass. The girl had many talents, but being flexible wasn't one of them.

      “Watch out!” someone shouted, snapping my attention from my friend. A split second later, something hard hit my head. Piercing pain rushed through me, and I couldn't contain a scream as I laced my hands on my head and fell to my knees. Dizziness instantly washed over me.

      “Move,” a masculine voice ordered, and my eyes travelled up first to notice tanned legs in shorts and then a shirtless Scandinavian god, because how else was it possible to look so freaking hot, with long blond hair and a muscular chest?

      He kneeled in front of me and wrapped his hands around my neck, and for a second our eyes met.

      Even in my not-so-great state, it felt like everything around us faded away.

      “Oh, my,” I whispered as my breath hitched, and the next thing I knew, I spilled my lunch on his perfectly white shorts.

      “Oh, gross,” Olivia whimpered, and I could relate. Watching someone puke was a disgusting thing, but right at that moment, I couldn't care less, because I seriously felt like dying.

      “She might have a concussion. We need to get her to a hospital,” the same husky voice said, and then he tilted my head back and wiped it with his shirt that surprisingly he had in the back pocket of his shorts. He threw it away, and the next thing I knew, he lifted me in his arms, and I had no other choice but to wrap my weak arms around his neck to keep my balance.

      “I’m sorry, girly. I had no idea where I threw that boomerang,” another voice said apologetically, but I couldn't find strength in me to follow it.

      “Should have been paying attention.” The husky voice hardened; he didn't seem pleased with the person right now.

      “Brochan, man, come on….” The words trailed out as oblivion took me, but the name kept on playing in my mind.

      Brochan.

      What a beautiful name.

      

      Island, United States

      July 2019

      

      Emerald

      Adjusting the laptop on my lap better, I rest my back against the car seat and bite my lip, disliking this chapter. “You all right, miss?” Peter, our driver, asks while he navigates the car between several tight turns before heading on the straight road, with the wind blowing through the open windows.

      “A bit frustrated right now,” I reply honestly, and he chuckles when I send him a wink.

      The man is in his late sixties, has seven grandkids and a beloved wife who lives in the suburbs and supports his idea of retirement, which is working seven hours a day as a driver for wealthy families. Kaden and I love him so much that he has been in our family for the last ten years, or at least everyone claims so.

      After the accident, some of my memories are hazy, but thankfully my brother is always there when I need help.

      “Kaden told me you decided to write a book,” he says, and I close my laptop, giving up on writing more, because I know when Peter gets tired from long drives, he chats a lot to keep himself awake. “Yes.”

      He nods approvingly, turning off the radio, probably so he’ll hear me better. “Always good to have a new profession.”

      A giggle slips past my lips as I take a sip of my water. “I don’t plan to publish it. The images just keep on popping into my head, so I want to write it and get it over with.”

      “Oh.” A beat, and then, “Why are you frustrated?”

      “It just seems like they’re teenagers in love, you know? And love at first sight. Like such things exist. And can you believe I named her after me? Like, it’s so weird, but no other name fits her, so I just gave her mine.”

      Because I’m looking at him, it doesn’t escape my notice how he pales a little and his knuckles tighten on the steering wheel before he clears his throat. “I see. And why come here to write it?” The way he asks his question, with a hint of panic lacing his tone, indicates to me that somehow he already knows the answer to that question.

      And the answer scares him.

      “Their story is here, and I’ve never been here, so… it just seemed right.”

      “Of course,” he says, and then clears his throat again. I frown at this rather odd reaction and wonder if I missed some memo. Why is it so awful to write the story on an island?

      A story that will probably end up the tale of two teenagers in love experiencing a summer fling.

      He half turns to me, catching my stare. “Just be careful, miss. Some things need to stay buried.”

      What the freaking…? “Peter, what are you—” From the corner of my eye, I catch an unbelievable sight and shout, “Stop!” The tires screech against the concrete, and he stops abruptly. Only the seatbelt saves me from hitting my forehead on the front seat.

      “Miss, what are you…?” His voice is a blur though. I quickly get out of the car and rush to the beach, ignoring the sand flying under my ballerina flats and the wind hitting my face. My white summer dress whips around me, probably giving a view to a few onlookers.

      But I don’t care about any of it as my whole attention zeroes in on the volleyball net exactly like in my written scene.

      How is it possible?

      Just how?

      “Oh my God,” I murmur, and I come closer when a different scene flashes in my mind.

      “This bet is ridiculous,” Olivia whines as she wraps her sweater around her waist. “They’ll beat our asses, and we will have to cook breakfast every day.” My brows lifts at her words, so she raises her hand, and says, “Okay, okay. You will have to do that. But seriously, Em. What the hell were you thinking by agreeing to this?”

      “It wasn’t me who argued with Donovan, which ended with us in this situation.” My best friend has a very selective memory it seems.

      “Whatever. If we lose, you owe me one.”

      “You already live in my house and eat my food. I think we are even either way.” She laughs and then hugs me closer, giving me a loud kiss on the cheek. “That’s why we are best friends forever.”

      “Present tense,” I whisper, removing the strands of hair from my face as the scene creates chaos in me. I write in past tense. Why did it play in present?

      Why does it sometimes feel like I’m reliving a memory instead of a story my imagination created?

      Shaking my head, I decide to dwell on it later and research writing processes for different authors. Surely I’m not alone in this, and everything has an explanation.

      The waves crashing over the rocks snap me out of my stupor and my eyes widen, drinking in the sight of the magnificent ocean.

      The power of nature, which can’t be denied. The glistening blue water almost calls for me to enter it, and without thinking, I slip off my ballerinas and dart to the ocean, digging my toes in the sand as unfamiliar excitement builds inside me.

      I don’t even stop to think about the fact that I’m afraid of water or how even small pools always scared me, and with Kaden’s assurance that I can’t swim, I was never tempted to try it.

      Seagulls cheer loudly, and the light breeze touches my cheek as salty yet fresh air penetrates my nostrils, all while the sun shining brightly envelops me in a magical atmosphere where everything seems peaceful and wonderful.

      I don’t need perfect sight to admire all that.

      The minute I step on the edge, the water tickles my toes and I wiggle them, welcoming the sensation, and without thinking, I step knee-deep into it.

      Ocean.

      My best friend. “I missed you so much,” I whisper, lifting up water in my palms and splashing it away. “No one can listen to or understand me the way you do.” The minute the words are out of my mouth, something inside me switches, and I gasp in shock.

      Reality sinks in really fast and panic rushes over me, my actions finally settling in my hazy brain.

      I’m in the ocean! Calling it my best friend, when it’s my greatest fear!

      I spin around but cry out in pain when my feet scratch against a large, sharp rock and at the same time huge waves crash over me, sucking me in while I choke on water as it pulls me away from safety and deeper into the ocean.

      I try to get out, moving my hands in different directions, but it’s useless. I was knee-deep just a minute ago, so how can I be floating in the water already?

      My lungs burn. I can’t reach the top of the water to inhale a breath, and my white dress only pulls me deeper, or so it seems in my panic-hazed brain. Suddenly, I feel strong hands wrap around me and pull me up.

      Surprisingly, my feet move freely as if remembering the action. “Swim, damn it,” the voice orders, and I do, with his help.

      A little bit more, and I’m sitting on the shore, coughing out water and breathing as much air as possible, then opening and closing my eyes, hoping for the pain in there to dissolve. “Don’t enter the ocean with a storm coming if you don’t know how to swim,” the same voice speaks, and goose bumps break out on my skin, because the voice and tone nips at my memory, trying to drag up some kind of information but failing.

      The only thing that lingers is that his voice is familiar yet strange, all the same.

      Slowly turning my head, I notice the man standing a few feet away from me. Due to the sun blocking my view of him, I can only make out wide shoulders, shoulder-length hair, and a beard, while his muscled chest glistens in the light from droplets of water covering it.

      He could easily be a Viking, as nothing but a warrior comes to mind when I look at him. The sense of power surrounding him is hard to miss, even with my eyesight.

      “Thank you,” I finally say, my cheeks flushing. I probably look like a fool to him, ogling him like that.

      “Emerald.” I freeze when my name slips past his lips, and pain sinks into my head, as if someone knocked it with a hammer. Palming my head, I wince, shaking it from side to side, hating the constant headaches that won’t go away no matter how much medication I take.

      One of my doctors once said I should always evaluate when they happen to find a pattern. And I did, discovering they hit me the hardest in summer during my studies, when I painted, or recently when I started writing the book.

      But why does my name on the tongue of this stranger evoke such emotion in me?

      Licking my dry lips, I ask, “How do you know my name?” My heart beats rapidly inside my chest awaiting his reply, almost desperately and needy, as if it’ll be the key of some sort to me.

      To everything.

      Instead of speaking up, he comes closer and then kneels in front of me, his fingers catching my chin, and for a moment, it feels like he applies more pressure on my skin than he should. “Do you really want to know?” he murmurs, and I sigh almost in relief, even though I know my behavior makes no sense at all.

      But I’ll study my reactions later. I throw away any common sense and just focus on his reply.

      

      Micaden

      Emerald… a beautiful name that destroyed my life.
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      From the pages of the book…

      

      Something cold pressed to my head, and surprisingly, it brought relief to the aching pain. I shifted my head, snapped my eyes open, and the familiar smell of hospital entered my nostrils.

      Why the hell was I here?

      “Hey,” someone called softly, and a hand gently touched my cheek. “You’re awake.” My eyes adjusted to the bright light blinding me at first. The same guy from the beach sat in front of me at the corner of the bed.

      He was real, not a figment of my imagination after all? “Does it hurt?” he asked, and all I could do was nod, which brought more pain and caused me to wince. He frowned and then pressed on the button to my right, and it wasn’t long before a man in blue scrubs appeared.

      “Yes?”

      He turned his head toward the man, but he didn't stop touching me. “She’s awake. She’s in pain I think.”

      The doctor, I assumed, came closer, checked my vitals and then eyes with small light. His fingers pressed on my wrist to feel my pulse. “Good thing she’s awake, and of course she’ll feel pain. We’ll give her a bit of medication and then she can go. You should wake her every few hours to check on her and give her this.” He picked up some pills from the bedside table and gave it to Brochan.

      The doctor gave me a smile and winked. “Quite the day you had at the beach, huh, Emerald?”

      “How do you know my name?” What the hell was going on here? “Could you please explain to me what happened and why I’m in the hospital? I don’t remember much after throwing up.”

      Yeah, I made an awesome impression on the Scandinavian god sitting next to me.

      The doctor glanced back at the stranger and then proceeded to explain. “You were on the beach and a boomerang hit your head. You sustained a slight concussion and fainted. There’s a bump on the back of your head, but besides that you should be fine.” He scanned the paper in his hand, and then added, “Your friend Olivia was kind enough to provide your ID.” I had to blink to process all this information at once, but then his last words were like cold water on my shoulders.

      “You contacted my grandma?” I asked, horrified, and they both frowned.

      Just as the doctor opened his mouth to reply, someone pulled back the curtain fiercely, and Nona stood there, fuming furiously with her eyes narrowed. Her action also allowed me to notice several young guys nervously looking at the scene. Olivia stood with them, holding my backpack and secretly peeking at one of the guys.

      Even with my concussion, it was hard not to notice their abs, so I couldn't really blame her.

      “Which one of you hurt my Em?” Nona demanded, and I grimaced. She was in one of her moods where reasoning wouldn't help much. One of the reasons I didn't want her to know about all this.

      The redheaded guy stepped toward her and opened his mouth to clearly confess it was him, if his pale expression was anything to go by, when a husky voice spoke loudly and clearly for anyone in this hectic place to hear. “Me.”

      Wait, what?

      “No—” I started, but his big, warm hand covered mine and squeezed softly. His gaze held mine, and I could almost drown in the beauty of his blue eyes with long, brown lashes. It had to be considered a crime for guys to have such long lashes, when girls couldn't even achieve such an effect with mascara.

      Nona huffed in distaste, pushed him away from me, and sat in his place while she scanned my body for damage. “How are you, kiddo?”

      Sending her a half smile, I trapped her hand between my shoulder and neck. “A bit dizzy and it hurts, but the doctor said I should be fine soon.” Lying to my nona was out of the question.

      She focused her attention on Brochan. “What’s your name, young man?”

      “Brochan, ma’am.”

      I repeated his name in my mind and it surprised me how much pleasure it brought me. I’d never heard such a name before.

      “What are you going to do about it?” She motioned with her hand at me as my eyes widened in fear.

      Oh, no. “I don’t think he needs to—” But of course he wouldn't let me finish. Why did people keep interrupting me, for God’s sake?

      “I’d like to take care of her and then take her out for a movie, as compensation for this.”

      I shook my head, because the last thing I needed was some kind of pity from the hot guy.

      Nona replied like I wasn’t even present in the room. “Sounds good to me. How old are you?” Why was this question even relevant?

      “Twenty-one, ma’am.” She wiggled her index finger at him. “My granddaughter here is seventeen. No funky stuff.” Covering my face with my hands, I groaned in embarrassment, to several chuckles from his friends. Why would this dude even consider such stuff? He was so out of my league it wasn't even funny.

      “Sure,” he replied, but there was something in his voice, pulling my gaze once again to him as his eyes studied me with an unreadable expression. But that sigh alone had the power to send warmth through my entire body.

      What had I gotten myself into?

      

      Island, United States

      July 2019

      

      Emerald

      “Your driver is shouting your name.” I blink at his comment, and he shifts my chin to the side so I have no choice but to turn. Peter is rushing across the beach, sand flying in different directions as he holds onto his driver’s hat with one hand. Only then does his panicked voice register in my ears. “Miss Emerald!”

      I don’t think I’ve ever seen him this scared, or red for that matter, in my entire life.

      He stops abruptly next to me, splashing water on us a bit, and I wince when he removes his jacket and covers my shoulders, while a slight tremor rushes through me. “What were you thinking, running to the beach like that?” He chastises me a little and even pats the top of my head. “You’ll give me a heart attack at this rate.”

      My mouth spreads in a small smile, because he always says that if I do something out of the norm. “Your wife would kill me. I’m afraid of her.”

      He chuckles, adjusting his hat. “That’s true. My missus is serious when it comes to—” He frowns, apparently only now noticing the stranger standing next to us, and extends his hand. “Peter Wilson.”

      The stranger looks at his hand, then at the man, smirks, and walks off without even a backward glance.

      “Wait!” I shout after him and get up, burrowing into the jacket deeper so no one can see my freaking lingerie under the soaked dress.

      The man freezes with his back still to me and I hurry, too afraid he’ll leave before I have the chance to show my gratitude. “Thank you for saving my life. I don’t know how to swim. I would have died if it weren’t for you.”

      At these words, he spins around, the wind blowing his hair. He scans me from head to toe, but I can’t study his expression, as he’s too far away. “The human mind is an interesting thing. Sometimes it believes the lies society feeds us.”

      My brows furrow and I open my mouth to comment, but he resumes his walk, and with each step, he disappears toward the horizon, leaving me standing confused and lost.

      Why would he say such a thing to me?

      

      Micaden

      Love and pain.

      Powerful emotions that have the ability to erase everything from your mind.

      Even yourself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      From the pages of the book…

      

      Rock song played on my headphones while I lay in bed, gazing at my ceiling and humming to the tune.

      The door slamming against my wall snapped me out of nirvana, and I sent Olivia an annoyed glance.

      Her mouth opened and she kept saying something, but I couldn't hear a thing over the music blaring in my ears.

      Heaven.

      Her eyes narrowed as she exhaled heavily. Then she jumped on the bed, removed my headphones, and finally her loud, screechy voice penetrated my ears. “What are you doing?”

      “What does it look like I’m doing? Listening to music.”

      “It’s five o’clock!” she screamed again, and I shrugged.

      “So?” She was acting all kinds of crazy. “Babe, are you high?” I got away in time to prevent her picking up a pillow and smacking me in the face with it. “Hey, I’m recovering from a concussion here.”

      Olivia smirked. “Yeah, right. It’s been eight days. You’re fine.”

      I walked toward the window and opened it up to let in fresh air, or maybe just to distract myself from the conversation at hand.

      “Em,” Olivia snapped, and I rolled my eyes.

      “What? What’s so important about the timing?”

      “You have a date tonight.”

      Excuse me? “What date?”

      “With Brochan. You know, the hot hunk who carried you in his arms to the hospital. That Brochan.”

      Oh, we had a very different definition of the word date then. “I’m not going.”

      Her jaw almost hit the bed. “Are you nuts?”

      “Just drop it.”

      “He invited you—”

      Were we back at it? I thought we’d covered all the explanations yesterday.

      “He didn’t. He had to do it, because Nona was up his ass for him to properly apologize. The last thing I need is some pity evening out.” Really, why didn’t anyone understand why all this shit didn't work for me? I tried to spare him humiliation and an uncomfortable encounter. Brochan wasn't the one who hurt me, so it wasn't fair for him to suffer from it.

      “Come on, who cares? You’ll spend some time with him.” She clasped her hands together and sighed dreamily.

      “I care. So I’m not going.” Ignoring my words, she jumped from the bed, opened up my closet, and ran her fingers over every hanger while inspecting my clothes.

      Shouting “Yes!” she took out my navy strapless dress that reached my knees and kept my body cooler during the heat. Grabbing brown sandals and a small purse, she spun around and threw it all on the bedside chair. “Em, change now.” She waved nervously. “He can’t see you like this.”

      Glancing down, I wondered what was so offensive about my jean shorts and white top. My bare feet had a gold anklet, and my hair was in a ponytail held in place by the pencil I used to draw with.

      Folding my arms, I raised my chin stubbornly. “I won’t. Nona will tell him I’m not in the mood.”

      Olivia grabbed my arm and pushed me toward the chair, but I dug my heels into the carpet and didn't budge, so she had to wrestle me. With a loud thud, we ended up on the floor. When my elbow dug painfully into her stomach, she screeched, “Ouch!” then her knee hit my thigh, and we probably would have continued had it not been for the voice.

      His freaking husky voice!

      “Hi.”

      Olivia and I stopped at once, and we rose so quickly I wondered how my head didn't spin. We both breathed heavily and our hair was all over the place, not to mention we had to straighten our shirts.

      Brochan stood there, wearing white shorts and shirt, along with boat shoes. His messy blond hair was made into a bun, and he had sunglasses on his head.

      One word, people.

      Hot.

      Surprisingly, he’d brought Donovan with him, who held a bouquet of tulips in his hands and extended them to me. It didn't escape my notice how Olivia’s eyes watched him closely, or his sideways glance toward her.

      “Thanks.”

      Donovan winked at me, clearly pleased I held no grudge.

      “Hi,” I finally said to Brochan and then cleared my throat. “I’m sorry, but Nona was supposed to cancel the movie. Didn't she?”

      Brochan nodded. “She did. But we aren't going to a movie.”

      What? I shook my head. This dude could be really stubborn when he put his mind to something! “Doesn’t really matter, as you see—”

      He shifted his focus, completely ignoring my words, and then looked at Olivia, sending her a gentle smile in the process. She instantly giggled, the traitor. “Could you please leave us alone for a moment?”

      She was all too happy to comply and grabbed her bag from the floor then poked her finger in Donovan’s chest. “Wanna walk me downstairs?” Without further words, he followed her and the door closed after them, leaving us alone.

      Shifting nervously, I tried to think about all the reasons going out with him was a bad idea, which was freaking hard to do when I had all his handsome glory in front of me.

      Finally, he broke the silence. “Why are you so adamant about not going out with me?”

      Pushing my hair back up, I exhaled loudly and decided to just go with the truth, because he didn't seem like a guy who tolerated, or liked for that matter, bullshit. “Brochan, you don’t have to do this. It wasn't even you who hit me. Go and enjoy your life.” There, finally I said it and exhaled in relief.

      Instead of being happy about my rejection though, he rested his back against the door, crossed his legs, and folded his arms, emphasizing how muscled they were. Probably hit the gym often. “Emerald, you don’t know me well.”

      Blinking a few times, I said the only appropriate word that came to me. “Huh?”

      A ghost of a smile touched his lips, as he replied, “I always do whatever I want to do. Let’s go.” Before I could answer, he took my hand in his and pushed me toward the door.

      “Where are we going then?” I really tried to ignore his warm hand on my back and the sensations that ran through my body, sensations I had no freaking idea existed before meeting him.

      Was this the whole sexual desire thing that girls spoke about, but no boy inspired in me before?

      “You’ll see,” he whispered in my ear.

      Oh my God.

      The date was happening after all.

      

      Island, United States

      July 2019

      

      Emerald

      My fingers halt above the keyboard when the knock on the door echoes through the space, and I place the laptop on the bed.

      Tightening the belt on my white bathrobe—which seriously surprises me, considering this inn has been running for over two decades and it’s still crystal white—I open the door wide and greet the young teenager on the other side with a smile. “Hi, ma’am. Your food is ready.”

      Stepping to the side, I allow him to come inside, as he asks, “Would you like for me to place it on the table, or should I just leave it here?”

      “Here’s fine.” Despite the fact that I haven’t eaten for the last seven hours, I’m not hungry. Weird, because if there’s food around, I always munch on it, but how can I think about it right now?

      Instead, all my thoughts are occupied with the stranger from the ocean. Something about his voice, his posture… disturbs my mind on more levels than one.

      Not to mention his parting words to me. It’s almost as if he mocked my statement about not knowing how to swim. In fact, with how much he ignored me after the incident and his behavior toward Peter, I wonder why he even bothered to save me in the first place.

      It’s clear as day he isn’t a nice guy.

      The waiter’s expectant gaze snaps me back from my thoughts, and I say, “I’m sorry. Lost myself in my thoughts.” I dig out money from the pocket and give it to him.

      He excitedly takes it, and with a nod leaves, but then it dawns on me. “Excuse me!” I call after him, and he turns to me and I barely contain a gasp.

      If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was a living version of Donovan in my head. He’s probably the same age as my character. “Do you know if there are any good restaurants nearby where I could work?” I decide not to mention that I’m writing a book, because sometimes locals can be very suspicious of such stuff.

      I don’t want anyone thinking I’m on the hunt for some news or try to display their town in a bad light.

      Or worse… what if some people start to recognize themselves in the stories? I imagine a lot of them had summer flings over the years.

      “Oh, you need to stop by Eve’s place then.” He grins. “My name is Joe, by the way. She’s my sister-in-law, so I’m a bit biased, but she cooks the best pancakes you’ll ever try anywhere in the world.”

      “Do you have an address for that?” He quickly scribbles it on the notepad he carries in his back pocket and tears it, giving it to me. “She’s open till like ten at night, so you are always welcome.”

      “Thank you,” I reply, and with a last salute, he runs to the stairs with his loud steps shaking the wall. This place is seriously old, yet I can’t help but feel at home here.

      Peter almost had another heart attack when I refused to stay in some modern house Kaden rented for me for the summer, and instead, I opted for the inn located near the beach, surrounded by palm trees giving it mysterious charm.

      Various paths lead to different alcoves and benches, all while the old Victorian house made out of the finest brick stands right in the middle. Its massive roof gives it even more of a powerful and dominant presence.

      I researched it online, and the minute my eyes landed on the picture, I knew I had to stay here. What better place to write a mysterious—to me—story if not this.

      The place is teeming with activity, as it has areas for dance, food, and even yoga classes. To my shock and surprise, lots of tourists frequent the place, and I had to wait for thirty minutes until I was given a room.

      While I could stay in the inn all the time and write here, somehow it feels wrong. An urgency pushes me to go into the town, demanding I get to know it, learn it, and meet new people.

      With determination fueling my blood, I shrug off the robe and quickly put on my jean shorts, white T-shirt, and lace my sneakers.

      I grab my laptop, phone, and purse, and with one last glance around my room, I close the door and head to reception.

      For some weird reason, they want me to leave the keys with them, even though they hadn’t asked the same thing of people before me. Was I treated differently because this was my first time here? Maybe they have trust issues with newcomers, but I don’t care either way.

      Everything valuable is always with me anyway.

      Reaching the reception desk, I drop the keys on it, and the woman behind the counter smiles brightly at me. “Ready to explore?”

      I wink before putting on the sunglasses. “Adventures, here I come,” I singsong as she gives me a thumbs-up.

      The minute I step to the door, I bump into a heavy chest, but strong hands catch me, caging me in the arms while all the air rushes out of my lungs.

      The sunglasses slide down the bridge of my nose, so my eyes catch the stare of the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen in my entire life, like the ocean.

      “Babe, come on. Don’t be mad.”

      “I will be if I want to.”

      “Or I’ll have to use my magic eyes that you can’t resist,” he mocks, nibbling on my neck and sending goose bumps down my skin. My breath hitches when his hands travel lower, squeezing my ass cheeks possessively. “Or let me properly apologize.” With a moan, I turn in his arms, our lips locking in a deep kiss that has no boundaries, all while a commotion in the inn echoes in the distance.

      Gasping, I try to step back, but his arms don’t let me. “Do you have a tendency to find trouble wherever you go?” he questions, sliding my glasses back up. My body instantly reacts to his slight touch.

      What the hell is this? And more importantly, what the hell was that flashback?

      Maybe coming here wasn’t such a good idea after all. “And surprisingly, you are always there to rescue me, it seems,” I fire back, but then my cheeks flush at my rude tone. “I’m sorry for being rude. Thanks for catching me, I guess.”

      Since he’s so close to me, my eyesight allows me to see him clearly, and I wish I had a pencil with me to forever imprint his masculine beauty in my brain.

      Long, dark lashes cover his ocean-blue eyes, and firm eyebrows give him a brooding look. His nose has clearly been broken a few times with the little bumps present in the bridge, and then his high cheekbones indicate to me he must be of a mixed-race heritage. The beard covers most of his face, so my eyes trail lower, and this time it’s impossible to keep my gasp at bay as I see some deep, red scars all over his neck, as if someone choked him with a wire and then added to it with a knife. Even though he has different Celtic tattoos, quotes I guess, over them, it doesn’t hide the pain he had experienced.

      And it only gets worse as my gaze shifts to his once-again bare chest. Does the man ever wear shirts? Similar but deeper scars are spread all over his chest, and I assume his back.

      The tattoos there don’t help much either. Before my action even registers, I place my palm on the angry, red mark, and whisper, “You must have been in such pain.” Why would someone be so cruel to inflict such monstrous things on another human?

      I feel his heartbeat thump in his chest right before he snags my hand and removes it with a slight sting to his touch. “Don’t.” His voice holds nothing but hatred, and I blink, not understanding why such emotions come in spades from him toward me.

      Licking my lips, I say, “I’m sorry. I just….” I’m not sure telling him I want to bring some kind of relief will be appropriate, considering we are strangers, and I have no business doing that.

      But he must have guessed that, as he says, “You can’t soothe it.” He laughs, but it lacks any humor. “You of all people can never do that.”

      My head starts to throb as the familiar piercing pain assaults me, and I wince, swaying slightly. I put my hand on my forehead, while the bag with all my things becomes too heavy for me all of a sudden.

      Out of nowhere, the reception lady appears in my line of vision, patting my back. “Are you all right?” She then glares at the stranger. “Micaden, you suck. What did you do?” She then addresses me again. “Let’s sit down on the couch. You are so pale you might faint.”

      Micaden.

      A beautiful name that belongs to such a rude ass.

      I’m about to follow the lady’s advice when his words freeze me on the spot. “For her to be weak, I don’t have to do anything. That’s her character trait.”

      “Micaden, seriously—” The woman huffs, but he shuts her up too.

      “Don’t forget, this place belongs to me. I’d watch your mouth. And you—” His gaze lands on me again. “Be careful. The last thing we need is a tourist dying on us.” And just like the last time, he walks off leaving me completely baffled.

      Rude, pompous ass who makes a judgment on me based on two encounters.

      Weak?

      I hold back the bitter laugh that threatens to spill through my lips.

      He has no idea of the nightmares I had to survive.

      If I’d been weak, I would’ve been dead.

      But how can Micaden know that if he’s so quick to judge?

      

      Micaden

      Obsession and insanity go hand in hand.

      Our love was born in her pain.

      And it died in mine.

      Our hate was born in my agony.

      And it’ll die in hers.

      Life has the tendency to come full circle after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      From the pages of the book…

      

      “A boat,” I said, blinking in surprise while Brochan pulled the car up by the shore.

      “Yeah,” he replied, as he and Donovan hopped from the Jeep, and I exchanged looks with Olivia. “I told you I would surprise you.”

      “Well, I’m surprised all right,” I muttered, and Olivia chuckled but quickly stopped under my death glare. I couldn’t believe he chose this of all places for our so-called date.

      “Maybe he had a different plan originally, but you insisted for us to come too, so you can’t really blame the guy,” Olivia supplied, dragging me out of the Jeep with her.

      While I hated to admit it, she had a point there. After he brought us downstairs, I insisted Donovan and Olivia go with us, justifying it with the fact that they were already there—and besides, it would be less awkward.

      I had no plans or illusions a guy like Brochan would ever be interested for real in someone like me, but Donovan was sending my friend pretty heavy glances. So if she had the chance, why not give it to her?

      Hence, us of all going on this trip together.

      Donovan grabbed Olivia’s hand and pushed her toward the boat, shouting over the breeze hitting us in the face. “Let’s go. We’re gonna have fun.” She laughed as they sped up their movements, and I couldn’t help but smile at them.

      They’d make a good couple.

      Brochan extended his hand to me, but before I could place mine in his, he stepped closer and lifted my chin so I wouldn’t be able to hide from his gaze. Instantly, heat spread through me, and I held back the impulse to look down because the intensity of his stare confused my mind.

      And made me want things I had no business thinking about with a guy I barely knew.

      “You are not surprised,” he said, his thumb rubbing my lips sending prickles of pleasure through my skin. “You’re terrified.” Then his thumb trailed to my cheek as he gently rubbed it too before leaning closer, his breath fanning my face, while he asked, “Why are you terrified, Emerald?”

      How was it possible to keep my answer at bay when he was so close? “Oceans terrify me. I don’t know how to swim,” I confessed, knowing it sounded stupid, considering I was spending an entire summer near the beach.

      But no matter how much my family and everyone else tried to convince me otherwise, or that my fear lived only in my head, no one could force me into the water.

      “The ocean is my best friend,” he whispered, then placed a soft peck on my lips, which made the butterflies inside my stomach flutter. “Let me introduce you to him. He’s not as scary as everyone thinks.”

      “What if I drown?” My biggest fear always revolved around the image that I might someday sink in the ocean and never swim back up. What a painful death, to die in water as your lungs slowly stopped working. I wouldn’t wish it on even my worst enemy.

      “I’ll teach you how to swim. The question is… are you willing to try?”

      In his arms, as the sun beamed around us, with seagulls chirping loudly above us and the breeze caressing our faces, but more importantly, the cocoon of gentleness and pleasure surrounding us… I had no other answer but “Yes.”

      I should have said no.

      Maybe then our paths would have drifted apart and no one would have been hurt.

      But I succumbed to young love that brought nothing but agony, desperation, and pain.

      

      Island, United States

      July 2019

      

      Emerald

      “Please ignore Micaden. Let’s just sit down—”

      Shoving my pain away, I muster a smile while I fist my hands, hoping to act the role of a carefree person so she won’t fuss over me. I hate that my migraines are coming back, but I don’t want to bother anyone with it. “I’m fine now. I’ll just go back to my room and rest.” Maybe I’m too hard on myself and need to sleep this day off before focusing on writing this story.

      Traveling to the town and mingling with strangers seems like a bad idea after the encounter with Micaden. I can understand he has issues from his past, but why be such an ass to a woman he doesn’t even know?

      “Then let’s have tea.” I open my mouth to protest, when she begs, “Please.” At my nod, she whistles at someone behind my back. “Hey, Rick! Stay on the counter until I come back.”

      “Sure thing” comes the reply, but I don’t have time to see this Rick guy as she pulls on my arm, leading us to the dining room in the inn.

      I can barely keep up with her long legs, but finally she points at one of the tables, and I sit down, placing my bag on the chair next to me while she motions with her hands to the bartender.

      They have codes for ordering too?

      “Look, this really is not necessary.” Growing up with my older brother, Kaden, I learned not to apologize every time he was rude to people or acted like the standoffish jerk that he is. I love him to pieces, but he simply can’t be kind to anyone but me and our staff.

      Come to think of it though… it’s not like he interacted much with people in my circle, period. And I have no clue about his friends, because he’s never introduced me to them.

      “Micaden is… difficult,” she states, clearly not giving a shit about my earlier words. “He owns this place, so we kind of have to deal with him, but the tourists don’t have to.”

      “He hates tourists?” That will explain a lot. Even his disrespect to Peter. Which made him an even bigger ass, because he can’t be kind to the older generation.

      “No, he’s just rude to everyone. Unless it’s Nona.”

      My heart stills and then picks up speed again as I clear my throat. “Nona?” What are the odds that he has some nona in his life like I do in my manuscript?

      The more I uncover on this trip, the more I think Kaden was right. Staying home to finish it made more sense than traveling to a small town that held resentment for strangers.

      “Yeah. My name is Marcy, by the way,” she says and winks at the bartender who brings us two steaming cups of tea. “Thanks, darling. You’re the best.”

      I wrap my hands around the hot cup and inhale the aroma of mint tea before raising it to my mouth and taking a small sip. The taste is divine.

      Nothing can calm me down better than this, but how did Marcy know about that?

      The guy has a buzz cut and chocolate eyes that study me for a moment before he crosses his arms. “Are you the woman Micaden saved from the ocean?”

      I choke on my tea and Marcy rolls her eyes. “Smooth, Kurt. Really fucking smooth.”

      Wiping my mouth with a tissue, I ask, “How did you know?” Does he go around and talk about his good deeds?

      “Well, Marina saw you two on the beach while she was out with kids. Then she told it to Eve. Eve told Tom, and Tom told his brother who works here. And the rest is history.”

      “I see.” What else can I say? Quite frankly, this is a small town, so it shouldn’t surprise me much. In New York, no one cares about your personal business, but I imagine in a small town where everyone knows each other, being in the know is a must.

      Or a habit.

      “Yeah, that’s me.”

      “Thought so. And then you bumped into him here, and the dude has his panties in a twist.” He chuckles as if finding it truly hilarious before he pats my shoulder. What’s with people here touching me all the freaking time without permission? “Don’t worry, doll. Just ignore the idiot.”

      He goes back to his place while I clear my throat, wondering aloud, “Is he allowed to talk like that about the owner?”

      With each new meeting or piece of information, this place confuses me more. Everyone acts so breezily, but I find nothing reassuring in their words. “Yeah. He’s the one person who is allowed to do that,” she muses, and I don’t miss how she throws an annoyed stare in his direction.

      Okay, clearly there’s a history between the two.

      Taking another sip, I wait for her to continue the earlier conversation, and with a heavy sigh, she does. “So yeah, Micaden has his best friend, Tom, who takes care of Nona.” At my raised brow, she elaborates. “She lives in a house for old people. She has Alzheimer’s.” Sadness laces her voice, and I press on my chest, which weirdly squeezes inside from the information. How devastating for the family. “He bought this inn a few years ago, and the place really took off.”

      “So he’s just rude to everyone, and I shouldn’t take it personally,” I say, about done with this conversation. Micaden doesn’t have to like me, and I don’t care for his reasons.

      His rudeness aside, the fact alone that I get a headache from his presence should be enough of an indication for me to stay away from him. I didn’t come here for my mind to be hazy while I search for the truth within me.

      That lost girl is long gone.

      No, I’m here to give justice to a story that doesn’t leave me alone. Then I can move on and forget about it all.

      Even about the blue-eyed devil.

      “That wasn’t my point.” She laughs, pushing back a piece of her blonde hair. “Micaden is difficult, but he’s standoffish with strangers for the first two or three days. After that, he’s all right. I know you’re staying here for a month, so you shouldn’t worry about the tension you guys faced earlier. It should be smooth sailing soon.”

      “Oh.” I sip my tea again. “Great.” Still though, this whole thing seems so pointless. What was Marcy’s agenda anyway? I highly doubt she speaks like this with every guest.

      She leans closer, resting her elbows on the table and playing with the lip of her cup. “So you two met on the shore?” And that’s when I understand the reason.

      She couldn’t care less about his rudeness; she just wants to know what happened on the beach.

      Because she’s interested in Micaden. Come to think of it, the minute she showed up, he walked off. Are they a couple?

      Unbelievable. “I was drowning, he helped me, and that’s it.” The last thing I need on this trip is some jealous girlfriend. Especially one who can make my life here a living hell. Despite Micaden and now this high-schoolish drama, I still prefer to stay here rather than go to a hotel.

      Her hands cover mine as worry crosses her face. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s fine. No worries, your boyfriend is loyal,” I add, and then curse inwardly, because really, why did I do that? I should just stay away from a couple’s quarrel.

      Her cheeks flush instantly as she looks down, fumbling with her fingers and shifting uncomfortably on the chair. “Oh, we are not that.” My brows rise, but she’s not done yet. “I wish though. But he’s not the type.”

      “Oh.” Now I feel like shit for even bringing it up. “He’s a player?” Which shouldn’t be shocking really, with his looks and body. I’m surprised women don’t trip all over themselves getting to him.

      But then maybe they lose all interest when he opens that freaking mouth of his.

      She shakes her head. “No. He’s… not the type for anything, really. I’ve never seen him with anyone in town, but he does travel a lot. So he probably has his women there.”

      Yeah, I assume with this town loving to gossip it would be really hard to sleep with someone and then see that someone every day.

      But it’s my turn to shift uncomfortably as unfamiliar rage spreads through me, at just the idea of him with other women.

      Oh dear God.

      I’ve gone insane, because nothing else explains it.

      But I don’t have time to dwell on it much as my eyes land on my phone. Gasping, I aim for my bag, digging for my pills.

      “You okay?” Marcy asks and I nod.

      “Yes, I just need to take my medication.” It’s the only medication that’s stayed with me through all the years, allowing me to calm down and have a restful sleep.

      Otherwise, I’d keep on seeing boats, the ocean, and other crap that always ended up with me flying from the roof, as unbearable sadness penetrated all my bones.

      Sometimes it felt so real my body physically ached after waking up, and the tears wouldn’t stop, so finally Kaden found a solution for me.

      My brother might not have been the nicest person around, but I’ll be forever grateful for what he has done for me during my years of recovery.

      And as I swallow my pills, I don’t know that a man is watching me carefully, studying my every move and expression, and taking notes.

      Notes to bring me unbearable pain again so this time I’ll never forget.

      

      Micaden

      Choice.

      Such a small word that has such a big meaning.

      One choice can define our future.

      One choice can bring us happiness that we’ve never suspected exists in this world.

      One choice has the power to destroy our life.
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      From the pages of the book…

      

      Taking the steps two at a time, I was flying past the kitchen when Nona’s stern voice stopped me in my tracks. “Breakfast!”

      Laughing, I stepped inside the kitchen where the TV was blasting some telenovela, and I recognized it. “Oh, this is where she’s carrying a baby from his brother, right? But he doesn’t know.”

      Nona waved her spatula at me. “Shh, Alejandro is about to learn the truth.” I raised my hands, knowing full well not to interfere with Nona and her telenovelas; they were sacred.

      Standing, I grabbed freshly made toast and spread peanut butter on it. I gulped green tea and took a big bite of the toast before dropping it back on the plate. “All done, tasty, thank you, Nona!” I kissed her soundly on the cheek, but she grabbed me by my backpack and pulled me back to face her.

      “Emerald.”

      I knew this tone, so a sigh escaped me. I wouldn’t be able to get out of trouble now.

      “I thought you had a TV show.” I tried to distract her, but she knocked on the table with the spatula, and I gave up. “I’ll call them once I get back home.”

      “That’s what you told me yesterday.”

      “They keep asking the same questions. Nothing changes in that regard.”

      “You should tell them about Brochan.”

      The car horn sounded loudly outside, and I sighed again, baffled that Nona chose this time to discuss this issue. “Why? The minute I tell them, they’ll be here to drag me back home.” Not that my parents were monsters or anything, but Brochan didn’t fit their standard of a boyfriend for me.

      It had to be someone from the club, someone going to an Ivy League school, and someone with a name. Not an orphaned kid who never attended college and made a living fixing cars and fishing.

      I loved Brochan, and this past month had been magical with him, but no way did I want to introduce him to my parents. They would spit their snobbish attitude at him and hurt his male ego. I had to protect him from that. Our love was pure, and I didn’t want anything bad touching it.

      Not for now at least.

      “Summer ends in three weeks, darling. What will you do then?”

      I stayed silent, hating her question, because it had so much merit I didn’t want to face.

      “Everything will be okay.” Another loud horn, and I begged, “Nona, please.”

      Reluctantly she let go, but then hugged me close, rocking me from side to side. “I love you, munchkin. No matter what.”

      Inhaling her familiar scent, I returned the embrace, and whispered back, “Love you too.”

      Finally, I darted out to where I saw Donovan occupying the front seat, waving at me as Olivia murmured something in his ear, making him go all red. I smirked. These two banged each other so frequently it was a wonder he still had it in him to blush.

      Certainly they didn’t stay quiet, so at this point, what was the point of his modesty?

      But then my gaze landed on the blond Scandinavian god, who opened his arms wide. With a squeal, I ran toward him, jumping on him as he gripped my ass, and my arms and legs wrapped around him. “My girl is finally out,” he murmured before giving me a hot, deep kiss. My fingers automatically tangled in his hair, bringing him closer, as he opened his mouth wide, our tongues entwining and fighting for dominance while he pressed me harder against him.

      Instantly, my body went up in flames, spreading warmth and desire through me, demanding to be soothed. Moaning into his mouth, I pulled on his golden locks, murmuring, “I need—”

      “Me,” he growled, but then sighed into my mouth, because catcalls from behind me stopped his actions all together.

      “You two lovebirds ready to dive in the ocean?” Olivia shouted, and I hid my face in Brochan’s neck, biting lightly on his skin, earning myself a groan. “Why are we hanging around with them?”

      “They’re our best friends.”

      “Ah, right. Good enough reason.”

      I laughed at this, and he spun us around and went to the car while I continued to pepper him with kisses.

      Afterward, I would talk with Brochan about our future, and then I would call my parents and tell them the news.

      But for now, I wanted to enjoy my little piece of heaven for a little longer.

      If I only knew this would be our last happy month, then maybe I would have savored it more.

      

      Island, United States

      July 2019

      

      Emerald

      Leaning back in my chair, I stretch my arms above my head while the story swirls in my mind, still not giving me clear answers. For some reason, the heroine keeps on ending chapters on weird lines alluding to some bad shit happening in the future. Shouldn’t it be a happy summer romance where two young people fall in love and live happily ever after?

      Why is she so mysterious?

      “Now you wonder why your character is acting this way. Em, for the love of God,” I mutter, getting up and pouring some water in the cup.

      Picking up my outline for the story, I study all the chapters I’ve completed so far and the others that are about to come.

      They are blank, because I have no clue how this story ends, but I start to think it might have a sad ending.

      Shouldn’t it be different?

      Deciding to think about all of it tomorrow, I move to the balcony and step outside, inhaling the fresh air from the ocean breeze.

      Holding onto the banister, I hang my head between my shoulder blades and groan in pleasure as some of the tension leaves my back.

      But then I notice the unbelievable beauty in front of me and my mouth drops open, because it’s impossible not to be mesmerized by the stars and the mood reflecting in the ocean at night while everything is peaceful and quiet. This inn sure has the perfect place for resting, because it’s only one in the morning. Surely they have teens here who hang out till morning during summer?

      My fingers prickle and I quickly rush back inside, snag my drawing kit and painting stand, place it on the balcony, and quickly start sketching the picture in front of me.

      And for a moment, the outside world ceases to exist as I live only by my art, enjoying every minute of it… every scratch against the paper, every break of the pencil, the sweat slowly dripping down my back and plastering my white T-shirt to my body, because the humidity is out of this freaking world.

      Nothing matters besides the image I want to have in my portfolio forever.

      Hours later, as the sun rises over the horizon, with one last stroke, I finish the painting and step back to admire it.

      Although it’s black and white, because I never use colors in my art, the power of the ocean can still be detected, even here with the moon and stars shining brightly.

      An image snaps in my head.

      “When I was little, Mom used to tell me that the sun is the father and the moon is the mother, while the stars are their little kids,” I tell Brochan, lying on his chest as we both study the night sky.

      He chuckles, playing with my hair so gently it’s impossible not to feel loved by him. “Interesting take on things.” I nudge him with my elbow, and he groans, adding with laughter, “Okay. What an awesome take on things.”

      Smiling at his goofiness, I roll onto his chest, facing him, and whisper, “I’m afraid.”

      He frowns, his hand cupping my chin. “Of what?”

      “What if they separate us?”

      “They can’t do that.”

      I wish I could be as sure about it as him, but I can’t. That’s why, with my rapidly beating heart, I say, “Let’s run away.”

      Palming my head, I wish for this insanity to go away, because there’s no explanation for that. “I’m drawing right now,” I speak to the people living in my head. “Wait for your turn.”

      Sleep, I need sleep.

      With that thought in mind, I go back to my room to take a shower and give my mind a rest for a few hours from all the hectic emotions boiling inside me.

      Not noticing how the man behind the bushes watched me all these hours, while nothing but agony filled his bones.

      Along with blood that dripped from his hands that held the shattered whiskey glass.

      

      Micaden

      Throughout life, a person can experience variations of different kisses.

      Hot and passionate.

      Sweet and tender.

      Gripping or boring.

      And they are all enough to get off until the one happens.

      The one kiss that shakes your entire existence.

      One kiss that pales all else in comparison.

      One kiss that forever holds you prisoner to the person you may hate for the rest of your life.

      Emerald was once mine to love.

      Now she’s mine to hate.

      Hate and love, as I discovered, don’t go as well hand in hand, as they go with pain. The lines blur, leaving only one emotion on the winning side.

      Two enemies, one fight.

      Who will be left standing?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      From the pages of the book…

      

      Brochan drove us to the outskirts of the city, near his house, and turned off the engine. “Where are we?” Instead of answering, he hopped out and jogged to my door, opening it for me. He placed his hands on my hips and brought me down, my skirt swaying with the action. “Brochan! Tell me!”

      He winked at me and then took out a blindfold from his pocket.

      “Hm… I don’t think our relationship has reached that level of trust,” I teased, and my cheeks heated. Although we shared heavy kisses and make-out sessions, we hadn’t gone all the way. He knew I was a virgin and never pushed me for more, but I was unsure how to explain to him that I needed it. All my hints so far hadn’t worked, because no matter how lost in the moment we were, he would always stop.

      “It’s a surprise. Turn around.” Looking into his blue eyes shining with love, I followed his command easily, and instantly, he put the blindfold on me, and everything went dark. “Now slowly walk with me,” he whispered in my ear, biting on an earlobe before soothing it with his tongue, and I moaned, but he pushed me forward. “Later. First, follow.”

      Slowly, we moved, down the road if my instincts were correct, as my sneakers thumped on the concrete, with Brochan’s smell surrounding me and filling me with such peace I couldn’t help but smile.

      Finally, he stopped, and then murmured, “I love you,” right before removing my blindfold. I gasped when he pointed at the boat he usually went fishing on with Donovan.

      But that was not what surprised me.

      The deck of the boat had one round table filled with two tall candles and two dishes covered by round domes, so I had no clue what he’d chosen for the cuisine. “What is it?” I asked with wonder lacing my tone, and he circled my waist, pressing me to his chest as he nestled his chin on my shoulder, our cheeks touching. “Happy eighteenth birthday, baby,” he said, and warmth spread through me along with guilt.

      My parents had the tendency to organize a big event for my birthday, claiming their princess had to have only the best, but usually they used those opportunities to create new relationships with business partners. And since my dad was the head judge in the state, a picture of loving parents always leveled up his campaigns that sometimes seemed never-ending. Despite their love for me, I hated the stupid gatherings where everything had to be proper and official, so I never celebrated my birthdays when I didn’t have to.

      Olivia and Nona promised not to mention anything to Brochan, but clearly they didn’t keep their promise.

      Although technically my birthday would be after midnight, I guessed Brochan wanted to celebrate midnight with me.

      Spinning in his arms, I placed my hands on his chest, and whispered, “I’m sorry for not telling you.”

      He moved my hair behind my shoulder, holding my nape possessively, and brought us closer. “It’s all right. You have your reasons. But there won’t be a time when we are not celebrating your birthdays, okay?”

      Rolling my eyes, I nodded, and he clasped my hand with his. “Come on. Let’s enjoy this evening.” But as confident as he appeared to be, I noticed an uncharacteristic nervousness surrounding him, and my brows furrowed. Was he afraid I wouldn’t like his cooking or…?

      Oh.

      The boat he brought me to was different from their usual one; it wasn’t the one he worked on with Donovan. In fact, this reminded me more of a slightly expensive yacht. “Does it have a room?” I asked, and he stilled for a moment before replying, his Adam’s apple bobbing under the pressure he put in his word. “Yes.”

      Heat along with shyness penetrated me, and I shifted my attention to the ocean when I imagined my cheeks becoming red as a tomato. My red hair, freckles, and pale skin didn’t allow me to hide any kind of emotion.

      “It’s ours for as long as we need it. It belongs to Paul’s son, and he just needs it by tomorrow evening,” he added, hiding his hands in the back pockets of his jeans. I nodded calmly, even though an inferno awakened inside me.

      Did this mean what I thought it did? Was he waiting for me to turn eighteen for us to do it? And suddenly panic entered me at the prospect of making love to him. Even though all these months I pushed and pushed him for us to finally try it out, in that moment, with desire came fear.

      What if I didn’t do it right? Would I suck at it? Or—

      “Hey, hey. Baby, look at me.” He appeared in the line of my vision, palming my face so I could focus only on him. “Nothing will happen that you don’t want,” he assured me, but I shook my head, needing to quickly reassure him before he came to the wrong conclusion.

      “I want to. I do. But—”

      How could I have told this freaking gorgeous guy that the prospect of him seeing me naked unsettled me a little? Oh God, what a mess.

      “But?” he probed, and I finally replied.

      “I’ve never done this before. I wouldn’t want to do something wrong.” And with that came relief too, because I didn’t have to hide my emotions from him.

      I was an open book.

      “Everything will be good. Because it’s us,” he said, kissing me on the forehead, and his heartbeat calmed mine. “I promise you, Em.”

      Brochan would have given me the world, and for one night, he did.

      Only after that, everything went to hell.

      

      Island, United States

      July 2019

      

      Emerald

      Dropping the key on the reception desk, I smile at the guy behind the counter, who is probably Rick, and say, “Room 102. I’m going out now, should be back by night.” The guy who appears to be in his twenties, dressed in shorts and shirt, salutes me. “Great. Have a nice time. And the dragon is asleep, so you can go out without any encounters,” he jokes and instantly laughs, finding it hilarious, I guess.

      “Okay,” I reply, because what else is there to say? This place becomes weirder by the second. But then I don’t know the rules in the small town. Maybe they grew up together so there’s no subordination between them.

      Shrugging, I wave at him and move to the door, quickly getting out and inhaling the salty air as a breeze brushes my face.

      Deciding to leave the laptop back in the room was an excellent idea, because carrying around a heavy weight while the weather is divine is truly a crime.

      Instead, I want to explore the town today, time how long it takes to go to different places before settling into a routine.

      With that determination in mind, I check a location on my phone GPS, which says it’ll take me around twenty-five minutes to get to the coffee shop and down a narrow path leading to the beach.

      My camera sways back and forth on my arm as I study the nature and beauty around me. I see families taking goofy pictures with their kids while they are standing opposite the beach, probably tourists. Couples holding hands and giving each other puppy dog eyes, and older generations drinking in the coffee shops and laughing about something.

      Various buildings greet me in all colors of the rainbow. Most of them appear to be public places like a school or police station, because most of the people here live in houses.

      In fact, I haven’t seen an apartment building so far, and Peter and I drove through almost the entire town when he got lost on the way to the inn.

      My feet ache, as I haven’t walked this much in a while. I mostly sit writing this damn book, so when I see the sign of Eve’s Bakery, giddiness overpowers me. I’m so ready for breakfast and some tea it’s not even funny.

      I’m so focused on my final destination I don’t notice the woman sitting on the bench until she pulls on my hand, stopping me. I try to wiggle my hand free.

      What the hell? “I’m sorry, but what are you doing?” Seriously, what’s with this town and their touching policy?

      The middle-aged woman wears a long skirt and a flannel shirt as her chocolate eyes scan me from head to toe. She tips her head to the side, her dark locks falling. “You came back,” she mutters, and I blink in surprise. “I told you not to do that. Why did you come back?”

      I tug on my hand gently, because I don’t want to make a scene in the middle of the street, although people pay no attention to us anyway. “I’m sorry, but you’re mistaking me for someone else. It’s my first time in this town.” And the last. Not even twenty-four hours here but I’ve experienced enough to know this much. It’s beautiful and mesmerizing but somehow, deep down, I don’t feel welcome.

      Kaden is right sometimes after all.

      The woman shakes her head, pointing a finger at me. “Why are you lying?”

      “I’m not… Agh.” I squeeze my head as the familiar piercing pain comes back, digging in my scalp while another scene plays in my mind.

      “Em, don’t even think about it,” Olivia warns, but I just wink at her and run toward the lady on the bench. I can’t help but feel sorry for her. The townsfolk say she lost her marbles after her entire family burned in a fire, so instead of dealing with it, she comes to the exact same place she used to come with her family and sits in the park, hoping they will come back. The story causes nothing but sadness in me, or the townsfolk for that matter who always have food and blankets and even umbrellas ready for her. She never wavers, even if the weather is shit. She goes home after midnight and comes back before eight in the morning.

      But also people come to her because she’ll throw one-liners at them, like predictions, and although most of them never come true… it allows people to leave some money and help her survive.

      This town takes care of their own.

      “Em, you are very superstitious. She’ll tell you some crap, and you’ll believe her,” Olivia shouts as she follows me, but she’s too late as I address the lady who raises her brown eyes to me. “I’m in love right now. Do you think I have a future with him?” I pick a twenty from my purse to leave in the hat she has nearby, but she clasps my wrist with her long fingers and drags me closer so she can whisper, “Leave the boy.”

      Furrowing my brows, I ask, “What?” I’ve never heard that she touches anyone; she just says a freaking line! “Leave the boy or you will forever destroy his life. He’ll burn just like my Jim,” she says, and then her blank gaze returns to gazing into space like I’m not even there.

      “She just says crap,” Olivia quickly says, pulling me to her mom’s cafeteria, and although I agree with her, part of me fears her words.

      Especially with my parents. Superstitious or not, one can never be sure what they’ll do.

      “Maybe you’re right,” she suddenly proclaims, letting go of me. “You’re not her. Go.” She motions for me to walk away, but I’m too dumbstruck to move, or do anything.

      This no longer reminds me of the story in my head, but the memory that selectively comes back whenever it pleases.

      My longing to come to this town, the restless nights filled with nightmares, Kaden’s reaction… can only explain one truth.

      “I’m going insane.” Maybe I just come up with scenes for my characters as I go and that’s why they are so real for me. Surely no one would have hidden the fact that I lived here at some point in my life.

      I came here for clarity, but all I get is more confusion.

      “Okay, ignore Mags. She has her moments.” I’m taken aback as Joe shows up next to me, adjusting his backpack on his shoulder. “Half the time she doesn’t even know who is in front of her; although, I think she has known us all since we were in diapers.” He chuckles and then motions for me to follow him. “Let’s go to the bakery.”

      Part of me feels grateful to him for showing up and snapping me out of my thoughts. “Yeah, those pancakes should be awesome, based on your stories,” I tease, and he winks.

      “Out of this world. But truth be told, she’s an amazing baker, so try anything.”

      The minute we reach the door, he opens it for me and the ringing above us bounces off the walls. Everyone turns to look at us while I see a woman my age wearing a long flowery dress screaming at someone. “John, I told you this is not gonna fly in my bakery. You want to eat, get your ass to the counter. I’m not waiting on you.”

      “Hey, Eve. I brought a new client from Micaden’s inn,” Joe says, and she spins around, a bright smile on her lips, but it dies the minute her eyes land on me.

      I stare at the woman with long, blonde hair, a feminine body, and the greenest eyes I’ve ever seen on a woman as they fill with disbelief, then wonder to happiness, then sadness.

      Then the tray she holds in her hands falls to the floor, and the porcelain dishes on it shatter. The little pieces fly in different directions, causing a few of the customers to curse.

      “Shit,” Joe mutters, jumping to help her, but she continues to stare at me, shock evident in every feature while I try to understand this odd reaction.

      If she had been someone in my story, she would be… Olivia.

      Gulping a breath, I step back, but then she snaps out of her stupor and looks around. “Sorry, everyone. I’m a bit clumsy today. Joe, darling, bring the broom from the back of the kitchen.” He’s already on it, and she wipes her hands on her black apron before picking up a teapot from the counter and approaching me with a wide smile intact, although I have a feeling it’s fake. “Hi, welcome to my bakery. My name is Eve.” She emphasizes her name as if expecting some kind of reaction, but all I do is return her smile, even if chaos is erupting inside me.

      “Emerald. Nice to meet you.”

      She stares at me, and for a second, I see disappointment flashing in her gaze, before she asks, “Would you like an ocean view or—”

      “Ocean view,” I quickly answer and then decide to lighten up the situation. “Why? Do some customers get seasick gazing at it?”

      But instead of sharing my amusement at such a ridiculous assumption, her eyes water as she quickly points at the table near the window on the right corner. “Then this booth is perfect for you. Check all our selections there.” She points this time at the counter and leaves the teapot, rushing to help Joe, and the only thought playing in my mind as I sit down and watch them is this.

      I never told her I like tea; even back in New York, most people assume I love coffee.

      Why did she give me a pot of tea?

      The headache slowly starts to nag, so I take my pills out of my bag and wash them down with tea then shift my focus.

      The lack of sleep, important gallery projects, along with school projects have kept me so busy that adding writing to it has only exhausted me more. Because of that, I’ve come to the stupid conclusion that makes it seem like my entire life is a lie and someone else orchestrated it.

      But even thinking that is ridiculous.

      With enough sleep and rest here, everything will go back to normal.

      Even if I no longer know what that normal entails.

      

      Micaden

      She’s like a temptation.

      Impossible to resist.

      But once the person savors her… he’s addicted, with no way out of his insanity.

      With every temptation comes the price to pay.

      And I’m fucking done being the only one who pays for it.

      Emerald came back here.

      She shouldn’t have.

      With this, she sealed her death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      From the pages of the book…

      

      Only the moonlight shone brightly while Brochan and I stood in the middle of the captain’s cabin, staring at each other, our hearts beating wildly. We’d had dinner and then even danced a little to a song on the radio before he extended his hand to me, and I knew it was a silent question to follow him downstairs.

      The room had rose petals scattered all over the place, with the bed neatly done, just waiting to be used, and I understood Brochan had done his best to make it as romantic as possible.

      Maybe I wasn’t the only one nervous in the room after all.

      He sighed. “Emerald, there’s no pressure. Let’s just—”

      I fisted his shirt and smashed our mouths together, our teeth clacking against each other, and for a moment he froze, not expecting that.

      But then everything changed.

      Brochan tangled his fingers in my hair while his other arm wrapped around my middle and he brought me closer, drinking from my mouth, each lick and swipe of his tongue showing me how much he cherished me. I palmed his head, rose on my tiptoes, and deepened the kiss, wanting to be closer to him even though there was no way to get closer.

      Slowly, he moved forward, then stepped back, kissing all the way to the bed until the edge of it hit the back of my knees, and then slowly he lowered me down, and only then did our mouths let go.

      I breathed heavily while we stared at one another, him still standing. Then I decided to be brave.

      My fingers started to unbutton my summer dress, and his eyes darkened, causing me to gasp, because it sent unfamiliar sensations all over me and awakened something unrecognizable, something primal. “Brochan, I—” I didn't know what to say, how to explain it, but he seemed to have all the answers.

      “I know, my love. I’m here.” He tugged on the back of his shirt, and it ended up on the floor. At the same moment, I shimmied out of my dress, leaving me only in light blue lacy panties. He murmured, “Dear God.” My cheeks heated up from his stare, and then I gasped when I noticed the wet spot on them and quickly covered it with my palm. I froze when he growled, “Don’t.” He swallowed and then lowered his zipper, and my eyes widened at the sight greeting me.

      I’d never seen a guy naked before, but I think Brochan had more than the average package. “It’s huge.”

      He laughed despite the moment. “Don’t worry. People have been doing it for thousands of years.”

      “Well, not with me,” I pointed out, grinning, but then my breath hitched as he stood in all his naked glory in front of me. Although I’d seen him in trunks… but like this… with his hair loose, every rigid muscle on display, and his cock… yeah, fire spread inside me and lit up my entire system.

      I wanted him fiercely, but I had no idea how to vocalize it or do anything about it.

      The bed dipped the minute he placed his knee on it. I lay back, and he instantly came between my thighs, spreading them wider and giving himself space. The position wasn’t new to us, because we’d had some hot make-out sessions, but they never went below the waist.

      My breasts jiggled from the action, and then his hot mouth wrapped around my pointed nipple. As he sucked it hard, he earned himself a moan from me.

      I fisted his hair and hiked my leg over his back, causing his cock to push against my panties, but all I focused on were the sensations his mouth provided. His mouth travelled to my other nipple, leaving the previous one wet so that every draft from the AC sent goose bumps across my skin.

      His hands dug into my ass cheeks, while he feasted on my flesh. I scratched my nails over his back, drawing in pleasure from all this male glory in my arms. “Mine,” he said against my skin, skimming his lips to my stomach and dipping into my belly button, tickling me. “Mine and only mine,” he repeated, and I nodded eagerly. There would never be a time where I wouldn't want to be Brochan’s.

      I jerked when his face ended up between my thighs, his breathing fanning my most intimate place. As a reflex, I wanted to close them, but he didn’t let me. Instead, he nudged my panties to the side and slipped one finger inside, my muscles instantly clamping around him. “So fucking tight,” he murmured right before ripping my panties away and putting his mouth on me, flicking my clit with his tongue while his finger continued to push inside me.

      My hips rose, and my groan echoed through the room while pleasure unlike anything I’d known before blinded me and made me a prisoner of the heated desire that ignited a fire within me with his touch.

      He captured my clit between his teeth, nipping on it before licking my core up and down, swiping all my wetness onto his tongue. Then he replaced his finger with his tongue, darting inside me, and I ground myself firmer against him, searching for the friction that he earlier denied me.

      “Brochan, please.” I wasn't even sure what I begged for. I just knew I could combust any minute, but I wanted to experience it with him.

      “You are so beautiful, Emerald,” he whispered against my skin. Then he slid back up, looming above me, and our mouths locked in a kiss until I heard foil tear. I let go of him while he rolled a condom on his length and then gently ran the tip of his cock over my core while his other hand kept him steady.

      I could see tension and desire mixed on his face, so I circled his neck with my hands and rose up a little, whispering into his ear, “Make me yours, Brochan.” With a groan, he complied, entering me slowly. At first, there was only a slight sting when he pushed himself through my barrier. But then the burn registered as he went deeper, stretching me. I took a deep breath, not knowing what to expect next. “Brochan.” With my encouragement, he thrust all the way in. I cried out, dots of light blurring my vision from the discomfort, and he stilled, quickly giving me a kiss.

      I relaxed a little with his touches; the attention he lavished on me with each touch told me how much he loved me and what we were sharing. I could feel it in every nip while he settled deep inside me, our bodies entwined together and my heart warm. It filled with so much love I wanted to shout about us from the rooftops.

      And then something changed. He no longer brought me discomfort, but instead, I needed him to do something. “Move,” I told him, slightly rotating my hips.

      He cursed. “I’m barely holding on here, love. Be very sure.”

      Oh, I was sure. The earlier sting still stayed, but the fire in my veins demanded for him to move.

      He slid back and then thrust forward, filling me with his cock, and we both groaned, my pussy wrapping around him instantly. His lips ended up on my breasts again, lavishing them with attention, his tongue swirling around my nipples and sucking them into his mouth while his hips slammed back and forth, shaking us on the bed.

      Everything faded away, leaving only the two of us in this world while all-consuming pleasure surrounded us. My nails raked his back while my hips met each jerk, welcoming his length inside me, needing it to survive.

      His mouth found mine again, the kiss so deep I couldn't breathe for a moment. Then his movements sped up, bringing me higher and higher to the brink of something… something I couldn’t reach, but desperately wanted to. “I burn, Brochan,” I rasped, arching my back so he could suck on my neck right above my pulse, which sent lightning to my clit only stoking the fire inside me higher. “You are everywhere, but it’s not enough.” Thrust, thrust, thrust.

      The sounds of flesh slapping and raspy breaths filled the room, but I didn’t care. “No one else will have this but me, right?” he asked, biting on my collarbone right before slamming inside me with such power we shifted on the bed.

      I shook my head, still in trance. “No one else.”

      “Good girl. My girl.” His hand travelled between us, flicked my clit, and his thumb pressed on it right at the same time he gave me a harsh push, and that’s when it happened.

      I finally reached the brink and fell from it, right into the land of such euphoria and pleasure I’d never experienced before.

      He swallowed my cry with his mouth, and then with a few more thrusts, he found his own orgasm. Afterward, we both lay on the bed, locked in a tight embrace. “I love you,” I whispered against his neck, sighing contentedly.

      Brochan gave me a peck on the lips and shifted to his side, bringing me closer and hiking my leg over his hips, our bodies still connected. “I love you too.” He threw a blanket over us, hiding us from anyone and everything while we enjoyed our little heaven.

      While unbeknownst to me, my phone rang continuously while I was kissing Brochan passionately.

      I didn’t know my parents had a search party going through the entire town, trying to locate my whereabouts.

      If I knew back then that it would be our last meeting, I would have savored every second, every touch.

      But life wasn’t that kind to me.

      My life had ended before it had the chance to begin.

      

      Island, United States

      July 2019

      

      Emerald

      “Here are your waffles,” Eve says, placing the plate in front of me and tilting the teapot in her hand. “Your tea is probably cold. Want me to pour from the new one?”

      Rubbing my arms, because goose bumps have spread on them from the AC running in the coffee shop, I nod and raise my cup. “Please. I’m not used to the AC blasting all over me,” I explain, and she chuckles, refilling my cup.

      “Yeah, we locals prefer to be cold rather than hot. July is usually a bitch when it comes to heat, but it hits more in the second half of the month.”

      “Oh,” I say, laughing inwardly at how casually she swears or drops various not-so-ladylike words around. “But you probably love it here.”

      “The best place in the world,” she replies, and then someone calls from behind her.

      “Eve, can I have some pancakes to go? Need to be at work in five. I can grab lunch for Tom too.”

      “Sure.” She pats my shoulder and leaves the new pot, while taking the old one. “Enjoy.”

      “Thank you.” Despite me being a stranger, warmth comes from her in spades toward me, and I’m not sure how to take it. Maybe she’s just way friendlier with tourists than, say, Micaden.

      The minute he enters my mind, I huff in exasperation and dig into the waffle harshly, imagining it being his face. The freaking jerk has judged me without even knowing me, and that bothers me.

      All this anger inside me is not good, and when I see him next time, I’m going to tell that prick what I think about him. I’m not some kind of doormat who will take his crap and ignore it; he has to know he can’t speak to me that way.

      Even if he’s hot as hell and my body goes on high alert whenever my gaze lands on him.

      Huffing in annoyance again, I munch on the waffle and moan as the taste fills my mouth. “Oh my God,” I murmur, taking another bite, because it’s impossible not to. It’s sweet, covered with strawberry syrup, and melts on your tongue. The fresh blueberries added on top make for a richer taste. The dough is so soft, cloud-like, and the deliciousness of all those ingredients combined creates one hell of a dish.

      “You like it, I presume?” Eve teases, waving to the guy who runs outside, leaving only the two of us with Joe behind the counter in the coffee shop. Bakeries are usually busy till lunch, so this doesn’t surprise me.

      “The best waffles I ever tried,” I say through my mouthful of food, and she laughs, turning in the direction of the counter as well, but then she pauses, asking, “Do you mind me joining you? I usually eat at the back, but—”

      “Of course!” Giddiness fills me. I love meeting new people, and having a friend here will be amazing. The last thing I need is to be a loner around town who everyone avoids or considers strange.

      She sits opposite me, and I see she has an omelet and I cringe, mortified I let it show in my face. “I’m sorry. It’s just—”

      “You can’t stand eggs?” she asks and I nod. “No worries. I love them. I used to have a friend… she’d cook them for me every morning because I didn’t know how to do that.”

      “You didn’t know how to cook?” I always thought people who owned restaurants or bakeries must really love to do it, because they have to be around food and do all the cooking. Coming up with new recipes is important too I imagine, so doing it without passion would be nerve-racking and annoying.

      “Nope. I couldn’t even look at raw food. But my mom owned this place, and then she got sick so I had to learn.” A smile spreads on her lips as she sips her coffee. “My poor Tom. He had food poisoning three times during the learning stage.”

      “He must love you a lot.” Based on the comment thrown by the guy earlier about lunch, they are still together, so he didn’t run away.

      Any guy who doesn’t run away after that is a keeper. “He does, and I love him too. We’ve been together for ten years now. We married three years ago.” She points at her finger, which has a beautiful, princess-cut diamond. “Proposed in the police station. He’s the sheriff.”

      “How nice,” I say, but then frown. “How old are you?” Ten years is a long time to be with someone, but she looks around my age. Some can find their soulmates at seventeen?

      “Twenty-eight.”

      So my guess was correct. “I’ll be twenty-eight in a month,” I tell her, and she nods, as if it’s a given.

      Then she continues to talk, and I listen, learning new stuff about the town and its citizens. She mentions new buildings and activities that became popular here, what happened to some guy named Duke who died a few years ago and used to be sheriff before Tom took his place. Then she explains other stuff about fishermen and various places that I have no clue about.

      If one listens to our conversation, one might think I used to live here and my old friend is filling me in on the stuff I’ve missed. “So to conclude, the town is teeming, and life moves on.” She finishes, wiping her mouth with a tissue. “What have you been up to?”

      Is it my turn now to share long stories about everyone and myself included? The way small town people build their relationships sure is fascinating to me; it’s like they have no filter and I’m one of their own. “I’m from New York. Born and raised there,” I start, but she chokes on her drink, cursing.

      “Shit.” She cleans the little droplets from the table, clearing her throat. “Sorry.”

      Weird. They never had New Yorkers here?

      “I’m an artist and a teacher. I teach art to blind kids in school and showcase my work in galleries.” Her eyes widen at this, but I pay no attention to that. “I lost sixty percent of my vision when I was twenty-one. Thankfully, it got better for me with time, but not everyone is this lucky. So helping those who face similar challenges like me seemed like the best choice. I love all my kids.”

      “Accident?” I shift uncomfortably, not liking this topic much due to hazy memories.

      “Yes.” I decide not to elaborate, but thankfully she doesn’t expect it. “And lately I’m a writer I guess.” I have no idea why I mention this fact when I intended to keep it hidden.

      This must pique her curiosity, because she rests her elbows on the table, questioning, “A book? Like a full-length story?”

      “Sort of. I’ve had this love story in my head for months now and just had to write it.”

      “Oh,” she says, and then asks carefully, although I don’t miss the worry in her tone, “What’s the story?”

      “It’s about—” The loud ding of the doorbell sounds as new customers enter, and instantly my skin prickles when the familiar voice buzzes through the place.

      “Eve, we need to talk.”

      Panic crosses Eve’s face, but then her jaw drops when I mutter, “Him again!” I can’t believe of all places today, Micaden picked this one.

      Is the universe intentionally putting us together?

      “Why are you standing in the middle, dude? I’m about to drop this heavy fucking bo—” The man behind him stops abruptly when he spots me, shaking his head in disbelief, his eyes almost bulging from their sockets. “Emerald.”

      As my name slips past his lips, the energy in the coffee shop changes. The tension rises quickly, and the hatred toward me shadowing both men can’t be missed.

      Before Micaden and Eve have the chance to comment on the fact that he knows my name, I get up and dart toward Micaden. Poking his chest, I barely contain the fury that takes me by storm. “Do you go around telling people what an awful person I am?”

      “Oh shit,” Eve exclaims, but I ignore it. Enough is enough! Every encounter with this man ends up in him lashing out at me, and now he even tells his friends about me, because what else explains the behavior of this dude?

      “Okay, so you don’t like tourists, but it doesn’t give you the right to be rude to us. Or call me names. And stop gossiping about me as well.” I finish with one last poke, digging my finger in his hard abs, breathing heavily.

      And that’s when I catch his drilling eyes gazing at me with so many emotions I can’t name. Everything ceases to exist as we are both left standing in the coffee shop, locked in a moment I can’t understand.

      Something like déjà vu washes over me, flashing images of me standing like that a lot with him. As if us fighting or bickering was a normal occurrence.

      Shaking my head from the visions, I take a deep breath when he wraps his hand around my finger and leans forward. “Twice you’ve touched me. If it happens again, be ready for the consequences.” Steel and dominance coat his tone, and I wince from his hold, his grip sending a little pain through my body. “Dislike is not a strong enough emotion to describe what I feel for you.” He pushes my finger away, takes the box from the man, and says to Eve, “I’m going to put the fish in the kitchen.”

      “I’ll go with you,” the man replies, but his hate-filled silver eyes make no secret of how he feels about me either. “We’ll talk later, baby.” Even though he uses an endearment, there’s a warning in it.

      Consequences?

      What kind of consequences?

      “I’m sorry for this. Tom is not usually this rude.” So that’s her husband. “He is best friends with Micaden,” she adds for some reason, and I nod. Friend or not, it doesn’t explain his behavior toward me.

      I haven’t done anything wrong, yet I can’t shake the feeling of being smeared in dirt. Why does it bother me anyway? So two locals are complete asses.

      But the hate in their eyes saddens me on a deeper level than I want to admit.

      “It’s all right.” I drop a few dollar bills on the table. “Thank you for breakfast. It’s very good. I’m gonna go now,” I say, picking up my camera, but then she catches my hand, stilling me.

      “Come back tomorrow. I can show you around town if you want,” she says, and some tension leaves me.

      Even if her husband doesn’t like me, she clearly doesn’t share his prejudices. “I would love to.”

      Relief crosses her face as she smiles. “Great. See you here tomorrow then.” She hugs me close, and familiar yet unfamiliar warmth surrounds me. Tears swirl in my eyes from the embrace, which confuses me even more.

      I’m nothing but emotion and a confused mess in this town.

      “I’m on your side, babe,” she whispers so low, but when I lean back, she just pats my cheek and trails after the men. I must have imagined her last words.

      After all, this little problem doesn’t require choosing sides.

      

      Micaden

      Beauty.

      A short word for what people value a lot.

      I guess everyone has their own meaning, but I always associated it with her.

      Rich fire-like locks that cascaded down her back in waves, glistening in the sun just begging me to touch them. Vivid green eyes that always held mischief and curiosity for the world around her.

      Pale, freckled skin that easily displayed her every emotion or worry or desire, making it painfully clear what she wanted.

      Curves that fit so nicely to my body, curves I could have forgotten myself in.

      My own kind of mermaid.

      And like her ancestors, she lured me into her trap, creating a web so strong I couldn’t resist her. And like every fisherman, I fell for it and lost my soul to her.

      Life is not a fairytale though.

      A lesson she’ll soon learn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      From the pages of the book…

      

      “Oh my God,” I muttered while Brochan drove as fast as he could on the dark road without breaking speed limits on the way to Nona’s home. “They’re going to kill me.”

      “You will explain to them you were with me, and it’s going to be okay.” Brochan tried to calm me down with his soothing voice, but all it did was anger me more.

      “It won’t be all right, Brochan! They don’t even know I’m dating anyone, but when they do find out—” Only the seatbelt saved me from hitting my head on the dashboard when Brochan slammed on the brakes.

      He squeezed the steering wheel so hard his tanned skin turned white, and he looked at me, hurt evident in every feature. “They don’t know about us?”

      Oh, no. I didn’t watch my words in my panicked state and now the cat was out of the bag. “Brochan—”

      “We’ve been dating for the last two months, and they call you every day. You told me they knew.”

      “It’s just if I told them—”

      Anger and fury came from him in waves as he pulled me closer so I couldn’t avoid his stare. “You give me excuses, but I need answers. Are you ashamed of being with me?”

      “No, Brochan, no.” I tried to reassure him, palming his head and rubbing his cheeks with my fingers. “How can you say that after our night?”

      Some of the tension left him, but his grip on me only tightened, as he spat, “Why then?”

      “Because they would have done it sooner,” I shouted, failing to find the right answer to this. My reasoning might seem stupid to everyone, but no one knew them better than me.

      Brochan would never be a perfect match for me in their eyes. “Done what?”

      “Come here to ruin us.” I didn’t even have time to blink before he dragged me up, and I ended up straddling him with my arms circled around his neck.

      “You think they have the power to ruin us?”

      Tears streamed down my cheeks, as I replied, “I don’t know. I just know no one goes against their rules. And I love you, Brochan, but for them, you are—”

      “Not worthy of their daughter,” he finished for me, and when I nodded, he wiped away my tears. “It’s all right. I’ll talk to your dad, and even if there is a shit storm… as long as I know you are with me forever, we can withstand it.” He slammed his mouth on mine, taking my tongue prisoner with his while he gave me a possessive kiss, which staked an invisible claim on me. “If you’re sure, nothing else matters.”

      “I’m sure,” I told him, and we locked in another kiss while the panic in me settled a bit. His heart beating strongly under my palm and his warmth enveloping me in a cocoon made me believe that our future was possible.

      And no one had the power to break it.

      But it lasted only five seconds, until the tap on the window startled us and we saw Sheriff Duke standing there with two police vehicles. Their red lights lit the street brightly, directing all the attention on us.

      “Get out of the car, guys,” he ordered, and we followed, never seeing him this serious about anything.

      Once we were facing him, he clicked his fingers to one of the officers who exhaled heavily, but joined us nevertheless.

      Brochan asked, “What’s going on, Duke?” The sheriff was one of the coolest guys I knew in the town, always taking care of his citizens and supporting guys like Brochan with special programs.

      He always joked for us to not give him a reason to put us behind bars, because he caught us kissing several times. Lately though, he’d lost part of his easygoing nature after his daughter was in a car accident, and the surgeries were too expensive for the family to handle. The whole town tried to help him, but so far, it had been useless.

      “The entire town is searching for her. Her folks are back, demanding to see her. I’m sorry, kiddo.”

      Brochan’s brows furrowed, and I looked between them, fear building inside me. “For what?” That was when a second officer put handcuffs on him, locking them firmly on his wrists. “Are you insane, Duke? We didn’t do anything!” Brochan shouted, but the sheriff just shook his head.

      “She turned eighteen today, which means last night when she was with you she was underage. If they say so, I have to keep you.”

      “I was with him of my own free will!” Just as I predicted, my parents used the power of the law to handle this situation. Did I expect anything else from my father, the judge?

      “Ron will take you home. Talk to your parents so I can let the kid go. Okay?” he ordered, and I nodded while turning to Brochan, hugging him closer.

      “I’m so sorry. I’m going to fix it. You are not going to stay there for long.”

      “Don’t agree to anything, okay? Do not make hasty decisions just to save me,” he warned me, right before we shared a kiss. “Promise me, Em.”

      “I promise,” I said right before Duke separated us, and I hopped in the car, ready to unleash hell and fury on my parents so they would let him go and not ruin his life.

      Back then, I felt like the world had ended.

      If I only knew what awaited us after that, I wouldn’t have been so dramatic in that moment.

      

      Island, United States

      July 2019

      

      Emerald

      “So her parents were against the union. Sort of like Romeo and Juliet?” I ask myself out loud, drinking my tea and scratching my face. “So that’s why you are star-crossed lovers.”

      Actually, all this plot development makes me one hell of a happy person, because it means it’ll end soon. Because really. Her parents will object, then see the error of their ways, and happily ever after happens.

      So my heroine is sad for no reason.

      Or so I hope at least.

      My phone vibrates next to me and I grin, seeing Kaden’s number flashing on the screen. I quickly accept it, teasing, “I thought you promised not to bother me for a month.” After he “allowed” me to go, he kept brooding through all the months and didn’t even show up for our weekly meetings on Sunday.

      Despite his protectiveness that shadowed me everywhere, he lived in a mansion located on the outskirts of the city, and I visited only once, only because his butler Levi insisted. Kaden gave me the apartment our parents bought for us, because according to the papers, they left it all for me along with a trust fund that I can access once I turn thirty.

      Shortly after, I sold the penthouse in Manhattan and bought a two-bedroom condo in Brooklyn that was closer to my job, and I liked the cozy little place way more than the spacious apartment. It wasn’t like I had many friends to invite over. Just a few good acquaintances from my art class, like Frankie who became a famous designer, and Ariel, the keyboard player of a famous rock band. We’ve met from time to time, but mostly I spent my time either painting or teaching kids.

      Thinking back on it now, my life is very boring. But then, how reckless can I be with all my health issues?

      “Your humor is not welcomed right now.” His voice holds nothing but coldness, and I burst out laughing, some of the heaviness leaving my chest.

      “Kaden Scott, are you implying you miss me?”

      “Based on what, did you come to such a conclusion?” He pauses, and then says, “But yes. How are you?”

      “I’m good,” I reply quickly, too quickly, and I curse inwardly at his next question.

      “You don’t say? Why are you nervous, Emerald?”

      Shit, hiding anything from Kaden is impossible. He knows people too well; it’s as if he spends his time studying human nature. When, in fact, he’s a businessman who owns a lot of stuff. I think he is worth billions currently.

      “I’m not. Just tired. I’ve been working all day.” Which is the truth.

      Sort of.

      After Eve’s cafe, I walked around the town a bit and came back to the inn, where Marcy tempted me to try their mashed potatoes and fish. I ended up ordering them to my room where I’ve spent the last seven hours writing.

      “It’s eleven at night for your information,” I add. Kaden operates on weird hours, always awake in the middle of the night but also the first one to wake up. Sometimes his unwillingness to share much about his life or never meeting his friends irritates me, but I don’t push.

      He is the best big brother in the world, always being there for me after the accident, so I refuse to be curious. As long as he’s okay, his life is his business.

      “Yet you are awake,” he replies. I step onto the balcony, basking in the light breeze that touches my cheeks. “Do you have any headaches?”

      “Some. But I’m taking my medication.”

      “Maybe try not to.”

      My brows furrow, and I straighten my back. “What do you mean? You know I have nightmares without it.” He was the one to insist I take it.

      “I think you’re ready,” he says cryptically, and I’m even more confused.

      “Ready for what?”

      “For the truth.” I can’t even question his statement, because he’s done with the call. “I’ll call you in a few days. Don’t worry, Em. No one is going to hurt you. You are under my protection.”

      Staring at my phone, I try to make sense of this, and as always, I fail. I feel like a complete idiot, who wanders around the place not knowing what to do or say, because everyone around me keeps secrets or continues to throw odd sentences at me.

      All thoughts about my problems fly away though when I notice an old woman hurriedly going to the beach, and she screams something I can’t make out. But it’s obvious by her swaying and posture she’s not all right.

      And she’s moving right toward the ocean! I snatch off my huge glasses, which allow me to see properly, wiping away the sweat from under them. “Oh no,” I murmur, and rush out of the room, hopping down the stairs to the first floor and darting through the main door, just as Marcy calls, “Emerald!”

      The time spent for explaining might be wasted. I need to save her before something happens.

      I run and run, noticing the shadow far away, already in the ocean, and I add speed, breathing heavily, while determination unlike anything rushes through my veins.

      This woman has to be saved.

      I reach her right in time as she’s about to sink neck deep into the water, so I wrap my hands around her middle and pull her back, my actions not even registering in me. Fear of water is no longer an issue when someone else is in danger.

      I pull her and pull her, as she continues to scream, “There. It’s there.” Oh my God, what is there?

      When we get back to the shore, she freezes in my arms, then spins around, and our gazes clash. My breath hitches.

      Her emerald green eyes could be a reflection of mine they are so alike; she looks at me with wonder and shock. She covers her mouth with her wrinkled hand that showcases every vein due to her thinness, and her silver locks fly around us. She seems painfully familiar, but I don’t know why.

      She palms my head, rubbing my cheeks, as she whispers, “My little girl.” Her fingers trail over my forehead, brows, nose, and lips. “My beautiful little girl.” She starts crying, circling her arms around me and holding me so tight for a second I can’t breathe.

      Or stop my own tears from falling.

      Her scent disturbs me, reminding me of something I can’t quite name. A sense of deep loss is present in my chest, and I feel devasted.

      “I’m so sorry for not being strong enough.” She leans back, sobbing, and I shake my head, because whatever she thinks she’s guilty of can’t be true.

      “Nona.” The deep voice from behind me speaks, stilling my heart before it starts rapidly beating again. “Come here.”

      “Micaden, my little girl came back.” She gives me a teary smile. “Look how beautiful she is. Isn’t she?”

      Nona. As in his grandmother who has Alzheimer’s?

      She probably lost her way and has confused me with someone else from her past, a granddaughter. “Micaden is here too. Full circle,” she speaks to me, hugging me again, but then she lets go when Micaden pulls her toward him. “It’s not her, Nona.”

      “No, Micaden, she’s our girl.”

      “No, Nona. Remember what we always talk about?” Her gaze stays blank, but then slowly the smile drops from her face and sadness comes back. She nibbles on her finger and nods. “Yes. My little girl is not here.”

      I see some men joining us who address Micaden. “We are so sorry. She snuck out through the backdoor during the barbecue. We noticed she was missing almost immediately.” Yeah, right. Yet she had time to come here and do all that.

      Immediately my ass.

      “I’m tired,” she suddenly says. “I wanna go back now.” She pats my shoulder. “Thank you.” And then she willingly goes to the men who nod at Micaden and trail off with her.

      An awkward silence falls between us, and I don’t wish to prolong it. Shivers rush through me, causing goose bumps on my skin, and my teeth chatter against each other, because the breeze touching my wet clothes is unbearable.

      I blink in surprise when he orders, “Raise your arms.”

      “What?” I rasp, my teeth still clacking.

      “Raise your arms,” he repeats, and like the fool that I am, I follow his command blindly. He removes my summer dress with one swift move, causing me to gasp. “What are you doing? Are you insane?” Granted, I have a bikini underneath, because I planned to go to the beach earlier, but still.

      He ignores me and instead pulls the back of his black T-shirt over his head and puts it on me. The cloth slides over my body, settling right in the middle of my thighs. “This should keep you warm.”

      I glare at him. “In case you haven’t noticed, my bikini is wet too, so the shirt is soaked already.” I sound bitchy and all, but I don’t care. The guy hasn’t been nice either.

      “A simple thank you would have been enough.”

      Furious at his comeback, I intend to march to the hotel, only to cry out in pain as I take the first two steps. “Ouch, ouch.” I hop on one leg, my other one raised as pain travels from my calf to my foot like an electric wave.

      Next thing I know, I’m in Micaden’s arms since he picks me up effortlessly. My face is pressed to his chest and his heartbeat echoes in my ear. His arms are around my back and under my knees, and despite the pain, I feel the heat from them putting my body on high alert.

      Just kill me now, seriously.

      The warmth of his body slips into my bones, and slowly heat spreads inside me, and my teeth stop chattering. He continues to walk, I assume back to the inn, not uttering one word.

      Maybe he has knight-in-shining-armor syndrome; he’s ready to help a stranger, but to actually interact with one is another story.

      Exhaustion overtakes me, and I doze off on his chest, lulled by the sound of the waves crashing against the rocks.

      At least that’s what I think, because I don’t recognize the jellyfish sting or the fact that I simply fainted.

      

      Micaden

      Forgiveness.

      A concept of moving on with your life, forgetting all the bad shit that has happened to you and accepting it at face value.

      Some people are generous enough to give it.

      And probably they are right for doing so.

      But I can’t.

      I can never forgive her for what she has done.

      Because with her choices and lies, she destroyed my life.

      And everyone who I held dear to my heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      From the pages of the book…

      

      Slamming the door of the car loudly, I rushed to the house, flying past a concerned Nona who just sighs heavily. I ended up in the living room where my parents were.

      Dad stood by the window with his back to me, slowly sipping something, probably black coffee that always allowed him to function, or so he claimed. Mom sat on the couch, flipping through a magazine, while her tears glistened in the morning sun. Both wore perfectly tailored suits, matching each other’s colors.

      Nothing but the best for the Hayes family.

      “You finally graced us with your presence, Emerald,” my father said, taking another sip, and Mom raised her eyes to me, sweeping her loving gaze over me.

      “Darling, you’re back.” She put the magazine aside and stood up, opening her arms wide, waiting for me to step into them.

      “Call the police, Dad,” I said, not seeing the point of dancing around the subject as if nothing had happened.

      Mom’s smile slipped a little, but she took the step toward me and hugged me close despite my stubbornness. Instantly, her rich perfume enveloped me and I sighed, because even if they acted horribly right now, I knew they loved me.

      In their own twisted, cold way. And Mom always had the tendency to stay oblivious to any shit storm that brewed around her, even if Dad and I fought. In all the years, I’d never seen her interfere in anything.

      She just permanently kept a neutral position.

      Leaning back, I allowed Mom to pat my head, and she clacked her tongue. “All this time in the sun made your freckles more visible,” she chastised me lightly, patting my cheek this time. “You probably didn’t use cream like I told you to.”

      Removing myself from her embrace, I addressed Dad once again. “Call the police, Dad.”

      Finally, he spun around, his brow raised as he put his cup on the table and motioned for me to come closer. “I don’t think that’s the proper way to greet your father, Emerald.”

      Stubbornness along fear fought for dominance, but I remembered Brochan’s cuffed hands and succumbed to his request, walking slowly to him. “We did nothing wrong, Dad. He’s my boyfriend.”

      “So my mother told me. A fact that I may add was hidden from us. Do you think we don’t care who our daughter dates?” Maybe I was wrong, and it was the protective instinct within him that demanded he save me. After all, I’d never had boyfriends before, even though I went on dates. Fathers could be less than thrilled about such stuff.

      Maybe I misjudged my parents, and if I explained it right, they might change their minds.

      He locked his arms around my waist, squeezing me in his hug for a moment before continuing. “You don’t answer your phone. Your instructor told us you haven’t sent her anything new in weeks. Then, when we come here in the middle of the night, you are nowhere to be found and once again ignore our phone calls. Do you think we as parents have no right to be worried?”

      Yeah, my dad wasn’t a judge for nothing. He sure knew how to destroy his opponents by throwing reasonable facts at them. “You’re right. I did it all wrong,” I admitted, seeing the stupidity of my ways. I should have been a grown up and come clean with everything. “And I apologize for making you worry and for omitting the truth.”

      “Lying,” he said, and I took a deep breath, nodding in agreement.

      “And lying. But all this doesn’t change the fact that Brochan is now at the police station because of this misunderstanding. Let him go, Dad.”

      “I ran a report on him.” He ignored my words, picking up the manila folder from the table. “He was orphaned at the age of three, left on the church’s doorstep. Then several families took him in, but he was a difficult child. Until his foster father who happens to be a fisherman and owns a car shop here took him under his wing, and he settled into life here once the wife died.” His voice was calm and matter-of-fact without a single emotion, and the familiar fear came back to me as I listened to his words. “So-so grades in school although he could have applied for a scholarship. Apparently, he’s considered gifted in mathematics. But that’s about all. He works as a fisherman and mechanic. Makes around one grand a month and shares an apartment with his best friend and one other guy.” He clicked his fingers, like he forgot something. “Sometimes he makes extra money by helping out dragging fish guts. Is all this information correct?” he asked, and I nodded, because what else was there to do?

      “Well, he seems like a hard-working man,” Mom applauded cheerfully while Nona stood in the corner, shaking her head. “No matter what life gave him, he managed to do all right.”

      “That’s true. Good for him,” Dad agreed with her, but then shifted his focus back to me. “So this is the boy you love?”

      “Enough with this nonsense, Eric!” Nona shouted, standing between us as she poked his chest. “Let the boy go and forget all about this incident. Right now.”

      “Now you are interfering.” He lightly pushed her to the side so he could look at me again. “If you stopped it in the beginning, none of this mess would have happened.”

      “Dad, please. I know you’re angry, but Brochan—” His raised hand shut me up quick and he exhaled heavily, throwing the folder on the floor with no care for it.

      “I’m not angry, Emerald. I’m disappointed.”

      “I get that, but—”

      “However, I understand, because it’s young love and all. All parents live through bad boys, and it was just our turn.”

      Mom chuckled, nudging me in the side. “He is really handsome.” I wished for once Mom would be someone else but her, and help me out here.

      Because Dad wasn’t just angry.

      He was freaking livid if his voice and the pulsing vein in his neck along with his mood were any indication. “He’ll be out by noon.” Relief washed over me, and I swayed to the side from the impact of it.

      Oh my God.

      “Dad, thank you so much,” I said, but he wiggled his finger.

      “I’m not done yet. For that to happen, a few conditions apply.”

      Coldness slipped into every bone, because I knew what one of the conditions would be before he could even voice it. “I won’t break up with him.”

      His green eyes darkened and he rubbed his chin. “You won’t?”

      “No. I love him. I’ll never break up with him.”

      “Then I guess he’ll stay in prison forever.”

      “Eric.” Nona’s stern voice did nothing to calm him though. He stepped closer to me, looming above me, but I held back the instinct to cry and run away, because running away was what had brought me here in the first place. “You have no power here, Dad. I’m eighteen. He did nothing wrong, and you have no grounds to keep him inside.”

      “Don’t challenge me, child of mine.”

      I lifted my chin, crossing my arms even though I could feel my heartbeat in my throat from the prospect of his actions. “I’m not. I won’t break up with him. And after twenty-four hours, you will have no reason to keep him.”

      He just laughed, finding my outburst hilarious. “Don’t underestimate the lengths a parent is willing to take for his child.”

      “I love him!”

      “Please, in a year, you will hate him, and I won’t allow my daughter to mingle with a boy who will destroy her future. I understand it’s exciting right now, and oh-so romantic, but real life will get in the way. He’s no life partner for a Hayes.”

      “Do you even hear yourself? It’s bullshit! You’ve truly become an asshole like the newspaper claimed.” The slap came so quick I didn’t even see it coming.

      My cheek burned from the pain as I covered it with my palm, looking at my dad, shaking my head in disbelief. He’d never hit me in all my life. Never. But I shouldn’t have spoken such words to him either.

      “Do not disrespect me,” he seethed, but then sighed heavily, pinching the bridge of his nose while I still glared at him with shock. “You are my only child, and I love you. But I won’t tolerate this. We can do it peacefully without destroying the boy. Or we can do it the hard way.”

      “I’ll never forgive you for this,” I replied, wiping away the tears. “And I won’t break up with him. Think what you want. Brochan and I are forever.” And with that, I rushed upstairs, desperately wanting to run into Brochan’s arms instead.

      Back then, I was so naïve, so stupid.

      I thought I protected Brochan, our love, our future. Even if no one believed in summer love.

      I just had no clue what people were capable of doing if enough money was dangled in front of them.

      Or how little human life mattered to some people.
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      Emerald

      I wince at the disturbing smell under my nose and shift my head to the side, moaning as the softness of the pillow registers in my brain. I dig into it deeper, but the disgusting smell follows, nagging at my mind and demanding to be acknowledged.

      “What is this?” I murmur, but then the smell is so close I have to open my eyes. I’m in shock to see Micaden looming over me with white cotton pressed up firmly to my nose. I can barely breathe through the freaking thing.

      I push it away, swiftly rising onto my elbows, about to question him about being next to me, when the throbbing heat registers like someone placed hot stones on my calf. I cry out. “Sweet mother of Jesus! It hurts!” I glance down to my leg, only to see my ankle all red and slightly swollen, which makes even wiggling my toes hard. “What happened?” The last thing I remember was passing out in his arms.

      “You got stung by a jellyfish and fainted. I need to put vinegar on it, and you have to be awake for that,” Micaden informs me matter-of-factly, with a completely blank stare and flat voice.

      No sympathy for my pain from this guy. “You could have spared me my misery and woke me up afterward.” I would have prefered that, because this pain is a total bitch. “I didn’t know I could faint from that.” I’m not an expert, but in biology class, they told us it can be treated at home and only to go to the doctors if there’s some allergic reaction. There was no mention of fainting.

      “You do.” He states it so firmly like it’s God’s honest truth. “I removed the barbs from your skin with tweezers while you were unconscious, so you can be grateful for that.”

      Despite the agony my leg is going through, I can’t help mocking him. Placing my splayed hand on my chest, I sigh dramatically, “Be still my heart.”  His hands skim down my legs, leaving goose bumps in their wake, and he raises my wounded ankle, pressing his finger on the wound a bit too much for me. “Ouch. Careful.”

      He chuckles, finding it funny for some reason, and then slowly starts to apply vinegar, and I use this time to study the place. Only now, I see we aren’t in the inn’s room.

      It’s a small villa with a spacious bed I’m currently on, a chair, and a couch with a flat-screen TV nearby. The wide terrace opens up to the ocean and appears to have some space to sit too, but I can’t see it clearly through the white curtains flying in different directions from the midnight breeze.

      I thank God that with time my sight has become better under harsh light. I have more trouble seeing during daylight than in artificially created light. Some doctors even say I may get it fully back someday, not that I hope for it much.

      Most of the walls are made out of wood. A few paintings, which seem to be made in haste without any specific direction in mind, are scattered on the walls.

      Especially the one right in the middle of the wall with a beautiful sunset, where the evening sun kisses the glistening ocean, and for a moment in time, they become one, reflecting off one another as a red boat passes under them, flying its white sails.

      The technique is not so great, and there are smears of different paints that could have been used differently to better showcase the natural beauty, but even with all these little things, the painting is mesmerizing. “It’s beautiful,” I murmur, and Micaden pauses, raising his gaze to me, so I add, pointing at the painting, “The art. Is it your work?” His hold on me tightens, and instinctively I try to wiggle my leg free, but he doesn’t let me.

      He resumes his actions, and the throb finally becomes dull, but still sensitive. “No.”

      Sighing in exasperation, because I can’t be rude to the guy right now since he’s helping me out, I try a different approach. “So is it a local artist’s work?” I wonder, and decide to get to know the person if he gives me the name. I love meeting people in my field; some kind of inspiration can always be found in their work or the techniques they can teach me.

      Art is done in different variations and understandings, where people can express themselves freely. And nothing excites me more than trying to figure out what they had in mind.

      “No. She’s not a local artist.”

      She?

      As in… oh.

      I sit up on the bed, adjusting the shirt on me better, because suddenly I feel uncomfortable. I acted like a fool around the guy, but he probably has a girlfriend who drew it. A burning in my chest and a slight fury confuse me, as if he has no right for such a thing.

      Who cares if my rude savior has a woman or not? The one who gave him paintings at that.

      But I do, and the thought unsettles me so much I shake my head, and offer, “I think it’s fine now. I should go back to my room and maybe check with the inn’s nurse. You have someone, right?” When I was making a booking, the website assured me they always had a medic on hand in case medical assistance might be needed.

      Around Micaden, my insides become a crazy mix of emotions. Anger and, yeah, attraction, and all those feelings make zero sense considering I’ve known the guy for only two days. And most of that time, he’s acted like a total asshole to me.

      “Stay still, Emerald,” he orders, but I have this deep need to escape his company that doesn’t let me act rationally. So I jump to my feet and sway a little from the action as dizziness surges through me. He growls from next to me. “I told you to stay fucking put.”

      The annoyance I felt earlier for him comes crashing back at me, along with the green-eyed monster; so without thinking, I poke his chest, and say, “I’m not your servant to stay fucking put.” I add air quotation marks on the last words. I’m trying to move in the direction of the door even though this freaking leg starts to burn again, when something unexpected happens.

      His strong hands lock around my waist, and he turns us around, pressing me against the wall rather painfully. My back hits the wood hard, and he plasters his body against me, my softness accepting his rigid muscles easily.

      Our raspy breaths fill the space between us, and he tips my chin up, our gazes clashing while he leans forward, murmuring softly, although it has a dangerous edge to it. “What did I tell you about touching me, Emerald?” His hand travels down from my collarbone to my breast, where he pauses, then circles the underside with his index finger while all I can do is stare.

      It’s like he has me in a trance, because his touch doesn’t feel unfamiliar. No, my body burns, sending prickles all over my skin as if it’s waiting for Micaden to do that. “I didn’t do that intentionally,” I murmur, although my words are barely audible.

      He chuckles coldly, but then his thumb traces my lower lip, brushing back and forth, and he pushes in, opening my mouth wide. “Such a sassy mouth deserves a lesson, don’t you think?” he asks, although I doubt it’s a question.

      More like a fact.

      Heat spreads through me while my breath hitches, my stomach dropping as his splayed hand continues to move lower and lower, until he reaches my navel and hikes the shirt up, his fingers settling on the edges of my bikini. “If I say something, Emerald, you need to listen.”

      My mind clearly has gone insane, because instead of breaking free, I ask, “Or what?” A beat passes as he raises his eyes to mine, and for the first time, I see something else in them beside hatred or cold indifference. Deep and rich desire along with an emotion I can’t place, but it unsettles me. “Let me go,” I whisper, wrapping my hands around his on my bikini bottoms, even if my core dampens at his closeness. “Besides, don’t you have a girlfriend?” We can add cheating bastard to the list of insults I mentally throw his way too.

      “You would have liked that, wouldn’t you? So you wouldn’t want me so much. Don’t worry, mermaid. I’m not taken.” He slams his mouth on me at the same time as his hand slides into my bikini bottoms, covering my heated core, and a moan slips past my lips.

      A moan that disappears inside his mouth, because he keeps mine wide open, thrusting his tongue as far as he can, sweeping it along mine, demanding compliance.

      At first, the kiss is very awkward: our teeth clash, his push is painful, and I can’t focus on anything. But then he softens it, slowly causing me to cooperate with him.

      His tongue delves deep, probes inside, and holds my mouth prisoner to his desires. It’s like he stakes a claim and punishes me at the same time while awakening my body to all the wants and needs that have been dormant for years.

      His hand molds to my pussy, and I gasp into his mouth, but it doesn't stop him. Instead, he hikes my leg over his hip while his middle finger slips inside, pushing deeper and fueling my blood with each touch. He rubs my sensitive skin, spreading wetness on me while his thumb flicks my clit, a moan slipping past my lips. “Look how wet you are for me. This pussy is begging to be fucked.”

      “You are so—” I try to find the words, but the heel of his palm presses on my clit and I cry out, swaying a little and arching my neck as he licks under my chin.

      “So honest? Emerald, I have a tongue, fingers, and a hard dick. And I want to fuck you with them all.”

      Oh my God, why do such crude words that should make me want to run, only increase my desire?

      He squeezes my core tighter, his hand grabbing my ass cheek and digging his fingers there. “Do you want that? For me to fuck you with my tongue?” He doesn't wait for a reply, because he kneels in front of me, securing my injured leg over his shoulder while his fingers open me up, the light breeze nipping at my skin.

      “This is madness,” I whisper.

      But he only chuckles, and then orders, “Don’t scream. We don't want the neighbors to hear you, do we?” And then his hot mouth presses against my heated core, and with his first lick, I cover my mouth with the back of my hand, whimpering into it to hold back a moan. He spreads his tongue through my folds, licking me up and down, sucking on my skin before scraping my clit with his teeth. All I can do is breathe through my nose while pleasure spreads over me. Suddenly, the swimsuit and shirt feel too heavy on my skin.

      Without thinking, I take it off and then fumble for the straps of the top while he groans approvingly. “Play with your nipples,” he orders once again and then pushes his tongue inside me. I moan, unable to hold it back while my hands lace in his hair, my hips grinding to his every move.

      It’s like he’s making love to me with his tongue; he swirls it inside, darting, driving me crazy with need.

      His hold on me tightens, his fingers probably leaving imprints on my ass while he brings me closer, inhaling my scent. He looks up, taking his tongue away, and I whimper in distress. “I told you to play with your nipples,” he repeats, and I let go of his hair, placing my hands on my aching breasts, and the minute I thumb my hardened peaks, two of his fingers sink inside me while he sucks on my clit, and sensations assault me from all sides.

      My skin burns from all the touches, my body seeking relief only he can give me in the moment, and all I can do is let go of the sensations. Every lick, every move only adds to the building pleasure as if gasoline is added to the fire.

      My toes curl, and I bite my lip, my head resting against the wall while I concentrate on his attention.

      Just a little bit more and I’ll reach the….

      He raises his head to my protest and slowly gets up. He lifts my other leg on the way and wraps both my legs around his hips, and then he presses me against the wall, while we both groan at the impact of his cock against my wet pussy. His mouth is still coated with me, but I don't care, so I bring him in for a kiss, both of us consumed with need. I hear him rasp, “I need to fuck you through the wall and then some.”

      “Yes.” I scratch his back, tightening my hold on him when he growls.

      “Greedy, so greedy,” he says, and then he takes us to the bed, where he throws me on it. I catch my breath when he takes out a condom from the bedside drawer and removes his shorts.

      Dear God, is there any other man as handsome as he?

      He is about to roll the condom on his hard length, when I see precum leaking from the tip. I lick my lips. He tasted me; I want to taste him too. Feel his length inside my mouth, drive him crazy like he drove me. “We don’t have time for that,” he replies, but swipes the tip of his cock with his thumb and presses it against my mouth so I can lick around it, moaning at the taste.

      “Fuck,” he growls and then rolls on the condom, joining me on the bed. Micaden spreads my thighs wide and settles between them, running the tip of his cock over me, slicking it with my wetness.

      “Don’t tease,” I say, and he sucks on my breast then bites on the underside of it.

      “Oh, I want to tease for hours, Emerald. You have no idea how much.” Then he takes my hand and wraps it around him, and I moan feeling the heavy length in my fist. As I slide up and down, he groans, pushing a little with the motion, but then warns, “Enough. This can’t wait. Who made me this hard, Emerald?” he asks, pinning my hands above my head while his tip is nudging inside my entrance. “So hard I can barely think.”

      “I did,” I murmur, arching my back and moaning when he rewards me with a lick to my nipples. “That’s right. And because of who is this pussy so wet it practically drips on the bed?” It’s hard for me to concentrate on what he says, because with every touch, all thoughts fly from my mind. “Answer me,” he demands, and I catch his stare, finding the deep pools of blue that hold so many secrets I think I might drown in them.

      But it doesn't stop me from needing him to feed this madness that he ignited. “You. Because of you.” The minute the words slip past my lips, he slams inside me and the headboard hits the wall from the momentum.

      I cry out; he’s deep, so deep it burns, but at the same time, I experience such relief that I can’t even explain it. “So fucking tight,” he murmurs, and for a second something flashes in my mind. Sort of like déjà vu but it’s quickly gone, replaced with reality. Our fingers lace together when he pulls back and then thrusts forward. My pussy clamps around him with each move, as he sinks deeper and deeper, filling me to the brink, but it’s not enough.

      It feels like it will never be enough. “More, Micaden,” I moan, but he continues to keep the slow rhythm as sweat coats our skin and I beg him to speed up.

      Instead, he licks and sucks my collarbone, leaving hickeys on my skin, and then he slides his hand to my waist, holding my hips in one position, not allowing me to control the momentum.

      I palm his head and share with him a kiss; it’s possessive and passionate, which consists mostly of our tongues dueling for dominance while his hips lazily move back and forth, the slapping sounds only arousing me more. I gulp a breath and push his head to my breasts, and he easily shifts his attention, but then his hands grab my ass cheeks and he starts to impale me on his cock, harsher, deeper, and with more power, speeding up his movements, and my cries of pleasure only fuel him more. “Micaden, I need…,” I whimper, pleading because I can’t take it anymore. Everything hurts and burns, and he’s the only one with the cure.

      Finally, he gives me what I want. As he bites on my nipple and presses his thumb against my clit, he slams inside me so hard I cry out and come, intense pleasure sinking into every bone, making me aware of each hair on my body.

      He roars above me, and we both breathe heavily as he lies on me. I hug him to me while peace settles on us.

      I wrap my hand around his neck and breathe him in, murmuring, “Micaden, I—” I want to tell him I’ve never experienced something like this before, but he instantly freezes in my arms.

      His body goes from warmth to stone cold, and I blink when he rolls off me and then gets up. Whatever came over him right before we had sex has clearly vanished, and in the place of the hot-blooded man stands this cold asshole who made no secret of not wanting me here.

      

      Micaden

      She’s my obsession.

      And unlike most of them, this obsession can be cured.

      She just needs to die first.

      

      Emerald

      The door to his bathroom shuts loudly while I gaze at the ceiling, reality slowly coming back to me, and with that, mortification at my actions.

      I had sex.

      I had sex with a guy I barely know on the island where I came to write a story of star-crossed lovers.

      Gasping, I sit up in bed, grabbing the sheet and pulling it to cover my breasts while noting how my body aches in unfamiliar places.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper, horrified with myself, and then I hear the shower running, which means Micaden does not intend to come back.

      Do men usually shower after sex?

      Which brings another question.

      I peek under the sheet and glance at my thighs, and although my cheeks heat up from all the red marks left by his beard and nips, I don’t see blood.

      Okay, so I wasn’t a virgin. Yay freaking me!

      During all the years after the accident, I went on dates with different guys, each one of them better than the other. Some shared my love for art, others worked in the same field, and some just asked me out during my rare outings with the girls. And while they were all nice, I’ve never proceeded to more with them, even if I wanted to.

      Because, when in the moment, the idea of anyone touching me sent panic through me, and I would end whatever we had. I just couldn’t stand the idea. I thought maybe something traumatic happened to me regarding sex before the accident, but I didn’t have anyone to ask about it, so I let it go, hoping the right man would come along.

      But Micaden is hardly the right man, and I groan into the sheet, holding back a scream of frustration.

      One-night stands are cool and all, but not when you’ll have to see the guy on a daily basis. Especially in the town that likes to gossip.

      I groan again and then quickly get up, biting on my lip from the slight ache in my foot. I quickly pull on the swimsuit and leave his T-shirt behind, because there’s no way in hell I want people to know where I was all this time.

      Slowly but steadily, I finally make it back to the inn where Marcy is snoring loudly behind the counter. I tiptoe upstairs, slip into my room, and rest my back against the door, placing my palm on my heart.

      A magic night filled with lust and pleasure.

      Why then do I feel like I lost something valuable during it?

      

      Micaden

      Resting my splayed palms on the tile while the cold water cascades down my back, I breathe heavily, doing my best to rein in the beast inside me that roars at Emerald’s absence.

      I close my eyes as her whimpers and moans echo in my ears, along with her sweet scent that has always haunted me at night, reminding me that nothing changes with time.

      Despite my hatred, my desire for her burns stronger than even before. Her soft curves, her tempting mouth, the taste of her are forever imprinted in my brain, and nothing will ever erase them.

      Desire is a weapon.

      If it’s used right, the prey a hunter so desperately seeks will fall into the trap and follow.

      If it’s used wrong, the prey might get scared and try to run, but then again an experienced hunter will still catch her.

      Emerald wants me, with such intensity I could almost drown in it if I didn’t know the disgusting nature hiding behind the innocence that surrounds her.

      But my hatred won’t bring as great results as my desire.

      What’s more painful? Being deceived by the person you love, or hate?

      She has to pay for what she’s done, and her demise will be agonizing for her and satisfying for me.

      Plan.

      Everything will go according to the plan, and why not indulge in her anyway in the meantime?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      From the pages of the book…

      

      Tears slid down my cheeks as I sat on the bed, holding my pillow tight to my chest while biting on it so no sound would escape my mouth.

      I couldn’t show them how desperate I felt in that moment. After I stormed off, no one came after me, not that I expected it. I knew my dad; he was like a hawk.

      Waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

      “What are we going to do, Brochan?” I whispered, hating myself in that moment. I should have never started a relationship with him. My father had the tendency of ruining the lives of the people who didn’t agree with him.

      But that was back in Seattle. He didn’t possess such power here. We just had to hold strong for the night, and then everything would go back to normal.

      A clinking sound coming from the window snagged my attention and I looked at it, wiping away my tears. Then the faint sound echoed again, and I jumped from the bed, recognizing it.

      Someone was throwing rocks at my window.

      Quickly sliding it open, I leaned over the windowsill and saw Olivia and Donovan arguing just as he was about to throw another rock, but he stopped right in time. It would have hit me in the face.

      Olivia raised her phone, pointed at it and then at me, and I understood. I reached for my phone and accepted her call. “Girl, are you alive? You weren’t picking up your phone!”

      Panic coated her tone, and I quickly reassured her. “As much as I can be in this situation. It’s bad.”

      She paused and then glanced up before sharing a look with Donovan who must have listened to our conversation as well. “What are they saying?”

      “They’ll let him go if I leave with them right now.”

      She gasped, and Donovan cursed, taking the phone from her. “Hey, babe. Listen, I went to see Brochan. He’s fine and Duke won’t keep him longer than twenty-four hours. In fact, the whole town is on your side.”

      I gripped the phone tighter in my hands. “How is he?” I should have never doubted this town; they stood by their own.

      “Fine, but he insisted I tell you one thing. Do not agree to anything. Just pack your stuff and meet him.” My brows furrowed, because we never discussed running away from my house, but in the current situation, what choice had my father left us? “Where?”

      “Beaty Mountain. We will help you guys out until your dad stops doing shit.”

      “Okay. So I should go there now?” The clock showed twelve in the morning, so it meant he had another sixteen hours to go. “I’ll be there by seven tomorrow morning.”

      “Sure. And, babe? We all love you. Just hold on.” He then stood right under my window and murmured, “We will be here to help you get down. Your dad isn’t allowing anyone to see you either, so this is our only chance.”

      “Of course. Thank you, guys. I love you!” I thanked heaven and the stars for such good friends in my life who stood beside us through anything.

      “Always. We have to go now.” Olivia took the phone again and told me, “Just wait until tomorrow. And don’t cry, pretty girl,” right before hanging up as they jogged away before anyone could see them.

      Once they were out of my vision, I sat on the floor, resting my forehead on the wall, and gulped air into my lungs.

      Everything would be all right.

      By tomorrow, all this would be like a bad dream.

      But tomorrow became the beginning of the nightmare.

      

      Island, United States
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      Emerald

      “Hey, you’re up early,” Marcy greets me cheerfully, catching the key from my hands easily. “I think you came back after midnight, and now it’s barely eight in the morning. Couldn’t sleep?” she muses.

      I plaster on a weak smile, nodding. “Something like that. I’ll probably be late today.”

      She wiggles her brows, leaning closer. “You’ve met one of the island’s hot guys?” she jokes, laughing lightly, but it dies on her lips as my cheeks heat up.

      The curse of redheads is that most of the time you can’t hide your freaking emotions, because the skin tells everyone everything. “Oh.” She blinks again. “Anyone I know?” Her demeanor changes from friendly to lightly guarded, and it makes me feel even more like shit. She has a crush on Micaden, and I just had sex with the guy last night.

      More like today, if we’re going to be technical about it. But it’s a one-time thing—granted, a one-time thing that bordered on insanity when the real world ceased to exist… but nevertheless a one-time thing.

      Marcy shouldn’t be worried. “No. And there’s no guy,” I assure her, hoping she won’t try to put her pretty little nose into my business.

      Before she can fish for something else, I wink at her and quickly run to the door, exhaling in relief. Or that’s the excuse I give myself anyway, because the real truth is too embarrassing to admit.

      I can’t face Micaden, not so soon, not after everything. What does it say about my self-respect if I slept with the guy who has been nothing but an ass to me? Granted, he saved me three times, so he had points there, but still.

      The sun shines brightly in the sky, and for a second it blinds me. My eyes water and I scrunch them. Huffing, I put on my sunglasses and walk toward Eve’s place.

      The town is not much different at this time of the day than it was yesterday, but still I’m in awe of the serenity of it all.

      Taking the headphones from my pocket, I hook them around my neck and am about to press on my playlist when the shadow looming above me halts my movements.

      First, I meet a muscled chest, covered in a black shirt, and my gaze travels up to the fire tattoos gracing the tanned neck, then to the strong jaw and striking silver eyes that drill their stare into me. All this is accompanied by blue hair that is pulled back in a tight man bun. The man cocks his head, studying me from head to toe.

      Simply put, the man is strikingly handsome, but the aura of lethal danger around him negates his looks. I step back, fear sweeping through me, because there’s no one else on the sidewalk but us. “Sorry,” I say, shifting to the side, but he does the same with me. I move to the other side, thinking that maybe he wanted to evade me too, but he follows me again. “I would like to go there.” I point behind him, but he stays silent, still not moving.

      He doesn’t try to touch me or do anything, yet panic slowly creeps in on me. What does he want?

      “Could you please move out of my way?” I ask, prepared to scream my lungs out if he refuses, because this already borders on dangerous. Then he does the unexpected.

      He raises his hand toward me as if he wants to touch me, but before I can open my mouth, I feel sizzling energy behind me and a warmth that instantly calms me down.

      I don’t have to turn to know who stands behind me, and a smile almost breaks on my face from relief.

      Strong arms wrap around my middle, pressing me hard against his rigid chest, while Micaden’s scent overpowers all my senses, leaving only him in my presence and the worry about the stranger vanishing.

      “Arson,” he addresses the man, and my brows furrow at the weird name. His parents had no love for him or what? Who names their kid like that?

      “Interesting,” he mutters and then chuckles, giving us the once over. “But predictable.” He motions for the passing cab to stop. “Have a nice day Emerald.” He says and settles inside the car, driving away, and I finally snap from my stupor.

      I push from Micaden’s arms and spin around to face him, asking, “Who was that guy?” He shifts his gaze from the moving cab to me, and I’m almost knocked backward from the intensity of his stare.

      Breathe, you fool, breathe.

      But all this doesn’t really help me much, because my heart continues to gallop violently in my chest.

      “He is none of your concern.”

      “Friend of yours, I gather.”

      He doesn’t miss the sarcasm lacing my tone and his brows rise, while a slight smile pulls at his lips, but it’s quickly gone as Eve’s voice snaps us from whatever haze settles over us.

      “Emerald!”

      I look over my shoulder at Eve who runs toward us, wearing sneakers and a light summer dress, while her blonde locks are blown by the wind. “She’s pretty,” I murmur, grinning because she reminds me of the Victoria’s Secret models.

      Next to me, Micaden shrugs. “Always has been.”

      Unfamiliar feelings slip over me, prickling my skin while an inferno burns within me at his affectionate words, and the air sticks in my lungs when I recognize the emotion.

      Jealously.

      Unexplainable, irrational jealously that holds me so strong it’s impossible to control. “Right,” I reply and prepare to plaster a wide grin on my face so Eve won’t know what a moron I am.

      His hand glides across my back, lightly grazing the exposed skin, and he leans forward to murmur right before she joins us. “You snap your teeth and bite your lip when you’re jealous. Did you know that?”

      What in the hell?

      And just like that, with a salute to Eve, he jogs to the other side of the road while I’m left standing speechless, because the whole situation is too surreal for me to understand.

      What just happened?

      The rustling of a bakery bag brings me back to the situation at hand as Eve shakes it in front of me, winking. “I’ve got your favorite bagels and know the best place to have chamomile tea.”

      “Don’t you own a coffee shop?” Weren’t we supposed to meet there?

      Eve rolls her eyes and hooks her arm around mine. “I want to actually spend some time in a place that doesn’t call my name for every small thing.”

      I laugh and she grins, dragging me to some kind of cool place, and Micaden and the man disappear from my mind.

      

      Micaden

      “Yes?” the voice on the other end of the line beams, all cheery and shit. The fucker purposely made me wait six rings before he picked it up.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” I bark into the phone, and my high school teacher Margaret jumps as she warily passes me by on the road.

      But then to her, I’m that unknown dude who moved in here a few years ago and acquired some land and buildings in this town.

      “Unexpected question,” Arson muses, and I hear the flick of a lighter. The asshole is not going to burn anything here, is he? With his kind of crazy, one can never be sure of his next move. That’s why his presence makes no sense to me.

      He rarely leaves his club in Brooklyn unless he needs to go to Lachlan’s mansion, but even that only happens on rare occasions.

      “What did you expect?”

      Another flick of the lighter, and then he says, “Something along the lines of… Don’t ever talk to her again.” He adds a possessive growl to his voice and then laughs, the sound grating on my nerves.

      “Cut the shit, Arson. Why are you here?”

      “I missed you?” he answers. And I pinch the bridge of my nose, praying for patience I don’t possess, and finally he exhales, leaving another longer pause. “A bird told me she’s in town.”

      I freeze. “Who?” Indifference coats my voice, but we know better. He has spies on me in town now?

      “Doesn’t matter, but I had to come and check.”

      “Well, you checked. Now get the hell out of my town.”

      He chuckles, and I regret the fact he’s not standing in front of me so I can punch him. “It doesn’t work that way.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “You do not control yourself around her.” All humor leaves his tone as steel laces every word. “A man without control is a dangerous man.”

      “I know what I’m doing.”

      He stays silent, and I ignore the brewing sensations in my chest after last night, how her gaze and touch always remind me of the fact that she’s mine, even now.

      I want to own her, want her to fixate on me so she can’t breathe without me. So in love it consumes her.

      And then I’ll crush her in the vilest of ways, so she’ll experience pain that will shatter her soul.

      Only then will I find the peace I so desperately seek. “You are playing with fire, Micaden.”

      Smirking, I mock. “Coming from a man who kills people with it.”

      “You poured oil on the fire that was almost extinguished. And I’m not sure you’re ready to face the consequences.” Before I can add anything, he continues. “But you are a big boy. Just don’t expect us to cover your ass when shit hits the fan.” As if Arson ever did anything for anyone but Lachlan.

      He’s wrong though.

      The fire never stopped burning, eating me alive every single day.

      But I’m done suffering alone.

      It started with her, but it’ll end with me.

      This island once became the home of our love.

      Now it’ll be a cemetery for it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      From the pages of the book…

      

      The alarm clock on my bedside table woke me up, and I sat up in bed, putting my hair in a bun, my clothes already on me. I had around ten minutes before Donovan would be here to take me to Brochan.

      I picked up my duffel bag and checked everything important there. ID, cash because credit cards had no use, and a few of my drawings along with the phone charger. I had no clue what our plans were, but running away was our best bet.

      Even if it seemed stupid and might anger my father more.

      I glanced through the window, but Donovan was nowhere in sight, so I rested my back on the windowsill and tapped my foot, waiting, a small smile gracing my lips at the prospect of seeing Brochan.

      My actions were reckless, but I couldn’t be happier, because we’d be together. Maybe young love was not forever, but I wanted to live through my own experiences and pain if such should happen. Not live by the rules of others who claimed they knew better.

      I once heard a saying with which I agreed wholeheartedly. You couldn’t be wise and old if you weren’t young and reckless.

      My door shook as my dad once again thumped his fist, but I ignored it, like I did with all their previous attempts to talk to me. Throughout the day, they tried telling me how my behavior was irrational and stupid, demanding I come out of the room and pack my stuff.

      I gave them the silent treatment, which was childish as hell, but I didn’t care.

      “Emerald.” I blinked in surprise at the voice on the other side, shaking my head. But then it sounded again, sending chills downs my spine. “Emerald, please open the door.”

      Yeah, right.

      They brought Elijah here of all people? I couldn’t stand the guy, because he constantly tried to put labels on me that made zero sense, like depression or teenager rebellion. Why Dad kept him as his personal shrink I would never know, but I didn’t need his professional help, that was for sure.

      I screamed as the door broke when he kicked it open. While he stood in the doorway with the light shining brightly behind him, he had an even more sinister appearance.

      “Emerald, this shouldn’t have happened like this,” Mom spoke from behind him, remorse crossing her face right before the familiar carelessness entered. “But this will help you.”

      “Don’t come inside,” I warned, grabbing the vase from the table and lifting it up. “Don’t even think about touching me.”

      That was when Dad appeared next to Elijah and sighed. “See? Like I told you. She has lost her mind.”

      Elijah nodded, speaking gently. “Emerald, put the vase down and let’s talk, okay? This behavior is not healthy for anyone.” What the hell were they going on about?

      They acted as if I was crazy. Just because I refused to break up with my boyfriend? What was it, the dark ages where parents decided your fate? “I’m okay, so you can leave.” I never liked this guy. Even though he was around ten years older than me, he always had this creepy look about him whenever I caught his gaze on me. He liked to study me a lot and comment on my drawings even when no one asked his opinion.

      Not to mention how much his parents loved to frequent our place while he invited me to go into the garden alone many times. The dude was nothing but a perv in my opinion, and I would never understand how he managed to convince my father otherwise.

      Sometimes I thought they didn’t object to me becoming a psychologist only because he was one. Otherwise, Dad would have pushed me into law so I could follow in his footsteps, to keep their family tradition intact.

      I was their only child, after all.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Donovan on the street, waving at me frantically, pointing down, as it was time for me to go. From his view, he couldn’t see I wasn’t alone in the room, and I didn’t want to create problems for him too.

      I shook my head violently at him so he wouldn’t come any closer and he froze, disbelief written on his face. But I couldn’t dwell on it for long, as Dad’s next words froze me. “I think there’s no point in prolonging this.”

      “Eric, I’m not sure it’s wise.” There was nothing but softness in Elijah’s freaking voice, and I had never hated the guy more. Only I knew what evil was hidden behind this lamb’s costume.

      “Do it. We love you, Emerald, but a few weeks in a psychiatric ward should help you.”

      “What?” I rasped past my lips as two men, my dad’s bodyguards, stepped inside the room and grabbed both my arms. I struggled in their hold, thrashing from side to side, but my strength was nothing against theirs. “Dad, don’t you dare do this to me.”

      “I told you not to challenge me, my child. You didn’t listen. Now both of you will pay for it.” He walked to my phone and pressed on the messages as he clacked his tongue. “The meeting won’t be happening.” The way he spoke, though, implied something else would.

      “I’ll never accept it,” I cried out, shouting, “Nona, please!” But she was nowhere in sight, only my mother, who turned away from me so she wouldn’t have to see this picture, I assumed.

      Elijah took out a syringe from his case and strolled toward me then pressed his fingers in the crook between my neck and shoulder, but he couldn’t inject it, because I kept jiggling my arms and pulling at my hands. “I’m sorry it had to come to this,” he said, right before inserting the needle in me. I groaned as coldness rushed through me followed by dizziness, and slowly I didn’t have any strength left to fight.

      My eyes could barely stay open and my knees wobbled.

      The last thing on my mind before the medication won was Brochan.

      And what my father would do to him.
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      Emerald

      “So is there a point to this?” I ask, shifting the heavy paper bag in my arms to a better position when we step onto the beach. Immediately, sand slips into my sandals and tickles my toes. “I should always wear flip flops.”

      Eve laughs, slips off her sneakers, and wiggles her toes at me. “I can’t wear flip flops. They hit the back of my foot so hard I can’t walk at the end of the day.” Yeah, I could imagine, since she constantly has to serve customers and hold heavy trays. Slipping in those shoes would be catastrophic too. “Answering your earlier question… I’ve thought about a bonfire.”

      “Bonfire?” I repeat dumbly, looking around, but surprisingly no one is on the beach. “How do you plan to do that?” I’ve only seen this in the movies, but don’t they usually have rocks around and stuff?

      “We need to walk a bit more, to a secret place,” she finishes on a whisper, and then gestures for me to follow her… while her backpack rattles inside. Is she carrying stones with her? She hops from foot to foot, turning to me periodically and throwing happy smiles my way, and she reminds me a little of a bouncing bunny. I hold back a chuckle at the image in my head.

      We’ve spent the entire day together. We started at the local pizza place where we cooked our own pizza while the old lady taught us how to prepare it, and she complimented me for grasping it so easily. It’s like my fingers knew what to do before my brain even registered it.

      Then we walked around town while she showed me various artifacts, tourists hanging around with ice cream, and I even bought a few shirts for my students and Kaden. The place is a bit far away from the inn and main areas, so I didn’t want to come back to it later alone.

      We stopped by the inn to drop all our shopping bags, because my arms had had enough of a workout as it was.

      All the way, she chatted about the locals and stories, and then told me how she and Tom had bought a new house and recently started trying for a baby. Her mom died a few years back, leaving her the coffee shop, while Tom’s parents cruised around the world.

      Among all this chatting, it was clear she avoided the topic of Micaden like the plague, because not once did he come up in any of the conversations, and based on what I’d seen, her husband was his friend. But it was for the best, or else I might have spilled the beans about last night.

      All in all, the day has been awesome and not once did I feel like we are basically strangers. Instead, it felt like I got my best friend back, and we instantly reconnected.

      “Earth to Emerald.” Eve waves in front of my face, and I pull back from my thoughts, realizing she’s been trying to tell me something. “You are always like that. Live in your head a lot.” She shakes her head, but there’s adoration in her gaze.

      “Considering you are seeing me for the second time, that’s not a statement you can make.” I point at her and expect a giggle, but instead, some cheerfulness leaves her and she nods, albeit strained.

      “Right.” She clears her throat and claps her hands. “So let’s get the fire started.” I blink at the rapid change of emotion on her face, but then shift my focus to the secluded place near the rocks where waves are crashing. The round hole has stones all around it, and it’s clear it’s used for bonfires. The water is several feet away, and with the mesmerizing sunset in front of us, it’s truly a magnificent place to be.

      Gasping, I realize this exact image, sans the ships, is from the painting on Micaden’s wall. So the person must have come here too, if she was able to portray it so accurately? I sigh at the nature’s art, and Eve shakes her head. “Girl, you’ll have plenty of time to admire it. Let’s get the bonfire ready.”

      “The sun will set soon. And we can wait for the fire,” I tell her, still keeping my gaze on the horizon.

      “The moon and stars will replace it, and once again you’ll have something to stare at.”

      “What’s with you and the fire anyway?” I grumble, placing the bag on the sand and dropping next to it, moaning in relief as I slip my sandals off and wrap my hands around my foot. “I have blisters.”

      “Who wears sandals for a day of walking? Emerald.”

      I open my mouth to argue, but then sag my shoulders. I lie back on the sand and not care in the least that it’s getting in my hair, because the peaceful sky above me calms the chaos inside me. “You have a point.”

      “Well, duh. I always have a point.”

      “Showoff,” I reply, and we laugh, but then I freeze, placing my hand on my stomach as images once again assault my mind.

      “Hey, have you ever thought about modesty?” I ask Olivia, and she shrugs, putting on her baseball cap and swirling in front of the mirror.

      “I did.”

      “And?” I twirl a lock of my hair in the curling iron, wanting to have the perfect look for our double date tonight.

      “Someday, the day for the new me will come. But today is not that day.” We stay silent for a bit, but then burst out laughing while music continues to blast from the speakers.

      I rise up swiftly, breathing heavily and scrunching my eyes, ordering the stupid story to go away for now and let me enjoy my reality.

      “Hey, are you all right?” Worry laces her voice as she places her hand on my shoulder, and I nod, but then sigh.

      “Honestly, no.”

      She pushes the bag away and sits next to me, crossing her legs, and then waits a minute before asking, “Do you want to share, or—”

      Do I?

      As long as I can remember myself, I’ve always kept everything hidden, because I didn’t think anyone would understand me. People tend to shy away when they learn about my difficulties, or stammer a lot, giving me reassuring talks, which I don’t need.

      But humans are not meant to be alone. I guess that’s why I blab before I can talk myself out of it. “For months now, a story in my head won’t let go of me. I mentioned it before.” I lick my lips, searching for better words to describe my emotions, but decide to give it raw, because I simply fail to find anything that sounds good. “And sometimes I have these images in my head like flashbacks as if I’m seeing a memory. But I know for a fact those are the scenes from the book.” I rest my chin on my knees, and whisper, “Sounds insane, huh?”

      I expect her to comment on the situation or frown thinking I’m a psycho, but instead her eyes widen, and then she clears her throat. “What kinds of things happen in the story?” Only when the question is out of her mouth do I realize that in all these months I’ve been writing it, no one has asked me about it. The plot always stayed secret, but it’s now vitally important for me to share it.

      “Two people fall in love in the summer and her parents are against it.”

      “Is it done? How does it end?”

      “Probably they run away somehow and end up together. I’m not sure. Right now, I stopped at the part where she’s taken away from him by her father.”

      Eve wraps her hands around mine, squeezing them so tightly I wince, but she doesn’t let go. Instead, she moves closer and wants to know more. “So she never left him?”

      “I don’t know.” My brows furrow and I chuckle, even though it lacks any humor. Something inside me unsettles and a slight tremor rushes through me, because this conversation pulls at the strings in my mind that I can never reach. Whenever that happens, I can expect a headache.

      And the last thing I need is to ruin this day with stupid headaches.

      “You came here, because the story in your head happens here,” she guesses, and I nod.

      “I thought it would be more authentic this way. She loved him a lot. That’s what I know. I’m writing only from her point of view. But deep down, I know it was an excuse to come here without my overprotective brother breathing down my neck.” I slide my hands from under hers and rub my forehead. “I think I’ll drop the idea of finishing it.” It brings nothing but trouble anyway, and besides, I thought at some point this madness would end.

      But ending is nowhere in sight.

      “Continue writing.”

      “What?” Maybe Eve isn’t the best person to discuss it with after all, because she does have rather strange views on things. “Finish the story. Stay here as long as you need. And once you have all the answers, all the weird shit’ll go away from your head.” She sounds so convinced, so sure.

      Shouldn’t she be a little freaked, all things considered?

      A shadow falls over us, and I glance up to see two looming bulky figures above us. Although I don’t see them clearly, I recognize them anyway.

      Micaden and Tom.

      “What are you doing here, guys?” Her tone holds nothing but annoyance, and I shift a little so I can face them right in time to see Tom kneeling next to his wife and giving her a hot kiss right in front of us.

      She’s dazed for a moment but then finds her tongue again. “This is not an excuse. It’s a girls’ night out.”

      His brow rises while he grins. “I thought it was girls’ day out?”

      She circles her arms around his neck, bringing him closer. “Same thing, baby.” Being in their company at such a moment makes me feel like an intruder, because although they don’t do anything out of the norm, all the touches and words are filled with such intimacy I want to go away and leave them alone.

      But with it also comes unexpected grief and resentment, and I’m confused by it all. It’s truly a gift when people can be so in love after all these years, but I don’t find it cute or awe-inspiring.

      Why is there resentment?

      I get up, dust my knees, and murmur, “I’m going to the ocean.”

      Eve gives me a curious stare but just nods, ordering Tom, “Since you’re here, mister, prepare the fire. I want a hot dog like yesterday.” He groans and whispers something in her ear, and she blushes.

      I chuckle in amusement and walk slowly to the beach, passing Micaden and doing my best not to touch him in any way, although it’s almost impossible with him standing in one place like a freaking mountain.

      Breathing in the ocean breeze and dipping my toes in the water stills time, and everything fades away as the serenity of the moment washes over me, keeping me in a tight cocoon that nothing can break.

      Until he speaks next to my ear with his deep, husky, toe-curling freaking tone. “Fancy seeing you here.”

      Fancy seeing me here.

      Fancy freaking seeing me here?

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      He raises his brows at my outburst, but replies, “Tourists don’t come here.” In other words, you are not welcome.

      Message received loud and clear. “I can’t believe you. Out of all the things you could have told me—”

      “There’s something to talk about?”

      I look at him in disbelief, my jaw dropping. “You think there isn’t?” We had sex last night! Shouldn’t we at least mention it somehow to each other?

      He has no reaction to my question though, and my cheeks burn in embarrassment. I cross my arms and spin around again to study the ocean, hoping he’ll go away soon. “I apologize.” I mentally high-five myself for keeping my voice cool and matter-of-fact, no stupid emotions in sight. “I just don’t do that, so I don’t know how I’m supposed to behave.” Honesty is the best policy, or so Kaden claims.

      Not that he’s all that honest with me though, but then again, I never ask questions. So in his case, it’s just not sharing.

      “Do what?”

      He comes closer, splashing water a little on my calves, and I blab, “One-night stands.” I glance at him and blink, because a completely murderous expression crosses his face and his hand grabs my shoulder, bringing me closer. I have to place my hands on his chest so I won’t fall.

      “For everyone’s sake, let’s not talk about you and other men, Emerald.” Anger and—is it possessiveness?—and fury all mixed together to create something dangerous and alarming.

      I’m trying to take a step back, but he doesn’t let me, holding me tightly in his grip. So I do the most idiotic thing ever.

      I tell him the complete truth. “There has been no one, but you.” He freezes, and I close my eyes, because for sure now he’ll run in a different direction. “Well, I mean…there was someone before my accident. Or many someones. I just never had sex after the accident, so yeah.”

      Kill me now.

      

      Micaden

      There has been no one.

      No one that she remembers anyway.

      Pure pleasure rushes through my veins, igniting hidden desires of staking my claim of ownership on her so she knows she belongs to me and only me.

      Her confession though changes nothing, because my path stays the same; she only solidified it.

      She’s mine.

      Mine to hurt, punish, and kill.

      Once upon a time, I was ready to give her my whole world.

      Only for her to burn it to ashes while she trampled over them.

      Emerald means nothing to me.

      But I’ll sure enjoy catching this mermaid in a net so strong she’ll have no choice but to choke on it.
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      Emerald

      An awkward silence settles between us, and I’m willing nature to open the sand and swallow me whole. I can’t believe I just told him he was my first and only.

      In a way, of course.

      Who does that at my age? I should be having sex with various guys and learning all the things about pleasure, but instead, I sound like I’m waiting for the perfect prince to show up and knock me off my feet.

      He stands still, zeroing his gaze on me with a myriad of emotions flickering through it. I can’t name them, because they change so fast, but in a way, I feel like he loves my confession and hates it too.

      But that’s probably my mind speaking nonsense, because I don’t think such confessions can evoke any emotion besides surprise. “It’s not that I was holding on for someone special,” I decide to add and groan inwardly at how lame it sounds. “I go on dates and all.” Defensiveness laces my tone, since he still stays fucking silent. Shouldn’t he say something? “So don’t think I’m in love with you or something—ugh.”

      I swallow my words when he presses me to his chest, holding my nape and covering my mouth with his hands, while he orders, “Enough.” I blink in confusion, and he throws another order. “Breathe through your nose.” I follow the command before it even registers in my mind. The rich air of the beach slowly fills my nostrils once again, and calmness falls over me, seagulls cawing loudly indicating my whereabouts.

      Slowly, he removes his hand from me and I gasp, taking a greedy breath. “What happened?”

      “You were panicking.”

      “Oh.” But yeah, I have a tendency to create a huge problem in my head and think something bad might happen, and well, Micaden sort of stayed silent too. I punch him lightly in the stomach, but he doesn’t even budge, just merely raises his brow. “You could have said something.”

      “Why?”

      “My confession,” I say in disbelief, like “hello, elephant in the room?” Or doesn’t he really care about it?

      “I can share about my past too if you want,” he says, and anger along with jealousy wash over me, freezing me more than any real ocean wave could.

      Just the idea of him being touched by other women, something he has done with me, sends me in…

      Exhaling quickly, I push away the stupid possessive emotion and shake my head. “No, thank you. I prefer not to know.”

      Micaden shrugs, freaking shrugs, and then says, “Let’s go back. The fire is ready, so Eve will be coming for us any second now.” Just like that, the conversation in which he’s left a victor is closed, and I’m the stupid idiot who blabbed about her inexperience.

      We sit down by the bonfire, and Eve chatters. “You will love this, Em.” She gives me a stick and then pushes a wiener on it, and I give a skeptical look, grimacing and shaking my head. “I don’t think I want it—”

      “Oh, come on. You’ll love it.”

      “Eh, no thanks.”

      “How come you don’t want a self-made hot dog?” Her voice is so lost, like my behavior truly surprises her. But why? She doesn’t even know me. “I’m a vegetarian.”

      Two pairs of eyes blink at me while Micaden’s brows rise slightly, but that’s the only indication of his thoughts on the matter. “What kind of bull is that?” Eve shouts, crossing her arms.

      “I don’t like meat. All the blood and…. Just no.” Not to mention the smell. Whenever I pass hot dog vendors, I always want to vomit. Granted, it usually has to do with mustard or ketchup, since those I can’t stand at all. I even avoid passing them in shops. Kaden doesn’t get why I hate it so much either, so I consider it one of my quirks.

      But it doesn’t satisfy Eve, because she continues to push the issue. “Seriously, a girl who—” Tom squeezes her arm, and at once she shuts up, muttering, “Sorry.” And although I nod, I can’t help but frown in confusion.

      They don’t have vegetarians here?

      “Then you can just eat the bread,” Tom offers, extending the bun bag to me, and I hide my surprise at his friendliness. Shouldn’t he be aloof and stuff?

      “Thank you.” I decide to extend an olive branch as well. “Eve told me you’re the sheriff.” He’s not wearing a uniform now though, so he must be off duty.

      “Correct.” The reply is curt as he flicks the lighter and the fire starts while Micaden passes around sticks, and I prop my bread on it, placing my hand on my rumbling stomach, and Eve smirks.

      “Always hungry, right?”

      “Right. Because you know me so well.” I roll my eyes, but once again, she shrugs, but I can’t help but feel sadness coming from her.

      “Probably not a lot of crimes happen in this small town, huh?” I address Tom again and he tenses, but then lifts his eyes to me that for a moment are filled with hate but quickly change to indifference. “You’d be surprised just what kind of stuff happens in small towns.” He waits a beat, and then says, “I became a sheriff so that innocent people didn’t have to be locked behind bars.”

      “Tom—”

      He shrugs at Eve. “She asked.” And then he places his hot dog above the fire.

      Micaden, who stayed silent through the entire exchange, speaks up. “Small towns hold a lot of secrets.”

      “Really? Everyone just seems so friendly.” It’s hard to imagine any drama happening here; people generally have such calm lives. Why would there be any fights? In the cities, a lot of people are driven by success and other materialistic stuff, but here the community is more family-oriented and dependent on each other.

      However, it might be my ignorance speaking.

      “You never know who hides behind the mask of good people.” Micaden’s words snap my attention to him, and I’m locked in a stare with him as he tries to convey a message to me that I fail to understand.

      One thing is clear though; with my question, I touched a sore spot, because the tension in the air is so palpable I’m surprised we’re not hit with it.

      “Emerald teaches art in school to little munchkins.” Eve drops the information and then quickly munches on her hot dog, and Tom gives me a curious look.

      “School?”

      “Yeah. I find peace in teaching them, especially with my disability—”

      “Disability?” Micaden repeats, and I nod.

      “Yes, I lost sixty percent of my sight in the accident.”

      “What accident?” Eve asks the question again, because the last time, we were interrupted.

      I shift a little on the sand, straightening my legs to the side, and sigh in relief, because sitting with my knees raised much always brings me nothing but cramps and headaches. “When I was twenty-one years old, I was in a car accident. I hit my head so hard I lost my memory of everything that previously happened in my life and then my sight. My limbs were broken, and it took me about a year to get back to normal. Thankfully, I had my brother Kaden by my side.” I focus on my toes, afraid to see pity in their gazes. I’ve had enough of those. “He told me I wished to be a psychologist, but with my limitations and love for art, I decided to channel it somewhere else.”

      “Oh.” Eve sighs, and then gets up to quickly drop next to me and wraps hers arms around me. “I’m so sorry,” she whispers like it physically hurts her that I used to be in such pain.

      I pat her hands and give her a weak smile. “That’s okay. It turned out for the best. I love teaching and art is my life.”

      “It’s good that you can see everything in a positive light,” Tom muses, not much moved by my story it seems. He shifts his and Eve’s sticks from side to side, making the weiners slightly red, and then takes them out. “Help me out, baby.” She jumps to help him and snatches the meat with the bread, instantly creating a meal.

      She drops next to him again, gives him his hot dog, and they munch on them so eagerly it’s a surprise when the hot dogs start to look delicious, even to me.

      “Your bread is burning,” Micaden says, and I wince, noticing it’s indeed turning black, and quickly pull it back. I blow on it a little to remove the excessive black stuff.

      I touch it but then cry out. “Ouch.” It’s so hot!

      A loud sigh, and then Micaden takes the stick from me, gives me a plate with normal but slightly toasted bread, and puts the burned one in a separate bag. “Eat or your stomach will eat itself.” How does he know that? I can never go for long hours without crunching on something, because the suction inside my stomach becomes unbearable and nausea hits me. That’s why I eat small portions but often. “Thank you.” I take a big bite as he continues to flick his stick above the fire.

      We continue to eat, talking about neutral stuff like weather, sports, and movies.

      Time passes quickly and darkness slowly creeps in. The sky becomes navy blue with thousands of stars scattered about, and the moon shines so brightly it gives the ocean a special glow. The only audible sounds are those we make, because oddly enough the beach is secluded. “Why does no one hang out on the beach?”

      Eve’s water cup pauses midair and she frowns. “What do you mean?”

      I motion to the empty beach. “No one is around, and it’s summer. Even next to the inn, I never hear any voices. Do the young people prefer different spots, or the tourists for that matter?” Wouldn’t it be profitable to have some bars by the beach where people can hang out?

      “Parents don’t allow their kids to wander by the beach after nine at night,” Tom replies, taking a sip from his beer. He and Micaden went for them an hour ago.

      “Why?” What kind of bull is that?

      “Ten years ago, our town had… a situation. After that, the town council came to the conclusion we shouldn’t allow teenagers or kids to be here after a certain time.”

      “But even grownups are not here, except us.”

      “That’s because it’s our place. Always has been,” Tom once again replies, and Micaden stays silent through the entire exchange.

      Though the curious me wants to know more. “What exactly happened?”

      The minute the question is out of my mouth, Tom gets up and helps to do the same to Eve. “It’s late. We’re going to call it a night. Plus, we have plans.”

      Eve kisses him on the shoulder, and I assume he means baby-making plans.

      It doesn’t escape my notice he didn’t answer my question either.

      She blows me a kiss and says, “Stop by the bakery tomorrow.”

      “Sure.” I’ll take my laptop too; my feet hurt so much I don’t plan to do any sightseeing in the near future.

      “Okay, we are going to go! Bye-bye, love birds,” Eve shouts. She tries to wave, but Tom drags her to the road, and then she squeals and they both laugh. He throws his arm over her shoulders, and I decide that they are the most real couple I’ve ever seen.

      Not that I’ve interacted with a lot of couples. “She’s one of a kind,” I murmur, and Micaden chuckles.

      “Indeed.”

      I’m not sure what we’re supposed to do now that we are left alone, but I decide to follow my heart. He might leave if he wants; after all, he made it clear he isn’t interested in anything else. I swivel on my ass and then lie down, sighing in relief as my back finally gets in a horizontal position. My eyes, albeit blurry, can see all the stars, and I love life in this moment.

      Natural beauty is the most beautiful thing ever. “Do you know how to find constellations?” I ask, but then quickly add, “Sorry, you probably want to go. I’m fine here. I’ll find the way.” I expect him to do just that, but I blink in surprise when he drops down next to me, his scent immediately filling my lungs, and he puts one of his hands under his head.

      “Every good fisherman knows.”

      “You’re a fisherman?” Color me freaking surprised!

      “I used to help out my dad when I was a kid, and it’s a stable job around here.”

      “Before you travelled to college?” That’s where he probably got all his money, because compared to everyone else, he seems wealthy enough.

      “Something like that,” he mutters and then clears his throat, pointing at the stars. “See those stars?” He slides a finger across the sky in a long line then dips it a little and creates a sort of U and closes it. “It has the form of a jug.” I scrunch my eyes, not really seeing, but I don’t want to admit it. Sometimes with the new fancy glasses I have that Kaden found for me, I forget my limitations. “That’s the Big Dipper,” he says, and I nod. “You can’t see it, can you?”

      “Nope.”

      He huffs but then takes out his phone, quickly types something, and lifts it to my face. “See that?”

      “Oh,” I say, because whenever someone spoke about the Big Dipper, I searched for an animal or something, but this is so cool. “I need to bring my glasses next time to see it for real. It’ll be a crime not to do that while here.” He puts the phone back, and we lie in silence for several more minutes, but the position causes small cramps, so I shift to the side and he does the same.

      We’re facing each other, just inches away, and I sigh. “In such moments, life is so peaceful. I don’t have that in my everyday life. Everything is just so….” I search for accurate words to describe my feelings, but I can’t find them.

      My life is good and has meaning, even if it’s sometimes lonely. But since coming here though, I feel like something is missing from it. “Sorry,” I say, but he says nothing. Instead, he removes a strand of my red hair from my forehead and places it behind my ear.

      “You can live a little here.”

      My brows rise. “Says the man who hates tourists.”

      “You saw how much I hated you yesterday,” he murmurs, and the now-familiar electricity zips between us and my skin prickles where he touched me earlier.

      “Are you offering me a summer fling filled with excitement?” I tease, even though inside I’m a nervous wreck. This man has so many mood swings he can give me whiplash.

      “No.”

      I immediately want to scoot back, humiliated once again, but his hand on my hip stills my movement, and he brings us closer, almost slapping his hips with mine.

      A moan slips past my lips right before he covers them with his mouth.

      For once in my life, I don’t want to think about consequences.

      

      Micaden

      None of what she shared with them is new to me.

      I’ve kept tabs on her, watching her peaceful life carefully, knowing that someday she’d return to this hometown.

      Emerald did mention in the past that the nature here always called to her.

      Some might say the accident should have softened the blow for me, but it meant nothing.

      Her accident and memory loss didn’t excuse her crimes.

      But she’ll remember.

      I won’t rest until she does.

      So then, she can burn in the fire I create around her.

      

      Emerald

      He pushes me against the wall, his lips skimming my neck as he hikes me up, allowing my hips to cradle him while I moan into the kiss, enjoying every minute of being devoured by him.

      We barely made it back to his villa, the car practically vibrating with tension and desire, while I constantly gasped for breath, the humidity of the air only intensifying my need. “Micaden,” I moan against his mouth, my panties dampening from his hard-on digging into me, practically dry humping me through our clothes.

      “I know. You need to be fucked. Hard.” He tenses then moves with me still firmly wrapped around him and goes to the bed. I tangle my fingers in his hair and bite him between his shoulder and neck, needing to have his taste in my mouth.

      He groans and then drops us on the bed, and I gasp, because clothes or not, it feels like he’s inside me, and my skin burns, all the material between us driving me insane.

      Micaden tears my shirt and growls when he sees my lacy, white bra with a clasp in the front. My cheeks heat up when I remember how this morning I decided to wear sexy lingerie just to cheer myself up. “You were an ass yesterday,” I murmur, and his brow lifts, while his thumb brushes the clasp.

      “And this is how you punish me?” There’s humor in his tone, but I just give him the death glare.

      “It’s not for you. It’s for me.”

      He chuckles and then finally unclamps it, removing one cup then the other, the cold air instantly hardening my nipples, and a gasp slips past my lips. “Indeed, it’s for you, darling. So I can easily do this.” Micaden leans forward, and I have a second to feel his hot breath on me right before his tongue swirls around the nipple, instantly sending a tremor through me.

      He lightly tugs on it with his teeth, and my fingers tangle in his hair to bring him even closer, but instead of continuing, he licks it and then slides his tongue over my collarbone to my other breast. He repeats the slow action, all while his hips push mine deeper into the bed as his cock digs into me. I gasp, hating and welcoming the slow torture.

      “No one smells like you, Emerald,” he whispers against my skin, his mouth traveling lower to my stomach, and it tightens under his touches. It’s like his every movement evokes fire inside me, my body demanding for him to take and take.

      He shoulders my legs apart, settling his mouth between my thighs, and this time, he rips my shorts. “Can’t you just take them off? At this rate, I won’t have anything left to wear.” My complaint is short lived though, because he sucks on the inside of my thigh, his fingers digging into my skin while my hips rise up, sensitive to the sensation.

      He slides his head up to my heated core, his five o'clock shadow scratching me on the way and highlighting my emotions. He tugs my panties to the side, and instantly his tongue swipes through my folds. Then he nips on my skin, and a moan escapes me as my hands fist his hair and I press him to me. But he only chuckles.

      “Patience, my darling.” His breath on my sensitive flesh drives me insane, the need building in me, and then he licks up to my clit, closing his mouth around it and sucking while two of his fingers enter, stretching me. My core instantly wraps around him. “You are dripping for me, Emerald.” There’s so much satisfaction in his voice that for a minute it snaps me out of my haze, but then he swirls his tongue again, replacing his fingers with it, and glides inside, giving me a deep, intimate kiss that envelops me in a cocoon of desire and need so strong I’m not sure I can survive it.

      My nails scratch the back of his neck, my thighs clamp around him, and my back arches as he continues to deliver pleasure to my body, feasting on my flesh, darting his tongue in and out while his thumb presses my clit. I need him to give me just one more push to…

      But then my eyes open and I gasp at the realization that all this is just a reminder of the previous night, where he played my body like a master and had wild sex with me on his own terms.

      I want my terms. I want to know what it’s like when a man is at my mercy and my body drives him insane.

      That’s the moment Micaden travels up, leaving wet marks all over my skin until he reaches my mouth. I can smell myself on him, but it doesn't stop him from covering my mouth with his while we entwine tongues in a deep kiss, locking us away in a land that no one can enter, because no one exists but us. His hands grab my hips, and it’s so easy to let him have access to me so he can give us both the relief we so desperately seek, but I can’t.

      With one move, I flip him onto his back, and he has a second to murmur “The fuck?” before I straddle him as he sits up, our noses inches away from each other. “You’d like to ride me, darling?” he asks, cupping my breast. My head falls back, which he instantly takes advantage of and nibbles on my neck, probably leaving freaking marks all over me again.

      “No,” I say, and he freezes, his brows furrowing. “I mean… maybe after?” I add lamely; suddenly the idea of being on top is very appealing. “I want to taste you,” I blurt, afraid I might lose my confidence.

      He blinks, and then I wonder if that’s not what he likes to do, since he didn't give me the chance last night either. But then anger flushes over me at the idea of anyone giving him this pleasure, so help me God if he says—

      He lets go of me and lies back down. I flush when his male beauty registers in my mind again and I can finally explore him the way I want.

      Strangely, I go for his mouth first, kissing him passionately, needing to connect with him, even though this is nothing but sex at this stage.

      I have no clue how to do any of this, so I decide to mimic all his previous actions.

      My lips nip on his Adam’s apple and then move lower to his collarbone and tight six-pack, which is so hard against my splayed palm it sends even more desire through me, and I bite on it, earning myself a groan while his hand tangles in my hair.

      “Stop playing around, Emerald,” he orders, but I just grin mischievously and lavish the skin with my tongue, leaving small bites all over his navel while my hand glide up and down his thighs, yet I ignore the raging hard-on with its purple head, precum leaking from it. “Emerald,” he growls, and finally, I fist the base of his cock. He jerks but then calms down when I swipe my tongue over the tip, tasting him for the second time, and moan, needing to taste directly from the source.

      I lick him from the head to the base, slowly dragging my tongue over his cock and then slide back, enjoying the groan echoing in the room. It changes to a moan once my mouth wraps around him, taking him as deep as I can for the first time, and I suck him, enjoying the feel of him and how helpless he seems in my hold.

      My hand continues to glide up and down, with my head bobbing, and the actions ignite my arousal too, my pussy dampening, and I can’t help but slide my palm down my stomach. I barely reach my clit before his firm “Don’t” registers. My eyes rise to meet his darkish blue ones, glistening with so much passion I gasp and tighten my hold on him. “Goddammit, woman,” he growls, fisting my hair and arching my neck so I can take him deeper. “You enjoy having me at your mercy, don’t you? Needing you so much I can’t fucking see straight.” I hum in agreement around his length, sitting on my calves and tightening my thighs, seeking some kind of friction or I’ll go insane. “I bet your pussy is so wet I can enter you with one thrust and go as deep as I can.” My eyes close, but he pulls at my hair so they snap open again. “Isn’t it?” I nod, his cock slipping past my lips, and I lick the head again. “See how hard it is?” He moves my head from side to side, my lips brushing his head lightly. “Who makes me this hard, Emerald?”

      “I do,” I reply hoarsely. Saying each word seems like torture, because my throat is so dry.

      “That’s right. Open your mouth.” I do and immediately he fills it, pushing slightly farther, and I groan, sucking before my hand moves lower, reaching for his balls, and that’s when everything changes.

      He freezes. I think he stops breathing, but then he drags me up and flips me to my back, with him looming over me, our sweaty bodies breathing heavily as he stares at me with madness in his eyes, and for one split second, fear rushes through me.

      Did I do something wrong? Does he not like when his balls are—

      But all fear washes away as his stare changes to smoldering. He grabs a condom from the nightstand, rolls it on, then hooks my legs under his arms, and presses me to the mattress, and that’s when I feel his cock dragging up and down over my pussy. “Micaden, I need—”

      “For me to fuck you. I know.” And he enters me with one firm thrust, and my scream tears from my throat. “Yes. Let the whole fucking world hear you right now,” he says, and he pulls backward only to bury himself in me again with a harder jerk.

      I moan and gasp into the air, pushing my hands on the headboard while, with each move, he sends me higher and higher in a spiral of bliss, the fire spreading through me filling my blood with so much pleasure and torture at the same time I don't know what to concentrate on.

      With each time he glides inside, my hips rise, meeting him halfway, my eyes closed, concentrating only on the sensations he can bring me. My whole body is on alert; every nip of the air affects me as he speeds up, clearly on the edge too. “Micaden, please.” He has to give it to me harder, and deeper, but instead, I keep receiving shallow strokes.

      I curl my fingers around his neck and pull him forward, his palms landing on either side of my head, which gives me freedom to wrap my legs around him, holding him tightly, and rock my hips in rhythm with his. “You drive me crazy,” I murmur in his ear, biting his earlobe as my nails drag over his back, leaving nail marks for sure, and a small grin curves my mouth. I love the idea of everyone seeing that—for the time being at least, this man belongs to me. “I’m so wet, so needy, and it’s unbearable.” I trap his mouth in a passionate kiss, squeezing my internal muscles, and he groans, sending vibrations through me. “So please, freaking fuck me.” The words seem so foreign to me, yet they give me what I need.

      He speeds up, driving his cock into me so deep I see stars, and that’s when it happens. I reach the peak and he follows me shortly after; we breathe heavily with sweat covering our skin.

      I hug him close to me and close my eyes as I enjoy holding this beautiful man in my arms while reality fades away.

      Coming here hasn't been a mistake. Even if nothing comes of this fling with Micaden, he’ll forever stay a memory I can’t forget.

      

      Micaden

      As her breathing evens, I gaze down, trailing her cheek and freckled skin with my finger. She shifts a little, sighing contentedly.

      Her beautiful skin glows in the moonlight while the sheet barely covers her perfectly shaped body that has the ability to bring so much pleasure to a man. In this moment, she seems so innocent, so naïve, that part of me, the one I thought was dead, reacts to it.

      My hands fist and I snarl, pushing away, and I get up, grabbing my pack of smokes on the way to the terrace.

      The wind blows the curtains as I step outside, inhaling the fresh midnight air in hope it’ll wash away her scent, which seems forever imprinted on my skin and my memories.

      Lighting up a cigarette, I take a greedy pull and block away everything else but the rage that’s been my constant company for the last ten years.

      Everything is going according to plan, and no emotions will sway me from my path.

      Emerald sealed her end when she sealed mine.

      There’s no one else left but her.
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      From the pages of the book…

      

      Blah blah blah. Write something!!!!

      

      Island, United States

      August 2019

      

      Emerald

      Staring at the blank page in my document, I rack my brain for continuation of the plot, but nothing comes up.

      As if the blank sheet transferred to my brain and settled there, not letting me see what happens after. Doesn’t my heroine want to tell me what follows next? She’s been silent for weeks now.

      What about Brochan? In this whole story, he was the sweetest guy. But I don’t know anything about him. I’m experiencing this story from her eyes only. He must have been scared shitless in the cell with all these people settling on the path to destroy his life.

      Donovan probably helped them out, and they managed to save her and run away and lived their happily ever after.

      But why? Why doesn’t she open up to me and finish telling me her story?

      Sighing, I take a sip of my morning tea while gazing at the waves crashing against rocks and close my eyes in pleasure as the light breeze softly brushes my skin.

      Nothing but the word magic can describe the last month and a half I’ve spent on the island.

      Micaden kept his promise; he’s been with me every step of the way while showing me the beautiful life that before I could only dream about. Fishing, skydiving, and other activities that scared me so much but with him became bearable.

      He’s always carefully planned all these activities, and sometimes I even laughed at how closely they followed some of the stuff I described in my story between my characters. I’m sure he read it secretly or something and thought those were my fantasies.

      Falling in love with him has been so easy, and I’m the first one to admit that all my skepticism toward love rose from not understanding it. Love doesn’t require time to flourish.

      He even took me to Nona, and although she mostly stayed silent, she’d give me beautiful smiles that warmed me inside. He told me she got Alzheimer’s seven years ago after some tragedy that she couldn’t live past. While the illness itself had nothing to do with it, because she saw early signs before that, Micaden described her as a vivacious woman who lived by her own rules and loved her family dearly. But they didn’t love her back it seems, since Micaden is the only one who took care of her and paid all the bills. He never elaborated on the whole tragedy angle either.

      Done with my drink, I step back inside the room and immediately my gaze lands on the magnificent specimen lying on the bed, with a sheet over his hips, his muscled body on full display for me to admire. “I know you’re staring,” he says, his husky voice causing goose bumps to break out on my skin.

      One eye opens as I raise my hand, nodding. “I plead guilty to the crime you accuse me of.” Something dark crosses his face, but it’s gone quickly, so I decide not to question him on it.

      Micaden sometimes has these moments where simple phrases unsettle him, but whenever I ask, he ignores my questions, so I’ve learned to let it be. Despite us being almost joined at the hip all the time, I’ve never shared my past with him either.

      Well, not that I have any deep secrets to protect, but still. For example, we never discuss Kaden.

      “Are you now?” he asks lazily, and I come close, leaning toward him but not touching him.

      “Mmhmm. Ready to take my punishment,” I proclaim, and then squeal when he grabs me and flips me onto my back, looming above me while his hands unzip my denim dress, and then his eyes darken when he sees my naked skin.

      “Did you go out like this to get tea?” he growls, biting on my collarbone, and I moan, arching my back and nodding eagerly, because possessive Micaden equals great sex.

      He swiftly flips me onto my stomach and then pulls my hips up, sitting me on my calves. “Someone has been a bad girl, wearing a dress,” he says, removing the dress from me, and I eagerly get away from it, but then he grabs my arms, wrapping the cloth around my wrists. He drops them in front of me, and I moan when he fists my hair and brings me up, pressing his chest to my back, his breath fanning my cheek, while he murmurs, “Without bra or panties. Just one little lean forward, like this—” He pushes me forward and his other palm slides down my spine, stopping at the base of my ass. “—and people would have seen what belongs to me.”

      “Hardly,” I reply, but he ignores it.

      “Do you think it pleases me to know you parade what’s mine, Emerald?”

      Licking my dry lips, I hide my grin before throwing my words over my shoulder. “Maybe. Yes. Don't care either way.”

      My sassy reply earns me a slap to an ass cheek, and I groan.

      My skin burns from the touch, but it also sends a spiral of need through me, awakening my senses while this position and my bound wrists highten my emotions. “Someone forgot who she belongs to.” Another slap, this time to my other cheek, and the same tremors shake me while my core dampens. My nipples harden, but pressing them against the sheets only ignites me more. “Look at that skin.” He squeezes my ass cheek, and I gasp from the light sting, and then he slaps again, his hand bouncing off me, while he asks, “Who do you belong to, Emerald?”

      I take a breath and then exhale, pushing my ass back in his grip. “No one.” Another slap doesn't surprise, only moves me forward on the bed.

      “Is that so?” He lightly pats my puffy skin, gliding his hand up and down. Then I feel his lips on my ass, his tongue tracing where his handprint must be, and I moan again, arching on the bed. His lips trail up, leaving bites as he goes, until he reaches the back of my neck where he sucks on the skin. He drags me up and cups my pussy, his finger slipping inside as he catches my whimper with his mouth. He pushes his tongue inside while we give in to the kiss. At the same time, he drills his finger in and out, teasing me but not bringing any relief. “Look how wet you are.” He tugs my bottom lip with his, pulling it and leaving a sting.

      “Can you just do it?” I frown and his brow rises, while he laces his fingers in my hair and arches my neck so that his nose skims over it and my shoulder.

      “Do what?”

      “Fuck me.” With each lovemaking, saying the words became easier and easier, so much that I crave to utter them to him so he can have his wild ways with me.

      Instead of answering, he covers my mouth with his, our tongues sliding against each other, and I’m so content in his arms despite the desire slamming into me. Whenever he kisses me, it’s like he stakes an invisible claim, reminding me I belong to him and leaving such a strong imprint I know I won’t ever be able to forget him. He lets go of me, our lips inches away from each other, when he asks again, “Who do you belong to?”

      My hand travels to his hair, bringing him closer, so I can whisper in his ear, “You.” Instantly he removes his fingers and sinks his cock into me, shaking us on the bed. “Only you,” I moan through another thrust and lean forward, arching my ass toward him while he slams into me, holding my hips tightly.

      This is not sweet and tender and long, not the kind of lovemaking he gives me during the night when he has all the time in the world.

      No, it’s hard, loud, dirty, but so hot my toes curl and I can barely breathe from all the pleasure that consumes me. His every breath, move, scent envelops me so hard I want nothing else but to forever freeze this moment and always hold on to him.

      My mouth opens, chanting his name while he pulls me up again, driving into me with force as his fingers play with my nipples, causing electricity to zap through me. I’m close. I’m so close, and by how tightly he holds on to me, I know he is too. “You are mine, Emerald. Mine and only mine. Never forget that,” he utters, pressing my clit with this thumb right before he thrusts into me again.

      My scream reverberates through the walls, but he covers my mouth with his palm as my pussy clamps around him, while indescribable pleasure rides me. He continues to give me shallow strokes as I rest my head on his shoulder and he slowly but surely finds what he needs.

      He growls again, fisting my hair tighter, and then groans into my neck, and I feel him spill into me, marking my skin in a different way. We stopped using condoms after both of us got a clean bill of health.

      Slowly, he places light kisses on my shoulder and unties my wrists, and then he flips me onto my back where I lie, gulping breaths and studying the ceiling in the inn. He goes to the bathroom and returns with a cloth to wipe our fluids away from me then throws it in the laundry hamper and joins me on the bed.

      I place my palm on my mouth and make a dramatic sigh. “Mister Micaden, what would your nona say at such behavior?”

      He chuckles and then winks at me. I want to discuss with him the possibility of opening a gallery for artists in this town, when a sound on the bedside table snatches my attention.

      I glance at the clock then bounce up on the bed, and say with panic lacing my voice, “I need to call my brother, finish a chapter, and go to Eve.” His hand pulls me, and I land on my back, sending him a death glare. The freaking jerk.

      “Don’t make any plans tonight.”

      I shift onto my side and study him from under my lashes. “Why?”

      Something flashes in his eyes, and then he removes some strands of my hair from my face. “I have a surprise for you.”

      Happiness flushes through me. “You do?”

      “Mmhmm.” He leans forward, and whispers, “You will see stars.” And I grin, anticipating the date, because I don't know what else to call it.

      Micaden has a surprise for me, and I can't wait to see it. So far, time with him has been nothing but magical, and I’m giddy to discover what he has hidden up his sleeve next.

      Because my Micaden has brought nothing but happiness in my life.

      

      Micaden

      The time has come to collect all debts.

      

      Emerald

      The ding echoes through the space when I enter the café, and I hear Eve shout from the back, “I’m here.”

      Shaking my head at her productiveness, I wave at locals who usually come here for lunch and dart to the backdoor where she’s probably checking supplies.

      And there she is, twirling the phone cord in her hand while she sighs in exasperation, seething into the phone. “I don’t give a fuck. I want the red plates. I ordered them. Either bring them on time, or you can say fucking bye-bye to my money.” She hangs up on whoever is on the other end of the line and I wince, because, oh boy, does she look pissed.

      She pushes her hair back and tugs on her white stained shirt, glaring at me and pointing a finger in accusation. “Why are you all dolled up at this hour?”

      I raise my arms and Joe, who passes by her, smirks at us, saluting me, clearly used to her outbursts during this time of the month.

      The “time” being when she ordered new supplies and made all the booking for the stuff she might need. For the last several weeks, I’d become quite familiar with all her moods, and let’s just say, no one likes to be around her when she counts the money she’ll have to spend in a month.

      “I have a date.”

      She rolls her eyes, sipping her cold water, and then says, “Please, hooking up with your boyfriend after you paint or write is hardly a date.”

      “You are just jealous because Tom has been busier than usual.” I wiggle my brows. “Horny much?” She throws a pencil at me and I dip my head in time, so it misses me and hits the wall instead.

      “Bitch.”

      “Just ravish him here.” I tap on her office desk, and we stare at each other for a moment before both of us burst out laughing, happiness swirling around us.

      She takes a deep breath, and asks, “No seriously. Why are you all done up?”

      I glance down at my floral navy blue dress along with my silver sandals and tug a little on my braided hair, shrugging.

      “Like I said, I’m going on a date.” Not that he told me much about where he’s taking me, but I prefer to look nice just in case.

      “Yeah? Where?”

      “Micaden decided to surprise me.”

      Her glass pauses midair to her mouth and she stills, but then she swallows hard. “Surprise?” She clears her throat, resuming drinking, and my brows furrow.

      “Yeah. He told me it would be an unforgettable evening.” This time the glass falls on the floor, shattering everywhere, and I scream, darting toward her, but she stops me, grabbing my elbows and holding my stare. “Eve, we need to clean up.”

      “Forget about the fucking glass.”

      Her fingers on my skin tighten and I wince, groaning, “You’re hurting me.”

      “Don’t go.”

      “What?” I’d have laughed if it weren’t for the fear glazing her eyes and panic lacing her voice. “Don’t go to that surprise. Just don’t go with him.”

      I can’t believe what she’s saying, what the hell?

      She has been nothing but supportive of this relationship, but now she’s acting as if Micaden is the evil in my life. “Are you insane?”

      “I’m serious. This surprise will be your—”

      “Eve—” The deep voice booming from the doorway pulls our attention, and her mouth clamps shut when Tom fills the space with his dominating energy, communicating with her silently while I just stand there, confused.

      Finally, she lets go of me, stepping back, and then walks slowly to her husband, who doesn’t even bother looking at me. Even these last months haven’t change his attitude toward me, and I’ve made peace with that.

      Tom and I tolerate each other at best. “Tom, remember what I told you? If there are sides, I’m on hers.” Sides? Her words about being on my side from our first meeting enter my mind while she continues. “This is madness.”

      “Maybe. But it’s the only way,” he replies oddly and then cups her chin, and I don’t see her face, but after a moment, her shoulders sag and she glances at me, shaking her head.

      “I just can’t support it.” And with that, she rushes out.

      The AC blasts me, and I rub my arms as an uncomfortable feeling settles in me while fear and confusion fill my mind. Eve never acts this way. Why is she so against this date?

      It’s with Micaden!

      Tom steps toward the door to rush after her, I guess, but then he stops and faces me, scanning me from head to toe, before clearing his throat. “Be careful, Emerald.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      He only says “Yeah” and disappears while the disturbing feeling doesn’t go away, and where there has been only happiness, now something else lives inside.

      Doubt.

      Because if they are his best friends and they’re warning me about him, what does it imply?

      Am I making a mistake by trusting him?

      My knees wobble and I drop onto a chair. I bite my lip as I place my hand on my chest, which rises and falls due to my heavy breathing.

      What do I know about him, really? Besides the fact he has told me… nothing. The people on the island all have different reactions toward him, but I’ve never seen anyone at ease in his company.

      No, he brings tension wherever he goes.

      Is there some secret no one wants to share with me? That would explain why he never talks about his past much and closes off whenever a topic he doesn’t want to talk about arises.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I take it out, seeing a message flashing on the display.

      <Micaden> I’m here. Ready for the date?

      I close my eyes, and all our moments together flash behind my eyes, and a slight exhale of relief slips past my lips, because everything is okay.

      He could have never hidden any bad emotions from me; we have been real, and all my fears have no merit.

      Eve just had a bad day and took it out on me.

      There’s no other explanation.

      <Me> Yes.

      I dart outside, aiming toward the door, but at the last second, Eve grabs my hand and hugs me fiercely, and although I return it, I don’t find peace in it. “I’m sorry, babe,” she murmurs and gives me an even tighter squeeze. “I just had a bad day.”

      I instantly relax in her arms, patting her back. “It’s all right.”

      “I’m just worried.”

      “I have to go.” I remove myself from her embrace and give her a forced smile, because the sting of her earlier words still stays. “I need to go. Micaden is waiting for me.” A horn sounds in the distance, and I don’t miss how her jaw tics, but she doesn’t say anything.

      Instead, she steps aside and I go outside, quickly running to his Jeep. I hop inside, and he tangles his fingers in my hair and brings my mouth to his, giving me a deep, wet kiss that sends electricity through me, awakening every little instinct inside me.

      No, all this can’t be wrong. He lets go of my mouth, skimming his lips over my neck and murmuring, “Ready for our date, my mermaid?” I punch him lightly in the stomach, and he grunts, although with laughter, and leans back, putting on his sunglasses. “Come, Emerald. I’m about to take you on the ride of your life.” Before he drives off though, he takes out a blindfold from his glovebox, and orders, “Turn around.”

      “What in the hell?”

      “It’s a surprise, right?”

      A familiar ache builds up in my temples, but Micaden’s fingers are already there to soothe it, rubbing it gently, while he whispers, “Trust me, Emerald.” And although something niggles at my mind about it, I nod.

      He wraps it around my eyes, securing the knot behind my head, and then it clicks.

      The scene that happened in the book.

      But why?

      

      Micaden

      I park the car by the shore, and the waves choose this moment to crash against the rocks.

      Emerald gasps. “You brought me to the beach!” She points a finger at me almost in an ah-ha gesture, as if it’s supposed to mean something.

      It does, of course, but not to her.

      Hopping outside, I jog around the car and open the door, helping her get out.

      Each movement is carefully planned, staged so each caress and word will send her into panic but also love.

      Her emotions need to be as high as possible, so when she falls, it’ll be so painful she’ll struggle to breathe.

      Pushing her against my chest, I lock my arms around her waist, and murmur softly into her neck, “Happy Birthday, baby.” I skim the skin of her shoulder, and she shivers in my arms, sighing softly.

      I keep back a snarl, because some things never change, her reactions being one of them. “How do you—”

      “ID, babe. You live in my inn. Did you forget?” Her hands slide up to rest on my nape, and then she quickly turns, circling her arms around my neck, and blindly searches for my mouth, rising on her toes.

      Looking at her, her full lips just begging to be kissed, my hands on her hips tighten, because it brings back so many memories.

      Memories in which her genuine affection used to be honest, or so I thought. But she’s no different now than she used to be in the past.

      The only difference is that now I know for a fact she loves me. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have brought her to the grand finale of this plan.

      Instead of indulging her, I suck on the skin of her collarbone, and she moans, but I step back, leaving her wanting more. “Micaden,” she whines, but it only adds to the sadistic bastard living inside me.

      Oh, she’ll beg all right.

      Putting my hands on her shoulders, I spin her around and push in the direction of the boat that slowly rocks in the wind at an otherwise peaceful shore.

      Each of her steps is tentative, but she’s guided by my voice, and since she trusts me, she believes in me.

      One of her biggest mistakes.

      Finally, we reach the edge of the boat, and I remove the blindfold. She gasps, covering her mouth, and for a moment, I’m taken back in time.

      When I orchestrated the romantic dinner the first time in my life, the girl in question also looked at everything with wonder.

      Just like she does now. But she loves me now, and back then, she only played at love. Shouldn’t the reaction be different?

      I push away the nagging thought and concentrate on the volcano inside me that I can finally allow to erupt. The show has ended and finally her reality will come.

      We’ve played this stupid game long enough.

      “It’s so beautiful,” she whispers, sliding her hand on the white-as-snow surface of the boat, and then hops onboard, quickly marching to the deck where a round table with candles and glasses scattered around it sits, while roses petals lie around us. “I can’t believe you decided to reincarnate the scene from the book.”

      My brows furrow at this, because I’m fucking fed up with the book references. Whenever I do something, she tries to connect it to the book or wonders if I peeked over her shoulder at it.

      Why the fuck would I care about her art or some lame-ass story she wants to tell the world? I never read the damn thing, even though Eve begged me to do it.

      That’s another problem I’ll have to deal with once this ends, because according to Tom, she’s losing her shit. “So are you saying yes to a romantic getaway for two?”

      She picks up a petal, rubbing it over her cheek, while she asks, “Getaway?”

      “Yeah, I’m stealing you to have a pirate adventure. Ravish the princess and all.”

      She laughs, sending awareness through me, but I squelch it. Tender emotions no longer have a place in my heart. “Ready?” I ask her, and after a second, she nods.

      “With you? Always.”

      Always and forever.

      How poetic and ironic.

      

      Emerald

      I can’t believe he did all this for me, and on my birthday! I don’t celebrate it much; usually Kaden shows up to take me out and gift me some stuff that I don’t need, like a designer bag or jewelry, while I muse about my parents.

      He never talks about them, but I suspect it’s too painful. I don’t remember anything about them, and most days it makes me feel guilty to think that, so I don’t. None of the pictures he has of them ever have our entire family together, just me at a few gatherings with them.

      I always thought they’d probably cast Kaden out, and that’s why he was never part of our lives much, but he sort of had to step in to take care of me. Ever since my parents died in the car accident that injured me.

      Micaden goes to the helm, turns on the motor, and grabs the wheel, shouting, “Ready?”

      “Yep.” Who wouldn’t be?

      The boat roars to life and starts moving, swaying me a little as I grab on to the rail. A sigh of pleasure slips past my lips as I gaze at the glistening sunset on the water that’s reflecting the beauty of nature. I quickly go to the deck, dropping onto the couch while resting my chin on my arm.

      I glance behind me to see the town and shore slowly disappearing from view as we move farther and farther into the ocean, creating a magical atmosphere around us. I even see a few waves, which don’t look like regular ones. Then suddenly I see a head and something jumps. “Oh my God!” I squeal, running to the railing again and leaning over it, as my eyes drink in the awesome dolphins swimming along with us. “Micaden!” I call after him and glance to the wheel, but he’s nowhere in sight.

      My brows furrow a bit, and then I nod to myself, remembering the floor plan of this boat. Due to my constant fear, I haven’t visited him much during his work, but he talked about the boat enough to make me curious to check it out online. It has one room, so he probably went there to pick up something.

      But strong arms wrapping around my waist and bringing me closer to his heated body prove me wrong, and I gasp when he runs his nose along the crook of my shoulder, inhaling my scent. “I thought you left.” A giggle escapes me at how ridiculous it sounds, and I correct myself. “I meant downstairs. Clearly, you can’t hide here much,” I tease, but he stays silent, and only then it dawns on me his hold is different.

      It’s not warm or inviting as usual; instead, he’s tense and his hands on me keep me firmly against him, but not in a sexual way.

      Rather, so I won’t get away. “Mica—” He spins me around, enclosing his hand around my chin, and raises it up, while our gazes clash. Mine confused and his cold as ice when he runs his eyes all over my face.

      “Do you love me?” he asks, and my knees almost buckle at the relief slamming into me, because for a moment there he scared me.

      “Yes. I love you.” A beat, and then I have my own question. “Do you love me?” I know he does, I just want to hear it from his lips this once.

      I always thought love took a lot of time to grow and that all those people who claimed they fell in love within a short amount of time were delusional. But I discovered this summer that time means nothing when it comes to love.

      It’s all about the emotions and feelings the person inspires from within you that matter.

      His mouth lifts in a half smile, but once again, it lacks any warmth. “How can I love you, Emerald, when I hate you so much?”

      “Wh-what?” I stammer, too shocked to even react properly, and search for any kind of teasing in his face but find none. “Micaden, that’s not funny.”

      “Indeed. Funny is the fact that you thought you could fool me twice. Like the saying goes: Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.”

      I ignore the pain in my heart and shake my head, while a bitter taste fills my mouth. “I don’t understand your riddles. Stop it.” Is it some kind of plan he’s created, to first scare me and then bring me joy? He likes to prank Tom a lot. Is this what it is? “Micaden, can you please be serious.”

      “Oh, I am,” he replies, and pushes me back. And with a scream, my back hits the edge of the boat, and I would have fallen into the water if it weren’t for a hand catching the front of my dress, the only thing that keeps me from falling.

      Nothing happens for a moment, just us two looking at each other when he finally speaks up. “Ah, Emerald. You are finally at my mercy.”

      And that’s when I understand it’s not a prank.

      But very much a reality in which my lover from my dreams has turned into a monster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Island, United States

      Micaden, 21 years old

      

      “This is bullshit, Duke!” I shout at the sheriff, kicking the bars of the cell while he exhales heavily.

      “I know. But my hands are tied. Just wait five more hours, and you’ll be out of here,” he says, resting on a chair and kicking his legs up on the table, his hat covering his face while the radio blasts from the other corner.

      Ron apparently is interested in surfing championships happening in Australia, so he’s the only one listening to that crap.

      Growling in frustration, I squeeze my hands tighter around the bars, letting my anger flow into them, and I shake them. Just imagining what they might do now to my Emerald makes me go insane.

      She’s mine, and I have no means to protect her.

      Why didn’t she tell them or try to explain it to me better? She never spoke about her parents much beyond they were wealthy and never hurt her. My girl is a beautiful angel, and she deserves the best in the world.

      I never wanted her to be stuck here with me or clip her wings; I knew she was made for great things. I wanted to be part of them, support her every step of the way, and not take her chances away.

      But how could I explain that to her parents who probably think I am some loser from the island seducing their little girl?

      It’s all right though, because they have no grounds to keep me here forever. Tom already spoke with her, and he’ll bring her to me once I’m released.

      What her parents plan to accomplish is beyond me, considering she is of age, but I don’t give a fuck. They have no legal grounds to keep me. Why is Duke listening to them anyway?

      Emerald is mine, and I’ll be damned if her parents, or anyone else for that matter, think they can take her away from me.

      The phone rings in the office, so Duke barks at Ron, “Turn the volume down.” When he picks it up on the forth ring, the annoying dinging sound stops, and I exhale in relief.

      My nerves are already ragged, and the phone adds to the misery.

      Duke though sits up, frowning, and then he gets up, worriedly saying, “Of course. I’ll be there in a few minutes.” He hangs up and comes to me, fear etched in every feature. “Need to go, kid, it’s about my daughter.”

      “Of course.” He’s a great man, but lately I’ve hated seeing him like this, almost dead with all the tragedies his family has faced.

      He pats my head, and orders Ron, “Release him once twenty-four hours are up.”

      Ron’s chicken wing falls from his hands as he tries to argue. “But—”

      “Do what I say.” And with that, he leaves, while I sit down on the seat and wait for the hours to pass so I can reunite with my love.

      Only, none of this happens, because a few hours later, Duke comes back, completely closed off, and doesn’t even look at me.

      Instead, there’s a new witness who saw me drag the poor girl on the boat while she screamed, and they even found a bloodied dress.

      The girl got so scared her parents had to take her away to the hospital when she filed a complaint accusing me.

      And just like that, I became a rapist.

      

      Island, United States

      August 2019

      

      Emerald

      No, these thoughts are insane. I can’t be wrong about him, and he surely is not some kind of psycho who chases his thrills by killing his girlfriends.

      Maybe he doesn’t realize how his jokes affect people around him. And while he probably intends to be sweet to me soon, soothing me after this scare, I don’t much care for it. “Micaden,” I say, panic swirling in me as I hear the motor running behind me and the sounds of the endless ocean, all so much closer, while his hand keeps me so low the ends of my hair touch the water. “What are you doing?”

      He knows I’m afraid of the water, and no amount of his encouraging helps the matter. I even refused to go diving with him, and he wasn’t pushing.

      Is he pushing now? “I’m scared.”

      He doesn’t listen though. Instead, unfamiliar emotions cross his face as he leans forward, and asks, “How scared?” He presses me forward, and this time almost my whole head is wet. Fear settles inside me, but I can’t struggle in his hold, because he has all the power.

      One little push and I’ll be in the water, deep in the ocean with no ability to swim. “Very. Micaden, stop it.”

      His brows furrow as he sighs. “Micaden? Is that my name, Emerald?” My insides freeze, because his voice is dark and lethal, and it sends cold through my skin. I’ve never heard this tone. It’s filled with hate and distaste, nothing that I’m used to from him. “I’ll make you a deal.”

      “Deal?” I barely breathe, my pulse almost in my throat pounding so hard the ringing in my ears start. “What deal?”

      “I’ll help you, if you call me by my name. By my real name.”

      Real name? What is he talking about? “Your name is Micaden,” I state, fisting his shirt and holding on to it, because I no longer trust him to keep me steady.

      The energy around him changes so quickly I can barely keep up with it. If someone told me he kills people for a living, I wouldn’t be surprised.

      “Really?” he asks and then leans closer, his breath fanning my cheek as he whispers, “My little angel found her peace, in all the glory like the morning breeze.”

      My breath hitches, and I shake my head in shock, closing my eyes, because different images from the book assault me, slamming so hard it plays like a movie.

      But I no longer hide from the truth that’s always nagged at my mind.

      Slowly, everything comes crashing together, all the emotions, all the hidden things that I never wrote, and all the desperation.

      Like a light shining brightly in my brain, finally allowing me to uncover all the secrets in my head.

      “Brochan.”

      Our story? The pages of the book… it’s our story?

      

      Micaden

      She trembles in my arms, fear slowly sinking into her features. Her skin pales, only emphasizing her freckles that I used to trace with my tongue.

      Even in all this shock, acted shock of course, she’s beautiful.

      My mermaid who thought she could deceive me twice. “Let’s play a game, Emerald.”

      “A game?” she whispers, swallowing loudly and breathing heavily, all the sounds only grating on my nerves, because this innocent act really pisses me off. “What game?”

      “That is the wrong question. The right one would be you asking what’s at stake.” Her eyes widen, and I see how the struggle prickles through her, as she opens her mouth then closes, thinking better of it.

      She orally wants to show resistance but knows it’s not wise when the slightest move might push her into the water, which becomes deeper and deeper as the boat drives farther and farther into the ocean.

      “Okay.” Wariness coats her voice, and then she asks, “What’s at stake?”

      “How fast you will die.”

      She whimpers and I smile, even though I barely restrain myself from choking her, because the desperation in her green pools reminds me of my Emerald, the one who was afraid for my safety when her parents came back.

      But she doesn’t exist, does she?

      Because everything we ever experienced was a lie.

      However, I’ll make damn sure she’ll feel everything I dish out to her with every fiber of her being.

      She owes me, and the time has come to collect.

      Otherwise, I’ll never find peace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Island, United States

      Micaden, 21 years old

      

      The door beeps loudly and I enter, seeing Tom sitting by the table drumming his fingers on the metal surface, but then he jumps when he notices me. “Brochan!” The officer pushes me roughly to my chair, not caring that on the way I hit my knees on the leg of the thing, and barks at both of us. “No touching. And remember, eyes are on you two.”

      My cuffed hands fist and Tom nods, although he snaps his teeth so hard I wonder how he doesn’t break them. The officer presses the button, and within a second, we’re alone. Well, as much as you can be alone in the visitor section of the prison.

      “You look like shit,” he says, and I shrug, although even the slightest movement brings fucking piercing pain to my shoulder.

      “Well, life here isn’t exactly rainbows and unicorns.”

      “I spoke with the lawyer. He said they offered you a settlement?”

      “Yeah. If I take the deal, I’ll just serve fifteen years in prison; otherwise, I might be looking at a life sentence.”

      “Fuck,” he exclaims and rises, pacing the room.

      But I quickly order, “Sit down or they’ll come back.” He immediately listens, and I clear my throat, wanting to know just one thing.

      I asked Tom to travel to Seattle and search for her. To understand what really happened, because I don’t believe she just betrayed me like that. Her parents have created some kind of vendetta against me, spitting bullshit left and right. The town that raised me and claimed me as their boy has quickly forgotten about it and turned their back on me. They all believe the lies and shout that I deserve nothing but hell for what I have done to Emerald.

      But she can’t be part of it. My beautiful angel belongs to me and loves me as much I love her. They must be keeping her locked away somewhere. “Emerald.”

      Tom avoids my gaze, only his fisted hand giving any indication of his emotions.

      Dread sweeps up in me, but I push it back, not wanting to believe it or succumb to it. That’s what everyone involved in this whole rape case aims for.

      So we will both doubt our love and give up. I won’t give them the satisfaction. I won’t let them play these games. “Talk now.”

      “We called many times; we went to the house. Nothing. She doesn’t just ignore me, but Eve too.”

      “They must be keeping her cut off from any kind of communication.” Only then, I notice a yellow envelope in his pocket that he fishes out and places between us, opening it quickly.

      “I thought so too. That was why I followed her to their family mansion.”

      I barely hear his voice from the roaring in my ears, because my eyes stay glued to the pictures displayed in front of me.

      Emerald locked in an embrace with some dude I don’t recognize, while he murmurs something in her ear. Then another picture of Emerald in her room in the house where she paints, a completely blank expression on her face. And then the dude kisses her while she stands, not pushing him away. I can’t see her face, only her familiar red hair.

      My Emerald, mine, in the arms of another man.

      The rage that had just simmered through my skin finds its full outlet, and I roar, the chair hitting the floor while I punch the table, desperation filling every bone.

      “Fuck, Brochan, calm down,” Tom begs, but I can’t.

      I dart to the door, focusing only on my anger that demands I find the man from the pictures and fucking kill him for touching my woman.

      I beat on the door, shouting, “Let me out! Fucking let me out!”

      Thud, thud, thud.

      “For fuck’s sake, Brochan!” Tom screams, but I don’t stop, just use more force.

      The door opens and guards enter, hitting me with their bats while one of them pushes my face down to the floor, shouting, “The fucker thinks he’s the king of the world.” I struggle in their hold, pushing them away, but more blows come, hitting and hitting, digging painfully in my liver and stomach, and after a few moments, I can’t fight anymore against four men.

      They drag me outside, back to the cell where all I can think of is Emerald.

      She couldn’t betray me. She couldn’t.

      

      
        
        ***One Week Later***

      

      

      

      “Just take the damn deal!” The lawyer grits his teeth, but I stare numbly into space, even though it’s practically impossible with both my eyes swollen from the beating. “Look at you.” He waves his hand up and down and then taps on the file in front of us. “None of this is good for you. The last thing, the rage… it just proves you’ve done what they’ve accused you of. No judge in this fucking country will go against her father. Take the deal, Brochan,” he almost begs, and for the first time, I focus my attention on Patrick. My father’s best friend and a man who used to be a hotshot lawyer back in the day.

      But even though he’s kept his license, he’s succumbed to alcohol, and the addiction rules his life. He explained to me once that when a person meets unbearable pain, he finds different resources to soothe it.

      He couldn’t handle his son committing suicide, and honestly, I didn’t judge him. Felt sorry maybe, but I was never in the position to judge him. The only reason he’s handling my case is because everyone else has refused to.

      His wrinkled face has aged ten years it seems from the beginning of this nightmare. His suit has several stains, and by his labored breathing, I know he’s exhausted from all the stress. “Think about your dad.”

      Dad.

      The person who took me in and raised me as his own. I can’t imagine how he’s coping with all this, especially with the town seeking blood and vengeance like vultures. However, despite that, I have his full support, and he has never—not ever—asked me if the accusations are true. “No deal. I won’t admit to doing something I haven’t done.”

      Patrick covers his face with his hands and exhales heavily while I continue to play in my mind the pictures like a PowerPoint presentation.

      Beautiful Emerald in the arms of another man.

      The most ironic part is that after all the rage and my initial reaction settled down, I didn’t believe it. Didn’t want to think it was possible. After all, her dad was a powerful man. He could fabricate anything.

      But Patrick brought with him other evidence that Tom didn’t have the chance to give me after my outburst.

      A handwritten letter, in her writing. I would have recognized it anywhere, since she used to slip small love notes to me at my workplace. Words written in that letter will forever be engraved in my head.

      
        
        Eve, stop writing to me. Summer has ended and so did we. Stop!

      

      

      Now her parents should be satisfied and leave this case alone. They won’t put me behind bars, since their daughter has put an end to this relationship.

      Although my heart hurts like a motherfucker, it doesn’t compare to the pain that comes after.

      When she truly destroys everything.

      
        
        ***Few Months Later***

      

      

      

      “Where is the victim, Emerald Hayes?” the judge asks, adjusting her glasses on her nose as she focuses her attention on Emerald’s lawyer.

      He rises, holding up the paper in his hand. “We have her deposition that was made two months ago. The lawyers for both the prosecution and defense were present,” he points out, and my confused gaze travels to Patrick who avoids my stare, fumbling with his fingers. Dread fills me.

      Isn’t a deposition the thing in which the witness or victim testifies outside the trial but still under oath? It’s usually taken to ensure the witness’s confession or that he or she won’t change their minds after.

      Why didn’t he tell me? Was that why he tried to push me so hard to accept their deal? He knew about her testimony?

      I thought if I had the chance to see her, she wouldn’t have the courage to spill bullshit on me. But I guess I underestimated the lengths her family would go to ensure I’m behind bars.

      “I’m aware of it, and I have it,” the judge replies. “But there was no medical examination either. The deposition might be considered hearsay, because nothing backs up her story.”

      “There are many witness—”

      The judge cuts him off, and I’m actually fucking surprised she doesn’t go along with him like everyone else seems to be.

      Are there still good people present in law? “Yes, but we need a victim here. She should be present during the trial. If she’s not here, then we will have to—” She grabs her gavel and is about to hit with it, when his next words halt her movements.

      “Emerald Hayes was admitted into a hospital five days ago.” He quickly steps in the direction of the judge, holding another folder, and she nods, allowing him to approach her. He places it in front of her, and she starts reading, her head moving from left to right as she reads it, and she covers her mouth with her hand. “Due to these circumstances, we were hoping we can still continue the trial.”

      She shifts her gaze to me, and that’s when I see something change. From indifference and somewhat compassion, I see revulsion. What could she have possibly read there to change her mind so drastically?

      And I barely hold back a laugh that wants to escape at the fact that they even admitted her into the hospital.

      Lie after lie after lie.

      Then her testimony is read aloud and with each new sentence, the rage inside me along with betrayal spreads and spreads, because the words are so hideous.

      I did nothing but love her, but she described it as something despicable… something I would have never done to any woman, let alone to the one who was my everything.

      The show continues with several people admitting they saw me and my vile tendencies, and others coming up with stories that are completely taken out of context. This all paints me in the light of some psycho who can’t control his emotions or desires, and that Emerald has been my prey all along, because I got off on the idea of owning something so pretty and new.

      The prosecutor clears his throat and stands right in front of the jury, clasping his hands together while their stares stay glued on him. “We don’t control everything in life. But you have the power for this poor soul to sleep peacefully knowing the man who hurt her is in jail. That’s all, your honor.” He returns to his seat, dropping onto the chair, and only then do I notice how he gives slight nods to several jurors who shift uncomfortably.

      And Patrick avoids my gaze as the lawyer drills his eyes into him.

      Then I understand what’s going on, or rather, how much money rules this world. Because those stares mean only one thing—everything was bought and paid for in this case.

      And all this is enough to finish the trial that forever destroys my life.

      In five hours, they sentence Brochan MacGabee to twenty years in prison without the option of parole.

      

      Island, United States

      August 2019

      

      Emerald

      This man who has me in his arms, whose fury can be felt even through his skin, is nothing like Micaden or the Brochan from my books.

      He is a stranger, a stranger who just announced he’d kill me.

      Or rather who will kill me gently, depending on how I play his game. “Please let me go,” I try again, hating the begging in my voice, but it’s the only weapon I have right now.

      I watched a documentary on TV once that showed the life of serial killers and how they hunted their victims. One of them said that speaking to his humanity or showing that she had emotions helped her escape the hell.

      I’m not sure serial killer applies to Micaden, but what else describes the madness shining in his eyes that he no longer hides from me?

      Instead, he wears it proudly, almost stuffing it down my throat like it’s the greatest of honors. “I don’t know why you’re mad,” I say while he still drills me with his blank, icy stare, completely unaffected by my words. “But let me explain. I just found out—”

      He raises me, but then he fists my hair and seethes in my face. “Cut the fucking act, Emerald. You know damned well why you’re here. Did you really think I would punish everyone else and spare you?”

      I don’t even have time to process his words though, because he pushes me onto the deck, and I land on my side, groaning in pain as my knees hit the harsh surface followed by my elbows and chin. As I sit up, rubbing my chin, his shadow falls over me, making me look up at him.

      His blond hair blows in the wind while he crosses his arms, gazing at me with such hate it forces bile into my throat. I touch my hair, willing the throb to go away, because I can’t faint now.

      And without my medication, I will.

      Whenever my eyes had landed on him in the last several weeks, I couldn’t help but adore his physique and handsomeness that always put my body on high alert. But now?

      He disgusts me, but disgust is a good coverup for the heart-clenching fear that presses against something in my mind I can’t catch, only some images slamming into my brain that make no sense to me, and they change so fast I can’t grab onto any of them. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I find my voice, focusing only on survival mode, and oddly enough, it calms me down.

      It feels like muscle memory, but I shake away the thought, because never in my life did I have to protect myself from evil or psychotic men. Right?

      “Remember the book I was writing? It was about Brochan and Emerald. About us, I understand that now,” I add, but he stays silent, so I explain further, hoping all this will stop his madness. “I have no idea what happened that made you hate me so much.” This also explains the names of Tom and Eve. Their middle names are Donovan and Olivia, that’s why I used them in the story.

      He continues to stare harshly and then hunches next to me, and I crawl back, afraid of his presence. Nausea hits me at the prospect of him touching me, but he doesn’t let me get away.

      His hand locks around my ankle, and I whimper, because it’s sore from the fall. I must have twisted it, but it doesn’t stop him. He presses his fingers on it and pulls me toward him while his other hand wraps around my throat, locking me in his arms.

      “A book,” he says, his voice curious, and then he presses his fingers more, digging into my sore flesh, and I cry out into his mouth, since he’s so close to me I can feel his breath on my lips. “And how does this prove otherwise?” He pushes me away and gets up while I lie on my back, my heart beating violently in my chest.

      “What you’re saying doesn’t even make sense,” I speak out again, because I have no intention of giving up. “If I remembered everything, don’t you think I would have acted like this with everyone?”

      “Emerald, are you deaf? I never claimed you remembered everything all this time. But you remember now.” My brows furrow as I sit up, holding his stare while he leans on the rail, acting like the fucking king of the world. “Human psychology is an interesting topic, I have to say. They say fear can block or unlock memories that people try to forget. Why do you think I never took you diving? I insisted on everything else, but this. I saved it for the grand finale.” He takes out a cigarette from his pocket and lights it so casually fury boils inside me.

      “Then I truly don’t understand. Why do you think I’m guilty of any crimes?”

      He bursts out laughing, but it lacks any humor and sends cold shivers down my spine. “I think you can answer that question yourself, since you remember everything.”

      “Brochan, from my book, loved Emerald.” I prefer to speak about our story in this way, because the idea that I experienced all these emotions with this man is surreal and frightening at the same time. “And she loved him.”

      “Really?” He exhales smoke, his voice holding little enthusiasm.

      “Yes. I have no idea why you hate me so much.” Huffing, I rub my ankle and wiggle it a little while I rein in my emotions. It hurts, and I’m not sure I’ll be able to run on it for long.

      I chuckle, because on the fucking boat in the middle of nowhere, where would I go?

      So escaping his clutches easily is out of the question. “The last thing I remember is writing a scene where Donovan came to pick her up. And then her parents entered the room. And after that, it’s blank. I don’t know what happens. I don’t remember.” I remember only the things I have flashbacks of and the pages from the book that finally make sense in this hazy mind of mine. Also, my family and what life was before Brochan. In a way, relief pours through my bones and soothes my mind, because I struggled with this for so long and always came up empty. But this time, there’s an explanation for all. Well, except Kaden, who calls himself my brother, but I know we’re not blood related. Whatever the reason, I’m still grateful to him and don’t care about it.

      He is my brother in every other sense of the word.

      I’m not insane, and the reason I love all these people is that they are my people. I spent every summer here, forming friendships and relationships.

      The memory loss took it away from me, but I have it back. And even though the circumstances could have been better, I’m still glad I have them back. “I was in an accident—”

      “I know about that,” he replies, throwing the cigarette in the trashcan near him, and then cracks his neck from side to side.

      “You do?”

      “I know everything about you. From your favorite coffee place to your habit of wiggling your nose when your students come up with some awesome idea, according to you.”

      What? My students? But how was he… “You spied on me.” Oh my God, this truly puts him in the psycho box. Maybe after I ran away from my parents, he came after me, and we realized the relationship wasn’t healthy? Maybe I couldn’t take his obsession with me, or possessiveness, and broke it off, and he didn’t take it kindly?

      This surely explains why Kaden didn’t want me to come back here or how this part of my life was hidden from me.

      His words echo in my ears.

      Remember that sometimes there’s no choice in our actions.

      He is protective by nature, maybe this was the only way to save me from Micaden and his madness.

      “Spied is too big a word for it. Hunters always study their prey if they want to catch them.”

      “And by hunter, you mean a killer?” I raise my hand to shut him up, because I’m not interested in his reply. “You are a sociopath, and you are obsessed with me. I got that part. No wonder I forgot you.” I throw the words in his face, fisting my hands, because I can’t believe my own stupidity.

      I fell for his act twice. Maybe my mind has been too traumatized to remember this. Maybe he pulled something similar in the past.

      He clacks his tongue, clicking his fingers and chuckling, finding my words hilarious it seems. “Have you ever heard of the Karpman drama triangle?” I frown at his question, shifting a little, but it does nothing to numb the pain in my joints. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “That’s a no, I assume. Let me enlighten you.”

      “I’m not interested,” I jab when an idea flashes in my mind, speeding up my pulse. He has a radio near the steering wheel. If I divert his attention from me long enough and I run toward it, I might be able to contact the coast guard and they’ll help me.

      I just need to knock him out cold first, because even if he’s slightly conscious, he won’t allow me to do that. He’s too strong for me to handle.

      That’s when I notice the boat paddles lying a few feet away from me. They’re made of the finest wood, which means when it hits someone, it’ll be painful, more than it would be with the plastic ones.

      Or so I hope.

      “I don’t give a fuck if you’re interested or not.” I glance back at Micaden, who watches me tentatively, but then glues his sight on the horizon, and I shift closer to the paddles, but slowly so he won’t notice any rapid movements from the corner of his eye. “So it basically has three variables. The victim, the rescuer, and the persecutor.” Why is he telling me this? How is this even related to our freaking problem?

      I slide closer again, sighing in relief when my ankle pain is not as evident. It should be enough to run and take him down once I reach the paddles. “They always go hand in hand and you can change roles too.”

      “You are insane.” Because what else is there to say?

      “Emerald, you are always the victim.” What? “Even now, your brain magically has found a solution for all this. I was an asshole who hurt you, right? That’s why you don’t remember.” He wiggles his fingers. “You weren’t always one though. You like to play a persecutor too.”

      “What you’re saying makes no sense, nor do I care to try to understand it.”

      He sighs as if finding my words stupid and I slide again, almost reaching the paddles before he turns his cold stare on me and I freeze, practically feeling my heartbeat in my throat. “I never participated in the triangle drama until you.” He walks to me, slowly, while his eyes skate over me and satisfaction fills them.

      Freaking insane man who gets off on my pain.

      “I was a rescuer when I saved you on the beach and then took care of you, all while you were afraid of your parents.” He kneels down, grabbing my chin painfully, and I wince, detesting showing my weakness to him. “Then you made me the victim of your and your family’s lies.” He doesn’t elaborate on the point though, because he quickly adds, “And then you made me a persecutor.”

      “Our life is our choice. Whatever your stupid mind imagines, your insanity is not my fault,” I spit in his face while he tightens his hold, and I whimper, but he then slides his fingers to my collarbone, ignoring my words.

      “But you are still a victim, even now, expecting something magical to happen to save your ass. And you know the funny thing about victims and persecutors? They go hand in hand. I’m no longer your savior.”

      “Good, because I’m not a victim.” And with that, I grab the paddle and with all my might hit him in the face, ready to fight for my life with everything I have.

      Even if I have to be a persecutor in all this.

      

      Micaden

      Victim, rescuer, persecutor.

      There are people who always go hand in hand, no matter what happens, seeking each there like moths to flames. The bond is always unbreakable until someone wants out of it.

      It’s all the same players playing the same game, just changing the roles that are always vitally important to the triangles.

      Except this time, there’s no rescuer.

      What happens when a victim and persecutor meet in a fight where there’s no hope in sight?

      So many possibilities.

      Roles might shift or they won’t. Strengths might be tested or they aren’t. Emotions can cloud judgments or they can’t.

      One truth stays the same though.

      They live in the roles until one of them dies.

      Let the game begin, and may the stronger one win.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      United States

      Micaden, 22 years old

      

      “If I were you, I’d keep my mouth shut about why you’re here,” the prison guard informs me as we pass various cells with men sitting on their beds, others drawing, and some even staring stupidly at walls plastered with miscellaneous newspaper articles. By their headlines, I don’t have to guess they like to read about the stuff they have done.

      I thought this kind of shit wasn’t allowed in prison.

      As we walk through the hallways, the orange jumpsuit scratches against my skin with each movement, reminding me that this has become my reality.

      I’m holding sheets and a towel in my hands when some dude grabs the cell bars and studies me, whispering, “Hello.” He barely has any teeth left, his beard is smeared in something white, and he licks his lips, sweeping his gaze over me. “Pretty boy.” A shudder rushes through me, even though I move my focus back to the hall as we continue to walk, keeping my face blank.

      No need for anyone to see the fear nipping my gut.

      When we finally reach one of the cells, he presses the button, and it opens with a loud buzz. “Get inside.” I proceed to do that, and he murmurs for my ears only, “Watch your ass, Brochan. There will be a lot of people who’ll want to grab it.” And with that, he forcefully pushes me inside, locking the door.

      The cell has a toilet on the side, a bed, and yellowed walls. A few square feet in space. Through the bars, I can hear everything happening on the floor and in different cells.

      Cries.

      Murmurs.

      Even the sounds of skin slapping, and since all the cells are singular, it reminds me of someone jacking off.

      Blocking away everything and everyone, I throw the sheets on the bed and kneel on the floor, ready to do push-ups until my arms go numb.

      The guard is right though. In a place like this, I won’t live long if people find out what I was thrown in jail for. At least with workouts, I won’t be the only one harmed.

      I always have to be prepared for battle.

      Oddly enough, nothing prepares me for what comes next.
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        * * *

      

      Sliding my tray along the serving line, I try to hold back the urge to gag, because none of the food looks or smells appealing. The fucking disgusting odor reminds me of someone barfing after a huge hangover.

      The cook plops soup into a bowl and places it on my tray, spilling it a little, and barks, “Next.” I move again, grabbing bread, and accept the pudding from another guy.

      After close examination, I pick water, because their good-for-nothing coffee causes a headache and tastes like acid.

      Spinning around, I search for an empty seat in the busy dining room that buzzes with the sounds of plate clattering, and people chewing and laughing, while others serve them.

      I’m heading to the empty table in the far-right corner when a loud voice bounces off the walls, calling out to me, and everyone halts their movements, listening to the conversation.

      Although I prefer to think of it as a monologue. “New guy. You think you’re too good to dine with us?”

      I ignore him and step forward, but a beefy man blocks my way, crossing his arms and pointing with his chin behind me. I have no desire for this shit, but it seems it’s inevitable in this place. I turn around and face the owner of the voice who happens to be a lean, muscled guy with his hair surprisingly perfectly done and several chains dangling from his neck.

      “Brochan,” I say, and he frowns, motioning with his hand for me to elaborate, so I do, amusing the fucking audience who still gawks at us albeit still eating their food. You can’t really be picky in this place. “My name is Brochan, not new guy.”

      For a moment, something dangerous crosses his face and the energy changes in the room, but then he grins, although it doesn’t reach his eyes. “I like it. You’re brave. Or stupid, depending how one might look at it.” He points at his table and moves his head, and immediately it’s cleared as he orders, “Sit down.”

      I want to object, but I don’t miss how everyone around here listens to him. I’m not an idiot and know this prison is for serial killers, rapists, and such, so I’m dealing with dangerous men who don’t give a fuck if I live or not. Most here are sentenced to life without parole, so one more killing won’t really change much for them. But without establishing myself as a strong unit, I simply have no chance of surviving. He seems like a man with power here, and angering him gives me no advantage.

      Being bratty enough to have his attention, yes.

      But being so bratty he wants me dead or harmed? Fuck no.

      I still have hope to get the fuck out of this place. Tom promised to look in to a different lawyer, and maybe we will have the chance to appeal if we can prove there was bribery involved. That requires time, but I believe in my friend.

      He always wanted to work as a detective, so he might put all his skills to good use.

      I drop onto the seat, my tray banging on the table. He pushes them both away, and I understand I’ll have to starve today. Unless I rebel, and that’s exactly what I plan to do later.

      He puts his elbows on the table and speaks up. “Why are you here, Brochan?” He emphasizes my name almost in a mocking manner, but I don’t react to the jab. “For the same things most of you are here for, I believe.”

      He laughs, sipping his coffee, and continues to fish for information. “So you killed someone. Do tell.”

      “If you’re so interested, ask the prison guard. You’re friends, I gather.” The guard always hits me on the back enough so I stumble forward or he murmurs vile shit to me, claiming that he has a daughter Em’s age, and because of scum like me, he’s afraid for her safety.

      I always stay silent, because at some point, innocent people are tired of defending themselves.

      Although I offer him a way of finding out about my past, I know he won’t do it. A man like him doesn’t appreciate asking a guard for anything.

      And this is my saving grace, because the minute the word rape is uttered here, it’ll be associated with me. I’ll have to fight with a lot of people to stay alive and I’ll end up at the bottom of the food chain.

      I won’t be anyone’s bitch.

      “This attitude can easily be broken,” he warns with a smile, but I just pick up my fork and dig into the food that has seen better days.

      I take a big bite, ignoring the taste and focusing on the fact it’ll give me enough sustenance to survive. “Everything and everyone can be broken.”

      His eyes narrow, but then he extends his hand to me. “Ken. My name is Ken.” Then he lowers his voice an octave. “You better learn to respect me, or I can make your life here a living hell.” He leans back and then clicks his fingers, so I get up and throw the food in the trashcan and go back to doing my daily tasks.

      At night, I continue to work out to always stay in shape, fueled by my desire to get the fuck out of here.

      But in two days, everything changes.

      

      Island, United States

      August 2019

      

      Emerald

      The minute the paddle sends him flying to the other side, I rush to the captain’s cabin, ignoring the piercing pain traveling from my ankle to my calf and knee, and don’t even look back to check what happened to Micaden.

      I quickly reach it, and glance around, lost, because I have no fucking clue how anything here operates; I’ve only seen it in movies. Among the various buttons and switches, I find the phone handle, grab it, but when I see its numbers, I don’t know which ones to press.

      “Think, Emerald, think.” I see Micaden still lying on the deck, but I don’t have all the time in the world. He’ll be awake soon, and this is my only chance at escaping.

      Then I remember.

      Huffing in annoyance, I lean on Brochan, nuzzling his neck while he chuckles. “Come on, baby, I need to call the coast guard.”

      “Can you kiss me first?” He slides his hand to my neck and then pulls me forward, giving me a deep kiss that curls my toes and hazes my mind before letting go and placing one last peck on my lips.

      “I’ll give you more once I call. I think I saw hunting boats out there. I need to inform them,” I tell him.

      “Of course.”

      The poor dolphins are dropping like flies here and I don’t want them to suffer at the hands of bad people. He quickly dials the numbers, and I decide to memorize them just in case.

      Okay, I can do this.

      I press the buttons 3, 7, 9 and then Dial, but it’s silent. My brows furrow. I try again, but the same thing happens. “What is—” I trace the cord and then gasp, seeing it’s been cut.

      No, he couldn’t have done it. He couldn’t predict that….

      Loud clapping from behind snaps me out of my stupor, and I swirl around only to notice Micaden resting his shoulder on the doorjamb, looking fucking perfect if it wasn’t for the bruises under his eyes. “I have to say I’m impressed. You did try to help yourself. Great plan.”

      “You knew I’d do it?” I hate how my voice trembles, because it gives him more power over me. He knows how much all this hurts and scares me. It gives him satisfaction and he’ll bask in it. I have no solution for my problem, I’m at his mercy, and whatever he decides will happen.

      “Well, I thought you might. Anyhow, it failed.”

      “You gave me a false sense of security.” That’s why he kept gazing at the horizon, as if he didn’t give a rat’s ass I was playing along with him.

      “I figured you’d want privacy coming up with your great plan.”

      “My suffering is so funny to you.”

      He rubs his chin, contemplating my words before answering. “Funny, no. It doesn’t appeal to my sense of humor. But satisfying? A bit.”

      “You’re insane, Micaden.”

      “I am. And guess who made me like that?” He enters the cabin, aiming for me, but I step back farther into the space, hitting something with my back. It falls on the floor with a loud clang, but I don’t even check what it is.

      Because my whole attention is on the predator in front of me who wants to catch me. “Don’t come closer.”

      His brows rise. “Or what?”

      My raspy breath fills the space while I think about the things that can be used against him, but the cabin has nothing. He’s prepared, that’s for sure.

      “You’re in a helpless position.”

      “Fortune favors the bold.”

      He blinks at that and stops, cracking his neck to the side, and I still, not really understanding his reaction. “Does it now? Well then, that’s probably why I’m still alive.”

      Alive? What does he mean by that? Someone wanted to kill him?

      But I quickly shake off the thought, because the last thing I need is for any kind of tender emotions to come back. He’s mental and deserves nothing. Besides, it’s a war. Even I can recognize that.

      If I don’t save myself, he’ll kill me. And maybe I have nothing in my life worth living for… but I don’t want to die. Especially not by the hand of the man I fell in love with twice and who hurt me so much.

      And for him, I went against my family? I can’t believe this. I was such a fool.

      Twice.

      I’ll try one more time to make sense of this puzzle he keeps throwing my way as if I’m supposed to understand everything. Besides, if I get a peek inside his crazy mind, maybe it’ll teach me something about him that I can use against him in the future. “Micaden, it doesn’t have to be like this. We can talk like normal people, and you can explain why you hate me so much.” And part of me, the one that’s is in love with the “good” Micaden slash Brochan, yearns to know it too. What possibly changed him from a loving man into this?

      However, maybe he always has been like this and hid it well behind the mask of a lover. After all, I’d have never suspected this from him.

      “This patronizing tone and soothing voice won’t work on me. I’m not a psycho.”

      “When I called you a sociopath, you didn’t deny it.”

      He laughs, finding it funny for some reason. “Yeah, well, I wouldn’t use the term on me, or a certain someone will kill me. I don’t have labels. I just love to kill.”

      I move back again, confused by the change of energy around him that practically vibrates with tension. “The cries of my victims, their suffering, their blood. All this gives me pleasure.”

      “You’re sick.” I can’t believe he’s saying all this, admits to it. He’s a killer, and I let him touch me. Sleep with me. Make love to me.

      I believed his lies, and he betrayed me.

      They’re not called perfect manipulators for nothing after all. “Sometimes evil is the only cure. But your defeat doesn’t appeal to me.” He comes closer, but I have nowhere else to go. The boat equipment digs painfully in my lower back as he advances, caging me in before he slaps his palms on either side of me.

      I tilt my head to hold his stare, and he drills his blue orbs into me. “There’s a satellite phone on this boat. I won’t tell you where it is, but if you find it… and press 757, help will come.” He leans closer, his lips grazing mine. I turn my head, hating his touch, but he doesn’t let me, catching my lower lip in time and biting on it, drawing blood.

      I cry out, pushing at his chest, but it doesn’t help. I have the metallic taste of blood in my mouth, and he shifts lower, nibbling on my chin. “But you want a little secret?” he whispers in my ear, and I shake my head, not interested in his twisted game. The only information that matters is the phone, the only escape on this boat. “You will never find it.”

      “I hate you.” And although I say those words, I’m not sure I feel the emotion behind them. While I’ll never willingly be with him again, love can’t disappear in the span of a moment.

      “I hate you too, Emerald. But you don’t hate me. Not yet. But how about we change that, so we’ll be on the same page, shall we?”

      He wraps his hands around my throat and presses on it, so hard I cough, but then my knees weaken, and I fall into his strong arms, and the last thing in my mind before I lose consciousness is, If he thinks this doesn’t make me hate him…

      …what then in his mind will?

      

      Micaden

      Hope is a fleeting emotion that occurs when we desperately want or need something, but it’s not in our power to achieve it. Or we are on the path for it, but we need a little help.

      We hope and hope and sometimes pray, holding on to the belief that something will come and save us.

      Often, it does.

      Then we experience the happiness that rushes through us and reminds us that good things indeed happen to people. But often, they don’t, and then the desperation sinking in our blood drives us to a hollow place where there’s no one to soothe us.

      Everyone has their own description of happiness and desperation, of pain and chaos, of love and hate.

      But hope is one emotion that connects all people, because each one of us has it or had it.

      I hoped and lost.

      So now Emerald can hope and hope and hope… but she’ll never feel this happiness. Because she’ll die in a hollow place lullabied by her cries.

      Every monster or serial killer, or just a bad person, has a creator or an event that triggered them into becoming that person. No one is born with a knife in their hand. And although not everyone succumbs to dark desires, a lot do.

      We are a product of someone else’s carelessness.

      We are a product of someone’s indifference.

      We are a product of someone’s evilness.

      And the feeling that connects all of us no matter what our crimes are?

      Our hope was crushed and burned in the inferno of agony and pain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Micaden, 22 years old

      

      “We can’t appeal?” I ask my lawyer, and he shakes his head, wiping his eyes, and I frown, because it makes no sense to me.

      Why is he crying if he was the one pleading for me to accept this deal? “No. You will stay here.” He doesn’t tell me anything new, but Tom is still searching for a solution. He told he’d travel to Seattle again and try to find Emerald, so he can persuade her to admit the truth.

      I was thankful for his offer and accepted it with one condition: to be gentle with her. Although she broke me beyond measure, harming her wasn’t and won’t be on my agenda.

      At least not physically.

      “Thought as much.” But then it dawns on me. “Why are you here?” Last time we’d seen each other was three days ago, when they dropped me off here and he promised to visit me in a month. The prison is far away from our hometown, so I didn’t expect him to make the trip often.

      He fumbles with his fingers, wipes his eyes. And then the tears come again, and I blink, not understanding what’s going on. “Patrick?”

      He exhales heavily and clears his throat, and then says, “Your old man died today.”

      I freeze, afraid to even take a breath, still processing his words when he continues to speak, with each word hurting me more and more while agony spreads inside me. “It all became too much. People painted your house in red paint, claiming he raised a rapist. They wouldn’t come to his auto shop. Money became tight with all the lawsuits. The entire town turned their back on him. The final nail in the coffin was your sentence. He couldn’t take it anymore, because there was no hope left.”

      I cover my head with my arms, roaring while Patrick adds something else, but I don’t hear him.

      All the memories of my father flash through my mind, the only man who gave me a home and all the values I lived by till today.

      “Always be fair, Brochan.”

      “Even if people aren’t?”

      “Even then. They lost their way, but you didn’t.”

      “Wouldn’t I be weak for it?”

      “No, my boy. The real strength lies in not succumbing to the desire to be exactly like the people who hurt you.”

      However, my sweet old man didn’t really know life.

      Because the injustice that’s been done to both of us can’t be forgotten.

      Alone.

      I fell in love with a girl and because of her… lost everything.
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        * * *

      

      I numbly watch the laundry being washed as the sheets keep spinning round and round in the machine. I rest my back on the counter in front of it, still processing the earlier visit, and press my palms against my sockets so the tears won’t escape.

      I can freely cry once in a cell, but here… showing weakness here is out of the question.

      I’m so deep in my thoughts, reliving all the good times in my head with Dad, that I don’t see the blow coming.

      The metal object swiftly hits the back of my knees, and I cry out, falling to the ground, shocked.

      The man jumps me, hitting my shoulder, but this time, I’m prepared, and I hit back, sliding from him and standing up while fucking pain travels from my knees to my head. But I ignore it.

      The beefy asshole swings his fist at me again, but I dodge it, and then bend quickly to deliver my own blow, and he groans as it connects with his stomach, and I kick him.

      But then muscled arms wrap around me from behind, locking me in a tight hold, and that’s when the first guy starts to punch me in the stomach.

      Blow, blow, blow.

      I keep it tensed as much as possible and try to get free, and I finally do, breathing heavily and thanking God for exercising in advance, or it would have been a quick fight.

      “You little shit,” one of them seethes and goes after me again, but I dip, and he goes flying past me. But then the blow comes from behind once again, and this time the metal hits my head.

      I drop to the floor, my knees landing hard. I’m dizzy when the two men kick me with all their power. At some point, the bat returns, delivering another blow to my head causing me to cry out, unable to withstand it.

      The blood slips past my lips and from my forehead onto the floor. My ribs hurt like a bitch. Some are probably broken, along with my nose.

      Blood, so much blood, I can smell it.

      The click of fingers echoes through the space, and immediately all the action stops. I gulp a breath, wincing, because it’s fucking unbearable to even breathe.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see several feet coming closer and closer, but the most prominent ones are black leather sneakers that I know for a fact belong to Ken.

      He squats next to me, and I scrunch my eyes to properly see him as dizziness and nausea make it almost impossible to focus on anything but the wounds.

      Ken fists my hair and pulls, sending burning through my scalp. “We don’t like rapists here, Brochan. Especially those who touch underage girls. Do we?” he asks someone, and they must have nodded, because he turns back to me, sighing. “I might have been more lenient if you had told me about it… but since your mouth was shut, you left me no choice.”

      So he’s spinning this story in his favor, is he? His words make it sound as if I touched a small girl and harmed her.

      Guys behind him hoot, and I hear zippers being lowered. He leans closer though, and murmurs for my ears only, “And someone offered me so much money for this, you have no idea. I like a little raping myself, but then no one knows that, do they? Let it be our little secret.” His breath fans my face while hate unlike anything I’ve felt before surges through me. I try to get up, but the kick from behind keeps me on my stomach.

      Ken steps back, and says, “All yours. If he’s dead, I won’t be sorry.”

      His black shoes disappear from my vision as I feel hands touch me from behind, dragging my pants down, and although I fight as hard as I can, my strength is nothing against the ten men surrounding me.

      There’s more beating before each one of them proceeds to teach me a lesson I’ll never forget.

      Pain, agony, blood, cold bottles, dicks, and spit. Laughter and burns from the cigarettes. Arms that won’t let me look away and voices that forever stay imprinted in my brain.

      On that cold floor with nothing left to live for while men rape me for hours, Brochan dies forever.

      And instead, someone else is born.

      He doesn’t have a name yet, but he won’t rest until all those people are punished for what they did.

      Hope dies too, and instead, he’s fueled by the desire for vengeance.

      

      Island, United States

      August 2019

      

      Emerald

      Wincing, I groan as the throbbing in my head assaults me the minute I move it on the pillow. I still, breathing deeply through my nose, and concentrate on calming my nerves.

      I must have fallen asleep last night on the couch after creating yet another drawing, preparing for my students to learn new techniques.

      This is what happens when you get too excited.

      The bed is fluffy and cold under me, bringing relief to my skin, which is drenched in sweat for some reason.

      My brows furrow as I wipe the sweat from my forehead blindly. This seems odd. The AC is always running high in my room. I can’t tolerate heat, since it always increases my headaches. Kaden made sure to install ACs in all the places I visited.

      I probably turned it off at some point while painting, because it dries the paint unevenly, but then forgot to turn it back on.

      Sighing heavily, I lift my eyelids only to close them again, huffing in annoyance. “How could I have gone to sleep without AC?” I grumble, pushing the words through my sore throat.

      I shift to the side to lean over to my bedside table, where there’s always a bottle of water waiting for me, when the deep voice coming from somewhere freezes me. It brings back all the flashbacks and memories at once, almost hitting me with the realization while I listen to his words. “That’s the only thing that worries you? I’m impressed.”

      Looking in the direction of the voice, I don’t see anything, since the place has no light, but I scoot farther up the bed. I press my back against the headboard while placing my palm on my heart, which beats so wildly in my chest that I’m afraid he might hear it.

      I’m on the boat with Micaden.

      No. I’m on a boat with Brochan, who’s completely lost his mind and wants revenge for something I have no idea about.

      “Why am I here?” I rasp, remembering the last seconds before I passed out, and I touch my throat, realizing why it burns. He freaking choked me. “You are—”

      “Uh-uh-uh,” he scolds, and I can imagine him wiggling his index finger at me. “Be very careful what escapes that pretty mouth of yours.” Although his voice is smooth and friendly, the warning skirts around its edges, prickling my skin and reminding me I’m in way over my head in this.

      I don’t deal with crazy on a daily basis. “Or what? You’re going to hurt me more?” It’s hard not to hear sarcasm in my voice, but instead of replying to my jab, he clicks his fingers. Suddenly, the room brightens, the harsh light almost blinding me until I cover my eyes, bringing back the pain again and adding blurry vision to it.

      Fucking perfect.

      “I was gentle with you, because I know how your eyes can’t handle all this harshness at once, but you didn’t appreciate it. So no more mister nice guy.”

      A chuckle slips from my mouth, a hollow, hurtful chuckle that displays all the desperation I feel in this moment. “Excuse me while I laugh at that statement,” I finally say, adjusting my eyes and breathing once again through the discomfort.

      I do not intend to become a victim in his triangle, or whatever he called it.

      Besides, he’s like a wild beast hunting and playing with his prey. But they want a challenge, right? Maybe my disobedience will actually make him wait to kill me, and I can find some help with that phone he mentioned. Playing compliant at this point will bring me more harm than good.

      I finally see him sitting on the chair a few feet away from the bed, and I realize we’re in the cabin.

      The room is surprisingly spacious with three windows that are blocked with black blinds, two bedside tables, and a closet with a bar across it. In the other corner is a door, which probably leads to a bathroom.

      All the furniture is made from the finest oak, the freshly polished wood shining brightly in the light while different paintings decorate the walls. He sure likes to dish out money on his expensive toys.

      I’m sitting on a huge, king-sized bed with my ankles chained to it by metal cuffs, and I follow the chain farther, only to see the end of it in Micaden’s hand.

      He smirks, tugging on it lightly, and immediately I slide a little closer to him, the action causing the cuffs to bite into my flesh. “Like a dog on a leash,” he comments, and without thinking, I throw a pillow at him, breathing heavily. But it barely reaches him, falling on the floor between us with a soft thump.

      He glances at it, then at me, and then sighs dramatically. “Your character is unbearable.”

      “Fuck you, Micaden,” I seethe, but it doesn’t faze him. Instead, a light smirk curves his mouth.

      “Let’s proceed, shall we?” He takes out a folded piece of paper from his jeans pocket and opens it up, while the cigarette I hadn’t noticed before dangles from his mouth. “I’m going to read you a story.”

      “What story?” I scoot farther away again, grabbing the blanket and covering myself as much as possible despite the heat that drives me crazy.

      Who knows what his plans are?

      “Your story.”

      “My story,” I repeat dumbly, wondering if he found my manuscript. I never wrote anything else.

      “Mmhmm. It’s called Testifying Evidence Against Brochan,” he says, and coldness slips into my veins as his words try to make sense in my head.

      Testifying? Wasn’t he supposed to get out of prison after twenty-four hours? And what would I have testified anyway?

      He must have done something bad after all if it came to this. That’s why he hates me? Because he did me wrong, and I wasn’t afraid to punish him?

      I eagerly await the so-called story, because it’ll finally shed light on all the blanks in my head. It will explain.

      But one saying is true.

      Be careful what you wish for.

      

      Micaden

      Some things in life are inevitable.

      But the one thing that was always inevitable for me?

      Make Emerald feel the myriad of emotions only I am capable of evoking.

      And we are about to go down memory lane.

      Ten years to be exact.

      

      Emerald

      Micaden holds the paper with one hand, while exhaling smoke and pointing his cigarette at me with the other. “What happened on August 23rd, 2009?” he asks, greedily inhaling his cigarette, and I hate how the smell spreads through the entire room and disturbs my nostrils.

      My birthday.

      I shift a little, because every moan and tender touch is still fresh in my mind, and he gives me a sinister grin.

      All right then.

      I lift my chin high, and gaze straight into his eyes, when I reply, “We had sex. The first time.” I mentally high-five myself for keeping my tone calm and cold, not giving him the satisfaction of my turmoil. He has enough stuff to get off on as it is.

      Micaden rubs his chin, frowning. “Was it? Because this”—he waves the paper—“says otherwise. Shall I read it for you?”

      “Whatever you read to me, I know exactly what happened. No need to tell me the details.” Is this his way of bringing me more humiliation? He wants to remind me how I used to crave him? He wants me to hate him more?

      He is on the right path to do it; I’ll give him that. “Is that so?” He laughs and it bounces off the walls, sending chills down my spine, but he stops quickly, anger flashing across his face as he clears his throat. “You will listen nevertheless.” He puts the cigarette in the ashtray by his foot and starts reading, each word shocking me more than the last while I shake my head in confusion and denial, not understanding any of it. “We came onto the boat where Brochan promised a surprise for me. It was all going well until he came to me on the deck and wrapped his hands around my throat, and the next thing I remembered, I was lying on the bed, chained while he took off his clothes.” He rises, the letter falling on the floor as he tugs on his shirt and it drops besides the ashtray.

      His hands travel to his belt buckle and the sound snaps me out of my shock. “What are you doing?” Although I know the answer, I pray he’ll say something else.

      But my prayers fall on deaf ears. “I remember it word for word. But don’t worry, darling. You will hear everything.” He continues without the letter, “I thought it was a joke, but he was serious. I told him to let me go, but he didn’t listen. Instead, he ripped open my dress and underwear, leaving me bare for his assault. The belt lay on the bed, as he kept it for his dark desires.” The pitch of his tone rises a little on the last words while I scoot back, but there’s nowhere to go.

      I dash to the side, recognizing his plan. He wants me to relive everything I apparently wrote, or confessed, or whatever he thinks I did, and make me experience rape.

      I won’t give up without a fight!

      But he quickly grabs my hips, flipping me onto my back, and loops the belt around my hands, tying them tightly, and when he settles between my thighs, I have no room to push him away. His hands rip the dress open, along with my bra and panties, leaving me bare for him. Revulsion and fear combine while my heart beats like crazy inside me, because I’ve never seen him so detached.

      It’s like I’m not even here with him. All his actions are practiced and methodical, like it’s not a big deal to make me suffer so much. “I screamed and begged for him to let me go, but he wouldn’t stop, and then forcefully, he pushed his mouth on mine.” He takes a beat, and then whispers above my lips, “Beg, love.”

      I shake my head, but then he slams his mouth on mine, his thumb pressing on my chin so I have no choice but to open, and immediately his tongue slides inside while I still do my best to fight him off.

      But then something changes, because instead of assault, he tenderly sweeps inside my mouth, causing me to respond, and nips softly, breathing in my scent, and I blink in confusion.

      Was it all just a game then? Had he acted in order to get me into this position?

      My body reacts to his touch, so used to his tenderness, and I answer the kiss as if the world is ending, and we are alone in it.

      Then his teeth scrape my chin and his lips slide to my neck, sucking on the skin there and leaving hickeys in his wake. My hips rise as he trails his teeth to my collarbone, biting there too, and then closes his mouth around one of my nipples, murmuring, “See the goose bumps breaking out on your skin?” His index fingers rubs them a little while he bites on my nipple and then moves lower, shouldering my thighs wide open. “That’s how they react to my touch.” Then he cups my core, and to my horror, it’s wet from desire, and he chuckles. “But that’s not what you said there, is it? No, your words were different.” He raises his eyes, and they clash with mine, when he says, “I hated his every touch and breath, and he used my body, bringing me nothing but pain. Is it pain, Emerald?” he asks, and then I feel his breath on my sensitive skin right before he puts his mouth there, sliding his tongue from my clit to my lower lips and then pushes it inside me, just giving me the tip. But it’s enough for electricity to travel through my entire body. His fingers dig into my skin, and then as quickly, he takes it away, licking up and closing his mouth around my clit, pressing it with his tongue while his finger slips inside me, spreading fire through my entire system.

      “Please don’t—” My body might react to it, but this is… this is madness.

      It’s humiliating and degrading, but he has no intention of stopping, because he removes his finger and then darts his tongue back inside, and I moan as pleasure and fear mix together to alert every hair on my body.

      “And you know what came next?” he says against my skin right before he snatches his mouth away and then rises back up. “You wrote that I pushed inside you forcefully and raped you for hours. Is this what happened, my sweet?” I hear a zipper being pulled down, and that snaps me out of my haze, with reality quickly sinking in. Once again, I see his hard-as-granite face with hate-filled eyes. “Tell me, damn it. Is this what happened?” He fists my hair, bringing us closer while we breathe heavily with me completely at his mercy.

      A tear slides down my cheek, because I don’t know what to say. I have no memory of this so-called evidence, and as such, no way to defend myself or him.

      But something in him changes, because with a roar, he lets go of me, gets up, unties and uncuffes me, and then disappears behind the closed door.

      

      Micaden

      Roaring, I hit the door with all my power, leaving a dent, while a deep rage continues to burn in me, igniting everything inside and demanding I go back to the room and finish what I started.

      But the human part of me, the one I thought no longer existed, the Brochan part, doesn’t let me. Instead, it reins in the wild part and takes me farther away from Emerald, from her sobs that can be heard through the walls.

      Her tears should mean nothing. She’s to blame for everything that happened, and her actions have finally caught up with her.

      I plaster my hands on the table near the captain’s cabin and breathe through my nose, needing to find my iron-willed control, but I fail, because those emotions can’t be stopped.

      My fury needs blood and justice. My conscience, or what’s left of it anyway, needs peace and truth. But none of those parts is getting what it wants, so instead, my body shakes with desire to do what I truly want.

      That’s the problem though, always has been.

      Micaden hates Emerald so much he can taste the hatred on his lips and the acid forever burns his throat.

      Brochan, however, loves her so much he’s willing to do anything for her to be happy, even if it means he’s not.

      So the internal battle continues while I feed them both with their desire, not knowing anymore who I truly am.

      Because to satisfy one part, I need to squash the other.

      And I have a feeling Micaden will win, because being Brochan destroyed me.

      While Micaden allowed me to survive in the never-ending nightmare.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Micaden, 22 years old

      

      Wincing slightly, I go outside and block the sun with my hand, as it brings nothing but a fucking headache. I adjust the bandage around my forehead a bit, barely restraining myself from snatching the stupid fucking thing off and just letting the bruises heal on their own.

      Several men wave at me since we work together during our shifts, and I acknowledge them, dropping onto the bench and opening the latest book I took from the library.

      Several inmates play basketball, or do some other shit, as long as the weather allows them to anyway. This perfect fall weather should never be missed by being inside. I see guards scanning the place, pacing back and forth with Tasers in their hands, ready to strike at any moment a fight breaks out or rules are broken.

      I hold back a bitter laugh, which wants to erupt whenever I see them. They certainly know when to look away when needed.

      I shift a little to my right side, because my ribs are still sore, but at least the proper medical attention allowed me to get better.

      After the attack that happened two months ago, Patrick demanded that I be transferred to another prison, and oddly enough, they agreed, stating it was too dangerous for me to stay in the old one. I spent one month in the hospital, where a doctor barely managed to save my life. Broken ribs, legs, arms. A concussion and burned skin as well as various knife scars from where the fucking asshole carved shit into my skin. And I had other internal injuries I don’t want to think about.

      Doctors claimed I was lucky to have survived, although there was no luck involved.

      No, it was the desire to get revenge.

      Of course, they never found the guilty party, and mysteriously the guard who had been on duty that day didn’t see anything, but they claimed he’d get his punishment.

      Please, more like everyone would divide the money between themselves.

      I’ve made a life here, although no one asks me much, and they don’t touch me, which I find weird, and I always expect someone to bring up the reason I’m here.

      Maybe this time they would kill me for good, because I had a long time before being able to stand my own in a fight.

      I flip a book on economics open, finding all the equations and explanations fascinating. Before prison, I planned to study in community college and even had some money saved up.

      One more thing to add to the pile of crushed dreams.

      A shadow looms above me, and my gaze travels up to land on a tall, old man who has several tattoos decorating his skin. He’s tanned and, despite his age, his brown eyes are bright and his body muscled.

      It doesn’t escape my notice that several people glance at us. Two guys stand behind him, acting like a wall from anyone wanting to come closer to him, and I curse inwardly.

      Sure as fuck didn’t take long for the boss of the place to come at me. “May I join you?” he asks, surprising the fuck out of me, and his voice is calm, so calm it sounds almost soothing.

      “Sure,” I reply, and he gracefully sits next to me and then looks around.

      “Nice weather.”

      This chitchat would be funny if it wasn’t so tragic. No need to prolong the inevitable thing or wait till the second shoe drops.

      “Brochan,” I say instead, and his brows furrow, so I elaborate. “My name is Brochan, the new guy. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? And yeah, I got here because a girl accused me of rape and they found me guilty.” I expect him to get up or bark orders or promise me all kinds of hell.

      He does none of those things, but instead nods and rests his arm behind me on the bench, gazing at the basketball court. After a beat of silence, his question catches me off guard. “Did you do it?”

      In all the months following the trial, no one ever asked me this question except during my trial, but even then, it was merely a formality. Those few who were on my side never questioned me, but more likely they were afraid of my answer. The majority of the people just accused me of it and cursed me to hell and back, proclaiming that people like me deserved to die in prison.

      Some even wondered if she was my first victim, and who knew what other shit I was into. I heard from Tom that they wanted to implement some new law in town to protect girls from the likes of me.

      Clearing my throat, I firmly say, “No.” Not that it’s enough or anything, because it’s only my one word against all the evidence.

      But he surprises me for the second time, because he gives me a sad smile and speaks the words that mean the world to me. “I believe you.”

      And just like that, I find a mentor who will make this life a little less unbearable but who will also teach me how to be strong when you get nothing but shit from the world.

      Fox Daniels will forever change my life. But as I sit on the bench with relief flooding my system, because this stranger doesn’t disturb my peace, I have no idea just how much.

      Because he will give me a new identity.

      He will give me Micaden.

      

      
        
        ***Two Years Later***

      

      

      

      My feet slap against the concrete and my raspy breath accompanies the rhythm as music blasts from the speakers. I continue to run all over the prison yard, welcoming the winter breeze that hits me right in the face and gives me respite from all the humid air inside the prison.

      Life here certainly has perks if you mingle with the guy who rules this place.

      After that fateful day, Fox took me under his wing and acted as if I was his son.

      He had close connections with guards, which allowed him to have nicer things, like the fucking headphones in my ears right now. He also supplied me with new books on economics and finance, giving me advice and talking with me for hours about various business models.

      In the morning and evening, he was adamant about building my muscles and dealing with my anger issues, teaching me how to give proper hits and blows that the enemy might not expect. How can one small dig of the finger be more effective than an entire punch?

      Fox spoke about his journey from a little boy to a motorcycle club president and how a man he once considered a friend betrayed him, killing his entire family and landing him in jail.

      But he never regretted anything, never cursed or so much as raised his voice at anyone. People followed him and never went against him, because they respected him, not because he inspired fear.

      I’m so much in my head that it takes me a moment to register someone calling my name, but I finally do and stop abruptly, hooking my ear bud around my neck, and breathing heavily before taking the bottle of water from Cruz who’s jogged toward me. “Thanks, man.” He has been by Fox’s side all this time, and although the silent guy never shared much about his past, I predict it wasn’t pretty.

      That being said, he was convicted of mass murder… so yeah. “Fox wants to talk to you.” The bottle pauses midair, and my brow rises but he shrugs. “He requested you meet him there.” He points at the secluded bench far away from anyone else, where Fox sits, an open book in his lap.

      Probably Shakespeare, one of his favorites to read. “Sure.” The request is unusual, because Fox never lets anyone interfere with my workout, claiming that muscles need to be used every day.

      I quickly run to him and drop onto the bench. He winces, adjusting his glasses, and still he doesn’t take his eyes away from the poetry or tragedy or comedy or whatever the fuck it’s called. He’s tried to educate me on literature, but I didn’t give enough fucks to learn. Maybe because the arts are forever associated in my head with her. “Hey, what’s up?”

      “You never learned manners. Get up,” he orders, and my jaw about drops.

      “You have to be kidding me.”

      “Get up,” he orders, and with a huff I do then sit down normally without rattling the entire thing, and he nods approvingly. “That’s better.”

      Considering his OCD with manners and tones, one might think he’s from high society and not a rough biker. He once said no one would take me seriously if I acted like a savage and scared everyone. “What do you plan to do once you’re out of here?”

      I frown, resting my elbows on my knees, and simply say, “Punish everyone.” But then I have another eighteen years here, so I’m not sure there will be anyone left to punish. I’ve gathered names though. All twenty names who were involved in putting me behind bars, and all of them will pay.

      “And how will you do that?”

      “What do you mean?”

      He removes his glasses, places them between us, and then clears his throat, raising the book higher. “What do you think of this quote: ‘Et tu, Brute?’?” I blink at him and then rub my chin, pondering the quote.

      “Sorry, I’m really not into poetry and shit.”

      “Those are the words Julius Caesar said to his friend when the friend stabbed him in the back in front of everyone else. The translation is ‘And you, Brutus?’”

      “Fascinating.” What else is there to say? Fox had his weird moments, but I usually don’t pay much attention to them. We all have quirks.

      “Betrayal that comes from the people we love is the hardest one to accept,” he says in a wistful tone, and I wonder if he thinks about his ex-best friend who still lives out there.

      “It’s unforgivable.”

      He doesn’t flinch at my harsh voice, but then again, I never made a secret of my emotions. He puts the book aside and then moves a little to face me better while he continues to talk. “However, forgive you must.”

      I hold back the laugh wanting to spill from my lips and just shake my head, because is he fucking insane?

      What has been done to me can’t ever be forgiven. Greed ruined my life, killed my father, took away my clean name, not to mention….

      No, I don’t go there. I never go back to that laundry room and revisit the memories that haunt me at night. Memories that don’t leave me. I still can’t stand anyone being behind me or so much as touching me.

      Never again will I be a helpless guy who takes the punishment men dish out on him. “I won’t do it.”

      Fox huffs in exasperation, running his hand through his gray hair. “Otherwise, the hate will eat you alive.” A beat, and then, “Forgive and move on.”

      Bitter laughter erupts between us, and I stand up, too charged to sit this one out. “Really? I can’t move on from what has been done to me!” I shout at him, but he just listens without moving. “Did you forgive your friend too? The one who killed your family?”

      Something dark crosses his face, but he still keeps his voice calm. “Yes. I did. I forgave him so he wouldn’t be here anymore.” He points at his heart. “So I would spend my time remembering my family but not him.”

      “I can’t do that. I can never do that,” I repeat once again and sigh, and weirdly a small smile pulls at his lips.

      “What do you think will happen when you see her?”

      “I will get my revenge.”

      “Even if she’s someone’s mother?”

      I swallow, because the possibility of her getting married and having kids with anyone but me never crossed my mind. But in twenty years, those things are bound to happen.

      Can I destroy her life then? But I shake off uneasiness. No one showed me mercy, so why should I?

      “Yes.”

      He studies me and then laughs, as if it’s fucking funny! “Oh, boy, you have a lot to learn about life. But you can’t do it here.” He pats the bench again. “Come here and listen carefully.” I follow his command, and in a barely audible tone, he shares with me a plan that will help me escape prison once and for all.

      

      Island, United States

      August 2019

      

      Emerald

      I sit on the bed, my stare glued to the door while the AC blows on me, breaking goose bumps on my skin while my torn, soaked clothes send shivers down my spine. I can’t concentrate on anything but the soul-shattering feeling of hopelessness and agony, because my torn dress reminds me of what he has made me experience.

      Of how ready he was to rape me just to replay the pages from the statement or whatever it was.

      And how easily I forgot about it all and was ready to succumb to our desires.

      I rub my arms, wincing when I graze the bruises on my arms from his fingertips, each of them dark blue because he held me so tightly I was afraid he might break something.

      I glance down to see hickeys on my collarbone from his suction, and I probably have them on my neck too. It has to bring him sadistic pleasure knowing that I’ll see his marks on me for days.

      Those marks when done gently used to be my favorite, because I thought they showed his desire for me, his possessiveness on staking a claim. Only it was never about the claim, but a reminder for him. He wanted to play with my body, but he never needed anything else.

      I close my eyes, and the acid taste in my mouth returns while I feel like it’s all traveling up my throat, wanting to escape. I barely push it back, stopping myself from barfing all over the floor.

      All this though isn’t as unsettling as the confession he’d read to me.

      Based on the book, I loved him so much. So much, I could never have written that letter, or whatever he called it. Which brings only one conclusion to mind.

      He did it, and the fantasy in my head… is just a fantasy I created to numb the pain. If he raped me, it means I slept with the man who raped me. How could I have done it?

      My body starts to feel too heavy for me; his scent surrounds me, and I can’t shake off the disgusting feeling of being smeared with his dirt. My rubbing turns into scratching while I fiercely try to remove the feeling of him away from my body and senses, so the growing revulsion will go away and leave me alone.

      I jump from the bed and quickly grab the bottle of water, open it up, and pour it over my head. What little of it there is cascades over my body while I take the nearby sheets and wipe it away, but my skin still itches like insects are biting me.

      “Need to… I need to—” I murmur, but then the door swings open with a loud thud, and as it crashes against the wall, I cry out, kneeling on my knees and closing my eyes, because the monster is back.

      Who knows what he wants to collect?

      Emerald, is this how you greet the man who loves you?

      Please don’t; please don’t touch me.

      The voice from the past crashes back into me, bouncing in my head while different images of me in pain flash so fast in my mind none of them is clear. However, the piercing pain and despair is very real, and tears stream down my cheeks as I shake with my sobs while the voice continues to speak.

      So pretty, so, so pretty and mine.

      Don’t touch me. Please don’t ever touch me.

      Of its own accord, my mouth begins to hum a melody I don’t recognize. I rock back and forth, my hands wrapping tightly around my knees, and my hum is so loud it slowly blocks away the outside world while I can only focus on the vibration of my body. “Hmmm hmmmm hmmmm.”

      But the voice still stays.

      Emerald, no one is going to come. No one will help you.

      I still hum with everything in me, while I inwardly reassure myself that he’s lying. What he says can’t be the truth; I have people who love me.

      “Look at the mirror, Emerald. You know what you need to say, right? Be a good girl and repeat.”

      I raise my eyes to the huge mirror standing right in the middle of the room while he drags me to it by the hair, pointing at the reflection. “What do you need to say, darling?” I shake my head, holding back a sob, but he fists my hair and pulls at it, and I scream, because my earlier bruises still hurt. “What do you need to say?”

      I just cry, and he has enough of it. He kneels behind me, presses the knife to my throat, and seethes in my ear, “Say it, Emerald. You will regret it if you don’t.” Fear rushes through me, because I know he’s right.

      The last time I disobeyed him, he unleashed hell on earth on me. So with a trembling voice and chapped lips, I whisper, “Who is the best man for me among them all?” I ask the stupid and hated phrase, but his entire face lights up, and he kisses me soundly on the cheek. I bend forward, unable to stop the gagging reflex, but he doesn’t care.

      Instead, he pats my back, and says, “Good girl. See? You can be so good when you’re not stubborn. Not everyone is born a survivor, my kitten. Some are born victims meant for suffering. And you are the prettiest of them all.”

      I sob, hitting my head on both sides, but it doesn’t help, because I can still smell him next to me.

      The monster who destroyed my life. Who hurt me and brought me so much pain. I remember everything he did to me so clearly I can’t breathe normally.

      Someone touches my back and I snap, punching everything I can get my hands on while a haze blurs my vision. All I know is that this man doesn’t get to touch me, doesn’t get to hurt me anymore.

      I’m not his prisoner; I’m not a victim.

      But then the man grabs my arms, kneels in front of me, and gives me a harsh shake, which snaps me out of my stupor. I see crystal clear blue eyes in front of me, and my heartbeat calms while a smile spreads across my face.

      “Brochan,” I whisper, palming his face, and then I press my forehead against his, sobbing a little. “You came. I’ve waited so long.” I circle his neck and rest my head on his shoulder as his arms lock around me.

      I close my eyes, because I know he’ll handle everything.

      No one will hurt me as long as he’s close.

      

      Micaden

      Shifting her to her side, I pick her up and gently place her on the bed, her mascara smeared-face looking troubled as she whimpers a little in her sleep.

      I throw the blanket over her, and check her forehead, but she doesn’t have any sign of fever. However, her skin is hot and flushed, while her breathing is raspy.

      I’ve never seen her like this.

      What the hell was that earlier on the floor? She seemed like she was in a trance, miles away while her completely blank stare could send a weaker man running.

      With her pale skin, she almost reminded of a ghost who relived her nightmare, but it couldn’t be right. What nightmares did she have besides those I intended to give her?

      I spin around to go up on deck, because all this creates nothing but havoc inside me, when her soft hand clasps mine. She pulls it closer to her cheek, and with a sigh rests her chin on it as the whimpering finally stops.

      The right thing to do is snatch my hand back and let her deal with her distress. The wrong thing to do is sit next to her and watch over her so she can have some rest, because seeing her earlier broke something inside me.

      But I’ve never been known for doing the right thing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      New York, New York

      Micaden, 24 years old

      

      Adjusting my hoodie firmer on my head, I walk through the empty streets of New York and wince at the disgusting smells filling the night air. My phone shows me I have three minutes to go before my final destination, and my fist tightens around it.

      Fox created the plan with a guard who owed him big for something, and they helped me escape. Cruz initiated a fight with me in prison and punched me so hard I hit my head on the floor. It bled a lot. The guard took me to the doctor, but on the way, he injected me with a special medication that slowed my heartbeat. The doctor didn’t check for much, declared me dead, and they took me to the morgue. There, a man got paid to allow me to leave once I woke up.

      Fox said for the record, I should be dead, so no one would go looking for me. I don’t understand why he helped me this much, but questioning him was useless anyway.

      They gave me a hundred-dollar bill and a cell phone. I followed the instructions to the letter, but in the end, something went wrong.

      And although I wanted to stay and face the consequences, the guard didn’t allow that and told me Fox wanted me out. So with a heavy heart, I ran away, and pretty much everyone thought I was dead.

      Dizziness overtakes me, and I rest my shoulder on the nearby wall between the buildings, breathing heavily and touching my wounded shoulder. I think it’s dislocated. I can’t move it without pain, and it hurts like a motherfucker.

      After I got on the train, I discovered people in big towns rarely gave a fuck about you, and most were too busy with their noses glued to their phones to pay any attention to strangers around them. In my hometown, you couldn’t go to the grocery store without people knowing all about your shopping list.

      The cabbie I used just ten minutes ago told me he wouldn’t drive farther than where he pulled over, because the neighborhood is suspicious as fuck. He literary stopped the car and told me to get out.

      A homeless man passes by, rolling his cart with some old crap, and salutes me. “This place is mine,” he informs me, digging his finger in my shoulder. “You can stay the night near the fire since it’s cold as a witch’s tit.” Several feet away, I see smoke rising from a steel trashcan, and a few people gathered around it. Sure as fuck, this January air requires additional heat. “But then you get out,” he finishes sternly, and I nod.

      He leaves, and that’s the moment my stomach growls and I wince. I haven’t had food in the last forty-eight hours. I hope Fox was right about his friend, and he’ll help me out.

      Otherwise, I’ll have to search for my own spot between buildings in this fucking town.

      Willing all my strength into my fist, with a small groan, I resume my walk and glance again at the phone that tells me it’s now one minute away.

      I look around, but nothing really reminds me of an expensive club that is run by a powerful businessman. Only some lame-ass one-level building with the window shutters closed, steel bars, and graffiti-painted walls.

      The app beams with a happy person telling me I’ve reached my destination. “Fuck. The old man must have been mistaken.” But the minute this thought enters my mind, the door to the building opens and a tall bouncer emerges from it, shouting into a phone. “Lachlan will kill me…”

      Lachlan.

      You need Lachlan Scott. Tell him Fox Daniels sent you. Remember, Brochan. Lachlan Scott.

      The bouncer dude darts to the other end of the street, still in a heated argument with whoever is on the other end of the line.

      I jump inside, hopping down the stairs quickly and then walking through three doors. Finally, I end up in a huge room, which has club lights all over the place, a bar in the far corner, various round tables, and a stage for live music. It also has pool tables and a huge dance floor, although the place seems dead. In the back, I can see different doors from where strange sounds are coming, like people groaning and moaning, and the energy has a very weird vibe to it.

      Do they run a sex club?

      I have only a second to dwell on it though when the bouncer comes back, shouting, “Who the fuck are you?” He darts toward me, grabs my shoulder, and his fist slams into my face. Instantly, pain appears in my nose and blood spills, but I don’t pay attention to that. Instead, survival mode that I got familiar with in prison takes over, and I ignore all my body’s limitations, driving on an adrenaline high.

      He swings his arm again and I dip, avoiding it, and then hit him in the stomach. He groans, bending in two. I punch his back, kicking his knees so he collapses on them.

      He tries to get up, but I don’t let him, kicking him in the shin this time, and his cry fills the space as his nose crunches under my fist.

      For such a beefy guy, he isn’t strong enough if I can take him easily in my current condition. “Who the fuck are you?” he asks again, spitting blood on the floor, and I breathe heavily as my body catches up, the pain assaulting me all at once.

      Fuck, so much for getting help from Fox’s friend.

      I hear applause from behind me, and I turn around, my eyes widening at the picture presented to me.

      Four men watch me with interest, each one of them striking in his own way.

      The one on the left has blue hair and silver eyes that scan me from head to toe while he flips a lighter through his fingers, flashing a bit of fire every now and then, the sound exceptionally loud in the otherwise silent room. The two on the right have dark hair, but that’s about all the similarities they share, although both of them have blank stares. By the looks of them, I wouldn’t want to meet them in a dark alley.

      And finally the man who clapped, he has the most dangerous energy around him as he steps closer, giving me a good view of him. He wears a perfectly tailored, three-piece suit that emphasizes his status, which I assume is the boss. His blond hair and blue eyes give him an even more sinister appearance, if that’s possible, and finally I notice a metal cane he holds under his armpit. It reminds me of the bats the guards used on me, and I swallow back the bitter taste in my mouth.

      “Impressive, very impressive,” he muses and comes toward the guy still groaning on the floor, whose sounds become less audible. I think he even stops breathing when the blond dude shifts even closer. “Who are you?” His voice echoes off the walls, and although he doesn’t raise his voice, there’s such authority lacing it you know you have to answer or he’ll kill you.

      “My name is Brochan.”

      “And you are in my club because?”

      “I need to find someone.”

      His brows rise, and he’s about to say something, when the guy groans again. The blond rolls his eyes and flicks his cane, and instead of a round edge, a sharp knife appears. He kicks the guy in the gut, who falls on his back, and quickly the blond stabs him right in the fucking heart.

      “The fuck?” I mutter, stepping back, because it’s clear as day the assholes here don’t operate a sex club. A man who can kill so easily without remorse must do it often.

      “Can’t have idiots running my place.” He glances at me. “Hope you don’t mind.”

      “Whatever,” I reply, mentally calculating if I can take on any of the guys enough to get the fuck out of here. But even as the stupid thought enters my mind, I know it’s useless.

      There’s no running away from these lethal men who all watch me like hawks, predators ready to strike. And all the real-life training I got in prison won’t compare to what they’re capable of, if the louder cries from different rooms are any indication.

      “Who do you need to find?”

      He flicks the cane’s knife back, then stills when I say, “Lachlan Scott. I need to talk to him.”

      “You don’t say,” he murmurs, and then opens his arms wide open. “He is right in front of you. So what do you want, Brochan?”

      What? This fucking guy is him? Maybe Fox didn’t really like me after all and sent me here to die.

      My silence doesn’t sit well with the guy.

      “I’m starting to get bored,” he informs me, rubbing his cane against his cheek. “So either tell me, or I can kill you. The choice is really easy.”

      “Seriously, Lachlan,” the dark-haired guy says, walking to the bar and pouring himself a drink. Yeah, sure, why not drink in such a situation, right?

      I feel like I’ve stepped into a different dimension all together. I expected some old guy who had enough money and owed a debt to Fox. Instead, this is some shady-ass place, they kill with no remorse, and all these men look insane.

      “Fox Daniels sent me. He told me to find you and collect the debt.”

      My words change everything in the room as instantly everyone straightens, and I barely have time to blink before a strong hand wraps around my throat, pushing me harshly to the wall. I try to breathe, but it’s impossible in his hold.

      “What did you say?” the blue-haired guy seethes in my face. How did he even get to my side so quickly?

      “Arson, let him go. He can’t answer if you kill him,” Lachlan orders, and after a beat, he listens, and I breathe in air, coughing. “How do you know Fox Daniels?”

      “We met in prison. He saved my life,” I rasp through my dry throat, and the dark-haired guy gives me water.

      “Sociopath, do we really have time for that now?”

      What kind of name is that? And does this imply he’s some psycho, and everyone is okay with that?

      “Prison,” Arson repeats, and then tightens his fucking hand again to loud, collective groans. “Why did he send you?”

      But this time, I’m ready, so I punch him in his gall bladder, a trick Fox taught me. It doesn’t take a hard punch, but it’ll send juices right into the stomach and up the throat, burning it.

      Arson curses, letting me go, and I snap. “Let me talk before you decide to kill me. I have no idea. I was told to run away.”

      They all stay silent after that, while I collect my thoughts. Fox is for sure someone important to them, but why did he mention only Lachlan’s name? By Arson’s weird reaction, I’d think it was his relative or something!

      “Fox saved me from my nightmare too,” he answers my unspoken question, and then retreats back along with the other guys, leaving me alone with Lachlan.

      I don’t move, still pressed to the wall, and then he digs his cane in my wounded shoulder, sending so much agony through my entire system I cry out in pain.

      “Do you want revenge?”

      “What?”

      “Fox only helps those who, to him, are lost souls. Do you want to inflict revenge on people?”

      Instant fury washes over me, reminding me of all the people who destroyed my life.

      And her. She who deserves to know what it’s like to live on the edge of desperation.

      “Yes.”

      “Then welcome to my world, Brochan. You’re going to learn wonders here.”

      And I do.

      After all, I’m taught by one of the most notorious serial killers in the country.

      

      Island, United States

      August 2019

      

      Emerald

      “You look like hell,” I say to my reflection as I study myself in the mirror in the cabin’s bathroom, wincing at every new bruise and the mascara smeared all over me. Not to mention the lipstick that’s ended up on my forehead. Also the scratches, all of them red and stinging, that I gave to myself earlier with my now broken nails.

      I woke up several minutes ago in the warm bed, noticing the atmosphere in the room had changed drastically. The blinds had been opened, which allowed me to see the bright sky, and my hands twitched to recreate the image on canvas, even in this situation.

      All the mess from earlier was gone, and for a moment, I thought I had a bad dream and none of it had happened.

      The memories returned pretty quickly though, so I rushed to the bathroom, locking it firmly behind me as if that would help against Micaden’s madness.

      Exhaling heavily, I turn on the water then wash my face with the help of nearby pads and remove all traces of makeup. Next is my hair. I make a tight bun on top of my head, and that’s when I notice the leather bag lying on the floor. Frowning, I open it up. Relief instantly slams into me when I find my clothes.

      The idea of strolling through the boat, searching for a stupid phone and facing Micaden wearing the half-torn dress, unsettled me. But this way, having my own clothes gives me a sense of security that will protect me from him, or at least that’s what I like to believe.

      I put on my shorts and shirt, along with sneakers, because flip-flops are not secure enough. Taking a deep breath, I exit the bathroom and scream as I bump into Micaden, who raises his brow at me.

      Stepping back, I place my hand on my chest, and say, “You scared me.” But then I realize this is exactly the best way to start this conversion, so I straighten up and lift my chin. “But that’s the plan, right? So congrats,” I add coldly, trying to squeeze myself between him and the doorjamb so I can go past him, but he doesn’t let me.

      He moves to the side, blocking my exit, and when I move to the right, he does the same. “A little sleep’s made you brave,” he says, tapping on my nose before I lean back from his touch.

      “It gave me a reprieve from you. Bravery is always here.” I point to my heart, but at the same time, I can’t believe we’re having such a stupid conversation after everything that transpired between us earlier.

      “I never would’ve guessed,” he muses, and I step closer, ready to give him a piece of my mind, because what do I have to lose really? Acting agreeable won’t work anyway, and I’m not succumbing to his psychological tactics, which pushes all the blame onto my shoulders. I heard that abusers do that: blame victims for their bad deeds, claiming they deserved it.

      Yeah, no.

      But then a loud grumbling sounds between us, and my cheeks heat up as mortification zaps through me. I groan inwardly, because way to go… facing a psycho when my stomach lets him know I’m starved.

      It’s an easy way to torture me too. What if he withholds food and then makes me do tasks to earn it? Images, one worse than the last, flash in my mind, but they stop the minute his amused chuckle registers. “You should see your face, brave heart.” He leans closer, whispering, “Don’t worry, starvation is not my method. Although there’s an appeal to it.” I can do nothing but stand there silently while he dishes his sarcasm at me, but then he orders, “Let’s go eat.” And he spins around, heading upstairs while I follow him.

      Because he’s right.

      I need to eat, and I don’t care if it makes me weak. I’ll be no use to myself dehydrated, so I’ll gather as much strength as possible. He can stuff his amusement down his throat and choke on it for all I care.

      We get up to the deck and my eyes widen at the sight that greets me.

      The round table from last night that was knocked over in my haste to run away is standing firmly again with fruits, cereal, and toast placed on it. Tea and coffee steam in different cups, and the cutlery is put neatly next to the plates.

      There are even flowers in the vase right in the freaking middle. If one didn’t know what happened last night, they’d think my lover prepared a morning breakfast for me.

      “Sit down, Em.” Although his voice is soft and welcoming, I don’t miss the steel lacing it, and I do as he says.

      I throw the napkin over my lap while he does the same, and I comment, “I’m surprised I’m allowed to hold a knife.” I pick it up, while catching his stare, but he shrugs, munching on toast.

      “You can’t do much with it, unless you press it really hard here.” He points at his artery under his ear and then does a slicing motion. “And then did this, then yeah, you’d kill me. Blood would go all over the place,” he says, taking another greedy bite while washing it down with his coffee.

      However, his words have a different effect on me, because my stomach flips, and I cover my mouth with my hand, feeling nauseous just at the idea of what he described. “You’re disgusting.”

      “I’m not the one who brought it up. Eat.” Swallowing past the bile in my throat, I dip the knife in the butter and spread it on the toast, quickly stuffing it into my mouth and eating it without really tasting it. It’s about sustenance, after all, and not enjoyment.

      We continue the rest of breakfast in silence while seagulls caw loudly above us as they fly around, and one of them even ends up sitting on the edge of the boat. I want to give it some bread, but Micaden speaks up, ending the prolonged silence. “You feed one, everyone else will show up. Let it be.”

      “Why are you doing this?” I ask, pushing away the plate and staring at him. Although my body is grateful for the chance to have food, all this makes no sense to me. He shouldn’t be acting nice or civil, and that’s what his behavior can be called in a way.

      “What happened earlier?”

      His question comes so unexpectedly I blink and then shift uncomfortably on the seat.

      “You tried to rape me.”

      He probably doesn’t miss the loathing in my words, but he brushes it away. “Not that. After. When you were sitting on the floor.”

      I gulp a breath and freeze, because for a moment the feeling returns, a sinking coldness in me bringing back the hopelessness that drives people insane. “I remembered,” I simply say, and he raises a brow at me to indicate I have to elaborate, even though I don’t understand why.

      Doesn’t he know it anyway, since he was the one to inflict all those sorrows on me? “I know why I wrote the statement. My book… all those things never really happened with us, did they?” He frowns, but I continue before he can reply. “You hurt me, keeping me prisoner. Bringing me pain. I wanted to escape all the pain. And probably in creating a story so different from reality, I hid from it. But you didn’t rest and brought it back,” I say, holding back tears. I’ve never cried so much in my life. Why do tears come now with no intention of stopping?

      “Punishment.”

      “What?” I’m confused as hell with him constantly changing the subject of our conversation.

      “I brought you here for punishment.”

      Panic swirls in me and I get up, wanting to run back to the room, but he’s quicker than me and grabs my hands, dragging me to the edge of the boat while I do my best to drag my feet and not follow. “What are you doing? Let go of me, you idiot!”

      “Emerald, your rape—or rather… re-enactment of your statement—was never my ultimate goal.” The tone in which he utters those words is far scarier than the words themselves. “It’s the death.”

      “My death?” I rasp, searching for anything to help me battle him, but he shakes his head.

      “Death of the madness.”

      And before I can plead my case or beg, he pushes me forward. Something wraps around me and screams tear from my throat as I plunge into the water with a loud splash.

      

      Micaden

      The best kind of torture… is the one you don’t expect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      New York, New York

      Micaden, 25 years old

      

      The music blasts from the speakers while the club’s walls thump from the dancers on the dance floor. The smells of sex, alcohol, and cigarettes fill the place as people rub against each other and seek pleasure in this expensive establishment.

      Arson sure knows how to create a proper cover; I’ll give him that.

      Resting my back against the bar, I sip my whiskey while catching the eyes of several women who check me out, with their not-so-subtle moves as they try to seduce me into joining them.

      Turning around, I place the glass on the counter with a loud thud and motion to Rio for another one. “Want to get drunk tonight?” he shouts over the music, quickly shaking the bottle of vodka along with some other shit he likes to add to my drinks, and pours it into my glass. “This one is strong. Should do wonders.”

      Fucking great. I intended to get as drunk as possible today and then fuck whichever chick is available. This fucking dry spell has lasted long enough; it isn’t like I have anyone to keep my dick in my pants for. I was busy with training and studying and adjusting to my identity before, but the time has come to seek the pleasures of the flesh.

      “No one else?”

      “There will be no one else. That’s my vow to you, Emerald.”

      The words of the young fool echo in my mind, bringing all the unwanted memories with it, and I quickly gulp my drink. The hot liquid burns my throat and the sensation spreads through my lungs, as I rasp, “Another one.” Rio gives me a worried look, but then his eyes travel up, and he complies with my request.

      No matter what I do, I can’t escape her. She’s everywhere.

      In my hate.

      In my love.

      In me, and I despise her for that.

      While she lives happily in Seattle, oblivious to our shared past… I’ve had to relive for years the nightmares her family inflicted on me.

      I don’t search for her, try to find her, although with Arson’s help, I could have done so easily. But no, I want to face her once everyone else is gone. I’m not sure I’ll be able to execute my plan properly if my eyes land on her. The control would leave me and everything would go to hell.

      So I wait for the perfect time to strike, and when the time comes, I’ll even know what kind of milk she buys.

      Hollow laughter bursts from me when I remember the vow. I salute the old, naïve me with my glass and gulp it again, munching on the nearby lemon in hopes the sour taste will wash away the pain that shakes my entire system at the prospect of going against my word.

      I used to be famous for always keeping my promises and vows, because in my opinion a real man always does it. Everyone should rely on what one might say.

      But she destroyed even this part of me.

      Emerald shattered Brochan, and in his place lives Micaden. And Micaden can fuck into oblivion anyone he damn wishes.

      I spin around, and that’s when my eyes catch a gorgeous blonde staring at me from head to toe with her brown eyes.

      The beat of the music changes to slow, and she picks up her hair, swaying to the rhythm of the music, showcasing her curves and the legs that go on for miles. She knows how to tempt a man with each breath and movement, almost becoming one with the song.

      And while I watch her, what I’m supposed to think of is the way I can wrap those legs around me, but instead another memory flashes in my mind.

      “Your girl is an awful dancer,” Tom hoots, clicking his glass against mine while I just glare at him. “It’s like she just shakes her head.” We both sit at the local annual fair where old songs play and people dance their asses off.

      While Eve knows what she’s doing, Em has no clue. Her hands and legs are just a weird jumble, which makes her so fucking cute. I can barely restrain myself from keeping my ass on the seat and not go after her.

      I blink and now she’s in front of me, smiling, and places her hands on my chest, murmuring, “Hey, handsome.” She circles my neck, bringing us ever closer, and instantly the smell of her perfume fills my nostrils, the sweet scent probably driving other men insane.

      Since I stay silent, she takes it as encouragement and leans closer, her lips skimming my chin and traveling to my mouth. Finally, she places her lips on mine, and that’s when I finally react.

      Grabbing her hips, I push her away and she blinks in surprise, her jaw dropping open when I say, “No.”

      “But—” She must read resolve in my face, because whatever she wants to say dies in her mouth as she snaps it shut and then shrugs. “If not you, then someone else.”

      “Good luck,” I reply, and then finish one more drink before storming off through the sweaty bodies, needing fresh air. My throat is squeezing in spasms from lack of breath.

      Slamming the door to the club behind me, I roar, pulling at my hair as the frigid air fills my lungs and snow flutters down on me, but my body barely registers all this. The only thing I can focus on is the fact that even in hate I can’t go back on my word. I can’t touch another woman.

      “She was pretty.” I freeze at the deep voice next to me.

      Lachlan taps his cane on the concrete between us, drawing some circles in the snow. He waits a beat before speaking. “I imagine after prison your dick needs a wet pussy to entertain it.”

      “I’m not in the mood right now for your sarcasm.”

      Lachlan chuckles, lighting up his cigarette, clearly not giving a flying fuck about my wishes. But then he reigns all of this with an iron fist, not allowing anyone to wander away from the rules.

      “Is there a woman you love?” There’s something in his voice, a steel that isn’t usually present, like my answer matters to him.

      But why would a man who has little value for human life care about my so-called love?

      “There's a woman I hate,” I rasp, coughing and then blowing on my fists to warm them up. I still don’t want to go inside and face the usual jazz. I’m here to learn, but I could never imagine participating in all the crazy shit these men do.

      “They say there’s a thin line between love and hate.” He exhales smoke, like we are discussing the fucking weather here.

      “It’s true. I used to love her, but she betrayed me.”

      He chuckles again, throws the cigarette in the snow, and turns around to go back to the club, but not before throwing over his shoulder, “Sometimes the thing we hate most is the only thing we truly love.”

      

      Island, United States

      August 2019

      

      Emerald

      Everything instantly goes silent the minute my body sinks into the water, and I hold my breath as much as I can while I fall deeper, and with all this stress, a bright bulb lights up in my head and brings the clarity I’ve sought for what feels like my whole life.

      When in fact it has only been seven years.

      All pain, agony, desperation, betrayal, and then more pain assault me with various flashbacks, and I gasp, forgetting where I am. Water immediately fills me and panic prickles at me, but then my legs start to move, along with my arms.

      I’m swimming! I’m swimming, because I know how to do it, and my brain is finally not afraid to do that.

      Emerald, the real Emerald with all her memories, is back and she wants to live.

      No, she deserves to live, and she won’t die after everything she had to live through.

      I swim and swim, finally reaching the top of the water. I break through the surface, gulping fresh air and coughing while still treading, my eyes stinging from it all.

      Wiping away the water from my face, I see Micaden leaning over the boat and hatred unlike anything sears through me.

      He threw me into the water knowing my fear and that I didn’t know how to swim. He wanted to kill me. What kind of man did he turn into?

      A psychopathic killer who never deserved all the devotion I gave him. He isn’t worth all the torture I experienced because of him either.

      On instinct, I start to swim away from the boat, not even thinking how pointless it is or how dangerous. The water is freezing, and there’s nothing but endless ocean in sight anyway. But I don’t want to go back on that boat with the man who delivered such a blow to my heart it makes everything that came before pale in comparison.

      But then I’m pulled back, and I murmur, “What the hell?” only to realize he’d wrapped a rope around my waist.

      Now comes anger too. “You fucking psycho! You wanted to pick up my body once I died there?” I shout, but he doesn’t reply. Instead, he brings me closer and closer to him although I struggle, still trying to move in the opposite direction, but he’s strong.

      Isn’t this the story of my life? No matter how much I fight, someone always ends up being stronger.

      I lose balance because of the fight, and my face sinks into the water again, and I manage to swallow some before he pulls me out.

      And once again, I’m at his mercy.

      

      Micaden

      I drag her up, my palms burning from the rope that’s now smeared in blood, but I manage to get her on the deck while she coughs violently. “Emerald,” I say, removing her hair from her face so I can see her green eyes.

      However, they are not hazy and afraid. Instead, they are clear and furious.

      The punches come so unexpectedly it takes me a second to realize the uncomfortable sensation in my stomach is from her blows, and they are accompanied by loud screams in my face. “You sadistic serial killer!” Punch, punch, punch. They don’t really hurt me, but she’s getting worked up. “I hate you! You ruined my life.”

      “Let’s not be dramatic,” I tell her, and her eyes widen, while her jaw drops in shock.

      “You throw me into the water where I almost drown and then bring me back. Are you satisfied now? What happened? The madness died?” she questions, digging her fingers into me while the wind blows us, indicating a storm is coming soon, but neither of us pays attention to that.

      Instead, I allow her to pour her frustration onto me, because for the first time, she’s not meek and silent, and she reminds me of the girl I used to love.

      And that girl holds all the answers I need to end the madness once and for all. The water combined with fear must have brought back all the blank spots in her mind, blanks that never gave me peace, but I need them.

      I have to know what took place ten years ago, or I’ll go insane. That’s the only reason I threw her in the water. Something happened, something even my research never found.

      Only then, one of us is allowed to die. Not sooner, not later. “The madness is here,” I shout back, digging my fingers in my head. “Consumes me every day, doesn’t let me breathe without remembering you. I want it gone. And you finally have all the answers for me.”

      She laughs bitterly, bending forward, holding her stomach. “Indeed I do.” Then she leans closer, her breath fanning my lips as she whispers, hatred lacing each word, “Are you ready for the truth, Micaden?”

      “One of us is guilty and one of us is innocent.” A motto I’ve lived by all these years, seeking to find revenge for what has happened.

      “What happens when you’re the only one who is guilty?”

      “Impossible.”

      We stare at each other, icy blue eyes clashing with emerald green, and then she rasps, “Let me tell you a story, then. And you be the judge.”

      And she does.

      Only her story ruins my motto and everything I’ve lived by all this time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Seattle, United States

      September 2009

      

      Emerald

      The light breeze cools my heated skin while my white-as-a-ghost nightgown plasters against my body, snapping me back to the present. My hair falls down my spine, and somehow it brings laughter from within me.

      Brochan loved lacing his fingers through my silky strands, while he kissed me so tenderly.

      Tears slide down my cheeks, while I hold in the scream threatening to break out of my chest. I don’t need unwanted attention from anyone, especially the governess who has been attached to me for the last three months.

      Despite all the threats Dad dished out to me that day, he succumbed to my pleadings and didn’t admit me to the hospital. Instead, he locked me inside the house with eyes constantly watching me, making sure I ate and acted normal. While I had no desire to do those things, I tried following the rules, because it would have allowed me to someday escape and find Brochan.

      During this time, he gave me several documents to sign, which had to do with trust funds. I barely understood the legal jargon, only that I wouldn’t be getting the money, because they were disappointed with me.

      As if I need anything. I live only by the hope of running away and seeing my Viking.

      The smell of lavender and roses in the garden overpower my senses, and I close my eyes, imagining myself lying down on the grass, gazing at the stars while Brochan’s finger slowly runs from my collarbone to my stomach and dipping into the belly button, tickling my skin.

      I giggle when memories calm my heartbeat but then snap my eyes back open as a sob escapes me.

      Will this kind of happiness be possible again?

      “I love you, Emerald,” he whispers against my ear as we slowly dance to the music, while the stars shine brightly above us. The only audible sounds in the distance are the waves and boats signaling as they come home. “Never forget that.”

      Glancing down for the last time, I shake my head and climb up from the windowsill. Sitting on the rooftop for hours has been my secret for weeks now, but I don’t want my parents, or anyone else for that matter, catching me.

      They’ll use it as an excuse to push more medications into me, even though I never take them, too afraid of their effect on my body.

      Movement in my room catches my attention as a shadow is cast by the bedside lamp I left on.

      My brows furrow, and I want to inspect it, but strong arms push me forward, and I don’t have enough time to see the face of the intruder, because I plummet to the ground while my scream of agony echoes through the night.

      

      
        
        ***Six Months Later***

        March 2010

      

      

      “Doctor, will she ever walk again?” Mom asks desperately, while I hear Dad pace back and forth.

      Doctor Keith ignores her question, continuing to gently touch my legs and feet, while asking me every time, “Do you feel this?” I shake my head, too afraid to hear his answer.

      He frowns and then clicks on his penlight and shines the light into my eyes. “Look to the side, left and right, then up.” Following his instructions, I wonder what change he wants to see, considering the light doesn’t even bother my eyes.

      I only see shadows and dark colors.

      His fingers softly brush my forehead and then dig into my neck, to check the bumps and bruises there. Once done with that, he squeezes my hands in reassurance, and I know things will get bad.

      He always does it before delivering bad news.

      Keith straightens, removes his gloves by the sound of elastic snapping, and then answers my parents. “It’s too early to make any judgments.”

      “Early?” Dad asks furiously. “She has been in this hospital for the last six months!” He comes closer to Keith and pokes his finger into his chest, judging by their shadows. “All you keep saying is that it’s too early. It’s fucking not when you can’t even help my child!” My heart aches when I detect hurt and fear in his voice. For a man as controlling as him, this situation with me must seem unreasonable and beyond his reach.

      Dad is a fixer, but no one will probably fix me again.

      Keith exhales heavily. “Can I speak to you two outside?”

      A whimper of distress escapes my mouth. I can’t handle one more lie in my life.

      Mom picks up my hand, enveloping it in hers, and through it gives me her warmth. “Better tells us here, while she’s with us.”

      “She fell from the third floor onto the grass. The concussion resulted in swelling in the brain, so we had to put her in a coma from which she unfortunately didn’t wake from for three months. Broken ribs, legs, hands. It’s a wonder she survived,” he says, the scratching sound of pen on paper reaching my ears, so he probably writes in his notepad about my progress again. “Only since she’s woken up have we noticed there’s something wrong with her vision. While I have hopes she will walk again, I don’t think she’ll ever be able to see properly. I’m sorry,” he tells them with regret in his voice.

      Dad’s words send chills down my spine as Mom slides her hands from under mine. “How could you have done it? Because of that boy, you were ready to commit suicide!”

      “No, it’s not true. Someone pushed me—” He doesn’t let me finish; instead, he roars and I hear glass shatterering against the wall.

      And everything goes to hell.

      
        
        New York, New York

        October 2010

      

      

      

      Strong hands hold me on both sides, but I still my movements, dragging myself back, although it’s useless against their power.

      Cries come from all the rooms we pass in the never-ending gray hallways, with metal doors that have only one small window open.

      “Please, no. Take me home. Mom! Dad!” I shout for my parents, even though they left me here several minutes ago, after Elijah assured them he would take care of me in the best of ways.

      “You will get help here,” one of the men says, but I shake my head, wanting to get away,

      but I can’t. No amount of pleading and begging helped me; my parents admitted me here the minute Doctor Keith discharged me.

      To their delight, I walked, but they feared I’d do some other shit, as they called it, even though I told them to look for the person who really committed the crime.

      However, all my pleading fell on deaf ears, and they brought me to this hell, promising to take me back the minute I get better. How can anyone get better in this place?

      Finally, they stop next to a heavy door and unlock it, throwing me inside. I land painfully, groaning since my body is still sore from all the physical therapy I’ve endured.

      I quickly get up, studying the room. It has only one bed, a sink, and a toilet on the side. Everything is rusty except the walls, which are gray.

      What is this? This isn’t the room in the brochure Elijah showed my parents. He sang praises about his medical establishment, the one Dad finally gave him a donation of a million dollars for.

      “Oh my God, what have they done?” I murmur, as panic slowly settles, but a different kind. That awful man doesn’t do anything without a reason, and if he lied to them, it means he has different plans for me.

      The guard points at the bed. “There’s a dress. Put it on.” I follow the direction of his finger and blink while repulsion rushes through me.

      It’s not a hospital gown but a red strapless dress, reminding me a lot of the one I wore on my fifteenth birthday. Elijah even complimented how well it went with my eye color and that I truly grew up to be beautiful.

      Oh, no.

      Before I can question them, the door closes, as one of the men says, “He’ll be here soon.” I jump on the bed, get under the covers, and pray for the first time in my life, hoping this is all just a nightmare and I’ll wake up in my comfortable bed at home. And maybe if I pretend to sleep… all the monsters will go away.

      Finally, sleep takes me as the screams from the hallway continue to come.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Someone pulls at my hair, and my eyes open as I cry out in pain, but it doesn’t stop the man. “You fucking bitch,” he spits, dragging me to the floor, and I see Elijah looming above me, although he reminds me nothing of the well-put-together man he always presented to my parents.

      No, instead, he’s wearing jeans, a loose shirt, boots with a few sharp edges that are dangerously close to my knees… and a leather belt with a huge metal buckle dangling from his hand. “I told you to put on the dress, didn’t I?” he asks, right before kicking me in the stomach. I groan as the sharp edges dig into my skin so painfully I need a moment to catch my breath. “Disobedient little whore!” he shouts, and then hits me with the belt, and I scoot back, finding the strength to stand and dart to the door to scream for help.

      Elijah is a madman! “Please, somebody help me! Please!” As I bang on the door, a swift hit to my back comes, the belt buckle connecting with my skin. I stifle a groan. He grabs me by the hair again and slams my forehead against the wall, sending a spiral of dizziness through me. “If I tell you to do something, you fucking listen.”

      “Let go of me,” I shout, tasting blood on my tongue, probably dripping from my forehead. He lets go with a snarl and I land on the floor once again. “You’re a monster. My parents will come and save me.” I always knew he was a perv, but I just didn’t realize how truly sick he was.

      His sadistic laughter fills the space, chilling me to my bones. “Really? You think they will?”

      “They’ll see bruises and—”

      “I’ll tell them you tried to harm yourself. They’ll believe me, Emerald,” he says to me, and I hold my forehead, not wanting to believe him.

      They’ll be on my side this time. I’m their daughter, their only child. I never lied to them with the exception of seeing Brochan. They’ll believe me. “It was you who pushed me from the roof?” Elijah came to our house frequently during that time, demanding to see me, but I always refused. There’s no other explanation.

      He puffs up his chest proudly. “Of course it was me. Who else, darling? Your parents thought you were all right and didn’t want to admit you here. I knew with all this”—he sweeps his hand up and down—“they would. The rest is history.”

      “I could have died,” I whisper, the initial shock wearing off while understanding settles. I will all my knowledge of psychology to come back, so I can place him in the right box and know how to deal with him.

      He is sick and has set his sights on me; this explains why he always craved my attention. The obsessive man who wants a victim. But not just anyone, oh no. He probably has enough victims here who he can harm and no one will even lift a brow.

      He wants one who doesn’t want him, so he can enjoy breaking her.

      Elijah kneels in front of me, palming my face, and I struggle in the hold, but he squeezes his hands so hard I feel like he might break my cheekbones. “You would have lived for me of course. You are my woman, Emerald. Only mine.”

      “I’m not.”

      He doesn’t listen though, like he’s in a haze, and then he continues to love watching all the pain he inflicts on me. “All this is for your own good. You were stubborn, ready to run away with that boy. I couldn’t allow it. Never. You will stay here now.”

      “You are disgusting,” I whisper, but he just leans closer, probably wanting to kiss me. I spit on his face, which earns me a harsh slap to my cheek. He puts so much power into it my head snaps to the side from the impact. “You will learn how to be obedient. And then you will be mine. Only then you will see the light of day.”

      He stands up, leaving me there while I’m chilled to my bones at the prospect of being at his mercy.

      My parents come and visit in a few days and believe his every lie. They sign papers that allow him to give me medication, and that’s his style from then on.

      He inflicts as much pain as he wants and then has a doctor put me back together. And every time I beg my parents to take me away, they only shake their heads and listen to Elijah.

      But my hope continues to live that someday they’ll want their child back, even if by that point I’ll have no tender feelings left for them.

      I block away all emotions, because it might truly turn me insane.

      Until the day my hope dies forever when Elijah informs me they died in car accident and left him as my guardian until I turn twenty-one, which also allows him to make all my medical decisions.

      Then my life truly turns to hell.

      
        
        New York, New York

        August 2012

      

      

      

      Hugging my knees, I rock back and forth while the bed scrunches with each move, the sound grating on my nerves. But I can’t do anything about it.

      Water drips into the sink, drop by drop, reminding me that I haven’t had anything to drink for hours now, and I lick my dry lips, pushing through the dizziness in my head.

      The sun barely streams past the metal bars blocking the window right above me and I blink at it, wondering if anything major has changed in the world in the last two years. That’s how long he’s held me captive in this place, demanding things I won’t ever give him.

      I hear screams in the hallway, and flesh being hit, but mostly the screams of newcomers, which is usually accompanied with begging. “Please let me go. I’m not crazy. I’m not,” some man pleads, but they only laugh, because they hold the power. A fact they like to remind me of often, especially when I don’t comply with their orders.

      I cover my ears, hoping to evade the sound, and hum loudly, still rocking even though my knees hurt so much from staying in the same position for hours.

      But it’s better than succumbing to his sadistic desires.

      I don’t have to glance up to know about the camera tracking my every move and sending reports to Elijah on my well-being—or rather, my behavior.

      The loud thumping on the door startles me when Kevin, the head guard in this psychiatric establishment, barks, “Shut up, Emerald. Or I’ll come in there and do it myself.”

      I scoot up on the bed, pressing my back into the headboard as fear rushes through me.

      “No needles,” I whisper, rubbing my hands and arms covered in bruises and dark holes from their acts of deception. “No needles.” They usually do something awful like sedate me and then I have no idea what happens, other than they like to hurt me in places where Elijah won’t see.

      I place my hand on my side, above my kidney, and whimper when I remember their firm kick there and the laughter, because finding a hopeless woman on the floor pleases them.

      I roll my lips inside, biting on the flesh, and scrunch my eyes, afraid he’ll come in anyway, but after a minute, nothing happens, and I exhale in relief.

      I pick up the notepad of blank paper and a pencil and decide to draw something beautiful, some memory from my past life, but on their own accord my hands draw only one face that truly matters.

      Brochan.

      Slowly, he comes alive on the paper as I numbly continue the task, my hands moving automatically until a loud beeping bounces off the walls and the door opens. Elijah enters, holding a belt like always.

      I hunch my head down between my shoulders while he comes closer and closer, tsking at me. “I come here three times a week. Three times, Emerald. Is it so hard not to anger me?” he asks, standing in front of me, but I hide my face between my knees, his voice breaking my skin out in goose bumps.

      “No,” I whisper back, but it doesn’t satisfy him enough.

      Nothing I say is ever satisfying enough.

      He throws the notepad to the side, fists my hair in his hand, and pulls me up while I whimper. “I had such a good day today. I admitted so many new patients, and you have been frozen in the same pose for hours. I wanted to reward you with food even though you get it only four times a week.” He angrily throws me on the floor where I land painfully, and then it comes… the first hit of the belt buckle to my middle, and I stifle the groan of pain, because he hates it. “But you couldn’t resist drawing him, could you?” Another hit, this time to my back, and I groan, biting on my hands, as the agonizing hurt rushes through me. But still, he continues to hit.

      One, two, three more times before he takes a break and continues his tirade. “You ungrateful little whore.” He kneels next to me and then wraps the leather around my neck, squeezing it tightly, and for a moment, I can’t breathe. I don’t fight him—I never do.

      I did for the first year here, but then he became more frantic with his punishments, and I prefer less than more. Even if it makes me weak.

      He lets go, and as I gulp air, he tenderly runs his fingers over my skin, murmuring while I tamp down the desire to barf all over him. “You are mine, Emerald. So beautiful. You need to surrender to me, kitten.” He drags me up again, and I can barely stand on my wobbling legs, but he presses my back to his front and points at the huge mirror a few feet away from us. “See this? Say the words.” I shake my head, licking away the blood from my lips, but he tugs on my hair, practically pulling the strands from my head. “Say it or I won’t be so patient to wait anymore.”

      I still, because that’s the only threat he always holds over my head.

      Elijah is a sadistic psychopath who gets off on hurting me, seeing blood and bruises on me while I’m completely helpless in his kingdom.

      But one thing he wants from me willingly is sex. He thinks with time he can break me enough that I’ll beg for it. That’s why he limits food and water more and more, and why they don’t even let me go to the bathroom as often as I might need, driving me insane with the lack of basic necessities until I can’t take it anymore. He removed the toilet from my room one year ago.

      He can harm my body, but he’ll never get my surrender. That’s the only thing that still belongs to me. I might be broken, but he doesn’t get to have my soul too.

      With a raspy voice and a sore throat, I say, “Who is the best man for me among them all?”

      He grins widely and pats my head, his hold instantly turning gentle. “See, this is not hard. I’m the man you need, and the minute you accept it, this nightmare will be over.”

      “I won’t ever accept it.” I make the words barely audible, not being able to bear his gloating, but he hears me.

      I know it, because he pushes me back on the floor, saying, “You will learn to appreciate me.” And he continues to hit me with the belt for several minutes, until I lie spent on the floor.

      Then he leaves, and I finally close my eyes, welcoming the nightmare.

      Because dreams do not exist in this world.

      
        
        New York, New York

        September 2012

      

      

      

      The door opens and I hide my notepad under the bed, although it’s useless anyway. He digs everywhere to find things for which he can punish me even more.

      But instead of Elijah, the guard throws another girl in my room. She has brown hair and a torn white dress; her body shakes with tremors. “Stay put, you piece of shit.” Without any other explanation, he closes the door and leaves us alone.

      I rush to her, gently touching her back, but she immediately jumps, hitting me in the chin. “Don’t touch me,” she cries out, and I step back, holding my face, but then her eyes clear, and she comes closer to me, lifting my chin. “You’re hurt too,” she whispers, and then hugs me so tight tears form in my eyes.

      No one has given me a gentle touch in the last three years; all I’ve gotten was pushing, slaps, and more beatings.

      She leans back, and then I notice the wildness in her eyes as she darts her gaze all over the place. “Bad man. He’s a bad man,” she repeats, pacing the room, hiking her dress, and tugging on her hair. “Bad, bad man who likes to touch me when I say no.” She mutters something else and then gets on the bed, hiding under the covers, while the bed shakes from her tremors.

      I sit on the edge of the bed, wondering aloud, “Who?”

      I don’t expect her to answer, but she peeks out of the blanket, murmuring, “Bad, bad man. He comes at night and does bad stuff.”

      Mortification runs through me at what she describes, but more importantly in the way she does it, like a child who is scared. But she looks to be around my age or just a few years younger.

      “He only comes at night?” I ask, and she peeks again, nodding.

      But then she whispers, “He is with Mommy during the day.”

      Oh my God.

      Her own father rapes her?

      Without thinking, I lift the blanket higher and then get on the bed, squashing her between the wall and the edge of the bed, in a way protecting her from what’s to come.

      I suspect the trauma happened a long time ago; pedophiles do not touch their grown children, because only small bodies interest them. That being said, if she’s here, it means they also admitted her to this place.

      Shortly, she stops trembling and I hear light snoring. She sleeps while I try to make sense of her being here. Why would they bring her here to me?
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        * * *

      

      I wake up from the rusty lock being turned, and then in walks Elijah, and judging by his entrance, which is casual, it means he’s in a good mood.

      And that in turn means he’ll only start beating me when I refuse being with him, not before that. A few little bruises for me. “Kitten,” he murmurs, coming closer, but I shift on the bed, blocking him from touching the girl.

      His brow furrows, but then a grin spreads across his face, and he nods approvingly. “Yes, you protect those in need. That’s why you’ll be a good mother to our children.” I stay silent, because arguing with delusional ideas is pointless. I can’t believe he still thinks I’ll ever surrender to him, considering the hell I’ve experienced at his hands and still never said yes. “Do you like my present?”

      “Present?” I repeat hollowly, dread settling in my stomach, hoping he won’t say the words I suspect.

      But of course he does. “Yes, Amalia. Isn’t she pretty? She can be your friend.”

      “My friend,” I repeat once again, and that’s when I remember how he came to the conclusion I’m so unhappy all the time because I don’t have anyone to talk to.

      He brought an innocent girl here just so she could entertain me? “Yes, she’s a bit wild, but she occupied the room down the hall.”

      Crying.

      Whenever we passed that room for doctor visits or when they took me to shower, as Elijah can’t stand the sight of my dry blood, I always heard crying in the room. Soft whimpers that brought aching to my heart. “She’s seventeen. Her parents left her here when she was fourteen.”

      “Why?”

      He waves his hand at her. “She told her mother that her stepfather raped her. She was afraid for her sibling, you see. Of course, no one believed her and they put her here, under my supervision.”

      Poor, poor soul. Her family delivered her such a blow, but she survived, keeps surviving. “If you’d like someone else—”

      “No!” I quickly say. This girl has no one in this world, just like me. Nothing can soothe the ache in my heart knowing everyone I loved is gone.

      Including Nona—that’s what Elijah told me at least. But this little soul has a chance to survive. Maybe if someday someone comes to rescue us from here, she’ll have a shot at a good life.

      I’ve tried running away many times, but they always catch me, so I gave up.

      I don’t want her to ever give up.

      Elijah nods approvingly and is about to leave when he glances to the bed, and I freeze, because the movement of the mattress pushed the notepad out and now the drawing of Brochan is easy for him to see. “Still thinking about him?” he asks, and then slaps my cheek so hard I fall on the floor, and then he grabs the pad and throws it across the room.

      The girl wakes up, whimpering as she sits up, but I shake my head at her. She needs to stay put so Elijah won’t lash out at her too. “Year after year, you draw him as though he’ll come back and save you. He’s dead. Do you hear me? Dead!” he screams. I cover my head with my arms when he kicks me, keeping the position, because it’s the safest for me in this situation.

      Then he kneels next to me, and orders, “Sit up.” I shake my head, but he pulls me by my hair, and I have no choice but to listen. He wraps his hands around my fingers, and asks, “Is this the hand you draw him with? The hand that brings me so much pain. Intentionally!” he shouts at my face, and I’ve had enough.

      I can apologize for everything, but never for my love for Brochan. This would mean I regretted him and betrayed him.

      So even though it’s not wise, I lift my chin and meet the stare of a madman head on. “Yes. I love Brochan. I’ll always love only Brochan,” I reply. Something dark crosses his face, and inwardly I weep knowing full well this will unleash the beast. I’ve never before shouted such words at him.

      “Very well,” he says, and then both his hands clasp over mine. He wraps his fingers around my middle three and, with one move, breaks them, the crunch echoing in the room along with my terrified scream. He covers my mouth with his hand, while tears stream down my face. He seethes, “How are you going to draw him without them now? There will be no doctor. Let it fester, and then they’ll cut them off. Brochan will live only in your imagination now.” A loud alarm erupts all through the building, and Elijah mutters, “What the fuck?” He rushes out, leaving the door wide open.

      Despite the piercing hurt zipping through my entire body, I get up and shake the girl on the bed. She peeks from the blanket once again, and I rasp, “Let’s go.” Something is going wrong, and it’s our chance, maybe the only chance we’ll ever get again. And it might be stupid, but I’d rather receive another punishment than not use this opportunity.

      Stifling a moan of pain, I allow her to quickly stand next to me, and tell her, “Let’s run to the left.” I know there’s a door leading to the staircases, and rarely anyone goes there, because the guards always come from the right.

      We do and run as fast as possible while the alarm still sounds. But in truth, we barely move, our muscles so used to spending time in the cramped spaces we hardly have any strength. “Come on, girl,” I mutter to her, pulling her by the hand while we both breathe heavily. “Amalia.” I push her to the staircase, and we quickly descend, but she stumbles and rolls down them. “No!” I shout and drop next to her. She groans, touching her head, but that’s when the energy changes around us and her eyes widen when she looks behind me.

      I hold back the sobs that are about to erupt, because we lost once again, even if this was hopeless all along. I don’t want to turn and face the inevitable, but the heavy footsteps indicate it’s not one man, but three of them. I learned to distinguish sounds in my years of captivity.

      I get up, wincing from the pain traveling from my fingers to my arm and head, and spin around to face the nightmare.

      Only instead, there stands a man I do not recognize. He wears a three-piece suit and his crystal blue eyes are so cold, yet they remind me of Brochan so much.

      He’s probably one of their clients who came here to admit someone, or just came to the center, judging by the metal cane I see in his hand. Behind him, two men stand, one dark-haired and the other with blue hair. They exchange looks, but my focus is only on the suited guy. I walk slowly to him, and whisper, “Please.” And then exhaustion overwhelms me and I fall, but his arms quickly catch me and then everything goes blank.
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        * * *

      

      The beeping sound grates on my mind and I shake my head, trying to evade it, but it continues regardless. Finally, my eyelids flutter open only to meet bright sunlight streaming from the huge window, and it takes me a moment to realize I’m in the hospital.

      Various wires are attached to me and the heart rate monitor beats rather violently. I’m alone in the room. It looks expensive and even has a flat-screen TV in front of me.

      The nurse rushes inside, quickly starts to check my stats, and presses the button. It’s only seconds before a doctor walks in and sighs in relief. “You woke up.” He smiles at me, leaning over, and then softly touches my forehead. “Bruises are healing nicely.” I lift my hand and see it has a bandage over it, and I raise my head at him, silently asking a question. “You were in a car accident.”

      “I don’t remember anything.” Maybe that’s why I stay so calm with all this. While I understand everything around me like names and my situation, when I rack my mind for some memories, they don’t come. “Did I hit my head?” My body sure feels sore. God, how do people live with such discomfort anyway?

      The nurse shakes her head and opens her mouth to say something, but a deep, authority-laced voice speaks. “Yes. Head trauma.” The man comes into view, and I blink at the suit guy, but I don’t recognize him. “Who are you?” I ask, hating that I’m a clueless idiot here.

      Silence passes, and finally he replies, “My name is Kaden Lachlan Scott. I’m your brother.” And in some weird way, those words bring me peace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      New York, New York

      Micaden, 26 years old

      

      Standing in front of the oak table, I slide my fingers over various knives, but none of them please me. They aren’t sharp enough, painful enough, or ugly enough.

      Call me a spoiled brat, but I don’t want to use a beautiful blade on the piece of shit currently thrashing on the surgical table behind me.

      Then my eyes fall on the pliers, and I insert a finger between them, carefully squeezing enough to nip my skin and immediately draw blood. The corner of my mouth lifts when I imagine what it could do with proper use.

      I place it on the left, with the gasoline, stones, blades, and gun. I carefully chose these weapons for this torture. I step back and quickly wash my hands before wiping them off and putting on latex gloves.

      I glance up at the two-way mirror, knowing Arson and Isabella are watching me, taking notes to make sure I’ve done everything right.

      This is my final test before I can freely use all the knowledge I acquired without ending up on Lachlan’s shit list. I don’t have much information on the victim; I never care, to be honest. In the last two years, Arson’s taught me everything there is about the craft, even went so far as to dump tons of books on me, because in his mind, theory is everything.

      But then, so is experience.

      Arson’s victims stayed alive for hours, struggling in pain while he carefully watched before burning them at the end. He always had this calm expression about him that I’ve often wondered if he was even present during his tortures. But this is not something you question a serial killer on. Besides, he wasn’t thrilled when Lachlan assigned me to him for him to show me that everyday, giving me such fucking hard training. I always prayed thanks to God for Fox. If it weren’t for his teachings, I would have died from Arson’s regime a long time ago.

      The victim has been in this position, sort of ready for me, so I don’t have a choice. But then I catch sight of a notepad and freeze, reading the name.

      Ken.

      For a moment, the buzzing in my ear intensifies, and all the pain and voices and raspy breathing while I lay helpless on the floor comes back, threatening to destroy my sanity, and I cover my ears, willing all my self-control to come back.

      And it does in a way, but deep fury remains.

      Thankfully enough, I have an outlet where I can use it.

      On my way to the table, I grab various knives, because my plans have changed. I won’t impress anyone with my torture, but I’ll satisfy the revenge that’s been brewing in my veins for years.

      The next hours are filled with blood, agonized screams, torture, and limbs being broken and cut off, all while Ken is awake for the brutality. I inflict so much pain, but not enough that he dies, because I want him to suffer for the same amount of hours I did.

      At some point when he screams, I cut off his dick and stuff it down his throat, so he’ll shut up and stop disturbing my work.

      Then, when he can barely breathe from the wounds, I deliver the last bow with a knife right in his throat artery, allowing the blood to drip and drip, until it doesn’t, because he’s dead.

      I walk to the sink, snatch the gloves off, and scrub my hands clean, because I want to remove every trace of that fucked-up piece of shit.

      Nineteen. I have nineteen people to punish until Brochan finds peace.

      I hear the door open, and the voice bounces off the walls. “You’re ready.” One might think I could just go on my merry way with my skills and all the money I’ve earned with smart investments and Fox’s safety deposit box. I didn’t have to listen to some elite serial killers who held the reins.

      I might be a grown-ass man with plenty of money, but I’ll never go against them. They’ve given me a new identity, new everything. Although they’ve never asked for anything, deep down I know I owe them. This kind of debt one must pay for the rest of his or her life.

      “To operate alone?”

      Arson chuckles at my question and flicks his lighter, dumping it on Ken’s body, to instantly ignite it. “To go back to your hometown.”

      Hometown.

      What a funny concept, considering all those people turned their backs on me. But I intend to make them pay too.

      Everyone has to.

      Once I’m done, there will be no one left standing.

      
        
        ***A Few Weeks Later***

      

      

      

      “You wanted to see me?” I ask, entering Lachlan’s office while he stands by the window, his back to me.

      He motions with his fingers for me to come in, and I do so and shut the door, dropping into the chair.

      “Can you be quick? I have a plane to catch.” Fucking finally, tonight, I’ll be on the island and can proceed to the next stage of my plan.

      Killing after killing after killing. I can almost taste the despair my victims will experience by my hands.

      “Levi told me you are leaving today.” Levi is Lachlan’s butler, or that’s what we call him anyway. He manages this weird mansion the dude has, and he never greets any of us with anything but a stoic expression. But then, living with Lachlan probably doesn’t really allow for many emotional outbursts.

      “That’s correct.”

      “You think you’re ready to face your past?” He turns around, and then I notice the deep wrinkle on his forehead, while he watches me broodily, and I frown.

      Our relationship can only be called difficult at best.

      In the beginning, he provided me with everything I needed. A place to stay, money, new passport, and he even enrolled me in a university, claiming that a man had to know how to make money. I agreed with him, and that’s why my business degree helped me out a lot. The minute I made millions, I gave him back everything I owed him.

      Lachlan rarely showed up during my lessons, and if he did, he’d bark and act all cold with me. I never understood it, but I didn’t give two fucks about it.

      Nothing connected us, after all.

      So his question confuses me, but before I can comment on it, he continues to talk as he sits down on the chair opposite me. “Ready to punish everyone involved in your case?”

      I don’t even bother asking how he knows all the details.

      With a man like him, you learn to not be surprised by much.

      “Correct on all points.” His eyes narrow and he starts to drum his fingers on the table, and for a moment, my ears buzz, reminding me of Ken and his constant drumming.

      My fists squeeze, and that’s when Lachlan’s fingers pause midair, and he cocks his head to the side. “Old demons still haunt you, I see.” He rubs his chin and exhales. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

      “No offense, Lachlan, but I’m not a child. Nor am I one of your subjects. So I don’t owe you an explanation.” I have respect for the man; I’d be dumb if I didn’t. But that’s about it.

      He doesn’t get to bark orders at me like he does with everyone else. I don’t need Lachlan to fulfill my dark desires like some other serial killers. I crave justice for what has been done to me. I don’t crave hunting people to satisfy my desire for blood. He doesn’t provide me with a sanctuary. “A man ruled by his emotions is weak,” he says, ignoring my earlier statement. “A man ruled by his past is weak.”

      “I’m only ruled by my deep rage, nothing else.”

      “You never tried to find her. Aren’t you curious?” he asks, and I still, because that’s the first time he’s ever mentioned Emerald.

      The elusive her. “It would serve no point. I already know what I need to know.”

      “So you gave her a life sentence without a chance of parole?”

      About done with it, I stand up, looming above him while emphasizing every word. “She. Betrayed. Me.” I poke my chest while he merely lifts a brow. “Twenty names. All of them deserve what they are going to get. She’ll be my grand finale.” I lean back and go, fed up with this conversation. I’m not a boy who will listen to some scolding, and that’s exactly what Lachlan is doing.

      “And if you can’t?” His question stops me dead in my tracks and memories of her wash over me like an angry wave that you want to escape from, but fail.

      Her scent, laughter, dreams, and love. She’s so unrealistic in all of them I sometimes look back at the other photos just to make sure she truly existed.

      “One of us has to die. The ending of this story is inevitable.” And with these words, I walk away, not paying much attention to Lachlan.

      But maybe I should have.

      No, I definitely should have.

      

      Island, United States

      August 2019

      

      Emerald

      The birds are chirping loudly while the sunset glows in an orange light, kissing the ocean and bringing beautiful serenity to the moment.

      I wrap the blanket tighter around me, as I rest my head on the boat’s railing, still sitting on the deck. My throat is so sore it’s hard to breathe. I’ve spoken nonstop for the last five hours, sometimes crying, sometimes screaming, and sometimes just spitting the truth in the face of a man who brought me so much pain while I’ve never done anything wrong.

      I just loved him too much. I lost everything because of that love… including myself. “So now you know.” I finally finish this story as exhaustion slams into me. My body aches from… just from everything really. “Kill me, don’t kill me. I don’t care anymore.” Voices from the past echo in my mind, but I don’t give them the power to take me further into the land of insanity. “My only crime has been loving you. I’m innocent.”

      My gaze travels to Micaden, who is sitting a few feet away from me, his eyes closed while he rests his head on the boat’s wall too, and his legs are stretched out in front of him. He’s completely still; he’s stayed silent throughout the entire story, but I know he heard every word.

      “You know… I never understood Romeo and Juliet. Their story seemed so… weird to me. Loving someone so much you are willing to die with them so you don’t have to face reality.” He finally shifts his head to me, and he focuses his stare on me. “But now I know what the moral of the story is. Some love stories are just not meant to be or to have a happy ending.”

      “Like ours.”

      “If we didn’t insist on being together… none of this would have happened. And who knows? We might have been happy.”

      “With other people?” he asks, and once again his voice is so calm, careful, as if he’s afraid that certain words might send me in a spiral of madness.

      “Yes. We ruined our lives for this love, but what was that love really? Just two young people experiencing emotional stuff for the first time. Maybe that’s why it was all so dramatic.”

      “Good theory, except it’s a lie.”

      Micaden gave me so many opportunities to hate him, to despise his every breath. However, none of the previous emotions rivals the one burning inside me now, spreading fire through my skin and internal organs while fury prickles my hair.

      Because he’s right.

      My theory is a lie.

      When people fall in love, none of them can predict how long the relationship will last. What we had was love in its purest form, but it was taken away from us, while everyone else smeared dirt all over it.

      The blooming flower dried up and became just a memory that brought pain. We had the right to be together, but life denied us that.

      “None of this matters anymore.” I get up, not even feeling the cold in my soaked clothes, and slowly pad in the direction of the cabin, leaving wet marks with each step. “I’m tired and…. Whatever you want to do, please wait until I rest.”

      Without waiting for his response, I go to the cabin and shimmy out of my clothes. Wrapping the blanket around me once again, I climb on the bed and lie down on my side, sighing heavily. My eyes are closed, and I want to disappear from here and feel nothing but numbness.

      Back in the psychiatric ward, I prayed to always feel, to have emotions, because numbness meant Elijah had injected something into me and would do vile things that I might not remember. But right now, I can’t bear the pain anymore.

      For the first time in my life, I desire nothing.

      I hear footsteps, and then the bed dips under Micaden’s weight. His body presses from behind me, enveloping me in heat, yet it doesn’t stop my body from trembling. He rests his forehead against my shoulder, and murmurs, “Please let me stay like this for a while.”

      I stay silent, but my silence is enough for him to relax, and nothing but the sounds of our breathing fills the space.

      In this moment, hatred doesn’t exist between us, and the only prominent emotion is regret.

      There in the lonely bed, two people let their hearts bleed for the injustice done to them and allow themselves to hurt and find comfort in the presence of each other.

      For a moment in time.

      

      Micaden

      I always thought life was unfair.

      But I was wrong.

      Life is not unfair.

      Life is cruel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      New York, New York

      Micaden, 31 years old

      

      “Please, I had no choice,” the man pleads, coughing on his blood while he struggles to breathe past the rope wrapped tightly around his neck.

      I chuckle and tug on it harder, which makes his eyes budge, and he tries to croak something, but the only sounds that escape are low whimpers.

      “We always have a choice, Dan,” I reply, kicking him in the stomach, and I have to roll my eyes at this as he bends forward, sobbing.

      If only one of those fuckers ever showed bravery, I might have killed them fast instead of torturing them. Not that they would have earned my respect, fuck no, but at least I would have ended it quicker.

      But their weak state further feeds the sadistic bastard inside me, which gets off on their every cry and drop of blood that comes from their wounds.

      Resisting the adrenaline high is impossible, so I don’t even try.

      I drag him like a dog on a leash, although comparing him to a dog is an insult to the animal. I attach the rope to the hook nailed to the wall. He has no choice but to get on his toes to breathe.

      He digs his fingers into the thing, moving it from side to side, probably wanting to free himself.

      I slowly trail my fingers over the devices splayed on my table and think of the best choice in the current situation.

      Although I’m skilled in various methods of torture, I don’t have a favorite. I rather prefer to play with people’s emotions, feeding their fears, because then panic does half the job.

      Torn flesh brings pain, but pain is always bearable. But a torn mind? It brings insanity that destroys everything in its wake.

      I glance at Dan over my shoulder. His shirt and shorts are soaked in sweat and his bare feet have several cuts. I made him step on broken glass earlier, because the pain travels right to tiny niggling nerves in the head.

      Blood slips from his forehead where he banged it against the floor, but otherwise, he’s all fine.

      “It was a mistake. I had no choice.”

      His voice brings back memories that live with me every single day, and I don’t hide from them, oh no.

      I thrive on them.

      “He told me he needed the boat for the date. I had no idea what he really planned to do.”

      “What did you see?”

      “They were there. And she was screaming while he continued to hurt her.”

      I pick up the drill and the trrrr sound fills the space, while he cries out, “No, please no. I’m sorry! I’m so sorry.”

      Clacking my tongue, I walk back to him and immediately begin on his arm. His screams of agony echo through the room, and then I do the same to his leg, all while he can’t do anything to stop me.

      Blood pours from him onto the floor, creating a pool around him. I hear the lock being clicked and a man entering. This gives Dan a second breath it seems as he focuses his gaze behind me and begs. “Help me, I beg you. Help me. I have a family.”

      It’s a wonder everyone uses this excuse while pleading their case. Why the fuck should I care about their family?

      Sure as fuck, no one gave a shit about mine. Life isn’t that generous, but more importantly, I’m not that generous.

      “Sure,” Arson reassures him and, on the way, grabs the bottle from the table while grinning widely at Dan. “Thought you’d never ask.” He looks at me, and asks, “Can I?”

      I could have played with him more, but truth be told, I have no such desire. I hate the guy like all of them, but he can’t give me anything valuable.

      Shrugging, I step back and Arson spills gasoline all over Dan while he thrashes. “No, I don’t understand. Please, he’s going to kill me.”

      “No, he’s not.”

      Dan blinks, and then licks his chapped lips. “No?”

      Arson shakes his head and takes out a lighter, flipping it through his fingers before flicking it on and dropping it on the man and stepping back. But not before saying, “Nature will kill you.” And I watch as blue and orange licks of fire slowly spread all over his body as he screams and screams, trying to soothe it.

      Arson cuts the rope with the knife and Dan moves, swaying a little with no direction in his panic, except me. I step back as he follows, and finally I quickly spin around, pushing him in the pool.

      All his combined wounds will kill him shortly; he doesn’t have a chance of getting out alive. Slowly, the fire stops, and his burned flesh floats in the pool while the harsh light highlights every bruise.

      How beautiful.

      Arson flips another lighter—he has millions of them—through his fingers, and murmurs, “We’re getting boring. Next time, let’s torture someone for at least an hour. This is embarrassing.”

      I laugh and he joins in while I cross another name from the list.

      I built a great life. Bought half the island, built a special house for torture where I dish out my revenge, and created investments that will bring me millions. My old friends, Tom and Eve, stayed on my side while the enemies didn’t even know the real me. After all, I had to hide my identity, but I made sure to give my old man respect.

      I never did anything bad to all the people who blamed me, because the crowd is a lot like sheep. They look and go where they’re told, and although I’ll forever hold my resentment toward the townsfolk… I won’t destroy them. The island has thrived and I never want to disturb it, just give more people like me, the dead me, a chance without having outsiders come here and rule the place.

      And Duke, he took the money to help his daughter, so he got a free pass too. After all, he never did it for himself, but out of love.

      Love, I respect.

      But those who did cross me? Oh, they never had any idea what awaited them.

      Soon though, it’ll all end, and I’ll go back to my existence, learning to live in this world without vengeance driving my every action. Sometimes, I remember Fox’s words about revenge and forgiveness, and how much merit they have. It takes a lot of life and energy to deliver justice, but it’s worth it, because all those assholes I killed? They didn’t stop their ways after me. So many lost souls due to their greed.

      Revenge is better served cold, they say.

      Revenge is better served with agony and pain, I say.

      

      Island, United States

      August 2019

      

      Emerald

      I hear the footsteps before he even speaks. “You’re up.” He states the obvious, and I nod, not looking at him, but instead keeping my gaze glued to the sky filled with stars while the moon shines brightly, enveloping the ocean and the boat in a glow that reminds me of those pirate stories I’ve heard so many times.

      I wrap the blanket tighter around me, because the temperature’s dropped a few degrees since the morning. I sip my tea while he slowly walks toward me, like a lion studying its prey before attacking.

      “Are you hungry?”

      I shake my head, and take another sip, the liquid spreading warmth inside me, but I know it won’t last long.

      Coldness eventually will return, as it always does.

      He drops down next to me, the leather scrunching under him, and he rests his head on the back of the couch, his eyes closed. The moonlight always does justice to him, because he’s nothing but the perfect example of male glory.

      “Do you ever wonder how our life would have turned out if we’d never… well, been broken up?” I question, because I prefer useless talk than silence that almost suffocates us. Because it’s filled with so much regret and shame one might not survive it. “I think I’d have finished my psychology degree.” I ponder it for a minute, and then add, “I’d probably have come back here eventually, because it’s the only place that ever felt like home.” Not that my life with my parents had been bad. It just never had warmth and the sense of belonging. My nona, though, always gave me those things, but at the same time, she allowed me to be my own person.

      And at the end of the day, home is where we can be ourselves, a place where all our bad or good qualities are protected from scrutiny and judgment.

      “I thought you asked what would have happened if we never broke up.” I freeze because realization hits. True, I’m talking more as if he never showed up in my life, but I can’t correct myself, because he starts to talk. “I would’ve worked at Dad’s shop. Who knows? Maybe he still would have been alive. Built a house. Had a family with you.” He emphasizes that and quickly turns his head so I can’t escape his stare, which holds so much, but I don’t want to face it.

      I have no desire to face it, even if my whole being longs for it.

      Instead, I focus on the memory.

      “Do you have a dream?” I ask, lying down on the deck as the boat rocks, right in the middle of the ocean, while Brochan fixes something on the fishing net he’s about to use to do his work.

      “Yes.”

      Curious, I sit up and raise my brow. “What is it?”

      He lets go of his net, scoots closer to me, and brings me up to touch his lips to mine so tenderly, as if a feather caressed them. “My own boat. My own house. And you in it cooking for me. Barefoot and pregnant.”

      Frowning jokingly, I circle my arms around his neck and press us closer, rising on my tiptoes so our eyes can be on the same level. “Chauvinistic much, baby?”

      He shrugs and then winks. “One can only hope, right?” With that, he spins me around while I laugh carelessly.

      “Yeah,” he says, and I know he has the same memory flashing through his mind. Our love lasted just a summer, so how can we have so many tender moments?

      “It feels like another lifetime, doesn’t it?” I press the hot mug to my cheek, enjoying the sensations it provides. “Young and free. People with different hopes and desires. It’s like there are two of me. Emerald before and after. And they don’t have much in common.” The accident and trauma has placed so many limitations on me, has stripped me of so many chances, not to mention love.

      No wonder I never liked any of my dates. Subconsciously, love and relationships terrified me to death, because I got punished for it for years.

      And I have scars all over my body to prove it.

      “I had to kill Brochan for Micaden to be born.” He hunches forward, resting his elbows on his knees while his hands lock behind his neck. “Life was hell. Brochan was weak and helpless. Micaden though is his opposite.” He opens his mouth, but I stop him, because I know what he wants to say next.

      “Don’t apologize. The guilt that’s eating you… just don’t.” Maybe I should be hysterical and angry and demand for him to take me back, but I can’t do it.

      I’ve cried so much during my life that at some point a person has no tears left to shed over their sorrows. “We are both victims, Micaden. There’s no persecutor.” And isn’t that ironic? “You know what’s really funny though?” I ask him, placing the mug on the floor and leaning closer to him, my toes touching his legs. “That I fell in love with you both. Twice, I had the chance to fall in love… and both old me and new me chose you,” I whisper, and he buries his head deeper between his knees but stays silent.

      I scrunch my eyes, not letting tears spill, because they have no place here now. “So no matter the time, it always would have been you for me.” Humorless laughter spills past my lips. “But you only loved Emerald in the past. And this broken me, you only hate me, don’t you?” I press my hand against my chest, as a numbing sting settles there, and I try to gather myself to say what I feel, but at the same time not sound so dramatic. But then our love story is a never-ending dramatic tragedy. “So in a way, I’m responsible for ruining your life. Because if you hadn’t met me, none of this would have happened.”

      “I couldn’t fall in love with you,” he finally speaks hoarsely, breaking my heart all over again, even though I put an end to us. “I could never fall in love with you again.”

      “Because you hate me so much?”

      He shakes his head as he lifts it to meet my troubled gaze. “No. Because I never stopped loving you. No matter how much I hated you, I never stopped loving you. And in turn, I hated you more for it.”

      Is it possible to experience love and hate at the same time for a person?

      Yes, yes it is.

      Just like beautiful roses. They are gorgeous, red, and blooming, but their sharp thorns have the power to bring so much pain. Something so magnificent surrounded with it.

      Reading all the books and seeing all the movies, one might think that love is an amazing emotion that has the power to heal all wounds, to help you get through every hardship as long as there’s light at the end of the tunnel. And in most cases, it’s true, like Tom and Eve’s love.

      Over the years, it only grew and grew, and it’s impossible to look at them without being jealous and in awe of how much those two are head over heels for each other.

      But sometimes love is a nightmare.

      Like in our case.

      I don’t even have time to blink when his strong arms grab me, and I’m straddling him, my legs locking behind his back. I have to put my hands on his chest while his stormy blue eyes take my emerald green ones prisoner.

      His hand slides to my nape and he keeps it there, bringing my face closer to his so that our breaths mingle. My fingers touch his chin, and finally I rest my forehead against his, and for a moment, nothing else exists.

      Not our past, present, or anything we’ve experienced. There’s only us with one emotion fueling us. Love… agonizing, painful love that has settled in the hearts that have bled so much I’m surprised our shirts are not coated in blood.

      “We won’t have a happy ending.”

      He jerks at my whisper, but I know he agrees with it. “I know.”

      “We need to end it once and for all.” In all the years, we’ve never had the chance to bury it all to move on. How could we with so many secrets and wounds?

      “I know,” he says again, but doesn’t utter the words that will seal our fate once and for all.

      But I do.

      “We need to give them a proper goodbye.” Sex is never a solution, but what we are about to have is not that, no.

      It’s about giving Brochan and Emerald the chance to give each other a proper goodbye, where they are not torn from one another brutally and life throws all kinds of sorrows at them.

      No, after this, they’ll close that chapter once and for all.

      I lean back, palm his face, and with a gulp of air, I cover his mouth with mine in a kiss so tender I’m ready to cry.

      Kiss so sad.

      Kiss so broken.

      And he answers it, silently accepting it.

      

      Micaden

      For a moment in time, I allow myself to be Brochan again, even though it kills every part of me. Because Brochan bleeds and cries out in pain.

      Maybe we need to repeat our lovemaking as the real us in order to forever be cured of it. But even when I succumb to this desire, I know I’m lying to myself, because I can never get rid of her.

      Brochan’s or Micaden’s, she’ll always be my madness.

      I just wish I wasn’t her punishment.
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      Island, United States

      August 2019

      

      Emerald

      We continue to kiss all the way to the captain’s cabin, my legs and arms wrapped around him while he holds me so tenderly I forget about our circumstances.

      In this moment, all the grief and all the past don't exist anymore, because we will make love the way lovers should. Or so I hope. It’s the only reason that I’m doing it.

      What would it have been like… to make love with all the experience we have now?

      He stops, his hands tightening on me, and my eyelids flutter open to see us standing in the middle of the room. I let go of him, slowly sliding down his body, and my bare feet touch the floor as we hold each other’s stare.

      My choppy breath fills the space, and I grab his shirt, my fingers digging into him while he palms my face, wiping away the tears, as they have no place between us now.

      Ironically, all this reminds me of our first time, when I was shaking like a leaf with fear of the unknown, but the desire to be with him trumped everything.

      I trusted him so much to take care of me. I didn't even think twice about becoming his. “We don't have to do this,” he whispers, and a sad smile curves my lips, because for the time being, I have Brochan back.

      And I really missed him. I want to give us both this reprieve just once; otherwise, we will forever be plagued with what ifs. What would life be anyway?

      I pull him closer to me and rise on my toes, so our mouths meet halfway, his groan vibrating through me. His hands shift to my dress, and he hikes it up, separating us to snag it from me, and then he aims for a kiss again, but I stop him, tugging on his shirt and lifting it up. The shirt drops to the floor on top of my dress, and I step back. While he pushes me toward the bed, my fingers lace in his jeans, trying to unbutton them, but he helps me out again, fusing our lips again while he dives in for a hot kiss, eliminating all the doubts from my mind.

      The haze of desire and need fills us, and I take off his jeans and hold back a groan at the sight of his cock springing free.

      I want to shimmy out of my panties, because the press of the lace against my damp core is unbearable, but he picks me up and settles us on the bed. I straddle him again, chests pressed together, and tongues entwined in a duel as I hug him so close I’m afraid he’ll vanish at any minute.

      Threading my fingers in his hair, I move my lips to his chin, nipping at the skin, traveling across his cheek to where I bite on the earlobe. His raspy breathing fills my ear as I slowly move to his neck and shoulder, where hideous scars still cover his skin.

      In the past, whenever I wanted to lavish them with attention or asked about them, he either changed the subject or distracted me with sex.

      My lips hover over them, and he tenses in my arms, tightening his grip on me, so I place my lips on them, leaving small kisses, while murmuring against them, “How did you get them?” The tension is back, so I continue to trail kisses to his shoulder and push him a little so he gets on the bed and lies on his back, and I have all the freedom in the world to play.

      I don’t expect an answer to my question, because he has been in prison. I can imagine what happened to him… and my heart breaks for him. He experienced all this because of me, but—

      “Don’t think about it,” he orders, and my eyes raise to his, determination veiling them. “This has no place here.”

      No place here? This is exactly why he went on the path of revenge and dragged me back here and…. I shake my head, ignoring all the common sense, which tells me to run away or use this opportunity to free myself from him.

      I’m not surrendering and accepting whatever he inflicts on me. I’m giving myself this last moment in time with Brochan.

      Brochan always loved me; he never hated me. And during our first night together, he took such good care of me, making my first time special forever.

      And doesn't he deserve the same attention from me?

      Just once.

      

      Micaden

      She’s so fucking gorgeous it’s a wonder I don't come from the sight of her alone.

      Her red hair cascades down her back while some fiery locks rest on her breasts, as if licking her pale skin, which is coated in adorable freckles. I remember I used to trail my tongue over them, under the pretense of counting them while Emerald lay under the sun.

      I haven't paid them any attention since she came back. I never wanted to repeat anything that reminded me of Brochan or how much he loved her.

      Her emerald eyes glisten with desire that holds promises of so many things, but deep down I see something there I try to block out.

      Sorrow.

      She doesn't let me concentrate on it for long though, because she continues to leave small kisses, barely noticeable, yet they send pleasure through me, awakening even the smallest nerves on my body.

      For the first time, I’m going to give her control to do whatever she pleases without monitoring her actions.

      After the rape, I couldn't stomach giving anyone control over me. The vulnerability and flashbacks would haunt me for days if I did. Even during fight training, I never stayed on the floor for long, preferring to either call it quits or win the rounds. Just the idea of being smashed under someone, especially a heavily breathing male, sends me in a spiral of rage.

      Her legs press against my hips as she slides lower, scraping her teeth against my stomach, licking around each muscle, as her nails drag over my ribs, tearing a hiss from me. Automatically, my hand laces in her hair, but I still, remembering she has all the control.

      “You know the first thought that ran through my mind when I saw you on the beach?”

      Her unexpected question takes me back to that time on the beach, when I saw her for the first time. She was pale, skinny, and wore the most ridiculous pink shorts that barely covered her ass. I noticed her serving the ball, and since my eyes stayed glued to the mermaid on the beach, I hadn't noticed Tom throwing the boomerang in her direction.

      Nothing could have stopped me then from running to her and seeing her mesmerizing eyes for the first time right before she lost consciousness.

      “Viking. With all your hair and your physique, I just didn't have any other word in mind,” she says, enclosing her palm around the base of my dick that is begging her to pay some attention to it. “You were so handsome, and you stayed a warrior, didn’t you… Brochan?” Air leaves me when she calls me this name, a name that sometimes I try to forget, because he had nothing but a miserable life where so many people hurt him.

      But on her lips, oddly, it brings peace…and contentment I haven't felt in ten years. Her hand slides up and down, jerking me a little while the slapping sound echoes off the walls. My hips lift, but she plants her other hand on it, keeping me in the same position.

      “I hated all the girls who’d look at you whenever you guys dove with Tom. They’d squeal and say how much they loved you.” Her voice drops down a few notches, and I tighten my hold on her hair, making her meet my stare, so she can hear me properly.

      “I was only yours.” No one else existed for me after my eyes landed on her. She smiles, but then an unrecognizable expression crosses her face. She exhales heavily and leans forward, her breath fanning the head of my cock, but I drag her gaze back at me. “And I stayed only yours.”

      Emerald blinks, disbelief written on her face. “Really?” In this moment, she sounds so innocent; there’s hope and wonder in her voice, and only that lets me know how much the other possibility would have hurt her.

      “I gave a vow.” I fist her hair harsher. “And when I give a vow?”

      “You keep it.” And that is when the tip of her tongue licks around the head, swiping the precum leaking from it.

      The light touch instantly shoots fire from my dick to my head, alerting me to my surroundings. Emerald’s thumb brushes the tip while her tongue slides over my dick, leaving flames everywhere she touches. Each glide of her tongue and scrape of her nails tears a hiss and a groan from me, making me pull her head toward me, demanding more. Finally, she sucks me in her mouth at the same time as her hand fists my base, shooting desire through me. She moans around my length, the hum breaking sweat on my skin.

      She withdraws and goes back to licking, taking all the drops and humming her enjoyment. Her hair makes a veil around her, almost creating a vision of the mermaid who decided to grant the fisherman’s wishes instead of killing him.

      Although one might die from all the activities she inflicts on him.

      I press on her chin, so she opens wider, and then I guide her back to my cock, and she wraps her hot mouth around it again. I thrust deeper, and for a second, she freezes, getting used to it, but then resumes her movement. Her free hand slips under my balls and she squeezes them in her palm.

      Panic enters me, and I close my eyes, ordering the nightmare to retreat… although it’s so fucking hard.

      So hard.

      Then her voice enters my mind, snapping me back to the present, when she says, “Focus on me, Brochan.” She puts her hand back on my hip while she goes back to running her tongue along my dick, with an occasional suck that drives me deeper and deeper into the land of no return. My skin is so fucking hot. I’m burning from her and from the pressure building inside me.

      With each lick, she tells me how much she loves me, how much this means to her, and how important it is to give me this. She locks us in a world where her pleasure has the power to soothe all my scars, all the pain that I’ve experienced, and create something beautiful from it.

      She’s everywhere. After a few more jerks and sucks, I know this heaven has to end now. Any more of her hot mouth on my dick, and I’ll spill in her mouth. Fuck no. “Enough,” I say, but she continues to lap at my cock, playing with it and lightly scraping her teeth on the head. Her stubborn stare catches mine, and then she licks it again, and that’s when I have truly had enough.

      My arms yank Emerald up and she squeals, but then she moans when I blanket her body, pressing onto her while kneeing apart her thighs, making a space for myself. Her scent fills my lungs, alerting me to how much sucking me off aroused her, and I need to taste her or I’ll go insane. I slide down her body, leaving a wet trail with my mouth over her breasts, stomach, and belly button, and then I slip my tongue inside her pussy.

      Her whimper fills the space. “I don’t want to.” But her hips gliding up to meet my tongue contradict her words.

      Her scent, her taste, the feel of her skin against my cheeks and hands is everything… like the softness of velvet and silk combined, and a man can get lost in her in heartbeat.

      Not any man. Just me, because no one’s had her but me.

      Primal need fills my bones while I drag my tongue over her folds, scooping up her essence and nipping on her sensitive skin, returning to push it in and out of her, giving her the prelude of what’s to come.

      I feel her hand on the back of my nape, but I pick it up and place it back on her stomach. She laces her fingers with mine while I continue to lap at her, driving her to the brink of an orgasm with each lick, only to pull her back when she’s too close.

      I devour her on this bed, my hands sliding under her ass and lifting her up so I have better access to her pussy. I scratch it with my beard, which earns me several moans and whimpers, and demands. “Brochan, I’m so close. So close—just keep—” She hisses when I drop her ass down and then run my mouth from her stomach to the underside of her breast, closing my lips over her hardened nipple as my hand cups the other, thumbing it.

      “Beautiful, seductive, and eager.” God, a woman doesn't exist in this world who can rival Emerald to me. “And mine.” I move to the other breast, and she wraps her body around me, her nails digging into my back. “Always, only mine.” I finally reach her mouth, and we pause, both breathing shallowly, and then I take her mouth in a melting, passionate kiss. The taste of her and me together only arouses us more, turning us into two people who desperately need to love each other.

      My cock drags over her wetness. When I press it to her clit, she lets go of me, arching her back and gulping breath while her legs try to wrap around me, but I don’t let her, pinning her thighs on the bed. “Are you mine?”

      She nods, but then licks her lips and her lashes flutter open while she focuses her gaze on mine. “Yes.” We meet in a raw kiss laced with desire and desperation, happiness and sorrow, and finally love and hate, and that’s when I glide inside her, hard.

      I swallow her cry, pushing back and then entering her again with deep, slow strokes, dragging my dick between the walls of her pussy, stretching her to the max while her unbelievable tightness envelops me.

      My lungs burn, calling for oxygen, but I don’t give a fuck. In this moment, every one of my parts has to be connected with her, so we will be one and nothing can separate us.

      She removes her lips, breathing in air while her hips meet my every thrust, and I finally allow her thighs to press around me, pushing me deeper into her, if it’s possible. Her raspy breath, barely audible moans, and the complete bliss on her face only fuel me to continue this torture while my body screams for me to give us what we both need.

      But instead, I continue to glide in and out, watching her flush from all the emotions she’s experiencing, and that’s when possessiveness rushes through me, almost knocking me out.

      This woman is mine. She was mine ten years ago. She was mine when I hated her, and when she came back to me.

      Nothing, nothing in this world will change this fact.

      A tingling in my spine alerts me I won't be able to keep this up for long, so I speed up my movements, powering into her harshly, which makes her drag me back to her, kissing me with all her might as if our lives depend on it.

      That’s when her pussy clamps around me, squeezing me so fucking tight I can barely breathe as she cries out, although it’s barely audible with my lips covering hers.

      My hands slide under her ass, and I plow inside her, one, two, three harsh stokes before my release hits me, running from my calves to my fucking hair, and I spill inside her, instantly filling her with myself.

      Perspiration coats our skin while I lie over her, probably squashing her, but she doesn't say anything.

      No, instead, we stay like this for a while with my forehead pressed against hers, because the minute we stop… everything ends.

      Because this puts an ending to star-crossed lovers.
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      Emerald

      My eyes snap open and I tense when I feel the hot body pressed next to me, but then images of last night come back, and I relax in Micaden’s hold, rolling to the side to find him asleep, facing me while the blanket covers us both.

      Softly, I touch his cheek, trailing the scars present there and all over his neck while a myriad of emotions I can’t name pass through me.

      Regret, sadness, depression.

      Love and hate.

      For the last ten years, my life has been nothing but never-ending suffering, only because I dared to love a boy my family didn’t approve of. And the boy had his life ruined, because he wanted to be with me.

      So much pain, so much hurt, so much disappointment. And so many lost years that no one will ever give us back.

      I loathe all the things he has inflicted on me; I do. Our love brought nothing but disaster to us. It’s toxic, and we can’t get away from it.

      Well, we couldn’t, but now with all the truths uncovered… maybe we finally have a chance to move on and put it behind us.

      Put us behind us.

      I come alive in his arms, my soul seeking his to find peace, but at the same time, it burns in the inferno of agony neither of us escaped. Our love has no future, just like Romeo and Juliet’s.

      Struggling to breathe, I get up, removing the blanket, and quickly stand up but then wince. I probably woke him up. The last thing I want to do now is explain myself or my decisions. Although I’m not sure Micaden will argue with them much, since I think he wants peace too. And peace is possible only if we are apart, because together we are chaos.

      I peek over my shoulder and exhale quietly in relief when I notice him still lying on his side, frowning a little in his sleep. I grab my dress lying nearby, throw it over me, and put on my panties. I’m not sure I want to meet him without my underwear, even if the man knows my body better than I do.

      I walk upstairs to the deck and inhale the rich smells of the cool morning air. I look around me and see nothing but endless water, but the climate must have changed a bit, because it’s awfully chilly.

      Spotting a blanket near the steering wheel, I place it on my shoulders and pour myself a cup of warm tea from the thermos. “This is beautiful,” I murmur, going to the edge of the deck and resting my middle on the railing as my eyes drink in the magnificent view of nature around me, and the water that glistens in the sunrise. One might think this kind of view only emphasizes my loneliness, but in truth, it only shows how we have endless possibilities, and while the ocean is scary and endless… at some point, it’ll bring us to the shore.

      I close my eyes and lift my face to bask in the sun. Without warning, a cloth presses to my mouth and strong arms wrap around me. I struggle, but it’s short-lived, because my knees wobble and I can’t stay upright.

      The last thing I remember before darkness claims me is the smell that drove me nuts.

      I’ve smelled it before, but where?

      

      Micaden

      “Emerald?” I call, putting on my shirt and jeans while I practically run upstairs, afraid of what I might find there. She seemed stable enough last night, but after her emotional outburst, I don’t know what to expect.

      I don’t even know what to expect from myself. My lifelong revenge no longer has merit, because she’s as much a victim in it as I am.

      Shaking my head from the internal struggle that already drove me insane last night, I look around but can’t find her anywhere. “Emerald,” I call again, alarmed energy surging through me, reminding me of the time in prison when anything could mean danger. “Emerald!” I shout louder this time, running to the deck. But she’s not there. “She didn’t jump into the water, did she?” I wonder aloud, fear unlike anything I felt before rushing through me, awakening every protective and possessive instinct inside me.

      But then I feel cold metal press against the back of my head, as a steely voice informs me, “She didn’t.” And my eyes widen, because I would recognize it anywhere.

      Slowly, I turn around to face the man who gave me everything, but at the same time asked for a high price in return.

      His cold, blue eyes scan me from head to toe before he removes the safety from the gun and points it at my forehead. “You have exactly five seconds to tell me where Emerald is.”

      Fuck! “She’s not with you?” The relief I felt just seconds ago is replaced with panic, because if my Emerald is not with them, then where is she?

      “Enough is enough, Micaden,” Arson says from behind Lachlan, coming into view holding his own gun. “You have no control over your emotions. We are taking her away.”

      Wrapping my hands around the tip of the gun, I push it away, and bark, “Do you really think I would have lied? She’s not here, Lachlan!” I finally address him while all her comments during our month and a half click in my head, making sense to me when before they only created confusion or continuity errors in her story.

      Kaden, my brother.

      Kaden, he’s always there for me.

      Kaden has always been on my side.

      Kaden. Kaden. Kaden.

      Indeed, Kaden Lachlan Scott found her, but then again, if I knew it was him, I never would have doubted her words.

      Lachlan always protects his own or those he considers his own.

      I grab the lapels of his suit, shaking him and not caring in the least if I don’t follow the rules. “Where is she? Where is she, Lachlan?”

      He places his hands on mine and tears them away, stepping back while Arson curses, and then Jaxon hops on the boat as well, holding two guns in his hands. “Who has her, Lachlan?” he asks as well, as we all freeze, awaiting his answer.

      Only he can have it, because I draw a blank. I killed anyone who was involved in our downfall ten years ago.

      There’s no one left.

      But then Lachlan utters a name that fills me with overpowering fear and anger that has no mercy. A loud ringing in my ear starts, and I can barely breathe through the fury zipping inside me. “Elijah.”

      One name that never made it to my list, because by the time I started my hunting, he was dead. Although I had no idea he hurt my woman, he was involved in the case nevertheless, spouting bullshit about me left and right. I knew his psychiatric center had been shut down by Lachlan when he ambushed it several years ago because they needed to get Amalia out. Not that anyone ever gave me the full story on that one, but Arson burned the place to the ground once they got her out, and I just assumed Elijah died with them.

      But he seems to be very much alive now.

      The man who destroyed our lives.

      He has my Emerald now.

      But I’ll be damned if I let him have her.

      

      Emerald

      Groaning, I wake up, wincing a little at the discomfort niggling my side, and glance down to see a deep bruise on my hip, handprint-like purple bruises as if someone grabbed me too hard.

      “I’m sorry for this, my love. I was too excited to see you.”

      The sinister voice from my nightmares stills me and the air catches in my lungs, but I follow the sound, unable to look away. He looms above me, resting his hand on the cage’s bars while his brown eyes study me tentatively and he rubs his chin with a gun he holds.

      “Although, I had the desire to do it all over your body to remove his marks from you.”

      Oh my God.

      He has a beard now, more muscles, and several tattoos. I guess in daily life women would be drooling over him, wanting to get his attention. But only a few know about his dark nature and psychotic tendencies that have no mercy for those who want to escape him.

      The man lives on the anguish of other people, needing it daily like crack. But what he truly loves the most?

      Disobedience, because then he inflicts agony in the name of the greater good. And the minute the person gives up… he disposes of them. One of the reasons I survived long enough for Kaden to show up and save me was because I couldn’t accept the fate he wanted for me.

      I take the time to glance around and my stomach drops. There’s nothing but endless metal in my vision. Several boilers hum so loudly around us I cover my ears. I notice weird smells I can’t name; it seems like we’re in the bowels of a transport ship. The cage I’m in reminds me of those people use in the zoo to hold big animals. I see a blanket on the floor and some food in a dog bowl.

      Far away is a sink and small table with some ship graphics, so it was probably made for someone who has to check the boilers and pressure. “We’re on a ship.”

      “Quite an easy guess. It transports metals. But don’t worry, it’ll take us to Mexico and then all this”—he swirls the gun in his hand around—“will be nothing but a bad dream.” His tone is almost reassuring, as if this information is supposed to bring me happiness or something.

      “It took me years to earn money and several operations to fix this face… not to mention, I patiently waited for you to remember me. But instead, you came here, back to him!” he shouts and then takes a deep breath. “I couldn’t wait anymore. My patience can last for only so long.”

      “You are sick,” I mutter and then remember how I called Micaden that. While both of them are not right for what they are doing to me, Elijah certainly is the psycho in this equation.

      And he’s solely responsible for my fall ten years ago.

      “No, my love, I’m persistent. You are mine. But you didn’t understand it back then, and you forgot about it now, once again with him. But no more.”

      “He’ll come after me.” If for no other reason than to kill him. This I know is a truth set in stone. Either Micaden or Kaden, my brother. I don’t care that we’re not related and he just took me under his wing. All these years, he has been a family to me; he’s my person. And he loves me enough to save me.

      I chuckle at the thought that the only saviors I expect are serial killers, a title that would have triggered a panic attack just a few days ago. But now they’re the only ones who can calm me down in this situation. “Please, by the time they figure out who has done it, we’ll be long gone.”

      “You will die,” I reply, fed up with this bullshit, but he doesn’t take it kindly.

      He comes closer and kicks me in the stomach, making me cry out, but then he kneels next to me, squeezes my palm in his, and mutters, “Let me remind you of something, shall I?”

      

      Micaden

      “Can this fucking boat move faster?” I snap, tightening my hold on the rail while Arson and Jaxon exchange looks but stay quiet.

      Lachlan, though, has plenty to say. “No, it can’t. And you wouldn’t have been in this situation if you’d kept on updating Arson. You went against the rules.” He hits me with his cane, but I don’t even budge, because fuck that and anything else.

      “Or you could have saved her from me!” I tell him, not understanding how he would allow her to come to me, knowing my intentions.

      “This story had to end at some point. You were both ready to face your past,” he states and then exhales heavily. “Everyone always controlled her life. I gave her the chance to make a choice, and she did,” he says, and I understand. While Lachlan is closed off and fucking lethal, he indeed has a soft, brotherly spot for Emerald.

      Because he protects her and that’s his only sign of affection. Unless you are his woman, that is. But for now, I don’t care about our argument.

      The only thing that matters to me is Emerald. With no help in sight, she’s probably scared out of her mind by a man who’s already brought so much destruction to her. “It’s been three hours. You know how much he can do in three hours? What are we waiting for anyway? The ship is so fucking near, but we are moving at a snail’s pace!” I shout in his face and Jaxon clears his throat.

      “We’re waiting for them.”

      I look to where he points and notice a smaller boat, low-key, driving toward us with three men wearing black uniforms and all of them with guns ready.

      We all are, for that matter.

      “My brothers are here, and Tony.”

      Jaxon is the leader of the Brooklyn Mafia Brotherhood, operating it there and within the region. Nothing goes on in the city without his, Gael’s, or Don’s approval. He has three brothers, and one sister, who takes no part in the business.

      First, up hops Killian, who salutes me, and then two of the triplets, Duncan and Douglas, follow, the last one whistling. “So many scowls. Whose girl are we saving?”

      “Mine,” I reply, and expect Lachlan to comment on it, but he stays silent. More like dangerously brooding.

      “Good to know, because we need to move now. Tony swam there and gave us a signal. They are on the upper end of the boat, which means they have a blind side on the left. If we swim through there, they won’t see us before we attack.”

      Then Duncan pitches in, his stare calculating as always. “We will go on our boat, but because the motor running will bring attention, we’ll use the paddles.” He looks between us all. “Who is going first? Once we take out the guys on watch, we can signal and the rest can come.”

      “How many men are there according to Tony?” Jaxon asks.

      Douglas replies, “Give or take a few, twenty-five? All have guns.”

      Twenty-five against our eight. “We could use Sociopath and Shon right now,” Arson mutters, but then flashes us a grin. “So like the old times, huh? You go make a mess, and then I’ll puff”—he makes a motion with his hands—“and blow this fucking thing.”

      Hold on, Emerald.

      Just hold on, my mermaid.

      

      Emerald

      Breathing heavily, I rock back and forth as the sound of water dripping far away echoes through the space.

      Blood drips from my forehead down the bridge of my nose as the metallic taste of it fills my mouth, but I barely register that. Or the cold that penetrates every bone from the rusted floor.

      The fingers on my left hand are broken and blue, needing medical attention, not that I’m going to get it here.

      They’ll save me. I just have to believe in that.

      “They will find me.” I can barely breathe with the humidity in this place.

      I freeze when he kicks the cage, and I look at him through the iron bars that surround me on every side.

      “Shut up,” Elijah orders and unlocks the cage, stepping inside. I hide my head between my knees, holding my breath, but it’s useless, because he kneels in front of me and grabs my chin, digging his fingers harshly into my already bruised skin. Our gazes clash while his other hand trails over my cheek, and I try to move my head to the side, to evade his touch, but he doesn’t let me.

      Instead, he leans forward and inhales, as a small smile graces his lips. “You did always smell like the sea, Emerald.”

      “Go to hell!” The slap comes so swiftly I don’t see it coming. I stifle a groan, biting my lip so hard I probably draw blood. My cheek burns from the sting.

      “I told you to shut up.” His face softens and he brings me back to him again, not caring in the least for my condition. “See what happens when you disobey me?”

      “Go to hell.”

      Roaring in rage, he takes out his gun and places it to my temple. At the same time, he wraps his hand around my neck tightly. “One more time, Emerald, and this bullet will go through your head.” The madness is shining brightly in his eyes while he focuses his gaze on me, his entire being daring me to go against his orders.

      “Go to hell.”

      One second.

      Two seconds.

      Three seconds.

      He fires the gun.
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      Micaden

      Duncan and Douglas slowly bring us to the edge of the ship, swinging the paddles to the side to allow us better access to the hanging staircase, which will use to climb up.

      Jaxon presses the radio button on his collar, asking, “Tony, we are here. Is it safe to go up?”

      “Yeah, you have three minutes. The guard watching over the perimeter went to take a piss.”

      “Put the timer on.”

      “You got it.” He disconnects and nods at me, while I place the guns in the back of my pants and squeeze my gloved hands, right before standing up and grabbing the edge of the stairs. I lift myself up enough to stand on it and climb up while Jaxon follows me and whistles quietly to the guys. “You follow in exactly three minutes.” In case we’re attacked, that’s enough time for them to show up for the fight and not get caught.

      I finally reach the ship and drop onto the deck, my bare feet barely making a sound. I take off the safety of my two guns while Jaxon does the same.

      We share a look when Tony speaks into our earbuds. “He’s back. There are more of them than I expected.”

      “How many more?”

      “Twenty-eight.” That’s the last thing he’s able to say before five men come at us, and Jaxon mutters, “And I won’t even get anything from this deal.”

      “Sorry, your precious suit will get dirty.”

      “I’ll forgive you. Let’s smear it in blood.”

      I shake my head at him, because although he mostly keeps himself tame, when he doesn’t… to me he’s the most dangerous and psychotic of them all. I’m not even sure anyone from his “normal life” is aware how much.

      We fire at will, since we already removed the safety from each gun. A few men fall, firing their own guns, but we keep to different sides and fire again, and the remaining men drop quickly.

      Duncan and Douglas hop onboard the ship just as the new ones come, and these are not quite as dumb as the others, showing skill in dodging bullets and hiding behind the shipping containers scattered all over the ship.

      We press our backs to one of them, breathing heavily. “This is not what I had in mind when I demanded a family vacation,” Duncan mutters, and the other one chuckles, but I don’t have time to dwell on it as several shots erupt, and I jump back, firing mine and leaving two of them dead.

      “I need to find her,” I say, swapping the magazine for a full one. “Cover me while I go below deck. He wouldn’t keep her here with everyone.” Elijah might have always escaped my notice, but based on the past, Emerald is his precious toy and he hates anything and anyone that takes her attention from him.

      “Do you have a plan?” Jaxon wonders, firing again, and I shake my head.

      “Lachlan does, as always. I need her back.” And with that, we continue to fight while somewhere on this ship is my terrified woman, and I have a feeling the fucking bastard is with her.

      

      Emerald

      “You fucking stubborn woman!” Elijah shouts. “You have so much power over me I can’t kill you.” He fists my hair again, dragging me closer to him as he seethes. “I’ve waited for you for fifteen years. Since you were thirteen years old and had all those wild curves, I’ve wanted to sink myself into you and strip you of this innocence. I waited and waited so you’d come willingly. But you prefer to be his whore than mine. I’m done.” He unzips his pants, and I scoot back, whimpering, afraid of his next move and trying to get up. But he quickly pushes me onto my back, dropping on top of me, and I cry out as he forcefully opens my legs and then hikes my dress up.

      “No, no, no,” I repeat, punching despite my wounds everywhere, and with the help of my legs do my best to get rid of him, but he’s too strong for me to fight off.

      He spits on me. “I was gentle. You wanted me to be this.” He squeezes my hip, but then loud footsteps echo down the stairs and he stops, barking, “I told you not to interrupt me here.”

      “We are under attack.”

      Instant relief floods through me, because he found me.

      He’s here.

      I’m so happy I’m ready to cry, but it doesn’t last long.

      With a curse, Elijah gets up and quickly puts himself together. “So the idiot was stupid enough to come after you. Let’s go then.” He drags me with him upstairs, while saying, “He didn’t come alone. Tell everyone to kill whoever crosses your path.”

      “Yes, sir,” the man replies, and I shake my head at him. What kind of man would support a man like Elijah? Especially after seeing him almost rape me?

      Hell is the right place for such people.

      Bullets fire at us, and he presses me to the wall as the loud voices and screams continue. Elijah drags me to the edge of the ship, but then he fires in the air three times, shouting, “She’s here, Brochan. Where are you?” Then I feel the end of the gun pressed against my temple. “If you don’t show yourself right now, our beautiful Emerald will be dead.”

      “She’s mine alone,” shouts the voice from behind us, and Elijah spins us around so we end up right in the middle of the deck with men surrounding us.

      And there’s Micaden, walking toward us and hitting a few men on the way, but Elijah clacks his tongue. “Nuh uh. Leave the gun and tell all your men to surrender. William,” he calls to a nearby guy who quickly jumps over to us. Elijah points at a heavy bag and then to my ankle. “Wrap the rope around her.” The guy obeys, and when Micaden takes a step toward us, still holding his weapon, Elijah just pushes the gun harder, and I cry out, because it digs right into the fresh wound he just inflicted. “Don’t bring more pain to her, Brochan.” The guy tying the rope is done, and then Elijah grins. “Now, if your men don’t surrender, I’ll just throw her overboard.” He pulls us back so we’re almost right at the edge of the ship. “What a painful death it’ll be, don’t you think? Our poor angel struggling in the water with no help in sight.” He sighs dramatically. “So tragic.”

      “Micaden, don’t,” I whisper to him, because it’s not worth it to risk his life and the other men’s. Elijah will never stop until he kills me, but my life shouldn’t be more important than someone else’s.

      “Of course he will. He’s Brochan after all.” Elijah emphasis his name, laughing. “You always danced to the tune of my music. Always helpless by the situations I created.” He wraps his hands around my waist, seething. “See her? She was always mine. You should have never touched her.” He inhales my scent and revulsion rushes through me as I barely contain myself from vomiting all over the floor.

      Micaden stays silent though. Instead, he drops his guns and then whistles. “Jaxon.” It only takes a second before a dark-haired man emerges from the back, along with three blond men who look very much alike.

      Are they siblings?

      They all seem like a united front and join Micaden, dropping their guns to the pile while Elijah’s men point their guns on them, ready to shoot at any minute. “See? He’s ready to do everything for you,” he murmurs, and he’s opening his mouth to say something when Micaden shouts, “Down.” I quickly obey the command even though I don’t understand, but that’s when Elijah is pushed to the side, and behind me, two men hop onboard the ship with a third one firing from the captain’s cabin above.

      I have a second to recognize Arson and… Kaden. “Kaden!” I whisper, and for a moment he kneels next to me to cup my cheek, but then his gaze gets steely, and he orders, “Sit here and do not move.” Then he jumps into the fight that erupts; everyone is either punching each other or shooting or even one of the blond guys, Duncan judging by the shouting, slices throats with a knife, and the blood pours in different directions.

      Arson, though, doesn’t participate in the fight; instead, he runs toward the other end, killing only those who stand in his path as if he has a specific mission.

      I cover my ears as much as I can with my injured hand, but the fight continues, and then my breath hitches when I see Micaden and Elijah locked in a fight, each one of them delivering blows and comebacks. They are about the same physical size, so it’s not an easy fight for either of them.

      The chaos around me won’t stop anytime soon though, because barely anyone is paying them attention. With a roar, Micaden pushes him in the back and starts to deliver punch after punch, shouting, “She was never yours, you fucking piece of shit.”

      At this rate, he’ll kill him, but I don’t have the heart to stop him.

      Then Arson comes back, spraying what I recognize as gasoline all over the ship, especially pouring it on dead bodies, and Kaden calls my name. “Emerald, follow Arson, now!”

      “But—” Are they planning a fire? How will they escape…

      “I said now!” I see Arson darting toward me, clearly wanting to help me get wherever I’m supposed to go, and I find the strength to get up. The bag barely allows me to move my feet though, and with a frustrated sigh, I pick it up and hold on tight to it but sudden pain in my arm makes me rest on the railing. I half lie on it, breathing heavily and pushing myself to keep going.

      Just a little bit more and this will be over.

      However, that’s when I notice Elijah slipping a knife from his side and digging it into Micaden. “No!” I scream, wanting to get to him, but someone pushes me from behind and I lose my balance, and try as I might, I can’t hold on to anything.

      I slip over the railing right into the ocean.

      With a loud splash, I plunge into the water, and instantly silence surrounds me, blocking the outside world away.

      I hold my breath, struggling and trying to wiggle my ankle free of the rope wrapped around it. The stone bag attached to it takes me farther and farther into the blue hole of the ocean while I hold my breath for as long as I can.

      My lungs burn from the lack of oxygen, and no matter how much I twist and try to reach the knot, I’m helpless against the water and its power.

      Looking around, I search for any source of help, even though it’s useless. I pray for some kind of divine intervention to rescue me from this nightmare that has become my reality, but nothing is in sight.

      Instead, the bag tugs on my foot harder, and I sink deeper.

      Finally, the tightening in my throat becomes unbearable and I close my eyes, succumbing to the darkness that ends it all.

      The war has ended.

      The victor was chosen.

      And no one got the spoils.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Emerald

      “Emerald,” Micaden whispers against my skin. His lips trail down my stomach while his hands push my knees apart, and he settles between my legs. “Wake up, baby.”

      With my eyes closed, I lace my fingers in his hair, not wanting to face the world yet. “It’s early.” The birds chirp loudly in the background through the open window that Micaden always keeps open, so the fresh air will create adorable, as he calls them, goose bumps on my body, and then he can spend hours devoting his time to them.

      “Wake up, baby.”

      A hard push comes from behind, and my eyes snap open again when something presses against my mouth, although I don’t register what it is. But a hand presses and I take it, only to inhale deeply as the oxygen travels through my system. Then I understand I have an oxygen mask on me, and I can see, albeit blurrily.

      Kaden clicks his fingers in front of my face while he still holds me, and I nod at him, but then I see another figure cutting the rope that is still attached to my foot with a knife, yet it takes a long time under water.

      This feels so surreal I’m sure I’m dreaming. Or maybe that’s what happens in the afterlife? They show you what could have happened, and then you see the light to go to heaven?

      I’ve had enough of hell already.

      By the blond hair, I realize it’s Micaden, and finally the weight falls away from my foot, and when Kaden gives him a thumbs-up, Micaden’s finger wraps around mine, but I don’t see him following us.

      In fact, he’s struggling with the knot himself. The rope is so long he must have tangled his foot in it too.

      Micaden raises his head toward us, and I would gasp if I weren’t in the water, because he’s not wearing a mask, and Kaden doesn’t either. Micaden points upward, but I struggle, my feet and hands flying in different directions while keeping a tight hold on his hand, but slowly he lets go, his fingers slipping through mine as Kaden takes me up, up, up, and all I see is Micaden falling farther and farther away from me.

      In this life or the next… some love stories are just not meant to be.

      

      Micaden

      There are many versions of the mermaid fairytale around the world, but the most prominent for me was always the one written by Hans Christian Andersen.

      In his version, the mermaid loves the prince so much she begs the witch to give her an opportunity to be with him. She gives her tongue and voice in exchange, but the witch also warns her if the prince doesn’t fall in love with her and marries someone else… she’ll die of a broken heart.

      The prince falls in love with another woman, and her sisters give away their hair in order to get a special knife from the witch for her so she can kill the prince. Only then she can survive, but the death has to come at her hands.

      They wait for her as she goes there, and she wants to do it, but she can’t.

      Instead, she kills herself, because she prefers him to be happy with whoever he wants, rather than to live in this world knowing he no longer exists. The mermaid sacrificed herself for the man she loved, giving him unconditional love.

      And today, the tables have turned.

      Because I saved my mermaid, and she no longer has to live with sacrifices.

      I made them all tonight.

      The water finally becomes unbearable, and I close my eyes and open my mouth, welcoming the death I can’t avoid.

      I’ve been running away from death’s arms for a long time, but she’s finally caught me. And it’s a magnificent ending, for what a way to die.

      Saving the woman I love while the ocean takes me deeper and deeper in its arms, the ocean that always used to be my home.

      Now it has become my graveyard.

      And oddly enough, all I want to do in this moment is smile for the last time.

      

      Emerald

      I cough up water, my lungs burning from inhaling so much fresh air after being deprived of it, and I open my mouth to speak, only to cough again. “It’s okay, Emerald. Deep breaths,” someone soothes me. I don’t even know who he is, but then I lurch to the edge of the boat, screaming, “Micaden.”

      “Emerald, no.” Kaden wraps his hands around me, and even though it feels like I can’t control my body, I try to move again, but he holds me tight in his arms, between his legs, pressing me to his chest where we sit on the floor and sobs shake my body. “Please, Kaden. Save him.”

      “I can’t,” he says, pressing his lips to my head, and tears slide down my cheeks, because he saved me today, and now he’s dead.

      “He’s the best diver. He’ll survive. You need to call for help,” I rasp, wiping away tears and turning around while looking at all seven men surrounding me. “You need to do something. He’s alive. Why are you standing here?” Hysterically, I hit Kaden’s arms when he tries to hug me again, but I’m having none of that, scooting back and demanding, “Do something, Kaden. You always have a way.”

      “I don’t have one this time.”

      “No!” I shout and clamber to the edge of the boat, wanting to jump again, and I don’t care if I die with him.

      How could he have done this to me? Why didn’t he take me with him? How could have he left me here without him with this agony in my chest that will never go away?

      “Micaden,” I whisper, but then strong arms wrap around me again. I take comfort in Kaden’s hold while the pain I’ve been blocking away for so long comes crashing back at me, and I faint, finding solace from the anguish burning in my chest.

      But then I’ll have to get used to it, because it won’t ever let me go.

      Just like the memories.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Emerald

      My eyelids flutter open, and immediately I throw my arm over them, blocking out the bright sunlight streaming into the hospital room.

      Adjusting my vision, I glance around to see nothing but white walls, a TV on the wall, and a chair. A bedside table is filled with vases of roses and tulips.

      I’m lying on the comfortable hospital bed and an IV drip is attached to my foot. My brows furrow as I slowly rise to study it, but then shrug. Maybe they couldn’t find an appropriate vein in my arm.

      Either way, I don’t care. I’ve spent so much time in hospitals during my life I’ve gotten used to all the needles and the effects after them. But then I notice something else.

      Or rather someone else.

      Eve is half lying on the bed, snoring loudly, and I chuckle before lightly shaking her. She swiftly wakes, sitting up straight, and rasping, “I’m awake, I’m awake!” But then her eyes widen when I give her a tentative smile, even though I feel like dying inside.

      But I can’t reveal the truth in front of her.

      In front of anyone really, because then they’ll surround me with pity. I know them well. But I intend to break the Karpman triangle and not be a victim anymore, or rescuer, or persecutor.

      And for that, I need to deal with my pain on my own. “Hey, sleepy head,” I murmur.

      Tears erupt from her as she wraps her hands around me, saying quickly, “I’m so glad you woke up!” She leans back and palms my face. “How do you feel?”

      “Like I’ve been through hell?”

      She laughs through the tears, quickly wiping them away. “Sounds about right.” She presses the red button above my head on the bed, and a nurse comes in, holding a pad in her hand. “What happened?”

      “She’s awake. Could you please call the doctor?”

      “Of course!” She rushes out, and Eve tensely touches my cheek.

      “Emerald—”

      “It’s okay,” I reply, willing all my strength to help me live and breathe through this. “There’s no need to… there’s just no need.”

      “I don’t think you—” she starts, but the doctor comes in, interrupting whatever she has to say.

      “Happy to see you awake, Emerald.” He walks toward me, and Eve steps away, giving him room to lean over me. He flashes a light in my eyes while he checks them, and then his fingers hold the pen and shift it from side to side, while he says, “All reactions are good, stats are good.” He leans back and quickly writes something on the iPad in his hands, and then he grins. “Looks like you’re ready to conquer the world,” he jokes, but all I can do it nod. “We patched the bruise on your head and bandaged your hand. You had all the fingers broken, but I don’t think you will have trouble with them in the future. In any case, you’ll need to see our ortho before you go.”

      “Sure,” I say and lift my bandaged hand, which seems huge in this thing but at least there’s no aching throb or pain present in my body.

      None except the one shredding my soul into tiny little pieces.

      I croak past my dry lips, and Eve quickly gives me a drink and I sip through the straw, welcoming the coolness it brings me. “Is Micaden here?” I ask, and both of them freeze, sharing a look.

      They must have tried finding his body, right? Maybe it’s wishful thinking, but what if his dead body is in the morgue and I can see him one last time to say goodbye?

      Somehow, with him, we never get the chance to say those words, and I desperately need to once, to end our story right.

      Not brutally as it always happens.

      “Yes, but I don’t think—”

      “Please.” He said himself there’s nothing keeping me in the hospital, so why is it such a problem for me to see his body? “I can handle it.”

      He seems lost for a moment, but then he reluctantly nods, wiping his hand over his face, and then gives me his hand. The nurse removes the IV attached to my foot and I give her a grateful forced smile. I slowly stand up, swaying to the side, but the doctor catches me in time. “We need to call for a chair.”

      “No,” I say, grabbing his hand and shaking my head. “I need to do it like this.” Finally, I regain my steadiness, and Eve throws a robe around me to put on. Slipping into fluffy slippers, I follow the doctor who adjusts his pace to mine.

      The hospital smells greet me, but I don’t care about them, instead focusing all my attention on the sounds of our shoes bouncing off the walls as we go along the long hallway. As I walk, all the memories of Micaden and me flash in front of me.

      Our summer together and all the emotions I’d experienced for the first time.

      Our reunion when a stranger confused me, yet I couldn’t help but want him.

      When I fell in love with him again, and how much I hated him when he told me the truth.

      And the complete hopelessness we both experienced when the whole truth came to light.

      But the strongest of them all is the last time our gazes clashed as his fingers slipped from mine when he let me go, so Kaden could take me up as he kept falling.

      Just like back when he let me go when the police officers took me home.

      The tears I hate so much form in my eyes, and one of them slides down while I push back the sob threatening to escape. I have to be strong for this, because I’ll finally be able to give us both the goodbye we deserve.

      I’m so much in my head I don’t notice where I’m going and bump into the doctor’s back.

      “You all right?”

      “Yes.”

      He holds the door open and motions for me to go inside. Confused, my brows furrow.

      Isn’t the morgue a scary place with buzzing sounds, located in the basement, or whatever the downstairs of the hospital is called? Why is he taking me to this brightroom? “I want to see Micaden,” I say firmly. What if this is some new room for me, or worse? Has he brought me to a shrink to make sure I’m not mental?

      He clears his throat and scratches his head, confused as hell it seems. “And this is his room.”

      “What?” I rasp and enter, gasping while covering my mouth with my hand, because the sight in front of me shocks me then makes my heart soar again.

      Micaden is lying on the bed with wires attached to him; machines beep loudly around him, indicating a steady pulse, but at the same time, he wears a breathing mask.

      I come closer, still shocked, but then I see he’s unconscious. I notice the chart next to him with his progress, but none of it makes sense to me due to all the medical terms. “He’s alive.” I turn around to face the doctor and Eve, and they both nod, although the doctor is the one who explains to me what happened.

      “A man rescued him. Apparently, they called for help beforehand, because the ambulance was waiting for them. His vitals are fine, but he spent a lot of time underwater without air, and we are not sure how it might affect his brain.”

      “I’m sorry, but what?”

      “All we can do is wait for him to wake up.” His lips thin and then realization hits me like a ton of bricks.

      Coma, he’s talking about a coma. “There’s no guarantee, is there?” My question stays unanswered, and I sit on the chair next to him, lightly touching his forehead, whispering, “Please wake up, Micaden.”

      But despite all this, something blossoms in my chest, something I thought died a long time ago.

      Hope.

      

      Sociopath

      Gazing at the couple through the door window, a small, rare grin appears on my face, because Micaden found his peace.

      If he lives, that is.

      Satisfied, I go down in the elevator, through endless hallways to the outside, and finally breathe in the fresh smell of the ocean air, still present even in the town. I should bring my woman here sometime; she’d appreciate it.

      I feel a presence behind me even before Lachlan speaks. His tone alone demands answers, as if I ever follow his orders. “You came.”

      “It seems you can’t handle stuff without me present,” I say, and glance to my right where he stands, a deep scowl on his face, but he nods, acknowledging my presence. “Now we wait.”

      “Waiting requires patience.”

      “It’s a virtue,” Shon says, joining us, and I chuckle, because Lachlan doesn’t find it amusing, and he lets him know that in the deadly glare sent Shon’s way.

      “Get the fuck out of here with this talk.”

      “We just need Jaxon and Arson for our little reunion.” The words are barely out of my mouth when the two men in question come to us; they couldn’t have left without checking on Micaden anyway. “And here you guys are.”

      “You always had the best timing among all of us,” Jaxon greets me, and I nod, because that’s true. People have to learn to take credit when it’s due.

      “We are done here then,” Arson says, lightening up a cigarette, while Lachlan adds, “Until the next time.”

      With that, each one of us walks off, because we all have our own paths, pains, pleasures, and life. We’re not best friends who hang around each other, drink beer, or have family reunions. We don’t do mutual barbecues, our women are not friends, and we try to keep ourselves as separated as possible from each other’s personal life. We don’t call each other to ask how someone is doing or any other shit normal people do.

      What we have is not friendship.

      What we have is deep loyalty, because if one of them ever needs my help again… I’ll come from wherever I am to help them.

      And without a doubt, I know all of them will do the same for me.

      We are not friends.

      We are people bound by the pain of our past.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      New York, New York

      

      Lachlan

      I walk down the hallway with various rooms, as different sounds erupt from each of them.

      Loud begging.

      Sobbing.

      Screams.

      And classical music of course along with rock, which means Isabella and Amalia are having the time of their lives right now.

      Room six opens and a tiny blonde emerges, her eyes wide while her white dress is smeared with blood and… are those ashes? Her lip is trembling and she hugs herself, murmuring something inaudible.

      “Are you lost?” I ask, because scanning her appearance, she doesn’t exactly look like the victim these guys go for.

      They never torture women.

      She can’t be a student, because those bounce around, excited, while asking hundreds of questions.

      She runs toward me, grabbing my hand and begging with her melodic voice, “Please help me. Please. He’s going to—” I zone out her words, instead focusing on her features, which seem painfully familiar, but I can’t place them. I haven’t seen this woman in my life, yet it feels like I should know her.

      I don’t have much time to dwell on it as the door opens once again and Arson walks out, confident as always with a leather bag thrown over his shoulder. “Belosnejnaya moya, what did I say about touching strangers?” He casually comes to us and throws his hand around her shoulder, and she shivers in revulsion, I assume.

      What. The. Fuck?

      “What are you doing, Arson?”

      He shrugs, adjusting his bag better, but still keeping a strong hold on the woman. “I was showing Chloe around my space.”

      “I hate it here. You’re a maniac,” she hisses at him, trying to hit him, but he quickly catches her fist and wraps his hand around it.

      He gives me a grin, although his eyes stay completely dead, and he drags her out, throwing “Room nine” on the way as they pass me. And with that final line, he disappears behind the door that leads upstairs.

      In all the years I’ve known the guy, he’s never been with a woman, let alone one who he called to in his native language, Russian.

      I groan inwardly, because she doesn’t want to be with him, and there’s a wildness about her that will bring him more problems that he can ever expect.

      However, the minute I reach room nine, all thoughts about other people fly away, and instead, the cold monster sinks in, and a sinister smile appears on my face while my body buzzes with excitement of what will come next.

      Because Elijah is pinned to the wall, whimpering through the silver tape, with various weapons lying on the table, just begging to be used. His body has several stitches, Band-Aids, and bandages that I’ll gladly rip off.

      He has been here for months, and I make it my mission to inflict pain on him from time to time, or use him as a body for my students to practice on. Then once the torture is done, the doctor fixes him, and he sits in the cage waiting for the next time.

      Five of his fingers are cut off, because no one treated them when I broke them, so they festered.

      His nightmare will last for a long time, because he hurt those close to me.

      No one harms those under my protection and lives.

      A lesson he’ll learn through the years.
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      Three Years Later

      Island, United States

      

      Emerald

      The colorful dream catcher above me shifts loudly, rattling the seashells hanging from its wings when the ocean breeze sweeps over the patio. I wrap the scarf tighter around my shoulders, shivering slightly from the weather, but still welcoming the freshness it brings.

      I dip the brush in the black and continue to paint the images from my life that no longer scare me but have the tendency to come back when I least expect them.

      However, when I put them on canvas, they no longer have the power to bring chaos; instead, they remind me of what I lived through and survived.

      Slowly, the metal boat where Elijah kept me appears on the white-as-snow canvas, and I exhale in relief when the tight knot in my chest loosens. I drop the brush, wiping my hands with the wet cloth, although I know I still have some paint under my nails.

      I get up, leaning back and stretching my spine, as my phone dings, echoing through the entire house. Bax, my white American spaniel, barks enthusiastically, licking around my bare feet, and I scratch his ear absently, but my eyes widen at the message flashing on the display.

      “Oh my God,” I murmur, and then throw the phone on the table, quickly running outside, barely having time to put on my sneakers before I resume rushing. I pass several people on the way who just shake their head at me, used to my craziness.

      Or so they claim anyway.

      I reach the beach and put my hand on my forehead, blocking the sun to make sure I’m seeing the right ship on the horizon, and a bubble of laughter escapes me when I see the navy blue boat. I’m about to move closer, when a hand from behind pulls me back. “Hey.” I frown at my best friend, but she shrugs, propping a baby on her hip.

      “No can do,” she says, and although I still glare at her, I lean down to give Hugh a kiss on the head.

      “Your mommy is a meanie.”

      “Don’t listen to her, baby. She’s just grumpy and hungry.” Only then do I notice the bag on her shoulder, and my eyes must light in excitement, because she arches her brow. “Something you want, Emerald?”

      “Come on. Give me the cake.”

      “It’s not a cake.”

      My arms cross, and I tap my foot. “You stopped me from going over there.” I point behind my back with my thumb and then at the bag. “And still don’t have the decency to get a cake? Woman, you are dead to me.”

      “These dramatics won’t last for long,” she mutters, handing me Hugh, and I give him a goofy smile, breathing in his baby scent, loving the feel of his small body in my arms.

      After years of trying, God blessed Tom and Eve with their first child eight months ago, and everyone couldn’t be happier for them. The whole town celebrated with them in their coffee shop and gifted so much stuff that Eve donated half of it to foster homes. Tom still works as the sheriff while her business continues to grow ever since she opened a small shop near the fishermen’s shore where they can hang around and buy her delicious pastries.

      Kurt and Marcy got married, to everyone’s shock, and they decided they were too young to live here their whole life, so they packed their stuff and took all the savings they had and rode off into the sunset, wanting to travel all over the world.

      Ah, but young love is cute.

      Nona still continues to get treatment in the local house for the elderly, and we visit her three times a week, but she rarely recognizes me and usually thinks I’m the nice girl who saved her from the beach. Oddly enough, this detail she remembers quite clearly.

      From time to time, Kaden visits too, so I always have the sense of family surrounding me even if in fact most of my family died.

      All in all, the life on the island has thrived.

      The paper bag dangling in front of my face snaps my attention back to the present, and I lick my lips when I see these are her waffles. “Yummy!” I extend my hand, motioning for her to give it to me, but instead, she pulls a little out and takes a bite out of it, right in front of my face! “That’s just cruel.”

      “What was cruel was your face when you learned it’s not a cake.” She can’t be stern for long though, because she throws me the bag, and tells me, “Put him here.” I get Hugh into the stroller and he grumps a little, but then he munches on some colorful, plastic ring, which apparently helps with his teething.

      I snatch the waffle from her and moan as the first taste hits my tongue, but I don’t have time to enjoy it for long, because she grins, patting my back. “Now it’s safe for you to go. Otherwise, the waves might have crushed you.”

      Blowing her a kiss, I wave at her with my fingers and sprint down the dock, my feet slapping on the wood echoing all around me while I concentrate on the most handsome man my eyes have ever laid eyes on. He jumps from the boat, wrapping the rope around the moorings, securing the boat safely to the dock.

      He straightens when he hears me approach, grins, and opens his arms wide, bracing for my attack, for which he doesn’t have to wait long.

      With a loud squeal, I bounce into his outstretched arms, wrapping my arms and legs around him like an octopus while Tom passes us by, chuckling. “Eager, are we?” he asks and salutes me, while most likely going to his family.

      I lean back and smile at Micaden, who gently rubs my cheek, and I lift my face, seeking his caress. “You’re back,” I whisper, and he nods, although the serious expression doesn’t leave his face.

      “I am.”

      “Tom picked you up?” I glance at the small wooden boat with its paddles, and Micaden nods again, so I ask, “From the place you’ve been.” Another silent moment, so I finally get the courage to spill the words playing in my mind, because it seems he won’t be confessing anything if I don’t push him. “But you won’t tell me where you were.” His thumb stills for a second, but then he slides his hand to my nape and tugs my hair, arching me toward him so he can skim his lips over my neck. A small moan slips past my lips, and I press against him, needing to feel his rigid body closer. “You’re distracting me.”

      “No, I’m loving you,” he answers, and then sucks on the skin, immediately soothing it with his tongue, while the light motion of his hips pushes his hard-on into me, and it’s painfully obvious a few weeks without my man has made me needy as hell. But then he raises his head and our gazes clash, and I read the truth in his eyes before his mouth even opens. “But if you really want to know, I’ll tell you.”

      As I look at him, contemplating my answer, the last three years flash before my eyes.

      Micaden woke up from the coma eight months after the accident, and it was the happiest day on earth for me. It took him even longer to get fully rehabilitated. He had to learn to walk and other basic stuff all over again. Throughout it all, I stayed by his side, but we never spoke about the future of our relationship.

      Then once he got better, he showed up at my house—I bought it once I decided to live here—and brought me flowers. And then he asked me on a date. From that day on, he gave us all the experiences we should have had if we’d met in the right place and at the right time.

      Our wedding happened five months ago, and we are blissfully in love. While nightmares have the tendency to still haunt us at night or come back and darken our day, most of the time we let it be.

      We can’t change our past, but our future belongs to us. And it has no place for pain and darkness, only happiness and love.

      Although he mostly focuses on his business, there are times when he travels somewhere, most likely to Kaden and his men when they have to deal with certain stuff. And while he doesn’t crave killing or go hunting at night much, he always tells me his loyalty to these men will always push him to help them.

      “No. But you’re safe?”

      He nods, and that’s all I need to know. Those men never turned their backs on us. What else can we do but pay them the same courtesy?

      “I have news for you,” I say excitedly, deciding to change the subject and focus back on us.

      His hand slides down to my little bump, and he smiles. “You do?”

      “Guess what.”

      “What?”

      “We’re having twins.”

      He blinks and then blinks again, before frowning. “Hopefully not girls,” he manages to say, right before he kisses me tenderly while the sunset beams on us.

      This is what happiness feels like.

      And everything that came before was worth it, because we ended up here.

      

      
        
        Several Years Later

      

      

      

      Micaden

      I quietly go over the house, checking the locks in the system and closing all the open windows, because I still can’t sleep with them open.

      Especially not when all my girls are inside.

      I scratch Bax’s ear, and he whimpers, nudging my knee. But I give him a stern look, because no way in fuck is he going upstairs. I love this freaking dog that Emerald just had to adopt, but he wakes up the girls, tickling their hair, and then everyone cockblocks me night after night. “Sorry, fella, but sleep here.”

      He sighs and trails to his bed in the kitchen, right under the heater, while barking a little before settling, his eyes on the door.

      I have no fucking idea what the dog experienced in his life, but we have an understanding. Eyes on the danger always, because we have three precious people to protect, no matter the cost.

      I quickly go upstairs and enter the twins’ room. The light pink lamp is the only light brightening it, and the stars on the ceiling create a magical feeling for the space.

      A smile pulls at my lips when I remember a conversation from a month ago.

      “We need to buy this, Mommy. Look!” Brianna points at the ceiling in the shop, clapping loudly while Diamond only nods, but I don’t miss the excitement shining in her eyes either.

      “Oh, like outer space,” Emerald murmurs, and then turns to me. “Let’s buy it.”

      Before I can even reply, Brianna stomps her foot and glares at us as if we have lost our minds. “Not space, Mommy. Ocean.”

      “Ocean?” My brows furrow and Emerald shrugs, clearly as clueless about this statement as I am.

      “Yeah, like when we go on a trip on a boat. Please, Daddy, can we?” She wraps her hands around my leg and looks at me with her pleading green eyes just like her mother’s, and who the fuck can resist that? They are both the spitting image of her. Even Diamond follows suit, tentatively smiling at me.

      “Let’s get those stars.”

      Major squeals fill the shop.

      Turning off the lamps and adjusting the blankets on them better, I kiss each one on the head.

      Brianna is out cold, which is a common occurrence. I sometimes wonder how such a tiny body can hold so much energy. Out of the two, she’s the restless one, always needing activities and attention, while Diamond is the quiet one, but stubborn. If she puts her mind to something, it’s impossible to change it.

      In short, my princesses are the fucking best.

      Brianna murmurs something softly and flips onto her stomach, but then I glance at Diamond and she smiles shyly, wide awake. “Hi, Daddy.” My heart contracts tightly in my chest, because I’ll never be tired of hearing that word on their lips.

      Even though I’m a dangerous killer who continues to kill and have my hands permanently coated in blood, when I’m with my little angels, I understand that all this was worth it.

      Because my past gave me my present.

      “Hey, baby girl. Why aren’t you asleep?” She glares at Brianna, whispering, “She snores.” But then she asks, “Can you lie down with me for a little while?”

      I sit on her bed, resting my back on the headboard, and open my arms so she can scoot closer. “Everything all right?” I remove her hair from her face, but she nuzzles deeper into my chest and murmurs something. “Didn’t catch that. Again?”

      She exhales heavily and then raises her voice. “Can you tell me the story again?”

      I freeze and then sigh, because for a minute there, she scared the shit out of me.

      I know all ways to torture one’s body and mind, but the idea of any of my girls suffering causes a cold sweat to break out all over me. “Of course.” Clearing my throat, I begin. “Once upon a time, there lived…”

      “A fisherman!” she adds herself, and I nod, tapping on her nose.

      “Right. Each day, he would bring fresh fish to the people, completely happy with his life. Until one day—”

      “He met a mermaid!” Brianna jumps on the bed, pressing herself to my other side, and I shift a little so she can sit comfortably. I should have known she’d wake up for it. The girls have a radar when it comes to this story.

      “Not just a mermaid. A—”

      “A beautiful mermaid.” They both squeal and then quiet down, waiting for the next part, and I hold back the chuckle threatening to escape. They’ve heard the story so many times they’ve memorized it, but for some odd reason ask me to tell it at least once a month, if not more often.

      But it seems tonight, they are in a different mood, because they continue to talk, each one of them faster than the other. Competition between twins is a real thing, and I can’t count the headaches or cries over stupid shit like who got the doll first.

      Life is bliss though.

      “There was also a bad man. Who took the mermaid away.”

      “In the deep ocean, hiding her from the fisherman.”

      “For years, the fisherman stayed bitter and angry, wanting to get the mermaid back.”

      “And then, one day, she came back.” The soft voice from the doorway snags my attention, and my eyes travel to my wife, who leans on the wall, nothing but love in her eyes as she watches us three.

      Her hair cascades down her back in heavy locks and her silky robe hides most of her curves from me, but by God and everything that’s holy, she’s fucking stunning.

      And mine. Always fucking mine, no matter what.

      Marks all over her body are proof of that.

      I barely listen to the continuation of the story, while she mouths to me “I love you.”

      But at the same time, Diamond says, “And they loved each other deeply and lived happily ever after.”

      I’m not sure there’s a happily ever after for villains, but my life? The love, the girls, my woman.

      They are everything.

      And yeah, for a monster like me… happiness might not last long, but I’ll hold tight to it, never letting go no matter what. I mouth back “I love you too.” And enjoy this beautiful life we have both created.

      
        
        The End
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